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INTRODUCTION

The Self-Reliance Evidence Review (SRER) is a knowledge-mapping and assessment of publicly 
available research and evidence relating to self-reliance for refugees. 

This study was undertaken jointly by RefugePoint and the Danish Refugee Council (DRC), 
both members of the Refugee Self-Reliance Initiative (RSRI). The SRER contributes to the RSRI 
Learning Agenda, which outlines core questions to be answered to create an evidence base of 
effective practices to improve refugee self-reliance. The SRER is also intended to identify gaps 
in the evidence base on self-reliance, which can inform future research priorities on this topic. 
The opinions expressed in the report are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the 
views of any of these organizations.

The Self-Reliance Evidence Review and related outputs are available at: 
https://www.refugeeselfreliance.org/evidence-review 

Authors: Solenne Delga, Simar Singh, Camille Strauss-Kahn, Rachel Furlow, and Alli Gillespie

Cover Image: Claudine, a client in RefugePoint’s Urban Refugee Protection Program, 
sells vegetables and snacks at a market in Nairobi, Kenya. Photo by Alexis Felder.

© 2022 Danish Refugee Council (DRC) & RefugePoint 

2      SELF-RELIANCE EVIDENCE REVIEW

https://www.refugeeselfreliance.org/evidence-review


D E F I N I N G  S E L F - R E L I A N C E

Methodology & Bibliography 4

Defining Self-Reliance                      23

Programming for Self-Reliance: Components and Approaches                  36

Programming for Self-Reliance: Contexts and Populations            56

Gaps in the Self-Reliance Evidence Base       74

3       SELF-RELIANCE EVIDENCE REVIEW

TABLE OF CONTENTS



M E T H O D O LO GY  &  B I B L I O G R A P H Y

METHODOLOGY &
BIBLIOGRAPHY

4      SELF-RELIANCE EVIDENCE REVIEW



M E T H O D O LO GY  &  B I B L I O G R A P H Y

PROJECT OBJECTIVES

The objectives of the SRER are to:

• Develop a  consolidated, easily-accessed mapping of existing knowledge and
evidence around refugee self-reliance;

• Identify program components and approaches that help foster self-reliance for
refugees, to facilitate further replication and scaling of effective practices;

• Identify outstanding gaps in evidence which could be filled by data generated by
other measurement and research initiatives, including the Self-Reliance Index.

This evidence review builds on previous efforts to map and review self-reliance research 
undertaken by the RSRI.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The SRER research team developed an initial list of questions based on the RSRI’s Learning Agenda. 
Table 1 outlines the six main research questions and the core sub-questions that the SRER set out 
to address, to build an evidence base of effective practices to improve refugee self-reliance. The 
aim of the SRER was to capture to what extent existing evidence contributes to answering these 
questions.

When undertaking the analysis, the research team reformulated several questions in order to either 
capture trends in the literature that were not pre-identified or because there was too little available 
information (in which case, they are mentioned in Evidence Brief – Research Gaps). Questions for which 
significantly less information was available than initially expected are marked with an asterix (*) in Table 1. 
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Table 1: SRER Original Research Questions & Sub-questions

Primary questions Sub-questions

How is self-reliance defined 
and understood?

What variances in definition exist?

Categorize definitions – economic, social, political and by stakeholders

What types of programs 
exist to support refugees 
achieve self-reliance?

Categorize types of programs (program typology)

Do theories of change exist for these programs? What variances exist? 

How is impact / are outcomes defined? 
At what level (individual, household, community, system)? 

What are the program inputs and costs?

What are the program timeframes? How do they vary, and why?

Categorize the types of programs by the target group profiles 
(displacement status, duration of displacement, socio-economic profiles 
and AGD considerations – including people with special needs)

What works best to 
facilitate self-reliance for 
refugees?

Programs: Is there evidence or examples of program successes and 
failures? What type of evidence? Where are the gaps in evidence?

What does an enabling environment for self-reliance look like (1)?
Policies: How can a refugee-inclusive policy environment be created 
or sustained at community, local, national and global levels? What are 
incentives and disincentives? Who are the key actors, institutions and 
stakeholders?

What does an enabling environment for self-reliance look like (2)?
Context: What role does context (e.g. urban vs. rural, camp vs. non-camp, 
low vs. middle vs. high income economies / macro-economy) play in 
shaping an enabling environment for refugee self-reliance?

How is self-reliance 
measured?

Which indicators, measurement/assessment tools, and methodologies 
are useful in tracking progress on self-reliance? At the individual, 
household, community, national and global levels?

What is the impact of 
increased self-reliance?

What difference does self-reliance make for refugees? *

What is the value for money of self-reliance programs, especially 
compared to other forms of refugee assistance (i.e. direct delivery of 
assistance in a care and maintenance model)?

How does increased self-reliance (and self-reliance programming) impact 
host communities?

How does self-reliance contribute to the three durable solutions?

How does self-reliance 
connect with other 
humanitarian and 
development agendas?

Climate change and environmental degradation *

Localization *

Protection and gender justice *
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The methods used to produce the SRER were adapted from the Rapid Evidence Assessment 
methodology. The literature review and analysis consisted of four main steps: 1) document sourcing; 
2) document review and quality check; 3) resource mapping; and 4) qualitative and quantitative data
analysis. In the following sections, we describe each of these steps in detail, including the objective,
the methods used as well as their limitations. Each of these steps were conducted in adherence to
pre-written guidelines to ensure consistency across reviewers.

Team: a team of 7 people were involved in the mapping and review of resources to various extents 
and in various capacities. A core team of 4 primary investigators ensured continuity and quality 
assurance throughout the process.

Results: over 160 resources and more than 7,500 pages were reviewed for the purpose of this study. 
About half of the documents reviewed were program documents, one third were research papers, 
and one-sixth were policy papers. About one-fifth of the documents reviewed had a global focus, 
two-thirds included cases in East Africa, and one-third included cases in the Middle East. 

STEP 1.  
DOCUMENT SOURCING

OBJECTIVE
Conduct a structured literature search of publicly available documentation on refugee self-reliance. 

METHODS
Definition of keywords
As the SRER focused on publicly available documents, resources were compiled through internet 
searches using various strings of keywords on Google search engine.

With the understanding that some resources relevant to self-reliance may not always specifically use 
the term ‘self-reliance’, the search involved combinations of two series of keywords:

First series Second series

self-reliance 
livelihoods
economic inclusion
social inclusion
financial inclusion
economic empowerment

refugees
displacement
internally displaced persons (IDPs)
host country
host communities
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Criteria for inclusion
In order for a resource to be included in the dataset, it needed to meet four criteria: 

1. presence of keywords;
2. published recently;
3. be evidence-based;
4. be in English.

Presence of keywords: 
1) self-reliance must be mentioned at least once OR the resource must mention any combination of
at least three other keywords from the first series above; AND 2) refugees must be mentioned at
least once OR the resource must mention any combination of at least two other keywords from the
second series above.

Date: the resource must have been published no earlier than January 1, 2005.  The sourcing of 
documents was undertaken between January and March 2021 and included resources published 
in 2021 as far as they were available and referenced by the time of the searches. (See below for a 
discussion of resources published later in 2021).

Evidence-based: the resource must be either a primary or secondary source. This includes, but is 
not limited to, case studies, policy briefs, project evaluations, and impact evaluations. This excludes 
news articles and opinion articles that do not refer to broader expertise or research.
Language: the evidence review only considered resources available in English due to process 
constraints.

Observations & Limitations

Public resources: As the SRER only included resources that were available in the 
public domain, it is not an exhaustive review of all resources and literature on the 
subject of refugee self-reliance. In particular, organizations engaging in self-reliance 
programming often have internal resources (including after-action reviews, lessons 
learned, program evaluations, etc.) that are not made publicly available. 

Resources found through Google Search: Carrying out a structured keyword search online only 
allowed us to identify documents that were tagged and referenced with the specific keywords. As 
a result, the set of resources reviewed is only reflective of the comprehensive set of documents 
that come up in an open search on the internet, not necessarily all available public resources.

Publications in English: The SRER was limited to publications in English. We acknowledge that 
significant resources on refugee self-reliance may exist in other languages, particularly those 
developed by local actors. In Evidence Brief – Research Gaps, we discuss the bias that this may 
introduce in terms of examples and geographies represented for self-reliance programming.  

Timeframe of publications: Document sourcing was carried out through March 2021. The research 
team is aware that several relevant resources were published afterwards, especially ahead 
of the High-Level Officials Meeting of December 2021. While these resources could not be 
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included in the initial evidence review, the aim of the ‘living’ library is to allow for their addition 
and mapping at a later point in time. Additionally, important resources relevant to this study were 
published prior to 2005. These were used as references wherever relevant but not included in 
the SRER dataset, and can be found in the “Additional References” section of the bibliography.

STEP 2. 
RELEVANCE AND QUALITY REVIEW

OBJECTIVE
Focus the review on resources that meet minimum stated criteria in terms of relevance and quality.

METHODS
There were two criteria for the inclusion of resources in the final dataset: 1) relevance to the SRER 
research questions; and 2) meeting quality standards, in order to ensure the data provided is not 
only anecdotal and can be considered as evidence.

Relevance assessment
To assess relevance, we considered two questions for each resource: 1) Is one or more of the 
primary research question(s) addressed? 2) To what degree does the resource address the primary 
research question? 

Table 2 – The six primary categories of research questions

Code DEF PRG WW MEA IMP OTH
Question How is 

self-relian-
ce defined 
and under-
stood?

What types 
of pro-
grams exist 
to support 
refugees 
achieve 
self-relian-
ce?

What works 
best to 
facilitate 
self-relian-
ce for refu-
gees?

How is 
self-relian-
ce mea-
sured?

What is the 
impact of 
increased 
self-relian-
ce?

How does 
self-relian-
ce connect 
with other 
humanita-
rian & de-
velopment 
agendas?

The degree to which the resource was relevant to the primary research question was coded on 
a scale from 0 to 3, in which 0 indicates the resource did not discuss the research question, 1 
indicates that the research question was only discussed in the context of other concepts, 2 indicates 
the research question was discussed in at least one paragraph, and 3 indicates the research 
question was discussed in at least several paragraphs.

The minimum relevance score for inclusion was set at 2. Therefore, any resources that had at least 
one paragraph discussing the primary research question were considered relevant for inclusion.
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Quality assessment
Resources that were deemed relevant to the research project were then assessed for quality. 
The quality criteria included: 1) Conceptual framing – does the source have clear research 
questions?  (on a 0 to 3 scale); 2) Methodological transparency – does the source explain its 
research design and data collection methods (primary sources) or how resources were selected for 
inclusion (secondary sources)? (on a 0 to 3 scale); 3) Validity of findings – are the limitations of the 
conclusions clearly highlighted? Can the findings be generalized? (on a 0 to 2 scale). The scores 
for each quality criteria were considered cumulatively to determine whether the resource met the 
minimum threshold for quality set by the methodology.

The minimum quality score was set at 6. Resources that passed both the relevance and quality 
assessments were then reviewed and coded according to the primary research questions and sub-
questions.

Observations & Limitations

Low relevance threshold: We have found ex post that there is a high heterogeneity in the dataset 
between resources that discuss relevant topics to self-reliance in some depth (min. relevance 
score = 2) and resources that are primarily focused on self-reliance (max. relevance score = 
18). Conducting an analysis of the information coded in a dataset by relevance score provides 
additional information about the topics that are currently discussed at length in the literature and 
where gaps may exist. We provide insights from this analysis in Evidence Brief – Research Gaps. 

To account for these sources of heterogeneity and provide meaningful descriptive 
statistical analysis, we have eventually decided to consolidate two datasets with 
different units of analysis: one is compiled by resource (in which a book is counted as 
one item) and one is compiled by section (in which each chapter of a book is counted 
as a separate element). Unless otherwise indicated, the findings we present in the 
final evidence briefs are those that are consistent across both levels of analysis.

STEP 3.  
RESOURCE MAPPING

OBJECTIVE
Analyze and identify trends regarding what information is available in the resources for each of the 
primary research questions.

METHODS
Primary variables
Each sub-question related to the primary research questions was assigned a variable for the coding 
process (see Table 3). While coding, reviewers also summarized the relevant content of the resource. 
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Table 3 - Coding variables by research question

Main 
Code

Sub-questions Code

DEF Categorize definitions – economic, social, political – as well as ‘other’ and 
“multiple’

ECO; SOC; 
PLT; OTH;

(MULT)
PRG Categorize types of programs (program typology)

Do theories of change exist for these programs? What variances exist?

How are results / outcomes defined? 

What are the program inputs and costs?

What are the program timeframes? How do they vary, and why?

Categorize the types of programs by the target group profiles 
(displacement status, duration of 

displacement, socio-economic profiles and AGD considerations)

TYP

TOC

RES

COST

TIME

WHO

(MULT)

WW Is there evidence or examples of program successes and failures? What 
type of evidence? 

 How can a refugee-inclusive policy environment be created or sustained 
at community, local, 

national and global levels? What are incentives and disincentives? Who 
are the key stakeholders?

 What role does context (e.g. urban vs. rural, camp vs. non-camp, low vs. 
middle vs. high income 

economies / macro-economy) play in shaping an enabling environment for 
refugee self-reliance?

EVD

POL

CXT

(MULT)

MEA Which indicators, measurement/assessment tools, and methodologies are 
useful in tracking progress on self-reliance? At the individual, household, 
community, national and global levels?

INDL; 
HHLD; 
COMM; 
NATL; INTL

(MULT)
IMP What difference does self-reliance make for refugees?

What is the value for money of self-reliance programs?

How does increased self-reliance (and self-reliance programming) impact 
host communities?

How does self-reliance contribute to the three durable solutions?

DIF

VAL

HOST

DUR

(MULT)
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Main 
Code

Sub-questions Code

OTH Climate change and environmental degradation

Localization

Protection and gender justice

CC

LOC

PRO; GEN

Secondary variables

Descriptive variables were also included in the coding process. The secondary variables included:

• Date: year of publication

• Type: type of publication (policy paper, case study, etc.)

• Number of pages: total pages in the resource

• Geography: the country and/or region discussed

• Prominence of refugee voices: whether or not the publication centered, or
considered, refugee voices (through survey data, interviews, focus groups, etc.)

• Population/group: which population/group the resource discussed (only
refugees, specific refugee groups, etc.)

Observations & Limitations

To ensure internal consistency, a random subset of resources was assigned 
to several reviewers. These random checks confirmed that coding was largely 
consistent across reviewers. Any variance was primarily found in how each 
reviewer included comments on the resources for the primary variables. 

STEP 4.
QUALITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE 
ANALYSIS
OBJECTIVE
Identify additional descriptive information and general trends in the selected resources.

METHODS
At the conclusion of the standard coding process, several variables were added to obtain further 
additional descriptive information and trends in the resources. These variables were included 
to add further details and capture topics that were not covered in the initial coding. Additionally, 
the research team conducted a total of 11 key informant interviews (KIIs) with researchers and 
practitioners in the field of refugee self-reliance. 
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Additional variables
• Urban vs. rural: if the resource was discussing primarily urban or rural refugee

populations

• In-camp vs. out-of-camp: if the resource was discussing camp or non-camp
settings

• Youth: if the resource specifically discussed self-reliance for youth

• Self-reliance vs. livelihoods: if the resource specifically discussed self-reliance, or
whether livelihoods was used as a proxy term to discuss self-reliance

Qualitative and quantitative trend analysis 
Using the primary variables above, their comments, and the secondary variables, reviewers 
conducted a qualitative trend analysis for each of the six primary research questions. This included 
reviewing all of the comments on the primary variables and also conducting random back checks to 
ensure consistent coding was used. When drafting the final briefs, the authors referred back to the 
original publications when creating references to mitigate any bias by the initial reviewers. 

A quantitative analysis was also conducted using descriptive statistics about the type and content of 
resources to include in the final analysis. This included statistics about which topics were mentioned 
by publication, the most prominent geographies of the resources, etc.

Key Informant Interviews (KIIs)
The objectives of these interviews were to both validate the study’s preliminary findings and 
also gather any additional nuance and details that may not have been adequately mapped in the 
resource review. Interviewees included  researchers and practitioners from the field of forced 
displacement. Each KII was conducted virtually by a member of the research team and lasted from 
30 minutes to one hour. The interviews were facilitated by a discussion guide, but questions were 
tailored to each participant. Participation in the interviews was voluntary and confidential, and, as a 
result, any insights from the KIIs included in the briefs are non-attributed. 

Observations & Limitations

Due to the small sample size of resources the quantitative analysis is only intended to be 
illustrative of the dataset reviewed and not the broader evidence base on self-reliance. 

Finally, it is important to emphasize that refugees are the primary focus of this research 
project. Evidence on other displaced populations (IDPs, asylum seekers, etc) were 
only considered insofar as they shed light on self-reliance and displacement issues 
that can apply to refugee populations (such as in comparative studies). 
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The numbered bibliography below serves as a common reference for the evidence briefs. Each brief 
contains numbered citations that link to the resources listed in the bibliography. Citations mentioned 
in the evidence briefs are not exhaustive, but reflect references selected for relevance and diversity 
of publishing authors.
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DEFINING SELF-RELIANCE 
In this evidence brief, we present the findings from our review of literature on the definition of 
refugee self-reliance: How is the concept defined, understood, and used by various stakeholders? 
What variance exists in the definition and why does it matter?

KEY FINDINGS
How we choose to talk about self-reliance matters: it shapes the expectations, objectives, 
and approaches of all stakeholders in the refugee response system, including practitioners, 
policymakers, researchers, funders, governments, and displaced populations themselves.

While self-reliance has steadily grown in prominence as an objective in refugee response, we 
find that there is not yet a shared understanding of the concept as evidenced by the range 
of different definitions in use. Moreover, we found that frequently the term ‘self-reliance’ is 
referenced in the literature without being defined. When that is the case, it is usually implicitly 
reduced to only one of its many dimensions (most often the economic dimension), which in 
turn impacts the design and impact measurement of programs and policies.

In the literature, definitions of self-reliance are primarily clustered around use in two areas: 
policies and programs. The definitions in both clusters are closely related but not equivalent, 
and both fall short of reflecting certain critical elements related to self-reliance.

Policy-oriented definitions mostly explain self-reliance as a state of not being dependent 
on external assistance. These definitions often do not specify what types of “external 
assistance” are being referred to, which can be left open to interpretation. Policy-oriented 
definitions usually do not address what types of interventions could promote self-reliance. 

Program-oriented definitions highlight areas of intervention that can enable self-reliance. 
These definitions have evolved from solely focusing on the economic dimensions of self-
reliance (eg. livelihoods, income generation and/or employment) to acknowledging and 
emphasizing the importance of other dimensions of self-reliance (social, legal, political, etc.). 
The most commonly cited definition of self-reliance is one first proposed by UNHCR in 2005, 
which highlights both economic and social aspects of the term. Yet most programmatic 
definitions of self-reliance stop short of describing the broader multidimensionality of self-
reliance and related programming.

Self-reliance is often conceptually linked to discussions about Durable Solutions, yet there is 
little available evidence or research about how self-reliance programming can contribute to 
any individual durable solution.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Recommendation 1: All stakeholders should promote a shared understanding of self-reliance 
as part of operationalizing the Global Compact on Refugees, to help set feasible targets and 
goals for enhancing self-reliance, tracking progress, and promoting collaboration between 
implementing agencies. In particular, discussions of refugee self-reliance in programming 
or policy should include an explicit definition of self-reliance and systematically take into 
account (1) the multidimensional nature of self-reliance; (2) the quality standards that are 
inherent to self-reliance programming; (3) the various local support systems that enable self-
reliance; and (4) the potential of the local context to support self-reliance. 

Recommendation 2: Donors should prioritize funding research that gathers refugee 
perspectives on self-reliance, to help shape the conceptual and operational understanding 
of self-reliance in general, as well as contribute to better programming design in specific 
contexts and for specific target groups. 

Recommendation 3: Practitioners and policymakers should consider two complementary 
objectives that advance refugee self-reliance: (1) how to bridge the gap in self-reliance 
between refugee populations and local populations, and (2) how to contribute to increasing 
the potential for self-reliance for all populations in a given refugee-hosting area when 
designing program and policy interventions.
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TOWARDS A SHARED UNDERSTANDING
The concept and associated definitions of self-reliance as applied to refugees have evolved 
over the past 50 years, gaining increased nuance over time. However, while there is a growing 
community of practice working to advance self-reliance, all relevant stakeholders have not yet 
coalesced around a shared understanding of the concept. There is significant variation in what 
encompasses ‘self-reliance’ when described by different actors, both in terms of the objective, as 
well as the pathways through which it can be achieved. Across the literature, we find that there 
are two dominant clusters of self-reliance definitions: one that is policy-oriented and the other that 
is program-oriented. And while the two are closely related, each falls short of reflecting certain 
critical elements related to self-reliance, which in turn leads to divergences and conflicts in ensuing 
discussions and approaches.     

Lack of definition or too many definitions?
In the last 15 years, self-reliance has been increasingly referenced as a goal in refugee response at 
the national, regional, and international levels [26; 73; 38; 126-148]. Most prominently it is featured as 
one of the four key objectives of the 2018 Global Compact on Refugees [33]. Notably, there is little 
debate in the literature about whether self-reliance is a relevant, appropriate, or feasible objective 
to set for humanitarian assistance to refugees [33; 48; 52; 34; 65]. However, despite the increased 
momentum around pursuing self-reliance as an objective in refugee response, there is no broadly 
agreed-upon definition of the term.

There are multiple ways in which self-reliance is defined in the literature, reflecting different and 
evolving objectives and approaches that translate into substantially different programs and policies, 
some of which are hard to reconcile [82; 141; 80; 16]. The use of different definitions of self-reliance 
matters because it tends to shape at least three crucial discussions around refugee issues in the 
literature: (1) a discussion between humanitarian and development actors about their respective 
roles in refugee response and related approaches to programming [140]; (2) a discussion between 
refugee-hosting countries and donor countries on their respective responsibilities vis-à-vis refugees 
and related policies [2]; and (3) an (often implicit) discussion between refugees themselves and the 
broader international aid system around expectations and possible solutions to displacement [127; 
16; 33].

Different stakeholders tend to focus on aspects of self-reliance that are most aligned with their own 
pre-existing incentive structure and positioning in regard to refugee responses [67; 101; 12]. These 
incentives vary by stakeholder and may sometimes lead to opposing interpretations. For example, 
by understanding self-reliance as “a move away from dependency”, donor states tend to focus on 
independence from international assistance, which can be linked to considering self-reliance as an 
exit strategy from humanitarian programming for refugees [12]. Some refugee-hosting states tend 
to interpret self-reliance as a move away from dependence on all types of institutional assistance 
(including assistance provided by hosting governments themselves) and may conclude that the 
aim is for self-reliant refugees to meet their needs only through market systems. For both, self-
reliance is a worthwhile goal, but in pursuit of different ends. According to the latter conception, 
self-reliance programming is desirable insofar as it presents a solution for refugees that also 
lessens the “burden” on host states [12]. But according to the former conception, a move away from 
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dependence on international aid is in part made possible due to the inclusion of refugees in national 
and sub-national social protection systems by host states [71; 157; 64]. 

Beyond the different definitions in the literature, we also found that many documents refer to the 
term ‘self-reliance’ without presenting a definition or explanation, which can create ambiguity or 
often implicitly reduces the concept to only one dimension, frequently the economic dimension 
[67; 17; 26; 97]. This includes documents that discuss self-reliance incidentally and amongst other 
topics, but also many documents that center their discussion and findings on self-reliance [70]. 
Similar to varying definitions, the absence of a definition can also be problematic. This, in turn, has 
direct consequences on the types of policies and programs that are considered and discussed in 
these documents, and arguably designed and implemented by their authors. Documents that do not 
define self-reliance also often tend to conflate the term with other important, yet distinct concepts 
such as livelihoods, resilience, self-sufficiency, or even local integration [67; 44; 26]. This leads to 
further divergence in terms of what self-reliance is and how to enable it.

It is also worth noting that while many different stakeholder viewpoints are represented in the 
literature on defining self-reliance, we found very few attempts to incorporate the perspectives of 
refugees themselves [95]. While several resources highlighted that self-reliance is an objective 
that is called for by refugees [95], there does not appear to be any systematic effort to reflect 
refugee voices in defining the concept, describing what being self-reliant looks like for them, and/
or what they need to get there [95]. Admittedly, this finding may be a result of a limitation in the 
methodology of this research project, which only included English-language resources and primarily 
included literature published by international organizations and academics. See Methodology & 
Bibliography for more details.

The lack of refugee voices in the self-reliance definition debate could be considered antithetical to 
the purpose of self-reliance itself, which arguably relates to creating an enabling environment for 
refugees to be able to make their own choices about matters that concern them and being able to 
shape their own future. While several authors point to the lack of participation of refugees and the 
lack of refugee voices in shaping the definition of self-reliance, there are few concrete suggestions 
in the literature about how to bridge that gap most effectively [95].

Self-reliance in policy & programming
There are two main ways in which the concept of refugee self-reliance is mobilized in the literature: 
it is discussed as a policy objective and as a program objective.

Policy-oriented Definitions

When used in policy discussions and contexts, refugee self-reliance is mostly described as ‘a 
move away from dependency’ [148; 13; 70; 115]. However, as discussed above, there is variation in 
terms of dependency on what and at times this is left unspecified and open to interpretation [148; 
13]. The notion of refugee self-reliance was originally coined to reflect the ongoing dependency 
of refugees on short-term humanitarian aid designed for emergencies [2]. But self-reliance is also 
sometimes understood as reliance on support from any type of institution or system, including 
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host governments, social networks or local community support more generally. To what extent can 
refugees rely on social services and still be considered self-reliant? Is it sufficient for a refugee 
not to rely on international aid for one or more of their basic needs to be deemed self-reliant? 
Can a refugee that relies on support such as remittances or informal and formal social safety net 
mechanisms be considered self-reliant? These are some of the questions that divide various authors 
in the literature [103; 116; 125].  

Overall, there is an increasing consensus in the literature that refugee self-reliance is about 
reducing dependency on international aid [148; 13; 70; 115]. At the same time, there is a general 
acknowledgment that self-reliant individuals – be they refugees or not – are typically dependent to 
some extent on access to and use of a variety of other systems, including but not limited to market 
systems and social protection systems [148; 13; 70; 115]. There is less examination of which systems 
outside of the international aid system (eg. labor market systems and social protection systems or 
only restricted subsets of these) are most critical for self-reliance and whether refugees that heavily 
depend on these systems can be considered ‘self-reliant’ [148; 13].

In the literature, policy-oriented definitions of self-reliance are often mobilized to make ‘political’ 
arguments for at least three different reasons. First, they inherently call into question whether 
the humanitarian system is fit for purpose, insofar as traditional humanitarian approaches tend to 
perpetuate a dependency on aid [124; 92; 106]. Second, they draw attention to the role, quality, 
and sustainability of social protection systems in host states, and whether their coverage should be 
extended to refugee populations, and if it is feasible to do so [42; 15; 117; 12]. Third, they highlight 
the responsibility of host governments in providing refugees with the set of rights to which they 
are entitled, and at the same time call into question the role of the wider international community in 
sharing these responsibilities [12].

Finally, another characteristic of these definitions is that they typically focus on policy-level solutions 
and changes to the policy environment to enhance self-reliance and less on programmatic 
interventions and adaptations [2; 148]. 

Program-oriented Definitions

There are multiple conceptions of self-reliance that are used to define programmatic objectives or 
approaches. These range from definitions that solely focus on the economic capacities of refugees 
to those that emphasize consideration of more ‘holistic’ dimensions of a refugee’s life [128; 66; 23]. 
Overall, the most-commonly referenced definition of self-reliance in the literature is one included in 
the 2005 UNHCR handbook on self-reliance, which defines self-reliance along social and economic 
dimensions [128]:

“Self-reliance is the social and economic ability of an individual, household or 
community to meet basic needs (including protection, food, water, shelter, personal 
safety, health and education) in a sustainable manner and with dignity.”

Most program-oriented definitions of self-reliance, including the 2005 UNHCR definition, focus 
on the idea of being able to meet one’s own needs and do not refer directly to international aid 
(or the absence thereof) [92; 133; 123]. Similar to the policy-oriented definitions mentioned above, 
this leaves space for some to construe that self-reliance not only refers to independence from 
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international aid but also from assistance provided by the host state [6; 128]. However, in contrast 
to the policy-oriented definitions, program-oriented definitions typically point to what self-reliance 
and related programming looks like (i.e. social and economic components that foster access to basic 
needs, access to dignified livelihoods, etc.) [114; 145; 101]. In the next section, we further examine the 
contents of program-oriented definitions of self-reliance and their evolution over time.

An old idea… that has evolved over time
The term ‘self-reliance’ has been increasingly invoked in the refugee space over the last 10-15 
years [23]. Yet, the concept of self-reliance is not new. Mentions of self-reliance related to refugee 
populations have been traced back to the 1950s for policy use [Crisp 2003]. Humanitarians have 
been referring to self-reliance objectives for their programs since at least the 1960s [121]. Since 
then, there has been an ongoing evolution in how self-reliance is defined and correspondingly in 
the design of related programming, which has shaped the dominant understanding today of self-
reliance as a multidimensional concept. 

There are three notable phases in the evolution of how self-reliance is defined since the mid-20th 
century: from a primarily economic focus to considerations about the social and legal dimensions 
of self-reliance, to increased recognition of the multidimensional nature of the concept [121]. In 
our review of the resources on self-reliance that were published between 2005 and 2021, we 
find reflections on each of these phases. First, a significant number of resources tend to focus 
only on economic opportunities and typically equate self-reliance programming with livelihoods 
programming [120; 149; 17]. Second, many resources reference the 2005 UNHCR socio-economic 
definition of self-reliance, however, this usually doesn’t involve further explanation or examination 
of the concept [131; 45]. Third, more recently, there is a growing number of resources that 
interrogate the notion of self-reliance, emphasizing the need to center refugee voices and context-
specific considerations when discussing the concept and recognizing the importance of the 
multidimensional nature of the concept [23; 33; 52]. Overall, there seems to be a growing consensus 
that the economic dimension of self-reliance while central to the concept is only one component of 
a more complex concept [93]. 

A parallel evolution in programming practices can be observed through the literature. While self-
reliance programming was initially and is still in large part focused on economic advancement, the 
understanding of how to promote better economic outcomes for refugees has gained increased 
nuance and complexity over time. More specifically, self-reliance was initially equated with self-
sufficiency and the ‘means of meeting basic needs’, which included a focus on nutritional needs and 
food security programming [20; 123; 50; 51]. Eventually, self-reliance programming shifted to focus 
on the ‘means of making a living’ and livelihoods programming, albeit with significant changes over 
time in terms of what livelihoods programming encompasses [120; 149; 17]. Finally, there is increased 
acknowledgment that while livelihoods programming is a necessary component of economic 
inclusion, it alone is not sufficient to enable self-reliance. As a result, economic self-reliance 
programming has eventually extended beyond a sole focus on livelihoods interventions to also 
include financial inclusion, with an expanding focus on access to credit and savings [51; 124; 125].

Alongside the evolution of economic inclusion programming, there has been a shift from a purely 
economic focus of self-reliance programming to an approach that includes other dimensions. First 
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and foremost, this has manifested in self-reliance programming that includes not only economic but 
also social components [49]. Similar to how the economic dimension of self-reliance programming 
has been refined over time, there is an increasing nuance in what the social dimension of self-
reliance programming encompasses. This is reflected in the growing variety of concepts mobilized 
to discuss social inclusion related to self-reliance: the social services that refugees need access 
to in order to meet their basic needs [12], the critical role of social networks for access to social 
safety nets but also in labor market integration [48], the impact of various levels of social cohesion 
within refugee communities and between refugee and host communities [128; 71], the importance 
of promoting social empowerment and participation of refugees in civil society [62; 109], and the 
potential for extension, expansion or diversification of formal and informal social protection systems 
to be more inclusive of refugees [37]. 

Most recently, the literature includes references to multidimensional, multi-level approaches to 
self-reliance, which can include individual components of protection, community-level components 
related to conflict or natural resource management, as well as system-level components around 
legal policy and advocacy on top of more traditional socio-economic components aimed at the 
household [109; 148; 105]. There is increased recognition of the role of policies and regulations 
(whether related to civil rights or legal rights), and of the policy environment more broadly in 
enabling (or hindering) self-reliance [105]. In other words, there is increasing recognition that the 
legal dimension of self-reliance programming is also critical, beyond the economic and the social 
dimensions [109]. In turn, a rights-based approach to self-reliance has prompted more systematic 
inclusion of advocacy components in self-reliance programming and has highlighted the importance 
for aid organizations to work with duty-bearers on inclusive policy frameworks for refugees [109]. For 
more details, see Evidence Brief - Programming for Self-Reliance  (Components and Approaches). 
Nevertheless, while most resources in the literature identify one or more dimensions of self-reliance, 
few explore in-depth how these various dimensions interact with one another.

A complex relationship with Durable Solutions
In the literature reviewed, the link between self-reliance and Durable Solutions is often mentioned 
in two different ways: (1) self-reliance is mentioned as an alternative approach to traditional 
humanitarian programming for refugees prompted by the difficulty of achieving Durable Solutions 
in the near term, and (2) as a preparatory step for each of the three pathways towards Durable 
Solutions [44; 12; 127]. 

On the one hand, the increased focus and interest in refugee self-reliance arguably stems from 
the recognition that refugee crises are increasingly protracted and that Durable Solutions are 
inaccessible for the vast majority of refugees in the short term [16].  As a result, there has been 
a need within the community composed of donor countries, refugee-hosting countries, and 
development and humanitarian aid organizations to rethink how limited resources available for 
refugees should be allocated, as well as how the responsibility for these populations should be 
shared [128; 2; 12]. At the same time, refugee self-reliance programming is also often explicitly 
formulated as a preparatory step toward eventual Durable Solutions [127].

While much of the literature links self-reliance programming with solutions in general, we find that there 
is very little discussion of how self-reliance specifically relates to each of the three Durable Solutions. 
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Self-reliance programming is often presented as ‘solution-neutral’ and is rarely unpacked in terms of 
how it relates to reintegration, local integration, and resettlement separately and possibly in different 
ways [100; 37; 108]. The existing ambiguities in the relation of self-reliance to durable solutions 
arguably result from an implicit tension [108]. If self-reliance programming were to be seen as a 
step towards local integration (rather than returns for example), then hosting governments might be 
less keen to support refugee self-reliance and accordingly adopt legislative and policy frameworks 
that are inclusive of refugees [100; 108]. On the other hand, refugee rights advocates have raised 
concerns that self-reliance may be a ‘lower standard’ informally replacing the protections and 
permanence associated with durable solutions [68]. Several resources emphasize the idea that self-
reliance programming should neither be considered as a proxy for Durable Solutions nor simply as 
an exit strategy from providing refugee assistance for humanitarian actors and donors [12]. 

Author’s note

Self-reliance has become a prominent goal in refugee response and is notably one of the 
four key objectives of the Global Compact on Refugees. Having a shared understanding of 
the concept of self-reliance is important for being able to meaningfully design programs and 
policies that advance self-reliance and to track progress, evaluate impact, generate evidence, 
and to compare the results of those efforts. And yet, in our review, we found a range of self-
reliance definitions that focus on different aspects of the needs and well-being of refugees. 
Frequently, we found that the term ‘self-reliance’ was used without reference to a definition or 
description of the term.  

Examining the conceptual evolution of self-reliance and related programming approaches over 
time reveals that self-reliance is increasingly understood as being related to more than just 
economic wellbeing and instead depends on several interdependent aspects of a refugee’s 
life. The definition most commonly cited in the literature reviewed is the 2005 UNHCR 
definition that emphasizes social and economic dimensions of self-reliance. Still, we found that 
the majority of the literature on self-reliance focuses on economic advancement for refugees.

It is therefore difficult to conclude that there is a shared understanding of the term ‘self-
reliance’ and more work is needed to arrive at a common definition that reflects its 
multidimensional nature. As a start, we recommend that any discussions of refugee self-
reliance in programming, policy or research should include an explicit definition of the term.

Importantly, it is critical that refugees contribute to shaping the concept of self-reliance. We did 
not find any systematic efforts to incorporate refugee perspectives into defining the term and 
recommend prioritizing research that compiles refugee perspectives on self-reliance. 
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IMPORTANCE OF A NUANCED 
UNDERSTANDING
There is general agreement that refugee self-reliance is a worthwhile objective, whether for 
aid agencies, donors and host governments, or for refugee populations themselves [12]. Most 
publications reviewed for this project take that assumption as a starting point and dedicate relatively 
little discussion to the limitations of self-reliance. Yet, recognizing that self-reliance is not a panacea, 
an increasing number of publications have started to critically examine in which contexts and for 
which refugee populations it is an appropriate and feasible objective [33]. 

From our review of the literature, we conclude that it is essential for the community of practice at 
large to adopt a more nuanced understanding of self-reliance, which takes into account not just 
the multidimensionality of the concept, but also how it inherently encompasses certain quality 
standards, how various support systems enable and contribute to refugee self-reliance; and how the 
potential for self-reliance in a given area is dependent upon the local context.

What counts as self-reliance programming?
There is broad recognition that traditional humanitarian programming, be it emergency or ‘care 
and maintenance’ approaches, are not primarily designed to lead to self-reliance [124; 92; 106]. 
However, we did not find a clear categorization in the literature of what types of programming can 
be considered as ‘self-reliance programming’. As discussed above, the concept of self-reliance has 
evolved towards a more holistic view, addressing many interdependent dimensions of a refugee’s 
life, including social, economic, and legal aspects. In the 2005 UNHCR definition of self-reliance, 
these various dimensions are described as relating to the ability of refugees to “meet their basic 
needs”. Yet, it is important to note that the UNHCR definition doesn’t simply list these needs, but also 
qualifies how they are to be met: “in a sustainable manner and with dignity” [128; 133]. 

These quality characteristics provide guidance on what types of programming count as enabling 
self-reliance. Let us consider for example the livelihoods components of an intervention aiming 
to support refugee self-reliance (with the understanding that livelihoods is but one aspect of 
self-reliance programming, yet possibly the most frequent and systematic): not all types of jobs 
and livelihoods are dignified or desirable. It is possible to meet basic needs while depending on 
exploitative income sources [128]. The guidance in the UNHCR definition suggests that livelihoods 
interventions must lead to sustainable, decent, and diversified work opportunities for refugees to 
contribute to self-reliance [128]. Therefore, the notion of ‘decent work’ as promoted by ILO can be 
considered a key aspect of self-reliance programming [92]. Self-reliance program interventions must 
also aim at creating sustainable livelihoods for refugees, that is job opportunities that are designed 
around real, market-based opportunities [126; 148]. 

Beyond program activities, these quality characteristics also guide self-reliance policy and advocacy 
priorities, such as addressing structural barriers to labor market integration by supporting and 
developing labor market systems and working with and through local private sector actors [12; 16]. 
See Evidence Brief - Programming for Self-Reliance  (Components and Approaches).
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Self-reliance and resilience

While sometimes used interchangeably, self-reliance and resilience are distinct, but related 
concepts [103; 80; 50; 51]. Self-reliance can contribute to building resilience, that is the ability 
to cope with and recover from shocks. For example, interventions that allow families to save 
for the future or develop diversified income streams can strengthen their resilience in the 
face of shocks such as a loss of employment. 

At the same time, the 2005 UNHCR definition of self-reliance highlights that it involves 
meeting one’s needs in a sustainable manner, which indicates that it is also related to being 
able to weather shocks or changes in circumstances over time. In other words, resilience 
can help sustain progress made towards self-reliance in the face of shocks and longer-
term trends, such as climate change or cyclical economic downturns. For example, being 
connected to community networks such as a local church, or to formal social protection 
systems such as national health insurance schemes, can provide a safety net during a crisis 
that may prevent a family from slipping back into dependency on aid.

Self-reliance is a systems-based concept
Defining self-reliance has prompted a reflection in the literature about the various systems on 
which people depend (eg. market systems, community systems, family systems, national systems 
or humanitarian systems, etc.) and the role that these systems play in enabling and sustaining self-
reliance. When taken at face value, the term self-reliance can be seen as referring to the complete 
independence of individuals, households, or communities from any type of external support [62]. 
Some authors argue that the focus on self-reliance is a result of growing neoliberal development 
policy that expects refugees to only depend on market systems to meet their needs [46]. However, 
in the literature, it appears that the term is broadly recognized as not referring to a complete 
disconnect from external institutions or systems in the context of refugee response [46]. 

It is important therefore to recognize that self-reliance is also a system-based concept- being self-
reliance is related to having access to and being able to use a variety of systems that support and 
enable one to meet their basic needs (i.e. market systems and trade, but also health, education and 
social protection systems and other public goods, community-based support systems and solidarity, 
etc.). This becomes particularly evident when considering local host populations in refugee contexts 
that are ‘self-reliant’ and all the systems upon which they depend to maintain that status. Inclusive 
access and effective use of these systems by refugees can be fostered by building and leveraging 
the capacities of refugees to do so, as well as by supporting, strengthening, or developing the 
functionality of the systems themselves. The fact that self-reliance is a system-based concept also 
has implications for the unit of analysis for self-reliance (eg. individuals, households, communities). 

Looking at non-displaced populations prompts another observation that helps nuance the 
understanding of refugee self-reliance- there is no homogeneous level of self-reliance across all 
individuals in any given society [33; 52]. As in any population, within refugee populations there will 
always be some individuals that are more dependent on external support and some that are less so 
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[52]. For example, some individuals with special needs or protection concerns may never be able 
to achieve autonomy in meeting their basic needs. In fact, without sufficiently assessing needs, 
in some cases moving towards self-reliance oriented programming could conflict with protection 
and do no harm principles [57]. This has implications for targeting in self-reliance programming, 
something which is examined in more detail in Evidence Brief - Programming for Self-Reliance  
(Contexts and Populations).

Self-reliance is also a context-specific concept
In gaining a nuanced understanding of self-reliance and self-reliance programming, it is also 
important to reflect on what an achievable standard of self-reliance for refugees could be in a given 
context and at a certain point in time. For example, self-reliance for an urban refugee in Jordan will 
look different from self-reliance for urban refugees in Kenya based on the differing economic and 
political conditions in each country [57]. The broader point to be made here is that, because self-
reliance is a system-based notion, the potential for self-reliance of any individual, household, or 
community in a given area is directly dependent upon the existence, health, and functionality of the 
various existing support systems [12]. Differences in self-reliance by context are explored in more 
detail in Evidence Brief - Programming for Self-Reliance  (Contexts and Populations).

In that regard, one important assumption behind self-reliance programming for refugees is that refugee 
populations are less self-reliant than other population groups, insofar as they have less access to the 
various systems that could help them meet their basic needs, such as market systems, social protection 
systems in the host state or community-based support systems [12]. At the same time, recognizing that 
in refugee-hosting areas, local host populations can often be as much or more vulnerable than their 
refugee neighbors, many agencies include host communities in their programming, with the aim to 
improve self-reliance outcomes for both hosts and refugees [116; 35; 51]. In that sense, it is also useful 
and important to consider the potential for self-reliance in a refugee-hosting area, encompassing both 
refugees and local host populations.

The vast majority of literature reviewed examines specific barriers that refugees face in accessing or 
using various support systems and subsequently in achieving self-reliance [157; 57; 97; 98; 16]. The most 
commonly cited barriers that refugees face compared to other population groups include the restrictive 
policy environment (access to documentation, right to work, freedom of movement, etc.) [157; 98; 16], 
but also social network effects (that are often lost or weakened during displacement) [16; 39; 81], as well 
as contextual effects on employability that affect labor market integration (mismatch of skills or lack of 
recognition/certification, language barriers, biased hiring practices, etc.) [157].

One way to consider the potential for self-reliance in a specific refugee-hosting area at a given point 
in time is to examine the level of self-reliance non-refugee population groups are able to achieve. 
Yet, there are limited discussions in the literature about the level of self-reliance of non-refugee 
populations in refugee-hosting areas, be they the host community or other forcibly displaced 
populations such as IDPs or asylum seekers. 
Such comparisons could serve to set a useful standard for what could be an achievable level of 
self-reliance in a specific context and at a given point in time. Several authors emphasize that such 
a point of reference is much needed, in particular, to help manage expectations about the potential 
outcomes of self-reliance programming and help define realistic targets in various settings [25; 34]. 
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This would also help clarify the objectives of self-reliance programming for refugees as twofold: 
(1) bridge the gap in self-reliance between refugee populations and local populations (refugee
response), and (2) contribute to increasing the potential for self-reliance for all populations in a given
refugee-hosting area (poverty alleviation). This distinction further highlights the difference in roles
and responsibilities of different actors along the humanitarian-development nexus in self-reliance
programming.

Author’s note 

As part of building a shared understanding of self-reliance, there are a number of important 
nuances that are worth highlighting.

 A nuanced reading of UNHCR’s 2005 definition of self-reliance highlights that there are key 
quality characteristics such as sustainability and dignity standards that distinguish self-reliance 
programming from broader humanitarian programming. This can provide useful guidance for 
designing and implementing programming and policies that will be effective in strengthening 
self-reliance of refugees. 

 Another important nuance is clarifying that refugee self-reliance is intended to reduce long-
term dependence on international aid and not necessarily from all support systems that can 
contribute to helping people meet their basic needs. Self-reliant refugee households are not 
expected to be disconnected from family, community or other institutions and only depend 
on market systems to meet their basic needs. Instead, it is instructive to look at non-displaced 
populations living in the same areas as refugees to gain additional clarity and nuance on the 
concept by considering the systems that enable and sustain self-reliance such as general 
government safety nets, community safety nets or labor markets.

 Our review also highlighted that context matters when setting objectives for self-reliance. It’s 
important to consider self-reliance through two complementary perspectives: 1) the current 
level of self-reliance of a given household in a given context; and 2) the potential of the local 
context to support self-reliance. 

 We therefore recommend that discussions of refugee self-reliance in programming or policy 
should systematically take into account (1) the multidimensional nature of self-reliance; (2) 
the quality standards that are inherent to self-reliance programming; (3) the various local support 
systems that enable self-reliance; and (4) the potential of the local context to support self-reliance. 
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PROGRAMMING  
FOR SELF-RELIANCE: 
COMPONENTS AND APPROACHES
WHAT WORKS AND WHAT DOES NOT?
In this evidence brief, we present the findings from our review of the available literature on program 
components and approaches for refugee self-reliance: What types of programs exist to support 
self-reliance? What works best? What evidence is there around successes and failures to facilitate 
self-reliance for refugees?

KEY FINDINGS 
Self-reliance programs typically include economic and/or social inclusion interventions. Legal 
inclusion is increasingly acknowledged as an enabler of refugee self-reliance.

• Livelihood interventions are widely considered to be a central and necessary component
of economic inclusion programming in support of refugee self-reliance. However, not all
livelihood interventions for refugees are necessarily conducive to self-reliance. Rather,
interventions that are market-based and aim at providing decent, sustainable and
diversified livelihoods are considered more effective in supporting self-reliance. Emerging
in the literature is also the importance of providing consumption support and promoting
financial inclusion, alongside livelihoods support.

• Social inclusion programming for refugee self-reliance comprises multiple components:
social empowerment - comprising building social capital and improving social cohesion
- and extending social protection. These components differ in their objectives and in the
needs they respond to, but all contribute to fostering self-reliance.

• Legal inclusion is typically pursued via advocacy efforts to improve the policy framework for
refugees in contexts where it is restrictive, and via programming support - in particular legal
assistance - to support refugees to claim their rights.

Implementing agencies use different combinations of these components when designing 
self-reliance programs. While the literature primarily discusses program components (e.g. 
livelihoods interventions, social network development, etc.) in isolation, it also highlights the 
importance of considering the needs of refugees holistically in program design. 

There is increasing recognition that the level of self-reliance that refugees can achieve in a given 
context is highly dependent on the policy environment and the macroeconomic environment. 
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Beyond individual and household-level interventions, identifying structural barriers 
impacting refugees and designing system-level interventions that contribute to the broader 
development of refugee-hosting areas are also critical elements of self-reliance programming. 

Advancing self-reliance depends upon the engagement of multiple stakeholders in program 
design and implementation, including humanitarian actors, local authorities, the private sector, 
civil society and development actors. 

• Local authorities have a central role both at the national and the sub-national level
to influence and create a more inclusive and enabling policy environment (especially
in terms of the right to work and freedom of movement) that can support refugees to
become self-reliant.

• There is also a recognition of the role that development actors can play in fostering the
local economic development of refugee-hosting areas, for example by ensuring that
foreign aid flows to these regions and by working with local authorities to ensure that
national development plans take the needs of these areas into account.

• Finally, there is increased emphasis in the literature on the ways in which the private
sector and civil society can each support refugee self-reliance, and the need to engage
and partner with them in refugee self-reliance programming.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Recommendation 1: Implementing agencies should focus on responding to the holistic 
needs of refugees and promote social and legal inclusion alongside economic inclusion to 
achieve self-reliance.   When doing so it is useful to draw inspiration from holistic frameworks 
such as the Graduation Approach originally developed by BRAC, which outlines four pillars 
- livelihoods promotion, financial inclusion, social protection, and social empowerment - and
promotes self-reliance programming that leaves no one behind.

Recommendation 2: Implementing agencies should consider designing programs that 
strengthen self-reliance at different levels, including: 
Considering the complementary objectives of (1) how to bridge the gap in self-reliance 
between refugee populations and local populations, and (2) how to contribute to increasing 
the potential for self-reliance for all populations in a given refugee-hosting area. 
Using systems approaches to ensure that self-reliance programming for refugees is market-
based and that design of interventions is cognizant of broader systemic and structural issues 
in the policy and macroeconomic environment. 

Recommendation 3: Implementing agencies should systematically design self-reliance 
programs through strategic partnerships and in coordination with the refugees and their 
hosts, the local authorities, the private sector, civil society, and development actors. In 
particular, there is space to learn more about and potentially leverage the role diaspora 
networks can play in supporting refugee self-reliance. 

Recommendation 4: All stakeholders should invest in generating evidence (e.g. systematic 
evaluations) on effective self-reliance programming components and approaches. This also 
includes generating evidence on timing (when in the response should we start programming 
towards self-reliance) and type of funding mechanisms conducive to supporting self-reliance 
programming (e.g. flexible, multi-year, cross-sector). 

Recommendation 5: All stakeholders should support host governments that have 
made progress with inclusive policy frameworks for refugees to (1) further support the 
implementation of the policy changes; (2) share their experience with other governments 
that currently have more restrictive policy and legal frameworks through peer-learning 
opportunities. 

Recommendation 6: Development actors and host governments should support local 
economic development in support of refugee self-reliance by directing adequate resources to 
refugee-hosting areas.
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In this brief we discuss (1) program components, and (2) programmatic approaches (i.e. how 
these components are combined together) that enable self-reliance, based on the findings from 
our review of the literature. Despite the humanitarian community having years of experience 
implementing self-reliance programming, we have found little structured discussion in the literature 
of what works or efforts to distill best practices relating to program typologies that support self-
reliance. Most resources are limited to descriptions or evaluations of individual projects in specific 
locations. In particular, the Kalobeyei settlement in Kenya has been extensively studied and is 
discussed in multiple resources. While some comparative case studies examine the impact of 
different policy environments, there is limited systematic comparison of the impact of different 
types of programming on self-reliance outcomes. As a result, it remains difficult to establish 
the broader applicability of the findings and best practices highlighted in various evaluations, 
beyond their impact on a specific project in a specific context and at a specific point in time. 

However, regardless of which best practices are documented, when designing program 
interventions, it is important that these components should be adapted and tailored to specific 
contexts, populations and their circumstances. We discuss considerations for adapting and tailoring 
self-reliance in more detail in a different brief, Evidence Brief – Programming for Self-Reliance 
(Contexts & Populations). 

SELF-RELIANCE PROGRAMMING: 
COMPONENTS
The most-commonly cited definition of self-reliance is one coined by UNHCR, which highlights 
economic and social dimensions of the concept: 

“Self-reliance is the social and economic ability of an individual, household or 
community to meet basic needs (including protection, food, water, shelter, personal 
safety, health and education) in a sustainable manner and with dignity.”

Both economic inclusion programming and social inclusion programming are central to improving 
refugee self-reliance [144; 128; 78]. Program components, lessons learned, and best practices for 
both are discussed in the sections below, insofar as the literature shows that they contribute to 
refugee self-reliance. That said, not all economic or social inclusion programming leads to self-
reliance, and neither is usually sufficient on its own to enable self-reliance for most refugees [95; 
81]. In addition, although not emphasized in existing definitions of self-reliance, the legal dimension 
of refugee self-reliance and the importance of programming towards legal inclusion for refugees 
to become self-reliant is repeatedly highlighted in the reviewed literature. See Evidence Brief – 
Defining Self-Reliance for a more in-depth look at the UNHCR definition and alternative definitions, 
as well as a broader discussion of what counts as self-reliance programming. 
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Economic inclusion programming is defined by the World Bank as “a bundle of coordinated, 
multidimensional interventions that support individuals, households, and communities in their 
efforts to increase their incomes and assets [4].” While there is increasing recognition of the other 
dimensions of self-reliance, and that there are needs that cannot be addressed with money, 
economic inclusion is seen as crucial for meeting economic needs, as well as some social needs 
(e.g. health, safety etc.). In fact, the pursuit of self-reliance for refugees has long been viewed 
primarily through an economic lens. See Evidence Brief – Defining Self-Reliance for a discussion of 
the evolving understanding of self-reliance. 

There is general agreement that helping refugees pursue income-generating activities through 
livelihoods programming is central to any self-reliance strategy, and consequently supporting 
livelihoods has often been the main or even sole focus of self-reliance programming [101; 115; 38]. 
Yet, it is interesting to note that the economic dimension of self-reliance programming is increasingly 
being referred to in the literature as ”economic inclusion”, signaling a general agreement that the 
approach is broader than just livelihoods, and also includes complementary elements such as 
financial inclusion or consumption support [38; 13; 141].

Livelihoods programming

Several literature reviews have taken stock of lessons learned from livelihoods interventions 
implemented with refugee populations, including in relation to self-reliance programming [37; 90; 8]. 
In fact, access to livelihoods - be it through wage employment (employment in existing enterprises) 
or self-employment (entrepreneurship) - is the most studied aspect of self-reliance programming 
[121; 52; 120]. Various types and components of livelihoods interventions aimed at supporting 
refugee self-reliance are described at length in the literature [157; 124; 125]. In particular, there 
has historically been a strong focus on skills training and Technical and Vocational Education and 
Training (TVET) programs [68; 77]. Overall, livelihoods interventions are widely recognized as an 
essential component of self-reliance programming, to the point that self-reliance and livelihoods 
have sometimes been used interchangeably in the literature [38]. However, there is also increasing 
evidence that not all livelihoods programming is conducive to self-reliance, and on their own, 
livelihoods interventions are usually not sufficient to promote holistic self-reliance outcomes [78].

Key components of livelihoods programming

Within self-reliance programming, key livelihood interventions include employment support and 
business support at the individual-level. Employment support to job-seekers and business support 
to entrepreneurs looking to start up Micro, Small & Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) are the most-
commonly discussed livelihood interventions in the literature [64; 120]. 

Employment and business support have somewhat similar program models, insofar as they seek to 
match individuals with work opportunities, whether that is wage employment or self-employment. They 
both involve considerations regarding targeting, selection, and outreach of beneficiaries that balance 
vulnerability (i.e. level of need) and ability (i.e. likelihood of success) [4]. They both also typically include 
a sizable skills development component, although focused on different sets of skills (technical skills and 
soft skills related to a specific vocation, and/or business and entrepreneurship skills) [3]. 
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Building skills that are transferable and relevant across different labor markets, is one of the ways 
in which self-reliance programming could also serve as a preparatory step to eventual durable 
solutions, which might include repatriation or resettlement, and consequently the need to adapt to a 
different labor market [73, 128]. 

In the literature, the importance of including supporting or complementary components to skills 
development is emphasized, with a focus on financial services (see also below the section on 
financial inclusion), the development of networks and market linkages for self-employment 
interventions, and employability services and concrete job linkages for wage employment 
interventions [18; 81]. Another notable lesson learned for livelihoods interventions is the benefit of 
including a component of individualized career counseling or mentoring [147, 70]. Such support 
has positive outcomes for entrepreneurs and business owners to receive feedback on a start-up or 
scale-up business plan and for job-seekers looking for wage employment to receive information and 
feedback on possible and desirable vocational choices [47].

Beyond individual-level livelihoods interventions, system-level approches, which aim at building 
specific labor market systems, entire value chains, or the business environment at large are 
increasingly gathering interest, especially because they open the possibility of programming for self-
reliance at a larger scale, and have the potential to benefit both hosts and refugees [19, 101]. 

Achieving self-reliance through market-based livelihoods

Importantly, there are key characteristics that make some livelihoods interventions more suitable for 
self-reliance than others. See Evidence Brief – Defining Self-Reliance for a discussion of the quality 
standards inherent to the concept of self-reliance.

The literature shows that programs that focus on linking refugees with market-based livelihoods 
opportunities, and that correspond to present and long-term economic opportunities, are 
considered more effective for improving self-reliance [148, 101]. A good practice identified to design 
sustainable livelihoods interventions is the systematic undertaking and use of a market systems 
analysis that maps market actors, accounts for their existing dynamics, as well as considers the 
broader market environment, including support services, infrastructure, rules and regulations 
[101, 70]. This enables the design of livelihoods programs to select sectors and markets based on 
identifiable gaps between demand and supply, and decide on appropriate program tracks (wage 
employment, or self-employment) based on an informed analysis of the selected markets for goods 
and services or selected local labor markets, and the legal environment [148].

While there is consensus in the literature about the importance and usefulness of leveraging 
refugees’ own preferences and existing skills in the design of livelihoods interventions [70, 
101], there are also indications that it is important to focus on informing those preferences and 
project design appropriately through market analyses [73]. Refugees often have a more nuanced 
knowledge and understanding of the dynamics of local markets than aid organizations. But they may 
also lack the macro-economic analysis of which sectors and markets offer sustainable employment 
opportunities. In response, the dissemination and sharing of market information with refugees has 
been identified as a good practice, in particular when linked to career counseling [101]. Doing so can 
inform program design by accounting for target populations’ preferences in training design after 
they have been informed about real labor market opportunities [101].
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Livelihoods interventions aimed at supporting refugee self-reliance are increasingly targeted at 
contemporary jobs and livelihoods. For wage employment, this can mean focusing on developing 
in-demand skills, including training to boost digital literacy. Where the regulatory environment and 
existing infrastructure permits, pursuing digital and IT service-related employment opportunities 
can be effective in improving self-reliance of refugees because of the possibility of being home-
based/working remotely, the access to potential global labor markets, and the potential for good 
wages [70, 40]. For self-employment, this can mean focusing, where possible, on business models 
that have the potential to reach markets beyond immediate local markets – since these can easily 
become saturated. That includes looking into online marketing and remote delivery services to 
extend potential markets and increase the likelihood of success of home-based businesses. 

Yet, one cannot match refugees to jobs if job opportunities do not exist in the first place. Therefore, 
it can be productive to work with the private sector to create opportunities for refugee employment. 
This can be undertaken locally or more broadly and at a larger scale through the use of system-
level livelihoods program models. The literature highlights a number of relevant system-level 
interventions including targeting specific market systems and working with lead firms – for example 
Multinational Corporations – by developing strategic partnerships around job creation [84] and 
working along entire value chains and increasing the market power of small producers by organizing 
them into cooperatives and creating linkages with retailers, exporters, or distributors, etc. [101].

Quality standards for livelihoods programming

Decent work is a critical aspect of livelihoods that support self-reliance [57]. However, not all 
livelihoods opportunities accessible to refugees stem from decent work opportunities. Rather, 
some livelihoods can include exploitative and negative coping strategies [78]. To counter this, 
there is evidence that it is important to systematically work on the supply-side (with job-seekers 
and with entrepreneurs) but also the demand-side of labor markets (with employers and with 
existing businesses) [82]. Doing so can help ensure that existing employment opportunities or 
newly-created opportunities accessible to refugees abide by the ILO’s decent work standards. 
Recognizing that many refugees work in the informal economy, a significant challenge is extending 
checks and implementing guidance on decent work in informal labor markets. See Evidence Brief 
– Programming for Self-Reliance (Contexts & Populations) for more detail on best practices for
informal labor markets.

Diversification of income sources is also an important element of strategies to strengthen and 
support self-reliance [51, 4]. It is useful to consider income diversification in the design of self-
reliance programming at two different levels. First, at the area level, the literature points to lessons 
learned in terms of saturation of labor markets due to livelihoods programs that train refugees in a 
single trade in a given location [70, 101]. A related good practice is to build on the heterogeneity in 
existing skills among refugee populations. Many refugees already have employable skills, and they 
can be leveraged and integrated in program designs provided that appropriate time is dedicated 
to mapping these existing skill sets and finding creative ways to effectively use them [157], even 
when refugees do not have a written proof (e.g. certificate) of their competencies. See more on 
best practices around specific population characteristics in Evidence Brief – Programming for Self-
Reliance (Contexts & Populations). 
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At the individual or household level, the diversification of skills and income sources, particularly 
when taking into account age, gender, and other considerations, improves self-reliance by enabling 
more resilient livelihoods in case of subsequent or compounding shocks [78]. The literature 
highlights that income diversification is a livelihoods strategy that is sometimes applied by refugees 
themselves at the household level and should be supported through appropriate program 
interventions [39, 50]. 

Financial inclusion

Having access to financial products and services is increasingly recognized as essential to building 
refugees’ ability to become self-reliant [141]. There is growing evidence that having the ability to 
receive, store, and spend money securely and flexibly significantly increases one’s sense of security 
and well-being, as well as the capacity to appropriately plan for expenses over time [63]. Access 
to savings, loans, or credit can help smooth consumption if a shock occurs, and it can also serve 
to make small productive investments [58, 90]. As such, financial inclusion as part of self-reliance 
programming can also help increase refugees’ resilience and the sustainability of their livelihoods 
strategies.

Yet, the literature highlights that a lack of knowledge, understanding, and trust in financial products 
and services is a barrier to its uptake at the individual-level [63, 90]. Financial literacy training for 
refugees helps address some of the fears about financial products and services [63]. 

Emerging best practices in financial inclusion include linking interventions that leverage both 
informal and formal financial mechanisms wherever feasible, relevant, and appropriate [4]. For 
example, an intervention could start with the set-up of informal financial services like Village Savings 
and Loan Associations (VSLAs) to build financial literacy, trust, and understanding. Successful 
participation in VSLAs can be increasingly leveraged to build credit history and linked to access to 
formal financial services like microfinance institutions, banking and loans.

At the system-level, many countries have policies that create impediments for refugees to hold 
formal bank accounts or access formal financial products and services, in particular with regards to 
the necessary identification and status documents to meet Know Your Customer (KYC) requirements. 
See the section on Legal Inclusion below, for a related discussion on programming to improve the 
policy environment of a host country. 

Beyond the regulatory environment, financial inclusion of refugees in self-reliance programming will 
also depend upon the level of development of formal and informal financial systems locally, and on 
working with Financial Service Providers (FSPs) to ensure that appropriate financial services and 
products exist and are available and adapted to the needs of refugees. There are promising best 
practices around working with FSPs to increase their understanding of refugee populations and 
lower their product risk profiles, for example through a combination of credit guarantee facilities and 
screening of loan applicants that encourage lending to refugees while reducing risks of default [51]. 
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Consumption Support

There is a growing recognition that many refugees are not immediately ready to pursue income 
generating activities and therefore, livelihoods interventions are not always a suitable first step in self-
reliance programming. Often, introducing a consumption support component prior to or alongside 
introducing skills development or income generation opportunities can ensure that refugees are better 
prepared to engage in livelihoods interventions. Doing so helps avoid the use of negative coping 
strategies while more decent, sustainable, and diversified livelihoods are being built [149, 38]. Similarly, 
it can also help with kick-starting the savings component of financial inclusion [4, 38]. Consumption 
support can either be provided in-kind or in cash [88]. However, there is an increasing move towards the 
use of cash [88]. There is ample evidence from the last 15 years related to the use of temporary Cash 
and Voucher Assistance (CVA) to cover basic needs as the first step of transition towards self-reliant 
livelihoods [4, 70, 125]. The International Rescue Committee is currently testing different models of 
layered services (eg. Cash only / Cash + services / Cash + livelihoods) to improve self-reliance outcomes 
for refugees as part of the Re:Build project in East Africa.

Author’s note

The existing literature is rich in examples of program components contributing to economic inclusion. 
While each component in isolation can contribute to effectively building productive assets, we found 
that economic inclusion programming leading to self-reliance is in essence multi-dimensional: it 
combines financial and non-financial services for improved impact. For entrepreneurs and business 
owners, including a component of financial support (grants in-cash or in-kind or loan facilitation) is 
often critical, but so are components of other, non-financial business services (such as horizontal and 
vertical market linkages, legal support for business registration, etc). For job-seekers, including services 
that support direct job linkages (either through work-based learning, internships, apprenticeships, 
or through job placement, job matching, job fairs, etc.) is essential, as well as other services aimed 
at increasing employability (e.g. (re-)certification, legal support to access civil documentation, etc.). In 
addition, programs that combine consumption support and livelihoods services have demonstrated that 
it is possible for people who initially appear to lack the capacity or readiness to benefit from livelihoods 
programming, to thrive with the proper support and intervention. See below on holistic approaches for 
additional discussion on this point.

We also found that taking a systems-based approach is critical for effective economic inclusion 
programming. In particular, the decision to focus on a specific market should balance considerations 
about economic viability and dynamism with considerations about specific constraints and opportunities 
related to context and to target population. Refugees should not be trained in specific trades (like 
tailoring or hairdressing) just because that is the type of training that the organization has typically 
previously carried out in that area, or even simply because that corresponds to refugees’ initial 
preferences. Livelihoods programming should unlock real, market-based opportunities to engage in an 
economic activity over time. The use of systems-thinking encourages the consideration of both demand-
side and supply-side interventions to support sustainable livelihoods. It enables the diversification of 
livelihoods opportunities (e.g. grant inputs and resources to successful SMEs to provide them with the 
capital to expand and thereby increase the number of employees hired). It fosters work with current 
and potential employers to ensure that the job opportunities that exist are accessible to refugees. This 
includes working with employers on refugee rights and decent work standards awareness and on 
unbiased hiring practices. Finally, systems-based approaches help identify entry points into financial 
market systems to increase financial inclusion. 
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Although sometimes overlooked in the past, addressing social dimensions of refugee self-reliance 
and including components of social inclusion when designing programs is increasingly recognized 
as equally important to focusing on economic dimensions [106; 49]. Social inclusion is defined 
by the World Bank as “the process of improving the terms on which individuals and groups take 
part in society—improving the ability, opportunity, and dignity of those disadvantaged on the 
basis of their identity.” For the purpose of this study, social inclusion programming comprises the 
following components: social empowerment - comprising building social capital and improving 
social cohesion - and extending social protection. These aspects of social inclusion differ in their 
objectives and in the needs which they respond to, but all play a role in fostering self-reliance.

Forced displacement typically affects social relationships in three fundamental ways: (1) lost/
reconfigured social capital (social networks, relationships, etc.); (2) lack of social cohesion, or 
tensions between refugee and local populations often related to competition for limited resources, 
and (3) weakened community resilience mechanisms and social protection/safety nets [18; 28; 38]. 
Each of these areas has the potential to pose a barrier to self-reliance for refugees, or if addressed, 
to strengthen and promote it [18; 28; 38]. In Evidence Brief – Programming for Self-Reliance 
(Contexts & Populations), we offer a more detailed discussion of how youth in particular are affected 
by the lack or loss of social inclusion.

Social Capital 

Social capital, or access to social networks, membership in formal and informal groups, and/or 
relationships of trust, plays an important role in enabling self-reliance [18; 49; 48]. Social networks 
and connections are important sources of information and play a role in building trust and credibility, 
and as such they can be critical in finding a job or being able to effectively engage in trade 
[48]. Moreover, social networks can also provide access to informal safety nets that strengthen 
resilience to shocks (e.g. charity from local church groups etc.) [49]. Finally, with social inclusion and 
tighter, richer social networks also comes a sense of well-being, participation, and belonging to a 
community [48]. 

There are typically two ways in which the social capital of refugees can be built in refugee response 
programs: first, through interventions that focus on building one-on-one relationships (such as 
mentoring, coaching etc.), which has proven to be effective in increasing labor market integration, 
or second, through interventions that look at collective approaches and strengthening group 
relationships (such as working with existing civil society organizations, youth groups, etc.), which has 
shown promise in terms of community-building, participation, and social empowerment [70].

Despite a growing base of literature that highlights the role and importance of networks in supporting 
refugee self-reliance, there are not many examples of diverse program interventions that specifically 
seek to develop, support and/or leverage the multiple social networks available to refugees [48]. 
Leveraging local refugee networks is recognized as important, but with still little research on how 
informal solidarity and support systems exist and operate in different contexts [117, 18]. Examples of 
success in the literature show that network-strengthening programming can be especially effective for 
social empowerment and financial inclusion (e.g. through setting up VSLAs), but also to some extent for 
livelihoods development and social protection (e.g. through remittances from diaspora networks) [115]. 
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Role of diaspora networks

Social capital in the form of remittances has been identified as a critical source of income for many 
refugees, and the literature highlights that support for refugees from diaspora communities can play a 
sustaining role in the face of shocks [18, 39]. At the same time, there is also ambivalence in the literature 
around whether remittances should be considered as an unstable, undesirable form of support (as 
it creates a dependency on external support) or whether it should rather be viewed as an informal 
social safety net (similar to reliance on other community-based mechanisms) [14, 103]. There are also 
some suggestions in the literature that the diaspora could be engaged in self-reliance programming 
through other channels for more sustainable outcomes, and in particular as private sector partners in 
livelihoods interventions to uplift refugee economies [64, 39]. But there is still little evidence or examples 
of such programming that are extensively discussed in the literature to date. It would be worthwhile 
investing in better understanding the role of diaspora networks in advancing refugee self-reliance, as 
beyond their role in providing a safety net (via remittances schemes), they lead advocacy campaigns, 
are a source of investment and serve as mentors. 

Social Cohesion

There is broad recognition that relations with members of the host community can positively 
or negatively impact the ability of refugees to become and remain self-reliant [38; 128; 43]. 
Consequently, the literature emphasizes that self-reliance programming should also include 
components aimed at strengthening social cohesion between refugees and host populations [43]. 

The most common approach to social cohesion interventions in self-reliance programming is to 
include host communities as program participants alongside refugees [125; 106, 42]. The objectives 
of this approach are to strengthen relationships and understanding between both groups, and 
also to increase self-reliance outcomes for both groups, by taking an area-based approach to 
programming [144, 94]. The literature studying the success of such efforts on social cohesion, 
however, remains very thin. Beyond inclusive targeting, there is also mention of conflict sensitivity 
and peacebuilding techniques, particularly those that are community-led, incorporated into self-
reliance programming [5, 58]. There is discussion of the effectiveness of such techniques in both 
conflict and non-conflict refugee settings to create inter-communal dialogue and mitigate tensions 
with the host community [42, 128]. However, the literature also highlights failures in attempts to build 
social cohesion between refugees and host populations, even where those were explicitly identified 
as key program components, such as in Kalobeyei [19; 20].

Author’s note

Promoting social empowerment should systematically be considered in the design of self-reliance 
programming for refugees, as in many circumstances, it does not occur spontaneously. Considering 
how an individual or a household fits into a given community is paramount to fostering their self-reliance.

Though the literature does not extensively document the positive effects of building social capital, 
practice has since long demonstrated that it is a central component of an effective livelihoods 
approach (e.g. DFID’s Sustainable Livelihood Framework). In particular, it is important to note that 

       SELF-RELIANCE EVIDENCE REVIEW



P R O G R A M M I N G  F O R  S E L F - R E L I A N C E

some critical program components such as mental health and psycho-social support, that are 
recognized as good practice in building social capital at individual level, are not well-documented 
in the literature and as such have not been emphasized in this evidence review. Documenting the 
effectiveness of such interventions should be prioritized in future research and evaluations.

Likewise, it is essential to highlight that active participation in community networks has the potential 
to both build social capital and ensure social cohesion. Doing so requires understanding informal 
solidarity schemes (e.g. self-help groups, charity channels, etc.) and supporting them, before 
creating new ones. It is also crucial to amplify the recommendations of refugee-led organizations 
based on the needs they have identified within the communities in which they work and consider 
supporting and partnering with these organizations.

Self-reliance programming for refugees should take into account all of the different communities 
that refugees may be part of, including refugee networks but also the host community groups. 
It should actively cultivate networks with members of the host population, especially in terms 
of access to and management of productive resources. Conflict sensitivity should be built into 
self-reliance programming as there are likely to be specific conflict dynamics within refugee 
communities, and between host and refugee communities, especially in areas where productive 
resources are scarce. For more information on inter-community relations, also see 
Evidence Brief - Programming for Self-Reliance (Contexts & Populations).

Social Protection

In the literature, social protection is frequently highlighted as a key enabler of self-reliance, 
especially in recent years [18; 77]. While there are multiple definitions of social protection, it is seen 
as broadly encompassing three components: support and care social services and programs to 
access them, employment policies and safety nets and transfers.  

Access to essential (public) social services, including health care and education, has long been 
seen as a critical component to meeting basic needs [42]. A lack of adequate financial resources 
can be a barrier to accessing these services [42]. However, in many contexts, the broader systems 
that provide social services may be weak, overloaded or non-existent [47]. In addition, in some host 
states, refugees may be excluded from accessing social services [108]. To address this, self-reliance 
programming can include strengthening local social services where they exist or contributing 
to developing them where they do not [77]. Additionally, self-reliance programming can focus 
on ensuring that available social services are inclusive and accessible to refugees and take into 
consideration protection concerns of persons with specific needs [77]. A typical example of this 
kind of programming is support to local health care centers to ensure availability and accessibility 
to quality, affordable basic health care services for refugees [35] and ensure refugees know what 
services they have the right to use.  Several refugee-hosting countries (such as Kenya) have begun 
to expand health coverage for refugees, but it remains an area for further growth and development. 
The COVID-19 crisis has highlighted the debate about access of refugees to health services and 
health insurance coverage and has also presented an opportunity for advocacy to governments 
around more inclusive social protection systems [40]. 
When linked to self-reliance programming, social protection components also include specific 
interventions such as humanitarian cash transfers, as well as broader efforts to advocate for 
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expanding, extending, or diversifying coverage of existing social protection systems so that they 
are more inclusive of refugees [125; 77]. The increasing use of cash transfers in self-reliance 
programming has also sparked discussions about how to avoid establishing parallel and concurrent 
structures by linking these interventions to formal social protection systems, or using cash transfers 
to shadow informal social protection systems and possibly build systems where they do not exist 
[42, 125]. These discussions also aim at ensuring that cash transfers do no harm to formal and 
informal existing solidarity mechanisms [117]. 

Discussions of social protection components in self-reliance therefore also relate to debates about 
the respective roles of humanitarian and development actors in self-reliance programming [88], as 
well as to discussions about durable solutions for refugees and in particular local integration [37]. 
See Evidence Brief – Defining Self-Reliance for a more detailed discussion of self-reliance and 
durable solutions. 

Author’s note

In recent years there has been an increased recognition of the need to link refugees to social 
protection systems where feasible and relevant, with a view to promoting self-reliance, building 
resilience to shocks and protecting self-reliance gains. 

The public health crisis resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic has made evident the risks of 
not having refugees enrolled in social protection systems, for host governments (increased 
public health risks), for stakeholders engaged in refugee response (increased humanitarian 
need), and most of all for refugees themselves, in terms of compounding shocks impacting 
their progression towards becoming self-reliant. 

This makes for a strong and timely case for self-reliance programming for refugees to actively 
promote the increased inclusiveness of social protection systems. In this respect, different 
interventions can be considered, including technical assistance to and capacity building 
of service providers to cater for the specific needs of refugee populations, or information 
provision to the refugees themselves about their rights and obligations.

Legal inclusion
In addition to the economic and social dimensions of self-reliance, the literature refers to how the 
legal framework pertaining to refugees can act as an enabler or an inhibitor on their paths to self-
reliance. Overall, the literature suggests that depending on how inclusive or restrictive the policy 
framework is for refugees in a given country, the legal dimension of self-reliance programming can 
be more advocacy-based or activity-based [34]. 

When the policy framework is restrictive and where the rights of refugees (to work, to move, to own 
property) are limited, it is important to work on policy influence and use advocacy and capacity 
exchange with duty bearers alongside direct programming to refugees [77, 90, 8]. Existing research 
on civil and legal regulations and how they impact refugees’ ability to become self-reliant in specific 
contexts is instructive for programming [113]. For example, it provides insights on the domains of law 
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on which advocacy should focus, which includes labor laws in countries like Jordan where work is 
restricted to certain sectors for refugees, freedom of movement in particular in countries like Kenya 
where there are ‘closed’ encampment policies, asylum laws in countries like Turkey where obtaining 
civil documentation can carry a heavy administrative burden, property rights (and in particular the 
owning of land) in countries like Rwanda where refugees are mostly hosted in rural areas, but also 
increasingly basic financial freedoms (such as having a bank accounts, etc) in countries like Nigeria 
where access to the formal financial system is a major gap between refugees and host populations.

Where the policy framework is more inclusive and enabling, the focus can shift to including provision 
of legal aid and legal support in self-reliance programs [96]. While they can be implemented on 
their own, legal aid components are often successfully embedded into livelihoods interventions 
[9]. Related good practice includes the provision by specialized staff of legal counseling and / or 
legal assistance around documentation or business registration [96; 101]. It also encompasses 
more broadly the dissemination of legal information and awareness raising, such that individuals 
and groups know their rights and can make informed decisions for themselves [43]. Typically, legal 
information dissemination can support self-reliance programming by helping refugees navigate 
administrative environments that can be complex (and sometimes in a foreign language), as well 
as by providing them with general awareness about legal matters that can have a significant 
importance regarding their situation, such as labor laws and trade regulations [43] or process to get 
their diplomas and certifications recognized. Awareness-raising on legal matters has also proven to 
be effective when working with potential employers on decent work standards and inclusive hiring 
practices and can promote more inclusive and decent work opportunities for refugees [43]. 

Protection & Self-Reliance Programming

In the literature, addressing the policy environment through programming is often formulated in 
terms of the role for protection in self-reliance programming – either through advocacy relating to 
laws and policies (right to work, refugee status, freedom of movement, etc.), or through legal aid and 
activities that help refugees navigate existing rules and regulations (asylum, documentation, etc.).

The importance of protection work and the need for protection actors to be involved in the design 
and implementation of self-reliance programming is also mentioned in relation to social protection 
and the access and / or provision of social and care services [149, 18]. By contrast, we have found 
little mention in the literature of protection work within self-reliance programming that speaks to 
individual differences in vulnerabilities and to protection risks. In particular, there are surprisingly 
few lessons learned about self-reliance programming for individuals with special needs (with the 
exception possibly of the literature around the Graduation Approach that discusses the specific 
needs and vulnerabilities of the ultra-poor) [80, 147]. There is also little evidence overall about good 
practices for self-reliance programming and protection in terms of age, gender and diversity. Overall, 
we find a gap in the literature in terms of studying how protection work in self-reliance programming 
differs from protection work in other types of humanitarian programs (such as emergency or ‘care 
and maintenance’ programs).
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SELF-RELIANCE PROGRAMMING: 
APPROACHES

Holistic approaches
Implementing agencies have taken a variety of approaches when selecting and combining the 
various components discussed in the first section of this brief to design self-reliance programs 
[70; 149]. For some time, the focus has been to take single-sector approaches to self-reliance 
programming, such as livelihoods, education, or health [149]. However, there is a growing consensus 
in the literature that appropriate and successful approaches for self-reliance programming are cross-
sectoral and holistic [33]. 

Holistic approaches take into account the interdependencies and interplays of the different 
dimensions of self-reliance [144; 9]. These approaches consider a range of coordinated cross-
sectoral services offered either by a single agency or by a consortium of agencies as particularly 
effective for improving self-reliance outcomes [80]. Typically, a holistic approach will involve multi-
sectoral programming at an area-level, including through referral pathways across various activities 
[84]. For example, RefugePoint’s Self-Reliance Runway approach, which provides a ‘one-stop shop’ 
of coordinated services to address housing, food, healthcare, psychosocial counseling, education, 
livelihoods for highly vulnerable refugees in Nairobi, Kenya, is an example of a holistic approach to 
self-reliance programming [123]. 

A notable aspect of most of the effective approaches to self-reliance programming discussed in 
the literature relates to the notion of ‘graduating’ from aid [107; 70]. ‘Graduation’ is the point that 
refugees reach when in theory they no longer need assistance from refugee-specific programs [107]. 
Insofar as self-reliance can be defined as “independence from international assistance”, self-reliance 
could be viewed as the state achieved when graduating from assistance. 

While different agencies take varying approaches to graduation programming for self-reliance, most 
are inspired by the Graduation Approach pioneered by BRAC and used extensively in anti-poverty 
programming in development contexts [147]. The Graduation Approach is built on four pillars: social 
protection, livelihoods promotion, financial inclusion and social empowerment, which can be adapted 
and combined in different ways based on local contexts and needs [147]. The Graduation Approach has 
been rigorously evaluated, mostly in non-displacement contexts, and is widely considered to be effective 
in increasing socio-economic resilience for those living in extreme poverty [147]. 

The four pillars of the Graduation Approach relate closely to the various components of social and 
economic inclusion that have been identified as relevant and effective for self-reliance programming 
in the first section of this brief. This suggests that when holistically selected and suitably integrated, 
these components could prove effective in helping refugees reach a point where they are ready to 
graduate from assistance. In the last 10 years, UNHCR and a number of agencies have adapted the 
Graduation Approach to refugee settings (See below: Self-reliance & the Graduation Approach). See 
also Evidence Brief – Programming for Self-Reliance (Contexts & Populations) for a detailed look at 
adapting the four pillars of graduation in different contexts and for different population groups.
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Despite the rising interest in holistic programming, the intensive and high-touch nature of these 
approaches in practice raises questions about cost effectiveness, value for money, and scalability. 
This also links to debates about short-term humanitarian funding cycles that are incongruent with 
the multi-year nature of holistic programs, as well as a recognition that humanitarian financing is 
primarily sector-based and not set-up to support intensive and/or front-loaded integrated programs.

Self-reliance & the Graduation Approach

In 2014, Trickle Up and UNHCR piloted an adaptation of the Graduation Approach (GA), primarily 
aimed at ultra-poor refugees in urban settings. The GA is made up of a holistic, timebound, 
integrated and sequenced set of interventions and is focused on refugee households that are living 
in extreme poverty. Crucially, it provides a framework for sequencing program components related 
to the four pillars that can help move refugees to a point where they no longer need assistance to 
meet their basic needs.

Following positive results from the pilot, the GA is being widely adopted as a holistic program 
model for refugee self-reliance. For example, the Poverty Alleviation Coalition (PAC), a coalition 
made up of 15 INGOs and co-convened by UNHCR and the World Bank’s Partnership for Economic 
Inclusion (PEI), has adopted the GA as its program model. The Coalition seeks to alleviate poverty 
and increase the self-reliance, economic and social inclusion of refugees and host communities by 
sustainably increasing income opportunities. 

It is important however to note that the GA was designed for refugees living in extreme poverty, who 
require an intensive range of services and support in order to move towards self-reliance. Because 
the GA is the program model for self-reliance that has been the most extensively reviewed in the 
literature, we use it across the different briefs as an example and as a point of reference for self-
reliance programming. However, it does not mean that it is the only existing or successful program 
model for refugee self-reliance, nor that this specific approach is necessarily desirable in all refugee 
contexts, for all refugee populations, or for all individuals within populations.

Author’s ote

Self-reliance is a multidimensional concept and as such there are various dimensions to 
self-reliance programming, relating to different sectors of humanitarian and development 
assistance. While specific sectoral interventions may contribute to improving one or more 
aspects of self-reliance, evidence suggests that only focusing on interventions in a single 
sector will likely be insufficient to support most refugees to become self-reliant. It is, however, 
important to note that holistic program models are not yet systematically documented, and 
efforts should be made towards documenting the impact of integrated programming in 
promoting self-reliance. 

In addition, there is no one-size-fits-all approach to self-reliance programming. Broadly, it is 
helpful to consider approaches like the Graduation Approach that provide a useful holistic 
framework, which can then be adapted to meet local conditions and the needs of specific 
populations. This does not necessarily suggest though that every agency undertaking self-
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reliance programming must shift towards holistic interventions. Instead, it encourages working 
in a coordinated manner across sectors to ensure that refugees receive support that is tailored 
to their needs and can lead to improved self-reliance.

Multi-stakeholder engagement
The success of self-reliance programming is dependent to a large extent on the operating 
environment in the host country [102]. In particular, there is increasing recognition that the level of 
self-reliance that refugees can achieve in a given context depends highly on the policy environment 
and the macroeconomic environment [102; 155; 40]. Beyond individual and household-level 
interventions, self-reliance programming also includes identifying the structural barriers that impact 
refugees, and designing the system-level interventions that contribute to addressing them. This 
implies roles and responsibilities for actors working in the broader ecosystem, including host 
governments, development actors, and the private sector, towards creating an environment that 
enables self-reliance [54].

Programming at the humanitarian-development nexus

Humanitarian programming aimed at improving refugee self-reliance is directly linked to efforts 
by other actors towards local economic development and poverty alleviation in refugee-hosting 
areas [35; 155]. In part, this relates to creating conditions in the macroeconomic environment that 
can enable meaningful economic inclusion for refugees [155]. As such, the literature highlights the 
complementary nature of self-reliance programming undertaken typically by humanitarian actors 
(refugee response), most often implemented on a short-term basis, and the work more traditionally 
assigned to development actors (poverty alleviation) which has longer timeframes [88]. Much of 
the traditional development work aims at addressing structural issues that affect the population 
at large (refugees and hosts alike), often both at the national and the sub-national levels [59]. In 
particular, development actors can facilitate local economic development by influencing the amount 
of development aid that flows into refugee-hosting areas, as well as work with authorities on general 
macroeconomic policies related to trade, employment, and taxation, all of which create an enabling 
environment for refugee self-reliance programming [59; 8].

The literature emphasizes that refugee-hosting areas are often in the first place less economically 
developed than other regions in the same country, particularly for rural or camp-based displacement 
settings [127, 90]. For refugee self-reliance programming to be effective over the long-term, beyond 
bridging the gap between refugees and host populations, there is therefore a need for interventions that 
affect system-level change of the local economic environment. For humanitarian actors, this can mean 
including system-level components in their interventions, such as the models of livelihoods programming 
discussed above aimed at affecting market systems, value chains and the business environment more 
generally [101]. For development actors, this can mean working with authorities on national development 
plans that effectively channel adequate support and appropriate resources to refugee-hosting areas [68]. 
In other words, there is a critical interplay between the microeconomic approach (support to individuals, 
households and communities and their livelihoods) and the macroeconomic approach to self-reliance 
programming (regional infrastructure development, and in particular the development of critical support 
functions to market systems with employment potential) [101].
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Beyond local economic development, another aspect of building a conducive macroeconomic 
environment for self-reliance that typically falls under the expertise of development actors is the 
work that can be done with host states around the adoption of policy and legislative frameworks 
that are more business-friendly, such as tax incentives and simplified registration procedures [96]. 
While these policies are not refugee-specific (contrary to the policy framework discussed in the 
previous section), they still critically contribute to increasing the potential level of self-reliance 
achievable by both refugees and host populations.

Programming with local civil society and the private sector

The importance of partnerships and coordination between multiple stakeholders in self-reliance 
programming is highlighted in the literature [64]. In fact, self-reliance programming can arguably 
only be achieved through such strategic partnerships, at the scale required to match the needs. Yet, 
many of the self-reliance programs reviewed still do not systematically or effectively build on the 
possible synergies between the multiple stakeholders working in the same area of operation.
Historically, the focus of partnerships for self-reliance programming has primarily been on the 
interplay of humanitarian and development work [88]. Over the years, the literature has increasingly 
emphasized the importance for these actors to work closely with local authorities, and to do so both 
at the national and the sub-national levels [108; 71]. A good practice highlighted in the literature in 
terms of working in partnership with the public sector is to design programs that effectively take 
into account, build on and contribute to support national development plans and efforts [68]. This is also 
expected to increase the ability of the aid community to positively influence existing policy and legislative 
frameworks so that they become more inclusive of refugees and more responsive to their needs [68].

In addition to working with host states to address broader structural issues, the literature addresses 
the importance of developing strategic partnerships with civil society actors as well as with the 
private sector. These partnerships are in particular seen as key to achieving more sustainable 
self-reliance outcomes [73]. A related good practice is to work more systematically with local 
partners, and to adopt, wherever feasible, relevant and appropriate, facilitative approaches in the 
implementation of self-reliance programming where local actors take the lead [44; 42]. In line with 
the localization agenda, the implementation of social inclusion programming components through 
various types of local Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) and their active participation in program 
design is highlighted in many resources as a promising, though still under-developed, practice [71; 42]. 

Beyond sustainability, partnerships with the private sector also show promise in increasing the 
scale of self-reliance programming including through livelihoods programming and large-scale 
employment commitments [73], financial inclusion programming and high leverage over loans 
through credit guarantees [27, 89], and even alternative and blended financing models for self-
reliance programs [27]. 

Author’s ote

There is a growing recognition that in addition to direct programming at the individual or 
household level, it is important to understand the broader ecosystem that has the potential to 
enable or create impediments to self-reliance outcomes for refugees. 

Taking a systems-approach to self-reliance programming helps identify structural barriers 
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impacting refugees and the broader development of refugee-hosting areas. As a result, it can 
inspire programming that contributes to system-level change needed to achieve refugee self-
reliance. 

Taking a systems-approach can also help identify a wider range of actors in the ecosystem 
that can positively influence system-level change, by impacting the policy environment, 
contributing to local economic development or by improving social inclusion. As a result, it can 
facilitate effective coordination and complementarity in the work of these various stakeholders 
and encourage strategic partnerships and more facilitative approaches that will in turn increase 
the sustainability and scale of self-reliance outcomes.   
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PROGRAMMING  
FOR SELF-RELIANCE: 
CONTEXTS AND POPULATIONS
WHAT WORKS AND WHAT DOES NOT?
In this evidence brief, we present the findings from our review of the available literature on refugee 
self-reliance: what types of programming work best to facilitate self-reliance in specific contexts and 
for specific populations?

KEY FINDINGS 
Achieving self-reliance doesn’t look the same across all contexts or for all populations. 
Consequently, there is no one-size-fits-all approach to self-reliance programming. The literature 
emphasizes that contextualized and tailored designs are paramount to quality programming. 
Yet, there is relatively little research about self-reliance programming that is specifically 
segmented by differences in context and population. In addition, most of the existing literature 
focuses on documenting barriers and opportunities, rather than good programming practices. 
This makes it challenging to draw conclusions about whether effective program models can be 
applied to other contexts or populations that share similar characteristics. 

Nevertheless, the literature does identify several key considerations by context and population 
group that practitioners can use to inform self-reliance program design:

• Camp settings: Noting that camps are often located in resource-scarce areas with limited
potential for self-reliance for both displaced populations and their hosts, programming
approaches that benefit all such as promoting local economic development and social
cohesion are vital.

• Rural settings: In addition to supporting agricultural-based livelihoods in rural settings, it
is critical to focus on diversifying livelihoods opportunities, including through investing in
value chain development. Beyond livelihoods, facilitating access to enablers of holistic self-
reliance that are often less prevalent in rural areas, such social and financial services, is also
important.

• Urban settings: Programming should account for, and when possible, address structural
issues in urban markets, including through systems-level interventions that can increase the
number and quality of wage employment opportunities for refugees. In addition, designing
interventions that support refugees to navigate the complexity of urban systems to access
services, is crucial.
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• Informal markets: Recognizing that informal markets are often easier for refugees to
access but may present poorer working conditions and a lack of security, an important
element of self-reliance programming is promoting decent jobs and livelihoods, such as
through the promotion of workers’ rights and access to social protection.

• Developed economies: In contexts with more developed and regulated economies, a
central element of self-reliance programming is making the social protection and financial
systems more inclusive of and accessible to refugees.

• Gender: It is imperative that program design accounts for traditional social and cultural
norms around gender roles as well as considers how displacement may have shifted
these roles in a household. In addition, ownership (or lack of) over household assets
affects the potential of becoming self-reliant and must be considered in program design.

• Youth: Recognizing that refugee youth often spend their formative years in displacement,
key components of programming should focus on continuity of education and
opportunities to build social networks and develop critical skills.

• Highly vulnerable and refugees with disabilities: Program design should include
approaches that ensure accessibility of services and promote participation in activities
for highly vulnerable refugees as well as refugees with disabilities, including through the
involvement of a social worker or case manager.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Recommendation 1: Practitioners should systematically consider the specificities of 
displacement contexts, e.g.  location/geography (in camp and out-of-camp, rural and urban), 
socio-economic (low-, middle- and high-income settings) and political (restrictive versus 
enabling refugee policies) when designing and implementing self-reliance programs for 
refugees. 

Recommendation 2: Practitioners should design self-reliance programs that take AGD-
inclusive approaches and develop program models that are tailored to the needs of 
populations with specific age, gender and diversity characteristics. 

Recommendation 3: Practitioners and researchers should focus on designing, implementing 
and testing systems-based approaches that have the potential to expand the reach of 
programming efforts and have large scale impact. 

Recommendation 4: All stakeholders should prioritize generating robust evidence to fill 
evidence gaps on what works to help refugees become and stay self-reliant in specific 
contexts and for specific groups. 
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In this brief we discuss types of self-reliance programming for (1) different contexts; and (2) different 
populations. In our review of the literature, we have not found any attempts at providing a systematic 
overview of best practices for adapting the various components of self-reliance programming to 
specific characteristics of the implementation context and/or to the target populations. As such, 
the specificity of the examples discussed across various pieces in the literature makes it difficult to 
isolate which learnings can be scaled up or reproduced in different settings [38; 125; 81]. Similarly, 
the multitude of elements that vary from program to program makes it challenging to attribute the 
cause of a program success or failure either to the adequacy of the program model in general or to 
its appropriateness in a specific context. Part of these challenges stem from differing conceptions 
of what successful self-reliance outcomes look like, as well as from the lack of a common evaluation 
framework to compare different self-reliance programs across contexts. Another limitation is that the 
current evidence base on self-reliance focuses on a few specific contexts and target populations, 
which in turn influences which program approaches and objectives are most-commonly discussed 
and accepted as best practices. 

Nevertheless, we can still learn from experiences about what works in different contexts and with 
different population groups. In order to do so, in this brief, we segmented the variation in context 
and population along specific characteristics and identified findings and good practices that are 
noted for each in the literature. Considering each of these contexts separately helps to identify 
specific characteristics, which in turn can inform how program components and approaches can be 
adapted more broadly. Rather than focusing on specific examples, this brief strives to extract good 
practices that are highlighted in the literature for a given context or a given population, using the 
holistic approaches identified in Evidence Brief – Programming for Self-Reliance (Components & 
Approaches) as a reference. 

DIFFERENT APPROACHES FOR 
DIFFERENT CONTEXTS
The literature covers examples of self-reliance programming in different contexts: displacement contexts 
(in-camp and out-of-camp, rural and urban), socio-economic contexts (low-income hosting countries 
and middle-income hosting countries), and political contexts (enabling and restrictive legal and policy 
environments). Across the contexts considered, there are two elements that vary: (1) the local potential for 
self-reliance, which affects the level of self-reliance of both refugees and the host population; and (2) the 
specific challenges and opportunities that the context presents for refugees to improve their self-reliance 
[59; 54]. This section outlines both elements for each type of context, and emphasizes the associated 
best practices for improving self-reliance either for refugees specifically or for both refugees and the host 
population within the parameters of the local economic environment.

It is important to note that the findings highlighted below should be considered with nuance. While 
context characteristics are presented and discussed in a segmented manner for the sake of clarity, 
we acknowledge that in practice each context of implementation will correspond to a certain overlap 
of these various displacement, socio-economic and political aspects. This document aims to help 
practitioners identify which elements in their context analysis should guide their design of self-reliance 
programs. In addition, the good practices highlighted are not exhaustive and reflect the learnings that 
were emphasized across multiple sources in the literature. 
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Much of the literature focuses on camp settings and discusses the differences between 
encampment conditions across countries in terms of mobility and the host country’s broader legal 
and policy framework. This section looks at the main characteristics that distinguish the context for 
refugees residing within and outside camp settings. 

Unless camps completely restrict outside movement, populations in camps and settlements often have 
access to formal and informal markets in surrounding areas, where they have opportunities to interact 
with host populations and the local economy. However, these markets are often relatively thin compared 
to the markets that out-of-camp refugees are able to access [73]. With limited opportunities available, 
refugees can be forced to compete for jobs inside camps, many of which are low-skilled and low-paying 
[42]. The literature highlights that there are high levels of variation among refugee households living in 
camps in terms of their access to (internal and external) social networks and social capital [18]. There 
is, however, a gap in the literature regarding how these differences in social empowerment can be 
addressed and / or leveraged through social inclusion program components.

Most camps are established in resource-scarce environments, typically in remote, rural areas [3, 65]. As a 
result, the general potential for self-reliance of the entire area – for both refugees and host populations - 
is also typically lower than where many refugees would likely choose to settle if they were not living in a 
camp [98]. As a result, economic competition with host communities is also more common, in particular 
around the governance and management of already scarce natural resources as well as in terms of 
accessing limited available jobs in labor markets [13]. Furthermore, refugees that live in camps are more 
likely to be targeted and stigmatized by the local populations than refugees living out-of-camps because 
they are more concentrated, more visible, and because they benefit from a range of social services, 
often for free, that locals may not be able to access [42, 73]. Additionally, a critical difference between 
programming for refugees in camp settings compared to out-of-camp settings is that within camps there 
are multiple organizations involved in service provision, usually as part of a visible and highly coordinated 
structure.

By contrast, the main characteristic of out-of-camp settings for refugees is enhanced freedom of 
movement [108; 105]. The ability to move freely is highly relevant in terms of adapting the design of 
self-reliance programs, both in terms of outreach, but also in terms of market access and the capacity to 
promote different types of livelihoods activities [98]. Compared to refugees in camps, refugees residing 
outside of camps have access to more robust markets (often in cities and semi-urban areas) [77]. This is 
in fact one of the main reasons that refugees migrate out-of-camps, and in particular to cities [42]. At the 
same time, those who leave camp settings typically incur additional costs, such as rent, food and other 
basic needs [77]. 

Author’s Note

Experience has demonstrated that despite the constraints inherent to camp environments, 
there exist many opportunities to strengthen camp economies in support of self-reliance, e.g. 
relief substitution - that is, production of aid products, previously imported from outside camps, 
by the refugees themselves; designing projects aimed at growing and diversifying the in-camp 
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economy; skills development interventions for refugee incentive workers for advancement as 
NGO, UN or local government staff. Increasingly, economic inclusion programs are also adapted 
to movement restrictions considering online opportunities, remote marketing and delivery, etc. 

Beyond the camps themselves, and given that encampment areas tend to be economically 
underdeveloped, a good practice is to design interventions that foster local economic 
development more broadly. We discuss investments in refugee-hosting areas in more detail 
in Evidence Brief - Programming for Self-Reliance (Components & Approaches). Moreover, 
including a percentage of host community members in refugee-focused humanitarian programs 
and services is essential in building acceptance, social cohesion, reducing discrimination and 
xenophobia and positively supporting win-win partnerships across community groups.

Self-reliance programming increasingly includes a consumption support component that is 
instrumental in supporting refugees who do not have access to free social services (either because 
they live out-of-camps or because the services provided in camps are insufficient) and struggle 
to meet their basic needs, let alone invest in livelihoods development. Consumption support can 
be provided directly by humanitarian practitioners - in cash, voucher or in-kind, depending on 
feasibility and appropriateness - but implementing agencies can also play a role in linking with host 
government social protection mechanisms (e.g. via advocacy for inclusive social protection policies). 

Refugees in rural settings

Historically, refugee response programming has been most often implemented in rural or semi-
urban contexts where refugee camps and settlements were established. Yet, the recent literature on 
self-reliance discusses rural settings (especially out-of-camp) significantly less than other settings. 
This may be due in part to the fact that the literature on refugee self-reliance from the 1960s to the 
1990s mostly focused on rural settings, while this evidence review includes resources published 
after January 1, 2005, which increasingly focus on other contexts. Nevertheless, there are a number 
of important lessons that have been learned over time from refugee self-reliance programming in 
rural settings. 

Self-reliance programming in rural contexts most significantly differs from non-rural contexts in the 
area of livelihoods. Jobs in rural areas tend to be limited to a few sectors (agriculture, construction, 
factory work or civil service, etc.) [39]. Although agricultural livelihoods such as crop, livestock, 
forests, and fisheries are critical in rural areas, it is good practice to expand economic inclusion 
efforts beyond these industries [4; 33; 39]. Diversifying opportunities by also promoting non-
agricultural livelihoods (such as manufacturing, processing, repairing of manufacturing goods, 
trading, transportation, construction and all other service activities done on a commercial basis in 
the rural economy) helps build the resilience of refugee populations [42]. This includes focusing on 
adding value to the frontline producers’ products (e.g. processing or milling the crop seed locally, 
growing higher-grade crops - including crops that have potential for exports) and investing in 
value chain development, considering the myriad of support services and inputs agricultural and 
livestock interventions require (e.g. veterinarians, crop extension workers, livestock feed supply 
sources, transportation networks, processing facilitating, marketing techniques etc.) [115]. When 
designing programs promoting resilient agricultural livelihoods, another good practice is to consider 
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subsistence farming approaches, alongside a commercial approach that links crop production to 
real market opportunities [4]. 

Because the interdependence of community members – be they refugees or hosts – is generally 
high in rural and remote settings (as there may not be as many ‘outside’ options to trade or source 
essential goods and services), social capital is typically expected to be strong on average in rural 
areas [18, 36, 39]. In terms of programming that builds social capital, and in particular insofar as 
it is related to economic inclusion, this translates into good practices for agricultural value chain 
development such as (1) reinforcing local potential for economic inclusion through stronger social 
cohesion with the development or strengthening of existing horizontal linkages (such as increasing 
the market power of local producers by helping them organize into cooperatives or other business 
associations) [45], or (2) building vertical linkages with market actors outside of the immediate local 
community (such as connecting local producers to urban retailers or exporters for their products).
A critical issue for refugee self-reliance in rural and semi-urban contexts is the degree to which 
refugees have access to land and other natural resources. The development of rural livelihoods 
such as agriculture and pastoralism directly depends on the availability of and access to suitable 
land and other natural resources [39, 65]. When the land available is insufficient, many refugees 
engage in unsustainable farming practices, such as encroaching on land that they have no right to 
use or over-intensive grazing and cultivation [39, 14]. These types of activities can take a toll on the 
environment by causing deforestation, water pollution, and overuse of arable and grazing land [39, 
14]. Limited land availability and environmental degradation can lead to a diminishing income from 
land cultivation, and to tensions among refugees and between refugees and the local population 
[39, 14]. 

Finally, in rural areas, it is more likely that there will be fewer agencies providing services to a given 
community [34; 36; 40]. The level of service provision is also generally lower and less varied in rural 
settings, with education, health and other social services more scarce and less easily accessible 
[33]. As a result, a critical consideration for self-reliance programs is to ensure comprehensiveness 
of the intervention design through the adoption of holistic approaches, or through building robust 
referral mechanisms [39]. Not only social services and social protection, but also formal financial 
services (e.g. banks, microfinance institutions, mobile money, etc.) are likely to be more scarce in 
rural areas. Financial inclusion, and in particular needs for savings and small investments, are thus 
often addressed through community-based informal mechanisms [4; 33; 144].

Author’s Note

While in recent years refugees have increasingly been seeking refuge in urban settings, there 
remains a significant number of refugees that stay in rural - often remote - areas for years. 
These areas are often characterized by limited livelihood options (most often agriculture-
based), scarce productive resources and poor service delivery. In these circumstances, making 
the most of the limited offer is instrumental in supporting progress towards self-reliance. 

Refugee-hosting rural areas tend to be already vulnerable before being affected by displacement, 
which makes it imperative for refugee interventions to target based on needs rather than 
status. Any self-reliance programming in such settings should at minimum assess the pre-
conditions in the host community (e.g. what services hosts have access to, what stresses and 
shocks affect their lives and livelihoods), and if possible include vulnerable host community 
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members in targeting. Support targeted at refugee populations in particular should ideally 
and systematically build in system-level programming that has potential to benefit the broader 
community, e.g. via increased access to services and resources, improved road network, etc.

With the acceleration of climate change, and environmental degradation more broadly, access 
to and use of productive resources has become a major pain point in displacement contexts 
where natural resources are central to livelihoods. As highlighted in the Self-Reliance Evidence 
Review Methodology, we found very little evidence focused on the connections between self-
reliance and climate change, but we expect these will increasingly be documented in the years 
to come. Experience has already shown that interventions such as climate-resilient agriculture 
techniques (e.g. permaculture), community-led natural resource management, or advocacy for 
refugees’ access to and ownership of land can play an important role in mitigating the risk that 
self-reliance programming contributes to tensions between the refugees and their hosts. 

Refugees in urban settings

In recent years, with over 60% of the world refugee population living in urban areas, an increasing 
number of publications focus on programming for refugees in urban settings [77; 78; 107]. Urban 
areas often present opportunities for self-reliance that do not exist in camp or rural contexts [77]. 
In terms of livelihoods, job opportunities in urban areas tend to correspond to more contemporary 
livelihoods and range widely both in terms of the diversity of skill sets and the level of qualifications 
needed [131]. The maturity of urban market economies makes them more resilient to shocks 
overall, however refugees often work in informal sectors where they are subject to exploitation and 
unprotected by formal crisis-response policies and safety nets [53; 77]. Therefore, programming 
that includes legal assistance to support refugees’ access to services and their right to work, via 
securing work permits, business registrations, recognition of diplomas and certifications or access to 
financial services, is important in these contexts [64; 31]. 

Urban areas also typically present a number of challenges to achieving decent and sustainable 
livelihoods. In spite of the diversity of potential employers and income-earning opportunities, cities 
often consistently have higher levels of structural and frictional unemployment than rural areas 
[1; 151; 56]. Nevertheless, unemployed populations, including displaced persons from rural areas 
often migrate to cities in the hope that they will be more easily able to retrain and have better job 
prospects [77]. At the onset of a crisis – often with a large influx of displaced populations to urban 
areas because of perceived access to increased opportunities compared to rural areas – will 
often increase already steep competition for jobs and exacerbate existing social tensions [28]. 
In these situations, displaced populations and the urban poor risk facing additional exploitation, 
marginalization, and mistreatment [57]. 

It is important therefore that self-reliance programming accounts for, and when possible, addresses 
the structural issues in urban markets. For example, a focus on building contemporary and 
transferable skills (e.g. service industry, IT skills) helps broaden the opportunities available to 
refugees [52]. Similarly, systems-level interventions focusing on employers and job creation can 
increase the number and quality of wage employment opportunities for refugees [77]. 

The social empowerment component of self-reliance programming in urban settings can be quite 
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different from that in rural settings, both in terms of building social cohesion and social capital. 
Urban refugees in need of support are likely to be more scattered across cities, rather than 
concentrated in a single area, and they are often embedded in poorer neighborhoods alongside 
local populations [77]. This results in an overall higher level of daily interaction of refugees with 
local populations, and higher dependency on these relationships being cooperative [81]. To some 
extent, urban refugees can benefit from their relative ‘invisibility’ in terms of developing support 
and solidarity systems with local populations [68]. However, this makes targeting considerations 
for self-reliance programs generally more complex and outreach more resource-intensive in urban 
settings [70, 39]. Programming in urban settings often includes interventions aimed at supporting 
refugees in navigating the complexity of urban systems, e.g. service mapping, referral pathways, 
coordination mechanisms [25]. In particular, the likely exclusion of marginalized groups (e.g. women, 
minority groups) can be addressed by complementing the self-selection approach standard in 
urban outreach practices with outreach through community centers, ideally operated by established 
community-based or refugee-led organizations, or through refugee focal points who can proactively 
make connections with refugees in need [48; 117]. More broadly, local actors play a critical role in 
ensuring informed and effective community outreach and targeting approaches, which consider the 
holistic and diversified needs amongst refugees and hosts in a given area [117]. 

Urban areas also provide a greater depth and breadth of international, national, and local actors 
(including government, civil society organizations (CSOs), the academic community, and the private 
sector) with whom humanitarians and development practitioners might develop partnerships. This is 
especially true for the private sector, which often has a much more robust presence in urban areas 
[77;76]. All of these actors also have a deep understanding of how the city operates and provides 
services, as well as how legal and social frameworks affect the lives of urban residents. This also 
means that in terms of social protection and financial inclusion, many services to support access to 
formal banking, labor market access as well as care and support social services more generally are 
likely to be available in cities and have the potential to be made accessible to refugees [78]. 

Urban environments also pose a number of specific risks and opportunities for the self-reliance 
of specific minority and/or vulnerable groups that can be less visible and harder to reach [81]. For 
example, there are often more employment opportunities for women in urban areas and women 
may be less likely to face gender discrimination [151]. On the other hand, women are often more at-
risk for violence and harassment if they have to travel to their place of work and, although they may 
have more employment opportunities, these opportunities may not be aligned with the standards of 
‘decent work’ [151].

Socio-economic contexts
There are also significant differences in self-reliance programming by socio-economic context, in 
particular between programming in low- and middle-income countries. In Evidence Brief – Research 
Gaps, we address the lack of examples from high-income countries in the available literature. In 
addition to Gross National Income (GNI) per capita, low- and middle-income countries typically differ 
in the density of their private sector and in the health and maturity of existing market systems. The 
literature also highlights differences between the two contexts in terms of how regulated labor 
markets are, and how much of job markets are composed of formal versus informal labor [54].

In low-income countries, whether in urban or rural contexts, there is often a high reliance on informal 
work [54; 1]. Formal labor market systems also tend to be less regulated, and opportunities for 
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decent work are generally thinner [17]. This means that the amount, diversity, and quality of market 
actors and systems, and of supporting infrastructure available to work with is likely to be lower 
[38]. Market deficiencies typically affect the support functions that are common to many labor 
market systems, such as telecom, transportation and energy infrastructures [64]. This has direct 
consequences in terms of what it means to promote decent and sustainable livelihoods [17]. 

When working on self-reliance programming in contexts with mostly informal labor markets, there is 
typically less focus on shifting refugees to the formal sector [38]. Instead, the focus is on promoting 
decent livelihoods and to ensure that programs lead to the upgrading of jobs [17]. Good practices 
involve the use of approaches that are comprehensive and complementary with informal livelihoods 
activities, such as the promotion of workers’ rights through support to the constitution of workers’ 
associations, social protection in the form of private or community-based work micro-insurance, and 
social dialogue between workers and employers [152]. See Evidence Brief - Defining Self-Reliance for 
discussion about quality standards in self-reliance programming and Evidence Brief - Programming for 
Self-Reliance (Components & Approaches) for more details on how decent, sustainable, and diversified 
jobs are criteria for economic inclusion interventions leading to self-reliance.

In middle-income countries, social protection and financial systems are typically more developed 
and better resourced [44;57]. Programming often focuses on how to make those systems more 
inclusive of refugees or how to increase the benefits of those systems for refugees [44; 57]. 
In general, the overall potential for refugees to become self-reliant is higher, and the focus 
of programming can be seen as closing the gap in self-reliance between refugees and host 
communities more than raising the local potential for self-reliance [49]. There are more opportunities 
for refugees to meet their essential needs through markets in more developed economies, and 
there are typically more jobs in well-established labor markets [49]. 

Yet, the literature is divided over whether the conditions for self-reliance are more conducive in 
lower or middle-income contexts, because while there are generally more opportunities available 
in more developed economies, the economic environment often tends to be more regulated which 
may restrict access to refugees [6; 157]. Using the example of Jordan as a middle-income context, 
on the one hand it can be more difficult for refugees to access legal income generating activities 
because work opportunities in the formal economy are subjected to more quality standards and 
regulations (including the fact that employers have to pay for a work permit) [57]. On the other hand, 
and for the same reason, there are more opportunities for refugees to engage in decent, sustainable 
livelihoods in Jordan [84]. In other words, there may be more and easily-accessible job opportunities 
for refugees in low-income countries because of expansive informal labor markets than in middle- 
and high-income countries, where the labor market is formalized and protected. However, there may 
also be increased opportunities for self-reliance (in terms of diversity and quality of jobs) in middle-
income countries because they have a more robust economy. 

Political contexts
Having It is important to also examine the variation in refugee policy by contexts, namely whether 
and/or how restricted refugees are in terms of movement and in terms of legal access to formal or 
informal work, what rights and protections do they have access to, and whether or not there is an 
encampment policy [128; 57; 68]. There is agreement in the literature that variation in the political 

       SELF-RELIANCE EVIDENCE REVIEW



P R O G R A M M I N G  F O R  S E L F - R E L I A N C E

context along each of these aspects greatly impacts the potential for self-reliance [98; 99; 100; 23]. 
There are several pieces in the literature that study specific variation in political contexts, insofar 
as it affects the design, the implementation and the outcomes of self-reliance programming. In 
particular, the contexts of three countries in East Africa have been often compared in this regard: 
Uganda (which is considered as a model of liberalism in terms of refugee policies), Kenya (which 
is often presented as a counterpoint to the former in terms of having more restrictive policies), 
and Ethiopia (which has started undergoing a change from more restrictive towards more liberal 
policies). Most variation in political context is studied across countries (at national level), yet some 
studies have attempted to control for other differences in context by comparing variation in refugee 
policy within the same country across different regions. 

The policy environment (laws and regulations, policy commitments, etc.) of host states determines 
what kinds of interventions are feasible and what self-reliance looks like in that context (e.g. 
do refugees have the right to free movement, can they get work permits, etc.) [73; 84]. In host 
countries with restrictive refugee policies, programmatic interventions around social and economic 
inclusion of refugees, however well-designed, can only go so far [128]. In countries where access 
to documentation and legal frameworks are more restrictive, refugees will tend to work more in 
the informal economy, all other things equal, and they will be more prone to shocks [102]. The 
recent literature that examines the aftermath of the COVID-19 crisis noted that, whether in rural or 
in urban markets, refugees tend to work in sectors that are more sensitive to crises [56]. This can 
be attributed to formal legal regulations that restrict the access of refugees to certain sectors of the 
economy, as well as to informal rules and norms that similarly favor the hiring of nationals in more 
decent and resilient jobs.

Restrictive laws in host states are barriers to self-reliance that are systematically highlighted in the 
literature [56; 151; 78]. There is agreement that self-reliance programming in the absence of rights 
and protections for refugees can yield important, but limited results, and that there is a need to 
simultaneously pursue policy influence with host governments [77]. Yet, the broad effectiveness of 
advocacy efforts to persuade host states to improve rights and protections for refugees is a matter 
of debate [34; 77]. Other avenues explored to influence policy frameworks include working with 
national and sub-national authorities to strengthen social protection systems and through capacity-
building [127]. However, even here, there is little evidence regarding the effectiveness of these 
approaches in yielding more favorable policies towards refugees [33]. 

In practice, several countries have changed their policy frameworks to include progressive policies 
that are more inclusive of and permissive towards refugees [57]. Uganda, Ethiopia, Zambia, Ecuador, 
Costa Rica and Mexico are typically recognized as such ‘success stories’ and are often presented 
as counterpoints to more ‘closed’ and restricted policy environments for refugees (such as Jordan 
or Kenya) [93]. Yet, to date it remains difficult to measure the extent to which the specific favorable 
policies have resulted in positive outcomes for refugee self-reliance, especially in countries where 
the implementation of these policies is a challenge (e.g. for lack of human or financial resources). 

Author’s Note

In order to establish the replicability of a particular self-reliance program, it is important to 
distinguish which constraints on self-reliance programming stem from the socio-economic 
context and which are related to the political context. Yet, doing so is not straightforward as 
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there is often overlap between the two and more robust market systems often are in the same 
locations where there is a more restrictive political environment hindering refugee self-reliance 
[151; 38]. There is, however, a critical difference between contexts where refugee employment is 
limited because labor markets are saturated in general, like Kampala, and, on the other end of 
the spectrum, because refugees do not have the right to work, like in Nairobi and New Delhi [151; 
38]. Understanding that difference is required to design appropriate self-reliance programming. 

Practitioners should consider context segmentation when designing a self-reliance program 
as it will help determine which program components are most relevant and effective. A given 
context is going to be an overlay of displacement context, socio-economic context and political 
context. So it is helpful to understand which characteristic of each type of contexts yields which 
recommendation, so that one can decide how to appropriately adapt a program model. 

Context segmentation should also be considered more systematically in research for evidence 
generation. In particular, this would help identify findings that may be linked to specific types 
of contexts and that can be generalized broadly across other contexts that share the same 
characteristics. It will also help identify research gaps on self-reliance and self-reliance programming, 
in terms of contexts and geographies. Finally, generating such evidence may support advocacy 
efforts demonstrating to host states the benefits of social and economic inclusion for refugees. 

DIFFERENT APPROACHES FOR 
DIFFERENT POPULATIONS
Considerations for self-reliance programming not only varies across contexts, but also within them. The 
level of self-reliance that can be achieved and the pathways through which self-reliance can be improved 
are not the same for every household and individual in a given location [77]. 

As with all humanitarian programming, it is important to recognize that some refugees may face specific 
protection concerns or barriers to becoming self-reliant on the basis of their age, gender, disability 
status and/or other factors. It is equally important for refugee response agencies to move towards 
operationalizing these specific considerations within programming to promote inclusion and increased 
access to all refugees [109].

We have found relatively few studies that focus on the self-reliance programming for particular 
population sub-groups, with one exception being a focus on the Graduation Approach for ultra-poor 
refugees [147]. However, the literature still provides broadly useful guidance about how program design 
can be tailored to meet the needs of specific populations [128]. In this section, we discuss how the needs 
of various displaced groups can impact which types of self-reliance program components are most 
relevant. 

Who is the main target of self-reliance programming?

How do we decide which refugees to support with self-reliance programming? As many 
as possible? The most ‘vulnerable’? The most ‘viable’? There are different ways in which 
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this question can be answered and just as many ways to tailor program approaches. 

Both the literature and practice suggest that components of effective self-reliance programming 
are different for refugees that are more vulnerable and for those that are more stable. In fact, some 
people facing extreme vulnerabilities, whether displaced or not, may never become fully self-reliant.

Appropriate targeting is a crucial step in self-reliance programming as groups 
with different needs and initial levels of self-reliance will require different 
types and combinations of social and economic interventions.

Internally Displaced Populations (IDPs)

While this project did not specifically review literature on internally displaced populations (IDPs), there 
were still surprisingly few resources that compare self-reliance program approaches for refugees and 
IDPs. In general, the literature on refugee self-reliance has limited discussion of other displacement-
affected populations, despite the existence of several contexts – in particular urban contexts – in which 
different displaced populations overlap [77; 151; 152]. This gap in the literature may be related to the fact that 
the use of the terminology ‘self-reliance’ is less common in the literature on IDPs and other non-refugee 
displaced populations. However, comparing self-reliance for refugees and IDPs can help clarify which 
barriers to self-reliance are related to displacement itself, and which are related more specifically to the legal 
framework related to cross-border asylum. In turn, this can help inform self-reliance programming. 

Gender

While a number of resources address gender considerations in self-reliance programming, few provide 
substantial evidence on how programming interacts with gender and/or gender identity and thus how 
it might lead to varying outcomes for people of different genders living in the same household. Notably, 
much of the literature equates explicit “gender” considerations with considerations for women and girls, 
implying that men and boys are the default target group. There was a noticeable gap in the literature 
pertaining to self-reliance programming for LGBTQIA+ refugees.
Existing gender norms may restrict refugee women’s participation in certain self-reliance interventions 
[90]. At the same time, families experiencing displacement also often experience shifting gender roles 
and norms within the household [25; 90; 150; 39]. Understanding community norms around women’s 
social and political participation—alongside their economic engagement—is a vital way to strengthen 
program effectiveness [24]. Interventions should consider women’s household roles and responsibilities, 
their level of control over different household resources, and their access to safe and sustainable labor 
opportunities in a given context [24, 58]. 

Practitioners who use a “gender-responsive” approach partner with participant women to design 
programs that meet their expressed safety needs, while also fostering social and cultural norms that 
will improve women’s economic opportunity during the time of household transition [148]. The literature 
also references a “gender-sensitive” approach, or a baseline awareness of how program policies and 
activities may positively or negatively impact women’s participation and program effectiveness, as well as 
their vulnerability to household and public violence as a result of participation [42; 153]. Some examples 
of gender-sensitive program policies include providing childcare (or funding for external childcare) and 
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access to safe transportation [150; 42; 78]. Another aspect of gender-sensitive programming is ensuring 
that the outcomes of programming chosen for evaluation align with refugee women and girls’ own 
conceptions of empowerment and self-reliance [82]. 

Several resources suggest that for programming that relates to livelihoods, financial inclusion, and social 
empowerment, it can be effective to design and implement initiatives focused on women and/or heads 
of household [25; 77]. Targeted support for working refugee women, and particularly those who are 
already the breadwinner in their household, can bolster their earnings and ability to support their families 
[39]. Group spaces that are single-gender can be an effective way to enable participation and social 
empowerment for women. For example, facilitated women’s groups or collectives have been shown to 
generate income, foster knowledge and skill exchange, facilitate resource sharing, and build women’s 
social capital—all important aspects for sustained self-reliance [39]. 

To ensure the sustainability of refugee women’s empowerment within their broader environments, a 
good practice is situating targeted socioeconomic support for women and girls into broader community-
centered programming [82]. For example, the evaluation of one mixed-gender cash grant and protection 
program in Palestine found that the community-based process bolstered women’s’ decision making, 
self-esteem, and bargaining power; at the end of the program, participants considered women the most 
trusted to receive and manage grant funds to improve overall community resilience [58]. Meanwhile, 
an evaluation of a cash transfer program designed to empower mixed-gender entrepreneurs living in 
refugee camps found that female-headed businesses had a statistically significantly higher probability 
of obtaining a business license than male participants, indicating women’s potential success in such 
programs [124]. 

However, the literature also reveals the harmful gendered outcomes of self-reliance programs, and 
particularly those that withdraw support too soon post-training or focus on skills unaligned with the labor 
market [42]. Such missteps can quickly compound debt for refugee women, who in some contexts have 
more limited labor market options than men and may be exploited based on their legal situation in order 
to make household ends meet [42]. It is well documented that strengthening the socioeconomic position 
of women can also increase the risk of intra-household tensions or intimate partner violence [24; 153; 78; 
82]. Even if women become the primary household earner through livelihoods interventions, that alone 
may not translate into changed household dynamics [24; 153]. In some cases, it may threaten long-held 
norms associated with masculinity, leading to increased control of women’s movement [82]. In some 
humanitarian settings, women may prefer to receive alternative forms of compensation in programming 
to mitigate money-related tension in the household, for example vouchers, food, or other resources [150]. 
Self-reliance programs may lead to women’s increased participation in the external labor market without 
lessening their domestic workload, leading to ‘double employment’ and increased distress [82; 150]. 
Thus, a relevant good practice in microfinance or other livelihood interventions is to anticipate gendered 
consequences at the household level and co-design gender-responsive—rather than gender-neutral—
programming alongside women to promote their socio-economic empowerment [25; 150]. 
Finally, it is important to consider how gender impacts self-reliance differently within different 
intervention contexts. For example, in urban areas, women typically have more transferable skills, such 
as housekeeping, child-care, and cooking, which are in demand, whereas men often require more 
specialized skills to find work, especially those who come from rural areas [25]. However, women may 
face specific social and cultural barriers to labor market integration, especially in urban activities that 
are non-traditional among many rural refugee women, such as construction [42]. Further, many of the 
occupations women enter with transferable skills are unsafe, too far from home, poorly paid, and/or have 
limited potential for an upward career trajectory [25; 148; 42]. 
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Youth

Due to the protracted nature of most recent displacement crises, youth are a critical demographic for 
self-reliance programming [118; 99; 63]. While in practice there is an increasing focus on self-reliance 
programming specifically for youth, there is not a lot of self-reliance literature that considers the 
specificities of youth as a target group. Refugee youth often grow up in displacement environments, 
which includes formative years in terms of education, socialization, and early employment [110]. As 
a result, youth are especially vulnerable to isolation and in some contexts, potentially radicalization. 
Overlooking youth in self-reliance programming has the potential to create a ‘lost generation’ of refugees 
that are not given the opportunity to develop critical skills. A good practice for self-reliance programming 
is to focus on building social networks, education, and skills development for refugee youth [68]. In 
particular, developing refugee youth’s transferable skills builds their potential to pursue and benefit from 
durable solutions upon return, in their current context, or upon resettlement in another context [63, 152].  
Overall, this is the demographic for which the ‘investment’ logic of self-reliance is the most salient and 
who have high potential to contribute to the local economy [152]. 

Best practices for self-reliance programming that foster social empowerment include designing 
interventions that include both refugee and local youth, as well as implementing mentorship programs 
where youth are matched with community members that have experience in their desired profession 
[152]. While noted as a best practice for all groups, focusing on contemporary livelihoods and building 
advanced technical skills is particularly important when designing programming for youth [152]. It is also 
effective to include program components on social empowerment and participation in civil society to 
combat likely marginalization [99]. Finally, it is important to have programs that support socialization and 
network building for youth, such as safe spaces [152]. 

Persons with disabilities

It is important to ensure that self-reliance programming is inclusive of and accessible to refugees with 
disabilities. The literature included references to the importance of designing appropriate programming 
for refugees with disabilities that are able to engage in income generating activities as well as for those 
who are not. 

Some strategies to increase participation of refugees with disabilities in livelihoods activities include 
reorganizing work content, using audio and visual methods when promoting job opportunities, adjusting 
wages, and ensuring flexibility in timetables and program design [128]. Further, agencies providing 
livelihood training or education activities should ensure that their program location is accessible to adults 
and children with disabilities [73]. Some holistic, graduation approach models incorporate a social worker 
or case manager to ensure that refugees that would benefit from intensive support are able to access 
relevant services [146, 123]. 

For refugees that are not able to earn an income, there are still aspects of self-reliance programming 
that are relevant, particularly related to social protection and social empowerment. Those implementing 
urban self-reliance programming, for example, might consider providing long-term or permanent 
eligibility-based social cash transfers for refugee households that are headed by an elderly, chronically 
ill or person with a disability who is unable to work [77]. Additionally, formal programs should recognize 
and strengthen the informal mechanisms that communities and households already implement to care 
for their members with special needs, for example, fostering or sheltering unaccompanied children or 
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elders, sharing food harvests with disabled neighbors who are unable to work, or blending families into 
a single household [109]. Promoting opportunities to develop social capital and social networks among 
vulnerable refugee groups can be empowering and bolster self-reliance [151].

The literature also addresses considerations in the domain of education. One report on education 
programming among Syrian refugees and host community members in Jordan found that refugee 
students with disabilities or special learning needs experienced discrimination among educators [42]. In 
camp settings where aid agencies often provide education, teachers may not be well trained in how to 
adjust lessons for refugee students with disabilities [73].

When designing programs, practitioners should promote social inclusion by building awareness, 
fostering inter-agency partnerships, and amplifying the perspectives of refugees with special needs 
[128.5]. It is best practice for practitioners to be trained in how to recognize special needs in individuals 
and to understand their rights and available services [54]. Programs should work to balance the targeting 
of refugees with special needs to ensure their participation with socially integrating these groups 
into broader programming [128]. Finally, programs should provide periodic counseling and ongoing 
monitoring to populations with special needs to understand how their self-reliance needs are evolving 
over time [146].

Recognizing the intersections of displacement and disability should also include a broadened focus on 
how programming can sustain collective self-reliance (such as via universal access to education, food, 
housing, etc.), in addition to focusing on individual vulnerabilities [109]. 

Education and Skill-levels 

Much of the literature emphasizes the need for program design to account for a diversity of education 
and skill-levels. This research emphasizes that many refugees have existing experience and expertise 
and, therefore, self-reliance programs should be more responsive to existing skills and preferences [151]. 
This would entail tailored career counseling and individual case management, as well as advocacy for 
recognition of existing diplomas, rather than only offering basic skills training [128]. 
In addition, the literature also mentioned the need to consider building pipelines of skilled talent and 
creating opportunities for refugees to acquire advanced skills in order to access other segments of the 
labor market [68]. Much of the literature focuses on creating opportunities for youth and young adults 
in particular to develop advanced skills, as well as promoting advocacy efforts to facilitate access to 
higher education [68]. This approach is especially relevant in middle- and high-income countries where 
an important challenge is moving refugees up the occupational ladder and building their careers, rather 
than settling for prolonged periods in low-paid, unfulfilling, and precarious employment situations [49].
Some program models focus on refugee populations that are most likely to achieve self-reliance without 
additional support beyond livelihoods programming [131]. For example, entrepreneurship-focused 
programs target ‘viable’ refugees or those deemed likely to succeed without additional support beyond 
start-up capital or business training [49, 123]. 

While valuable, this approach misses out on a large section of refugees who are not yet at that point, but 
with some tailored support could become viable as small business owners, entrepreneurs or workers. It 
is therefore also important to focus on interventions for refugees who need additional support in order to 
benefit from livelihoods programming [123]. 
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Author’s Note

While there is agreement in both literature and among practitioners that self-reliance interventions 
must be tailored to the individual needs, skills, capacities and priorities of target populations, 
the fact that the effects of self-reliance programming tend to be assessed and documented at 
household level means that there is only limited evidence of what works at individual level for 
specific groups. For example, more evidence is needed to understand how gender influences 
both the targeting and outcomes of self-reliance programming, as well as the impacts for 
those with intersectional marginalization based on their ethnic group, race, nationality, sex 
assignment at birth, ability, sexual orientation, religion, education, and legal status, among 
other identity dimensions. As such, agencies should improve transparency around the types 
of tailored support services that they provide for refugees, and disaggregate evaluative 
findings by socioeconomic ability status to better understand and address these needs.    

One important point that emerged in our review of the literature is that individual and household 
level approaches to self-reliance may at times be conflicting, and self-reliance interventions 
should strive to mitigate the potential negative impact of one approach over the other. As such, 
programming that combines both individual-level and household-level interventions, e.g. cash 
programming covering the food needs of the entire household, livelihoods interventions that target 
all adult members of the household recognizing that multiple income streams may be required to 
meet their needs, is likely to have more positive and durable impacts on the entire household. 

Another important point to highlight is the need for self-reliance interventions to look at alternatives 
for individuals that will never be entirely self-sufficient due to specific needs (e.g. disability, age, 
etc.). For refugee populations, it will often mean putting strong emphasis on linking people with 
specific needs to national social protection systems to ensure their needs can be met sustainably. 

CONCLUSION
There is no universally achievable standard for self-reliance. Instead, the ability to become self-reliant 
and the extent to which self-reliance is possible is highly dependent on the individual refugee and 
the context in which they live. The needs of different refugee population groups are different, which 
in turn determines which programming components are most relevant and effective. Therefore, any 
programming that universalizes the path to self-reliance will likely not address the needs and challenges 
of each population group. 

At the same time, it is important to recognize that the needs for self-reliance programming far outpace 
the reach of current efforts. There is an existing tension between the broad extent of needs for self-
reliance programming and the relatively limited reach of existing self-reliance programming efforts 
[66]. There are tailored programs that reach a smaller target group with intensive programming (e.g. 
consumption support, mentoring, career counseling, case management) and also broader programs 
(e.g. employment policy reform, access to social protection systems) that have greater reach but cater 
less deeply to individual needs. A self-reliance program may reach hundreds of individual refugee 
households in a context; however, many programs are not designed to address the structural changes 
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needed to achieve community-level or population-level self-reliance sustained across generations [65].  
As a result, the question of scalability is critical to the future of self-reliance. However, it is also complex 
because there is a fundamental difference between determining what works for large groups and what 
works for specific target groups. 

The literature also emphasizes that attempts to undertake self-reliance programming at scale may 
undermine the high heterogeneity in the skills, capacities and aspirations of refugee populations [157]. 
This then suggests, contrary to the need for larger-scale programs, that we should employ a tailored 
approach to self-reliance programming focused on specific populations [123]. Tailored approaches 
have high success rates, where success is defined by the proportion of the target groups that actually 
becomes self-reliant [123]. There is further research needed on using tailored approaches in tandem with 
systems-level approaches.
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GAPS IN THE SELF-RELIANCE 
EVIDENCE BASE
In this brief, we highlight the key gaps that we identified in the available evidence on refugee self-
reliance with the goal of informing future research priorities. In doing so, we examine whose voices 
dominate the self-reliance debate and which populations the research has overlooked (the ‘who’), 
which geographies and contexts are missing from the research on self-reliance (the ‘where’), what 
works to facilitate self-reliance (the ‘how’) and, how to assess the ‘value for money’ of self-reliance 
programming (the ‘how much’). Addressing the evidence gaps highlighted will contribute to a more 
nuanced understanding of refugee self-reliance that can be used to inform program and policy 
directions and guide funding investments.

EXPLORING SELF-RELIANCE IN MORE 
DEPTH
The ‘who?’

The evidence review found few resources that center refugee voices when discussing what self-
reliance looks like and how it should be measured. Overall, less than a quarter of the resources 
reviewed meaningfully included refugee voices and perspectives, beyond including survey data. 
Furthermore, the majority of resources reviewed originate from a small number of primarily 
European or North American organizations, with 90% of resources being published by only 15 
organizations. Increasing the diversity of perspectives contributing to the evidence base on self-
reliance, with a focus on amplifying community-based perspectives and refugee voices, will impact 
how we understand and define self-reliance, what types of program designs are considered 
effective for different contexts and populations and how we perceive ‘success’ of these efforts. 

The evidence review did not identify much specific research on how self-reliance can be successful 
for diverse population groups, including, but not limited to, IDPs, women, youth, and people with 
disabilities. There are, for example, few resources comparing self-reliance for refugees to self-
reliance for IDPs. Yet, comparing self-reliance for refugees and IDPs can help clarify which barriers 
to self-reliance are related to displacement itself, and which are related more specifically to the 
legal framework related to cross-border asylum. There is also limited evidence on best practices of 
gendered or age-related self-reliance programming. Much of the current evidence base about what 
works to support these populations fails to unpack implicit assumptions about gender norms, 
behaviors, and differences and to recognize how these assumptions underlie targeting strategies 
and theories of change for self-reliance programming in different contexts.  

Finally, while some analysis on self-reliance focuses on the wider community where refugees live, 
there remains scant evidence comparing self-reliance potential of refugees with that of the local 
host community. Overall, the literature on refugee self-reliance suggests that refugees are largely 
unable to achieve a greater level of economic or social stability than members of the host
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community because the threshold for self-reliance is often at least partly reliant on the policy and 
economic context of the local area. As a result, further research that includes the host community 
in studies of the potential for self-reliance of an area can provide valuable insights for what 
conditions are required to achieve self-reliance.

The ‘where?’

Existing evidence on self-reliance is overwhelmingly focused on refugee-hosting countries in East 
Africa, and the Middle East. Outside of these contexts, evidence on self-reliance remains relatively 
sparse. Without a broader diversity in contexts—or studies that provide cross-context comparison—
the applicability of promising practices and lessons learned remains obscured. Similarly, the vast 
majority of the literature that was reviewed focused on low- and middle-income refugee-hosting 
countries. Comparatively, there is little about self-reliance programming in high-income countries. 
This is, in part, due to the fact that programming in higher income countries is often in the context 
of resettlement and, though similar to traditional ‘self- reliance’ programming, is not viewed as such 
because it is not connected to the international aid system. Additionally, conceptions of ‘self-
reliance’ across high versus low- and middle-income countries may be infused with different 
cultural ideologies that influence government decision-making as it relates to self- reliance policy. 
Given an increase in refugee flows to higher income contexts such as countries in Western Europe, 
this is a useful area for further research.

The ‘how?’

Our review found that the publicly-available literature capturing evidence on effective self-reliance 
programming is surprisingly thin. Through our own practical knowledge and experience at 
RefugePoint and DRC, and through the broader RSRI network, we recognize that the literature is 
lagging behind practice, a sentiment that was shared in key informant interviews with practitioners 
from other agencies.

While agencies have been conducting self-reliance programming for many years, systematic efforts 
to rigorously measure the impact of these interventions are few and far between. The vast majority 
of self-reliance programs in the resources reviewed do not use tools or conceptual frameworks that 
have been specifically developed to measure or evaluate refugee self-reliance. Instead, most used 
project-specific indicators that were selected as proxies for self-reliance, such as levels of income, 
number of job placements, or access to basic services. While these measure the results of 
individual program interventions, they provide an incomplete picture of the self-reliance standing of 
a refugee, which is dependent on numerous interdependent factors, and ultimately fail to shed light 
on effective programming approaches that promote self-reliance.

Much of the literature on self-reliance only makes a passing reference to measurement, usually 
highlighting the need to create robust measures and acknowledging the complexity of doing so.

However, in the last few years there have been some promising attempts to bridge this 
measurement gap, notably through the Self-Reliance Index, developed by the Refugee Self-
reliance Initiative and through research undertaken by the Refugee Economies program at the 
University of Oxford.
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We also found that self-reliance is typically measured in line with 6 or 12 month humanitarian 
program cycles, usually at the baseline and/or endline. However, these short program cycles are 
not well aligned with the longer timeframes that are typically needed to observe changes in self-
reliance outcomes and may not adequately track the progression of refugees towards self-reliance. 
In addition, since self-reliance is understood as transitioning off dependence on aid, it is important 
to measure the self-reliance status of a household extending past the end of a project cycle to 
understand the sustainability of results. However, there are few systematic efforts to do so, driving 
a gap in the evidence that may perpetuate ineffective interventions and thus a widespread, cyclical 
dependence on aid.

To build the evidence base of what does and does not work to improve refugee self-reliance, 
practitioners and researchers there is a need to invest in and undertake robust evaluations of the 
impact of different types of programming over time. It is also imperative that results - successes 
and failures, and the broader knowledge and learning gained from research studies, evaluations 
and assessments be publicly shared to support building the evidence-base for effective practices 
that support refugee self-reliance. This collective learning can inform adaptations to organizational 
processes and programming, thus increasing the potential for improved refugee self-reliance 
outcomes.

The ‘how much?’

In the literature reviewed, many resources assumed that self-reliance programming has better 
value-for- money than other types of humanitarian programming. Yet, we found little research or in-
depth discussion on how to calculate the value-for-money of self-reliance programming. This is 
likely connected to the fact that there remains a lack of broad consensus on the outcomes of self-
reliance.

When value-for-money of self-reliance programs is discussed, it is usually conceptualized in terms 
of cost- efficiency, and implicitly compared to other types of humanitarian programs for refugees 
such as care and maintenance programs. Instead, comparing the long-term costs of traditional 
assistance programs and/or the cost of doing nothing could provide a more robust evidence base 
on the value-for-money of self-reliance programming.

Our review also found relatively little information on the costs of self-reliance programming. A 
notable exception is a subset of documents that focus on the Graduation Approach, however 
these also had relatively little discussion about the cost-efficiency of such programming in 
displacement contexts specifically.
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EXPLORING SELF-RELIANCE IN MORE 
BREADTH
The evidence review uncovered few connections between self-reliance and connected agendas 
and emergent topics such as durable solutions, climate change and localization.

Shocks

Further research is needed on how short- and long-term external shocks can affect self-reliance 
outcomes as well as social cohesion dynamics in refugee-hosting contexts. Two examples 
mentioned in the literature—but worthy of further examination—are the COVID-19 pandemic and 
climate change.

At the time of our review, evidence illuminating the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on refugee 
self-reliance was just emerging. Resources that addressed this issue focused on reduced access to 
funding for self-reliance programming and a decrease in social protection. Other research 
discussed how refugees were more likely to lose their livelihoods due to COVID-19 shutdowns 
because of their employment in service and manufacturing sectors. Researchers should review this 
emerging evidence base and use lessons learned to prepare for and respond to future disease-
based shocks.

A small number of the resources reviewed included brief mentions of climate change or 
environmental disasters as a potential ‘external shock’ that could affect the progression of 
achieving self-reliance for refugees. Overall, the literature is missing comprehensive studies on how 
climate change affects ongoing self- reliance programs as an external shock and whether self-
reliance programming for ‘climate refugees’ is feasible and/or appropriate. Research on how 
different aspects of climate change (natural disasters versus more permanent environmental 
changes) impact refugee self-reliance can support greater understanding of whether and what 
types of self-reliance programming is the best approach for affected contexts.

Localization

Despite an increasing focus on localization in the development and humanitarian sectors, we found 
surprisingly few resources that linked refugee self-reliance to the localization agenda. Those that 
did, primarily focused on making recommendations to international organizations to coordinate with 
and transition responsibility to local/national institutions when implementing self-reliance programs, 
but few details were provided on best practices.
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Durable Solutions

The evidence review found some discussion on self-reliance programming in relation to durable 
solutions, but there is little examination of how it specifically contributes to each of the three 
pathways, leaving many critical questions unexplored. Overall, the literature highlights the value of 
self-reliance in the context of increasing and increasingly protracted displacement. When refugee 
self-reliance is discussed in relation to durable solutions, there are differing opinions as to whether 
self-reliance programming should be seen as a preparatory step toward a durable solution or as a 
substitute when durable solutions are not feasible. Yet, while self-reliance is discussed in relation 
to durable solutions as a whole, there is relatively less attention dedicated to how it relates to each 
individual durable solution pathway. Many of the resources reviewed, implicitly or explicitly link 
self-reliance with local integration. Furthermore, many of the resources highlight the positive 
impact self-reliant refugees have on local economies, but there is little research on how that may 
also spark tension with host communities and in local labor markets. As such, there is little 
examination in the literature on how self-reliance is linked to voluntary return and third-country 
resettlement.

CONCLUSION
As global forced displacement continues to increase and shocks from COVID-19 to climate change 
reverberate and transform social, political, and economic dynamics around the world, 
strengthening the self-reliance of refugees becomes increasingly vital. Key to this effort is building 
a robust and accessible evidence base on what works to promote self-reliance, so that 
practitioners and policymakers are implementing and scaling up effective, evidence-informed 
policies and programs. To do so, organizations and funders must support the production of 
evidence that addresses the identified knowledge gaps highlighted in this brief, including by 
funding self-reliance monitoring efforts beyond the end of a program intervention, and filling 
research gaps including comparisons of the effectiveness of program interventions across different 
contexts and population groups. It is also important that the production of research and evidence 
centers the voices and perspectives of refugees including through research that is led by refugees 
and other displaced persons. Finally, all stakeholders should publicly share the knowledge, 
learning and results - be they positive or negative - gained from research studies, program 
evaluations and assessments to build the evidence-base of effective practices that support refugee 
self-reliance.
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