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VISIon
Unhcr aims to ensure that all 
persons of concern are able to 
make a safe and sustainable 
living that meets their basic 
needs, contributes to their 
dignity, and provides for the full 
enjoyment of human rights.

Sri Lanka/IDP/UNHCR/H.J. Davies/June 2005



3

A Unhcr StrAtegy  
2014-2018



Global StrateGy for 
livelihoodS

4

A Unhcr StrAtegy  
2014-2018

STrATEGY AT A GLAncE

strAtegic objectives 2014-2018 

1.  Promote the right to work and the right 
to development  

2. enable people to preserve and protect 
their productive assets as well as meet 
their immediate consumption needs

3. develop and expand proven and 
innovative ways of supporting peoples’ 
economic self-reliance 

4. improve planning, learning and 
practice on successful approaches to 
livelihoods development and their 
impact on self-reliance

strAtegic ApproAches

•	  Partnerships and coordination
•	 capacity-building
•	 communication and Advocacy
•	  Integrated approaches 
•	  Measurement
•	  Innovation

guiding principles

•	  Protection
•	  Age, Gender and diversity (AGd)
•	  Equity
•	  Access
•	  Sustainability
•	  community empowerment
•	  Appropriateness and reliability
•	  Enhance local markets
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Chad / Darfur refugees near Birak / UNHCR / H. Caux / March 2008

STrATEGY AT A GLAncE

how to reAch results

•	  develop methodologies to collect and analyse 
socioeconomic data 

•	  Use baseline data to develop and implement 
multi-year national and local strategies

•	  Forge new partnerships  with national entities,  
research institutions, the private sector and 
specialised nGos

•	  Advocate for the legal right to work and other 
opportunities for access to markets and resources 

•	  Target livelihoods initiatives according to 
refugees’ interests and capacities for achieving 
self-reliance

•	  Provide training for employment and 
entrepreneurship appropriate to market 
opportunities

•	  Enable access to financial services
•	  develop innovative income streams 
•	  create synergies with other sectors from the 

onset of an emergency
•	  build a common ethos and practice on 

market-based livelihoods development
•	  draw lessons on poverty reduction and 

livelihoods from the development community, 
adapt to refugee contexts, document 
and apply good practices

•	 capitalize on new funding 
opportunities 

scope of implementAtion

•	 Priority countries 
•	  non-priority countries where possible, 

sequenced with gradual increase in capacity
•	 Urban and rural areas, camp and non-camp 

settings 

who hAs A role to plAy

•	  refugee communities
•	  Government including relevant line ministries 

and host communities
•	  Unhcr at all levels
•	  Un agencies and other international 

organizations
•	  national and international nGos
•	  community and faith-based organizations
•	  Private sector
•	  research institutions
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Colombia/Tule returnee/UNHCR/Boris Heger/May 2010



7

A Unhcr StrAtegy  
2014-2018

Livelihoods are activities that allow people to secure the basic necessities of 

life, such as food, water, shelter and clothing. Engaging in livelihoods activities 

means acquiring the knowledge, skills, social network, raw materials, and other 

resources to meet individual or collective needs on a sustainable basis with 

dignity. Livelihoods activities are usually carried out repeatedly within an income 

stream such as agriculture, pastoralism, fishing, employment within a market 

sector, or as an entrepreneur. Ideally, people work within one or multiple streams 

providing goods and services to a market economy based on cash exchange or 

barter. Work provides the basis for their food security1 and self-reliance, adding 

stability, prosperity and peace to the community at large. The United nations 

high commissioner for refugees (Unhcr) contributes to the ability of refugees 

to carry out safe and secure livelihoods activities in host communities and upon 

return, helping to develop an enabling environment of protection and support 

services, assisting refugees to gain lawful access to markets and supporting them 

to acquire the human, financial, social, and physical capital required to work 

productively. 

building self-reliance is essential throughout all phases of displacement. It is a 

critical component in achieving durable solutions and should be advocated for 

and supported whether persons of concern will return home, be resettled or 

1 See Unhcr’s Global Strategy for Public health 2014-2018 for objectives and activities related to food security.

InTrodUcTIon

“Work iS the only thinG that GiveS SubStance to life.” 
Albert Einstein

Self-reliance is the 
ability of an individual, 
household or 
community to meet 
essential needs and 
to enjoy social and 
economic rights in a 
sustainable manner 
and with dignity. by 
becoming self-reliant, 
refugees and displaced 
persons lead active 
and productive lives 
and are able to build 
strong social, economic 
and cultural ties with 
their host communities. 
Self-reliance can 
assist in ensuring that 
persons of concern 
are better protected 
by strengthening their 
capacity to claim their 
civil, cultural, economic, 
political and social 
rights.
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locally integrated. Self-reliance will enable refugees to live with dignity and create 

a future for themselves and their families.

The purpose of this Strategy is threefold. First, it serves as a position paper on 

why Unhcr implements livelihoods programming: to decrease dependency 

and increase self-reliance for people of concern and host communities. The 

Strategy aims to increase understanding of why Unhcr is seeking innovative 

ways to link refugees to markets and scale up livelihoods programming. Second, 

the Strategy informs a global view of how Unhcr will implement livelihoods 

programs, providing general lines on what types of market-oriented activities will 

be supported. Thirdly, it guides the development of national and local livelihoods 

strategies. national and local field offices should use this Strategy as a foundation 

document to help them develop livelihoods programming specific to their 

context. The Livelihoods Unit will support national and local strategy development, 

with exceptional support to priority countries. It is addressed to protection and 

programme staff within Unhcr, partner organizations, host governments, donor 

organizations, and public and private entities with a stake in the economic and 

social well-being of displaced populations and host communities. 

Unhcr acknowledges that much of the burden of caring for refugees falls on 

host communities and governments. While Unhcr and others aim to assist 

wherever possible, host communities and governments are those most affected 

by the millions of refugees seeking protection within their borders. In addition, 

Unhcr recognizes the countless national and international non-governmental 

organizations (nGos), faith-based organizations, international organizations, Un 

agencies, and dedicated individuals who provide resources and expertise. Their 

support is essential to helping displaced people transition from aid recipients 

to self-reliant agents of change, able to contribute to the peace, stability and 

prosperity of the communities that offer them asylum. Where possible, the 

Strategy encourages efforts to reduce the burden on host communities and 

governments through interventions that recognize local economic development 

plans and support these to the greatest extent possible.  

This Livelihoods Strategy reflects Unhcr’s renewed commitment to helping 

refugees work towards self-reliance. It can be seen as a companion to three other 

related Unhcr Strategies for 2014-2018 on public health, energy, and settlement 

and shelter, with which it shares a common structure. 

Unhcr aims to help find 
durable solutions that will 
allow displaced people to 
rebuild their lives in dignity 
and peace. There are three 
solutions open to refugees: 
voluntary repatriation, local 
integration, or resettlement 
to a third country in 
situations where it is 
impossible for a person to 
return to his or her country 
of origin or find a solution 
in the host country. Most 
of Unhcr’s livelihoods 
programming takes place 
during displacement, while 
people are awaiting a 
durable solution. Where a 
durable solution is not in 
sight, Unhcr should take 
a progressive approach, 
including supporting self-
reliance.

Persons of concern include 
all people whose protection 
and assistance needs are of 
interest to Unhcr. These 
include refugees under the 
1951 convention, people 
who have been forced to 
leave their countries as a 
result of conflict or events 
seriously disturbing public 
order, returnees, stateless 
persons, and, in some 
situations, IdPs. Unhcr’s 
authority to act on behalf 
of persons of concern other 
than refugees is based 
on General Assembly 
resolutions. Unhcr’s 
Livelihoods Strategy applies 
mostly to refugees, but may 
in some cases be expanded 
to include returnees, 
stateless persons and IdPs.
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Tanzania/local worker employed by refugee/UNHCR/B. Bannon/November 2008



Global StrateGy for 
livelihoodS

10

A Unhcr StrAtegy  
2014-2018

Ecuador/Colombian refugee/UNHCR/J. Tanner/April 2012
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Livelihoods guiding principles are based on global best practices, experiences emerging from Unhcr operations, and 
sector research and guidelines. They set forth the core standards behind all livelihoods programming:

1. Protection: Livelihoods programmes will aim to further respect for human rights as outlined in the Universal 
declaration of human rights, the International covenant on Economic, Social and cultural rights, and the 1951 
convention relating to the Status of refugees. In addition, programmes will be designed to support an operation’s 
overall protection strategy and related protection priorities. They will protect and foster people’s dignity as linked to 
economic independence and self-reliance.

2. age, Gender and diversity (aGd): Livelihoods programmes will seek to advance Unhcr’s AGd approach by 
ensuring the active participation of diverse and representative groups of refugees. Unhcr will ensure inclusiveness 
and accessibility for specific groups of concern including women, adolescent girls and boys, older persons, the 
young, persons with disabilities, people who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual or intersex, and women and men 
belonging to national, ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities or indigenous groups.2   

3.  equity: Unhcr will ensure that refugees have equal opportunity to participate in livelihoods interventions. The 
Agency will prioritize vulnerable people where possible, particularly where they face obstacles not encountered 
by the majority of the displaced population. Activities will maintain the goal of enabling self-reliance in the wider 
economy not linked to Unhcr, however, and should not foster dependency. 

4.  access: Unhcr will support refugee access to local services and programmes in parity with the host community. 
The Agency will invest in national programmes to extend existing services or create services where they do not 
exist, benefitting refugees and host communities alike. Skilled refugee workers and entrepreneurs contribute to 
the economic well-being of a region, providing goods, services, jobs and tax revenue to host governments and 
communities.

5.  Sustainability: Livelihoods programmes are planned for long-term self-reliance. beyond the initial emergency phase 
where intensive support may be necessary, initiatives must help people build the knowledge and skills pertinent 
to their mid-term and long-term goals. Activities will form part of integrated programmes that span the project 
cycle from planning to implementation to phase-out. Unhcr will seek to provide the resources necessary to sustain 
processes until their completion. 

6.  community empowerment: refugees and host communities should participate in all stages of planning, 
needs assessment, implementation, monitoring and evaluation in order to design appropriate and sustainable 
programmes. Enabling strong communities is a vital part of supporting self-reliance. Interventions should build upon 
the knowledge, skills and resources present, and aim to enhance them further while strengthening community 
leadership and integration.

7.  appropriateness and reliability: Livelihoods programmes should be appropriate and tailored to context. They 
should be targeted to people best able to achieve self-reliance goals, be consistent in their approach and delivery, 
and take into consideration the economic status and interests of the local population. refugees should be able to 
rely on interventions appropriate to their strengths and needs. host populations and governments should be assured 
that programmes will contribute to the economic well-being of the entire community. 

8. enhance local markets: Livelihoods programmes will strive to strengthen the local market providing an injection of 
labour, consumers, and traders. Unhcr will work with local governments, businesses, trade and labour associations 
to build on existing market opportunities, benefitting both refugees and host communities. refugees will receive 
cash-based assistance where appropriate, empowering them to make decisions while supporting local markets. 

2  See Unhcr, Age, Gender and diversity Policy, 8 june 2011. http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/4def34f6887.html

GUIdInG PrIncIPLES 
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Serbia / Vocational training / UNHCR / L. Taylor / 28 July 2008
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Challenges for refugees, internally displaCed persons (idps) 

and returnees

critical lessons have been compiled from thematic reviews and from Unhcr Livelihoods 

Assessments as follow:

•	 The policy environment in hosting countries places varying degrees of restrictions on refugees’ 

ability to achieve self-reliance. In many cases, refugees and asylum seekers are excluded from 

the formal labour market and are not able to access educational opportunities and health 

services. This increases their exposure to economic exploitation, arrest and detention. 

•	 despite restrictions, refugees use many strategies to survive and generate income, mostly 

through day labour jobs in the informal sector. Lack of access to the labour market can result in 

an increase in negative coping strategies such as survival sex, child labour, and early or forced 

marriage.

•	 The initial assets that refugees rely on, such as their skills, access to financial capital, and physical 

health, are critical to widening their options to access safe and productive work. In many cases, 

however, these assets are either insufficient from the start or have been eroded by years of 

displacement. 

conTExT 
And SITUATIonAL 
AnALYSIS

the livelihoodS StrateGy draWS uPon leSSonS learned from 
refuGeeS aS they Strive to make a livinG, aS Well aS from 
unhcr and PartnerS aS they imPlement livelihoodS ProjectS. 
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•	 It is important for displaced people to become economically active as early as possible during 

or following a crisis. refugees who reach some degree of self-reliance quickly are more able 

to retain assets, access opportunities, and maintain their dignity than those who remain 

dependent on assistance. 

•	 A key challenge to meeting self-reliance goals is the short-term nature of relief interventions. 

by prioritizing access to short-term measures, planning and budgeting processes often exclude 

long-term interventions that seek to develop capacities and influence refugees’ access to 

livelihoods opportunities; a process that inherently takes time. Unhcr’s own culture requires a 

shift to allow refugees to reduce dependency and avail of solutions on their own.

unhCr’s response 

Unhcr has gradually strengthened its capacity to enhance self-reliance for persons of concern. The 

Agency created a Livelihoods Unit in 2008, developed guidelines3, and invested in technical advisory 

capacity in regional offices and in select field operations. Many operations have developed and 

implemented multi-year livelihoods or self-reliance strategies. Unhcr has made efforts to increase 

refugees’ access to productive resources, employment and business opportunities, and to eliminate 

interventions that do not show positive results in terms of household income. Likewise, Unhcr 

has made progress in planning interventions on the basis of sound socio-economic assessments, 

building the capacity of staff and partners for livelihoods programming, and building strategic 

partnerships with the private sector and development nGos.

As a result, there has been a surge in the scale of livelihoods efforts across Unhcr operations in 

recent years. The global budget planned for livelihoods activities grew by more than 25% between 

2011 and 2012 and by another 15% in 2013. In 2012, 18 operations had budgets ranging from USd 

4 million to USd 24 million for livelihoods activities. In 2013, 87 operations conducted livelihood 

interventions, up from 79 in 2012. These programmes primarily benefit refugees (62%), followed by 

IdPs (22%) and returnees (13%). The greatest share of funds is invested in vocational and skills training, 

promoting entrepreneurship, supporting agriculture, livestock and fisheries, and strengthening 

access to financial services or microfinance. In order to continue this scale up, Unhcr must continue 

to diversify livelihoods programming, reach a wider population, and improve learning on how best 

to support refugees towards self-reliance. 

despite this overall growth, Unhcr’s livelihoods programming has been limited in its capacity 

to reach more than a small percentage of refugees. on a micro-level, Unhcr’s work over recent 

years has shown growing impact. on a macro-level, significant impact will only be realized through 

3  See Livelihood Programming in Unhcr: operational Guidelines. Unhcr, 2012.  http://www.unhcr.org/4fbdf17c9.html
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sizeable replication and scaling up of proven livelihoods activities relevant in each context. This will 

require better use of available data about the refugee population, gathering additional data related 

to the economy, better targeting of relevant interventions, selection of partners that take a market-

oriented, longer-term approach, and strong monitoring and evaluation. 

framing doCuments for the strategy

The Global Strategy for Livelihoods is underpinned by the 1951 convention relating to the Status 

of refugees4, which sets out the legal framework conducive to creating conditions for the gradual 

attainment of self-reliance in countries of asylum. The convention binds signatory states to grant 

rights which make it possible for them to engage in income-generating activities, and allows them 

access to local facilities and services. 

Following the logic of the convention, with the passing of time, refugees should be able to enjoy a 

wider range of rights as their association and ties with the hosting state grow stronger. In this sense, 

the 1951 convention gives refugees a solid basis on which they can progressively restore social and 

economic independence. host states should make every effort to ensure protection of rights that 

relate to income generation. This includes the right to freedom of movement enabling refugees to 

market their goods and access the labour market. Equally important is refugees’ capacity to access 

education, health care and other social services where available. (Excom paper Ec/55/Sc/crP.15 

section 11).

The right to work is a human right established in Article 23.1 of the Universal declaration of human 

rights and in Article 6 of the International covenant on Economic, Social, and cultural rights. It 

allows men and women of all ages and backgrounds to become self-reliant in dignity and free from 

discrimination.

4  See convention and Protocol relating to the Status of refugees, with introduction december 2010. http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html 
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This Strategy also seeks to contribute to the achievement of the Millennium development Goals 

(MdGs) in host countries and countries of return: 

MdG 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

•	 reduce by half the proportion of people living on less than a dollar a day

•	 Achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all, including women and 

young people

•	 reduce by half the proportion of people who suffer from hunger

MdG 3: Promote gender equality and empower women

MdG 8: develop a global partnership for development

•	 In cooperation with the private sector, make available the benefits of new technologies, 

especially information and communications

The Strategy aims to help Unhcr field operations meet the programming standards set out in 

the Minimum Economic recovery Standards (a SPhErE companion guide, published by the SEEP 

network, 2010). The Minimum Economic recovery Standards articulate the minimum level of 

technical and other assistance that should be provided in promoting the recovery of economies 

and livelihoods affected by crisis.

Finally, the Strategy will guide Unhcr towards achieving one of its Global Strategic Priorities (GSP 

2): Improve the protection and wellbeing of persons of concern by promoting human potential 

through education, training, livelihoods support and income generation. Moreover, the Strategy 

draws lessons from the development world in relation to facilitating food security and equitable 

economic growth. 
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Afghanistan/Pashtun returnees/UNHCR/R. Arnold/October 2008
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Sudan/vocational training/UNHCR/M. Pearson/September 2005
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The first objective refers to securing a safe and supportive enabling environment. The second 

describes immediate activities following an emergency to protect assets and help refugees 

recover as quickly as possible. The third explains the main points of Unhcr’s livelihoods support 

activities during displacement. The fourth objective outlines activities aimed at increasing Unhcr’s 

continual learning process to inform and influence programming for greater impact.

promote the right to work and the right to development

Expected results

•	 More refugees will enjoy the right to work legally in formal and informal sectors, access 

local and national services including training opportunities and financial services, and 

participate in networking and mutual assistance programmes.

•	 More refugees will have access to land, water, farming implements and other productive 

resources allowing them to carry out traditional livelihoods activities.

STrATEGIc 
objEcTIVES

the folloWinG StrateGic objectiveS rePreSent the focuS 
areaS for unhcr’S livelihoodS activitieS. there are three 
external objectiveS deSiGned to Guide direct action to 
benefit refuGeeS, and one internal objective intended to 
imProve unhcr’S ability to imPlement quality ProGramminG. 
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refugees are better able to contribute fully to local communities when they can work legally, access 

resources and services, create businesses and pay taxes. refugee workers offer varied skills, goods 

and services to host country markets. refugee farmers and pastoralists diversify products and 

increase supply. Incorporating their labour and entrepreneurial abilities into local markets allows 

for greater diversification, growth and prosperity, benefitting refugees and host communities alike. 

refugees working in the formal sector or with minimal legal restrictions may also increase the 

stability and safety of communities. When refugees have a safe alternative for generating income, 

they are better able to avoid negative coping strategies such as criminal acts, survival sex and unsafe 

labour. The right to work allows for more interaction between refugees and host communities, and 

may contribute to building trust and peaceful coexistence. 

Unhcr and partners will work with host governments at the national and local level to develop 

policies and practices that improve livelihoods opportunities for refugees and local populations. 

The agency will maintain a dialogue with authorities, engage the local business community, and 

invest in institutions to benefit the entire community. 

Enabling Activities

Advocacy and policy dialogue

•	 define specific targets to build a favorable policy environment for refugee self-reliance. 

Issues for dialogue with national and local authorities include, recognition of diplomas and 

professional certifications, access to land and productive natural resources, access to work 

permits, freedom of movement, freedom of association, access to financial services, access 

to training and learning opportunities, access to formal and informal employment, right of 

business ownership and membership in business associations. 

•	 research and establish an evidence-base on ways that the economic participation of 

refugees benefits local economies and host communities. 
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Awareness-raising and legal aid

•	 Provide individual refugees and refugee associations with updated information on rights 

and legal obligations pertaining to land use, wage labour, self-employment, business 

registration, and training. 

•	 build the capacity of refugee associations to engage with and contribute to local and 

national institutions, avoiding the creation of parallel groups and services.

•	 Advise refugees with diplomas and professional certification from their home-countries 

about procedures to obtain their recognition.

•	 Provide local authorities, employers, businesses, and public service-providers (e.g. banking, 

social security) with information about what refugees have to offer, and what they require.

Investing in national public and private institutions

•	 Partner with and invest in building the capacity of local and national institutions to deliver 

services for refugees, while ensuring that benefits extend to hosting communities. both 

public and private institutions should be considered that include a broad range of service 

providers, social protection systems,5 microfinance and banking institutions, agricultural 

extension, business development and business incubators, education and training, job 

placement, legal aid, and communications systems. It should be noted that many of 

these services will be short term, necessary only until refugees can achieve a level of self-

reliance and contribute on their own to the economic well-being of host communities.  

Objective 1: Promote the right to work and the right to development

enabling activities indicators of achievement

Advocacy and policy 
dialogue

# of persons of concern (Poc) receiving work permits

# of Poc businesses registered

# of Poc clients in national microfinance institutions or banks

# of Poc with access to bank accounts

Awareness raising and 
legal aid

# of Poc with recognized diplomas from their country of origin

# of Poc provided with legal advice for accessing work opportunities

# of Poc with recognized diplomas working in a related sector

Partnerships with 
national institutions

# of vocational and technical training institutions that waive or reduce 
tuition fees for Poc

5 Social protection systems are public measures that a society provides for its members to protect them against economic and social distress 
caused by the absence or a substantial reduction of income from work, the provision of health care, and the provision of benefits for families with 
children (adapted from the International Labour organization, Social Protection Sector).
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Afghanistan/returnee/UNHCR/R. Arnold/September 2008
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enable people to preserve and proteCt their produCtive assets 

as well as meet their immediate Consumption needs 

Expected results

•	 consumption support in cash and/or in kind will be provided for participants in livelihoods 

programmes implemented under the Strategy until self-reliance benchmarks have been 

met.

•	 Support to replace or recover productive assets will be provided to enable displaced 

individuals to resume or begin new income generating activities as early as possible. 

•	 household expenditures will be reduced through subsidized or free access to essential 

services during the emergency phase.

refugees often lose critical assets during and immediately after a crisis, increasing their vulnerability. 

humanitarian relief is the first short-term layer of support, which, if adequately planned and 

delivered, helps to preserve or recover essential productive assets. These immediate benefits will 

only last if medium and longer-term support is provided to grow livelihood assets and to improve 

people’s economic capacities. The provision of humanitarian relief should be conceived within a 

broader framework of a comprehensive livelihood-support intervention that contributes to self-

reliance goals. 

Unhcr and partners will develop accurate profiles of refugees’ assets, including real assets in 

their place of origin, and the level of immediate support required to allow for adequate economic 

recovery and protection. The Agency will also ensure that refugees have access to basic services 

and information about services available in the host community. Essential services, food, and other 

supplies should not be phased-out for households and individuals that show no sign of reaching 

self-reliance. 
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Enabling Activities

Conduct rapid socio-economic profiling

•	 carry out a socio-economic profiling exercise of refugees/IdP and local populations.

•	 determine the appropriate target group for phasing-in cash-assistance if appropriate.

Provide and safeguard livelihood consumables

•	 Immediately provide essential goods and services to prevent the depletion of assets (e.g. 

health, household goods, cash savings). 

•	 Ensure access to safe shelters to provide physical protection and safeguard household 

valuables and savings. 

•	 Facilitate access to grazing land and water for refugees with livestock holdings.

•	 Provide access to renewable energy sources where possible.

Secure productive assets

•	 Facilitate access to productive assets through modalities such as vouchers, cash or in kind 

assistance. The modality chosen should stimulate the local market and allow refugees to 

choose their preferred products.

•	 Facilitate access to fund transfers from refugees’ place of origin or third countries.

Ensure access to essential services

•	 help to minimise household expenditures by providing basic services free of charge or 

subsidised.

•	 disseminate information about safe locally available services, including financial services 

such as money transfers, banking, transport and communications.

•	 define, in consultation with communities, a phase-out strategy for free/subsidized services, 

and to introduce the payment of fees and/or referral modalities when the emergency 

phase ends.
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Introduce cash assistance when appropriate

•	 Explore options for providing cash-based assistance or introducing it as a temporary 

measure for targeted socio-economic groups during a set time period.

Objective 2: Enable people to preserve and protect their productive assets as well as meet 
their immediate consumption needs

enabling activities indicators of achievement

rapid socio-economic 
profiling

Socio economic profile and livelihood capacities of Poc defined and 
monitored (yes/no)

Provide and safeguard 
livelihood consumables

# of Poc provided with cash/vouchers for livelihoods provisioning

# of Poc with specific needs provided with cash/vouchers for livelihoods 
purposes

# of Poc receiving cash/vouchers for agriculture/livestock purposes

# of Poc receiving production kits or inputs for agriculture/livestock/
fisheries activities

Ensure access to essential 
services

% households with access to arable land or other productive natural 
resources

unhcr and WfP joint Pilot ProGramme

In 2013, Unhcr and WFP renewed their effort to build self-reliance among refugees receiving food assistance. While both 
agencies aimed to increase food security before reducing food aid, impact evaluations showed that this was not always 
done effectively. The new model will be a more systematic, gradual approach, using data to determine market opportunities, 
gain employment, monitor progress, and phase-out assistance. The programme, now in the pilot stage in chad, Uganda 
and South Sudan (on hold due to the current emergency), will fundamentally change the ways WFP and Unhcr work 
together with refugees from the onset of a crisis, leading to increased dignity, productivity and self-reliance. Lessons from 
the Pilot Programme will contribute to an overall shift in the ways WFP and Unhcr work together with refugees from the 
onset of a crisis, leading to increased dignity, productivity and self-reliance of all persons of concern.
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Sudan/Kassab IDP camp Darfur/UNHCR/Diego Fernandez/2006
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develop and expand proven and innovative ways of supporting 

refugees’ eConomiC self-relianCe 

Expected results

•	 Partners are identified that can effectively implement quality livelihood support 

interventions (local, national, international, private, public).

•	 refugees have increased access to technological advances in agriculture to increase yields 

and quality of products.

•	 refugees have increased access to skills and vocational training according to market 

demand, individual interest and capacity. 

•	 refugees have increased access to information and services leading to employment and to 

greater market access.

•	 refugees have increased access to micro-enterprise development opportunities and 

support.

•	 refugees have increased access to financial services.

Unhcr and partners will support a range of activities and approaches to building self-reliance in 

the short, medium and long term. Interventions will be developed following analyses of refugees’ 

interests, practices and capacities as well as existing economic activity and available opportunities. 

In all cases, programmes will build capacity and conditions for market access and positioning. 

Activities will be designed to help participants succeed in the local economy, avoiding Unhcr or 

partner- dependent activities. 

Unhcr will place emphasis on developing livelihoods interventions that may be replicated and 

scaled up. The Agency aims to reach a maximum number of refugees and host community 

participants causing a significant increase in their ability to achieve self-reliance over a lifetime. 

Interventions must be context specific, yet provide lessons applicable across geographic and 

cultural lines. Unhcr will develop new partnerships with specialized nGos and the private sector 

to help refugees enter new markets and take advantage of internet based opportunities.
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Enabling Activities

Partner mapping

•	 Identify the range of potential partners locally, nationally, and internationally that are best 

suited to support market-driven livelihoods interventions. 

Agricultural advancements

•	 Assess current yield and quality of agricultural products and livestock against potential 

yield and quality.

•	 Facilitate access to agricultural extension services to improve yield and quality.

•	 Assist agriculturalists and pastoralists to increase resiliency against socio-natural disasters 

and adaptation to climate change.

•	 Identify new markets and value chains for agricultural products, assist producers in 

production and marketing.

Generating employment

•	 Employ refugee workers in relief efforts wherever possible, including building, camp 

management and maintenance, and provision of essential services including food 

distribution, health, education, and protection-related functions. While employment may 

be temporary, it contributes to helping refugees maintain their assets and develop new 

skills.

•	 Implement cash-for-work, food-for-work or asset provisioning projects that provide 

maximum employment opportunities for displaced people. Projects should take care 

to provide opportunities to women, ethnic minorities and other particularly vulnerable 

people. 

•	 Establish partnerships with impact-sourcing6 companies to build work opportunities for 

refugees.

•	 Identify new markets, value chains and potential employers for skilled refugees, including 

artisans, education or health care workers, technicians and other professionals.

6  Impact-sourcing is an initiative to bring internet-based jobs to disadvantaged communities. It aims to provide higher-income employment to 
people who might not otherwise be employed in information technology-enabled jobs.
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Provide language, skills, vocational, and entrepreneurship training

•	 Ensure access to functional language training for youth and adults in collaboration with the 

operation’s Education Strategy.

•	 Provide or facilitate access to business skills training, including financial literacy and 

numeracy where needed. 

•	 Enable entrepreneurship through training on market analysis, business planning, resources 

and risk management, and expansion. 

•	 Provide life-skills training to promote employment readiness, including negotiating a job, 

obtaining fair wages, and combating discrimination.

•	 Provide or facilitate access to skills that will enable refugees to enter global online 

marketplaces for their goods or services.

•	 Ensure access to Technical and Vocational Education and Training. Graduates of these 

programmes should receive locally-recognized certificates or diplomas. Trainings offered 

should include courses available through distance learning both within and outside of 

Unhcr’s community Technology Access centres.7

7  See Unhcr’s community Technology Access Programme document, forthcoming in 2014.

community technoloGy acceSS (cta)

Access to technology is increasingly important for refugees to be able to participate in local markets and the global economy. 
Internet availability and communications applications provide information on opportunities and help them participate in 
economic activities. In 2009, Unhcr launched the cTA programme which gives refugees access to computers, the Internet 
and associated learning and employment opportunities. 

In 2014, Unhcr will launch an expanded cTA programme aimed at providing more learning options and opportunities for 
diversified employment and entrepreneurship. The expanded programme will offer access to both certified and informal 
education programmes, provide expertise on information and communications technology (IcT) for development to 
partners and Unhcr staff, and develop more impactful partnerships with specialised companies and organizations. A 
new online resources platform will support these and other activities. The platform is envisioned to offer field offices a 
large percentage of uniform content and tools, plus the capacity to customize the interface to highlight and facilitate 
their activities. The new programme will also make use of social reporting, enabling Unhcr staff working on the cTA 
programme in the field to share information and lessons learned from their activities. 
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Provide employment information and job placement

•	 design comprehensive employment promotion programmes in the refugee hosting areas 

based on assessments. Programmes should include job information platforms and job 

counselling services. They should also include a database of refugees’ employment profiles 

to share with potential employers. 

•	 Engage with private sector employment agencies where appropriate to provide these 

services. 

•	 develop agreements with local businesses or trade associations to offer on-the-job training, 

apprenticeships or internship placements to refugees. 

Provide entrepreneurship and micro-enterprise support

•	 develop programmes to support micro-enterprise development or work with existing 

business incubator programmes. 

•	 Promote local-to-global networking and knowledge-sharing facilities through dedicated 

platforms for refugee entrepreneurs and social entrepreneurs employing refugees or 

investing in refugee hosting areas. 

•	 Assess micro-finance needs for potential entrepreneurs and develop programmes or 

partner with specialized financial institutions to provide cash or in-kind grants or loans, 

savings schemes, micro insurance or other services. 

•	 help form or support existing small business organizations or trade associations. 

internet-baSed emPloyment

Unhcr is increasingly seeking ways to connect refugees with new employment opportunities in data-outsourcing 
and microwork. Within the data-outsourcing market, an increasing number of companies and organizations are 
turning to impact sourcing, as described above. Unhcr is exploring different models to partner with impact sourcing 
companies to generate work for refugees. Microwork is a series of small tasks that contribute towards a larger project 
and are completed by many individuals over the Internet. online market places for microwork provide opportunities 
for employers to upload tasks and access a global workforce, while workers earn income on an ad hoc basis. Impact 
sourcing companies either group together tasks from microwork platforms or win contracts for bulk work directly from 
a company which allows them to hire workers on regular contracts.
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Provide increasing access to financial services8 

•	 Assess household practices, demand and readiness for savings, loans, remittance transfers, 

insurance and other financial services.

•	 develop programmes or partner with financial services providers to make individual or 

household financial products available to displaced people.

•	 Promote opportunities for refugees to access finance from crowd-funding platforms and 

other emerging sources.

 

8 See Investing in Solutions: A practical guide for the use of microfinance in Unhcr operations. Unhcr, 2011.
 http://www.unhcr.org/4eeb17019.pdf

financial ServiceS

Services such as savings, credit, money transfers and micro insurance have the potential to be powerful tools for supporting 
livelihoods among refugee populations, if and when the minimum conditions exist. These services and products can help 
safeguard assets, build financial capital, and open economic opportunities. reliable sources of credit can provide a basis 
for planning and expanding business activities. Access to financial products such as savings schemes, loans for learning or 
training, insurance and remittances can help refugees diversify their income sources to meet basic needs and cope with 
economic shocks. They also reduce vulnerability to risky lending practices or insecure financial schemes. 

These structures are often lost during a crisis. Unhcr works with financial institutions, partners and local governments 
in host communities to allow access to services and products where they exist, and develop them where they do not. To 
work effectively, these services must be stable and reliable. refugees must be able to trust service providers to protect 
their assets and help them build financial capital. often, services should be paired with financial literacy training to teach 
people the value of products and how best to use them. Training is especially important where services available in the 
host community vary from those found in refugees’ communities of origin.
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Objective 3: Develop and expand proven and innovative ways of supporting people’s 
economic self-reliance

enabling activities indicators of achievement

Generating employment # of Poc earning incentives/wages from partner and from community 
contracting projects

% of participants in livelihood-support projects from host communities

job information and 
placement

# of Poc registered in job placement services 

# of Poc enrolled in apprenticeship/on-the-job training schemes

Skills and vocational 
training

# of Poc provided with language training for livelihoods purposes

# of Poc receiving life-skills training for livelihood purposes

# of Poc provided with entrepreneurship/business training

# of Poc provided with financial literacy training

# of Poc enrolled in formal national institutions for certified skills training

% of vocational or technical skills training students who graduate 
(successful completion and receipt of certification)

% of vocational and technical skills training students who are youth aged 
15-24 years

# of Poc using cTA centres 

# of Poc provided with e-learning/education/skills training in cTA centres

# of Poc provided with guidance on labour market opportunities

# of Poc provided with guidance on market opportunities

Entrepreneurship # of Poc receiving conditional grants for business start up

# of small business associations formed/ supported

Financial services # of Poc participating in community-based group savings/loans/insurance 
schemes

# of Poc receiving loans through Unhcr partners (in current year)

# of Poc clients in national microfinance institutions or banks

# of Poc with access to bank accounts
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Ethiopia / Somali refugee / UNHCR / J. Ose / June 2012
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Croatia/returnee/UNHCR/D. Klasnic/February 2010



35

A Unhcr StrAtegy  
2014-2018

improve planning, learning and praCtiCe on suCCessful 

approaChes to livelihoods development and their impaCt 

on self-relianCe

Expected results

•	 Livelihoods programme development is informed by current research on approaches, 

practices, and technologies.

•	 Unhcr field operations have comprehensive multi-year strategic programmes for 

livelihoods development.

•	 Field operations have monitoring systems implemented to keep track of progress and 

allow for early detection of problems to make corrective changes.

•	 Unhcr documents experiences and carries out regular evaluations of livelihoods initiatives 

for increased learning, best practice sharing, scaling up and replication of successful 

experiences.

While the first three objectives are aimed at improving Unhcr’s direct actions to build self-

reliance with displaced people, this objective refers to creating the institutional systems necessary 

to continually expand and inform best ways of working. new knowledge from research projects, 

experiences of Unhcr field operations and others must influence how programmes are designed 

and implemented. Unhcr will continue to participate in knowledge-sharing networks and to learn 

from, collaborate with and contribute to global dialogues on building self-reliance. our capacity 

to generate lessons requires an increased effort to track and learn from our own programming. 

It entails gathering reliable data and increasing our capacity to analyse and use it to inform our 

actions. 

Generating knowledge also requires that we have good planning according to each local context. 

Plans should be designed based on socio-economic profiling of displaced people and the local 

community, including market and labour assessments. They should contemplate available resources, 

as described under Strategic objective 3. Plans should be influenced by prior experience, practices 

from other interventions and innovative research. They should be designed in a participatory 

manner with persons of concern, nGo partners, governments, private-sector actors and others 

who may influence or be affected by livelihoods activities. Progress must be monitored at regular 

intervals to detect unintended consequences and make changes where necessary, as well as to 

expand activities that are effective. regular internal and external evaluations should be carried out 

to document experiences and contribute lessons to the wider development community.
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Enabling Activities

Research

•	 Expand participation in networks and communities of practice for knowledge sharing. 

networks may be national, regional or international and provide a platform for continued 

learning and building of good practices.

•	 Invest in research and innovative ideas. collaborate with experts and practitioners to adapt 

approaches and tools to specific contexts. 

•	 Invest in an online knowledge-sharing and learning platform for livelihoods in refugee and 

displacement settings.

Assessments

•	 Undertake market assessments to understand and build on local market dynamics and 

prevent or minimise disruptions. 

•	 Use available assessments and information on education, child protection and SGbV to 

understand existing power dynamics within communities, potential challenges in accessing 

labour and educational opportunities and capacities to address these challenges.

•	 Investigate and develop possibilities for refugees to engage in distance work, including 

data-outsourcing and micro-work.

value chain aPProacheS

Value chains are the range of activities required to bring a product or service from production to delivery. The term value 
chain incorporates supply, value addition, transactions, and market linkages. Unhcr works with displaced producers 
and artisans, traders, service providers and others to make the most of opportunities available in different value chains. 
Programmes promote market access and competitiveness to enter and succeed in new markets. They provide assistance 
and training to improve skills in production and processing, and incorporate productive technology where appropriate, 
helping to reduce costs and increase efficiency. The value chain approach is frequently used in combination with other 
market approaches and activities, as lessons from value chain analyses can help refugees make informed decisions on 
training needs, business opportunities or labour prospects.

Unhcr is currently applying a value chain approach with Syrian refugee artisans. Many Syrians are highly skilled in 
traditional arts and crafts including inlaid wood, hammered metal, embroidery and crochet. Unhcr is working to 
identify international markets for these products including direct and online retail outlets. Unhcr is also engaging with 
local designers to couple the skills of Syrian artisans with the labour demands and opportunities available in the regional 
arts and crafts sector. Established designers or design houses may help artisans innovate according to market demands. 
Artisans benefit by adding value to their crafts and generating regular income. designers and design houses benefit 
by drawing on a uniquely skilled labour force that does not displace national workers. This approach strengthens the 
local economy with new products, injects income into the refugee and host community, and fosters social cohesion 
and stability.
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•	 Implement value chain assessments to determine which markets refugees are already 

participating in, how their positioning might be strengthened, and where there might be 

opportunity to expand or begin engagement.

•	 Assess refugees’ interests, skills and productive assets to match with potential market 

opportunities. 

Planning

•	 develop field operation plans for helping refugees engage in remunerated work. Plans 

should be based on market and labour assessments and socio-economic profiles of 

displaced people. A time frame should be included to ensure gradual progression from 

preparatory activities to income generating activities. 

•	 Plan for specific approaches including economic baseline measurements, benchmarks, 

outcomes, and impact. 

•	 Ensure the participation of nGos, governments, and private-sector partners in planning.

Monitoring performance

•	 Measure performance progress at set intervals. This information should inform continuation 

of the livelihood intervention and what changes should be made to maximize impact.

Evaluation and knowledge sharing

•	 Include internal or external evaluations in new or expanding approaches to generate 

lessons. Evaluations should analyse actions, impact and sustainability.

•	 document and disseminate lessons within refugee operations and with other development 

actors and networks. 

•	 Use lessons learned as inputs to the planning cycle. Evaluations should help improve 

preparatory actions, connections with relevant stakeholders, scaling up implementation 

and adding innovative components to existing activities. 
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Objective 4: Improve planning, learning and practice on successful approaches to livelihoods 
development and their impact on self-reliance

enabling activities indicators of achievement

Investment in research # of new partnerships developed for knowledge generating purposes

# of research projects developed or supported

Assessments Market survey/labour sector survey conducted or available (yes/no)

Poc engaged in participatory assessment (yes/no)

Planning Strategic plan for livelihoods programming informed by assessment 
(yes/no)

# of public sector partners engaged in strategic planning and 
implementation

# of private sector partners engaged in strategic planning and 
implementation

# of development agencies engaged in strategic planning and 
implementation

Monitoring # of livelihoods interventions with economic baseline data 

# of livelihoods interventions with a functioning monitoring system 

Evaluation and knowledge 
sharing

% of livelihoods interventions with a planned or implemented external 
evaluation

# of plans that incorporate lessons from previous evaluations

# of project evaluations published and disseminated

Graduation aPProach in cairo and San joSe

Unhcr is currently implementing two pilots of the Graduation Approach in cairo, Egypt and San jose, costa rica. 
cairo hosts over 180,000 refugees, both Sub-Saharan African refugees in a protracted situation and Syrian refugees 
in an emergency situation. Testing the Graduation Approach with these populations will be an opportunity to learn 
how effective the model can be with diverse yet representative groups of refugees and asylum seekers. San jose hosts 
approximately 12,700 refugees and about 4,000 asylum seekers, mostly from colombia. The pilot will support 500 
refugees and asylum seekers to pursue self- or wage-employment opportunities. The legal context in costa rica is 
favourable, allowing both groups to obtain work permits. In both cases, host country nationals will also participate in 
the programme (see annex 2). 



39

A Unhcr StrAtegy  
2014-2018

Sudan/Kassab IDP camp Darfur/UNHCR/Diego Fernandez/2006
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Iran / Refugee women weaving carpets- Mashhad / UNHCR / Mohammad Salehi Ara / 2012
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partnership and Coordination

Unhcr will continue to build partnerships and coordination with a diverse range of host country 

governments, regional and donor governments, Un agencies, international organizations, national 

and international nGos, and faith-based organizations. The Agency will increase engagement with 

specialized partners for market-based, targeted initiatives. The Livelihoods Unit will strive to increase 

collaboration among divisions, bureaux, and regional and country offices within Unhcr.  

CapaCity-building

All livelihoods activities will aim to provide people and organizations with more skills and knowledge 

than they had prior to participating. Programmes will go beyond transferring assets by adding a 

training component and other capacity-building activities to projects. Unhcr will ensure that staff, 

partner organizations, local governments, refugees and host communities benefit from livelihoods 

skills and knowledge exchanges as direct participants or indirect beneficiaries.

STrATEGIc 
APProAchES

StrateGic aPProacheS are the actionS unhcr Will carry out to 
enSure aPProPriate, effective, and innovative ProGramminG. 
theSe aPProacheS are WayS of WorkinG that cut acroSS all 
unitS and field officeS of unhcr. 
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CommuniCation and advoCaCy

Unhcr will communicate information about livelihoods programmes and related activities 

to refugees and host communities, internal and affiliated staff, partners, local governments and 

donors. Messages will be transparent and carried out in culturally appropriate and accessible ways. 

The Agency will engage in advocacy activities including awareness-raising events to promote ideas 

and receive feedback from communities and other stakeholders. 

integrated approaChes

The livelihoods of refugee households are integral to many sectors including SGbV, education, 

health and nutrition, water, sanitation and hygiene, energy, environment, settlement and shelter. 

The Livelihoods Unit will work with other sectors in the Agency at the headquarters, regional 

and country levels to collaborate and coordinate activities.  Unhcr will ensure that livelihoods 

interventions for refugees take into account the needs and interests of host communities and 

governments. 

measurement

Unhcr’s results-based management tool is currently the main source of livelihoods data.  beginning 

in 2014, the Livelihoods Unit will invest in developing indicators with a specific focus on documenting 

baselines and measuring outcomes. The aim is to track how livelihoods interventions affect people, 

and detect problems or unintended consequences as early as possible. The system will use tools to 

measure baselines, income changes and quality of life shifts.

innovation

Unhcr is committed to finding creative and innovative ways to ensure that refugees can access 

livelihoods that improve their well-being and dignity. The Livelihoods Unit, with support from the 

Innovations Unit, will explore ways of linking refugees and host communities to new technologies 

for training, employment and entrepreneurship. The Agency will engage advisors and partners to 

help refugees and host communities benefit from new opportunities.
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Niger/Tuareg caravan/UNHCR/B. Ntwari/April 2013
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Iran/Afghan family/UNHCR/Behnam Moharrek/April 2012



45

A Unhcr StrAtegy  
2014-2018

Priority countries 

The Livelihoods Unit, together with headquarters bureaux and Unhcr country operations will 

select priority countries for 2014-2018.  While all countries should develop market-based livelihoods 

programming in line with this Strategy, the Livelihoods Unit will provide exceptional support to 

priority operations. non-priority countries will continue to receive assistance where possible, and 

should be encouraged to contact the Livelihoods Unit when needed.

national and local livelihoods strategies should be context specific, incorporating both local needs 

and opportunities into planning. operations may identify specific areas, urban or rural, to focus their 

efforts. countries should obtain information available on refugees’ skills and training in the internal 

registration database (proGres) as well as inventory productive assets and real property in their 

places of origin, and supplement this information where necessary. They should also develop or 

adapt a monitoring and evaluation system that meets their needs. The system should incorporate 

the global achievement indicators from Unhcr’s results framework and develop context specific 

indicators for their own impact monitoring. 

AnnExES

mechaniSmS to facilitate imPlementation of the StrateGy
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The Livelihoods unit will provide:

•	 Assistance to develop multi-year strategic plans or support implementation where country 

plans exist

•	 Support to supplement information available on skills and training with data collection on 

refugees’ interests

•	 Assistance to conduct market assessments and value chain analyses

•	 Support to identify potential partnerships with market-oriented nGos, the private sector 

and others who may assist helping refugees enter productive markets

•	 Livelihoods specific training for Unhcr staff, partners and government counterparts based 

on needs

•	 Support for fund-raising and advocacy

•	 Assistance to set up monitoring and evaluation systems

•	 Support for identifying lessons and good practices to document and disseminate

Country Task Forces 

depending on the scale and complexity of the operation, priority countries will be supported by 

either a dedicated Task Force or an existing country-specific committee. They will be accountable for 

achieving results in field operations, and will convene meetings to discuss progress and challenges 

in livelihoods initiatives. 

Advisory Board

The Livelihoods Unit will establish an Advisory board to help guide the implementation of the 

Unhcr Livelihood Strategy. The board will monitor progress, advise on potential partnerships and 

recommend learning opportunities. It will also raise awareness about Unhcr and its efforts to build 

self-reliance with refugees and other displaced persons. The Advisory board will be a 12-member 

group made up of practitioners from nGos, Un agencies, donors, researchers and the private sector. 

Unhcr will bring together board members with different areas of expertise, including agriculture, 

internet-based employment, entrepreneurship, engagement with the private sector and financial 

services.
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The Graduation Approach 

The Livelihoods Strategy will build upon global-level initiatives with nGo partners, Un agencies, 

governments and the private sector. These include poverty reduction models such as the 

Graduation Approach, developed by the consultative Group to Assist the Poor (cGAP) and the 

Ford Foundation. This poverty reduction model is a global effort to understand how safety nets, 

livelihoods and access to financial services can be sequenced to create sustainable pathways out 

of extreme poverty. It is an interdisciplinary methodology that targets the poor and extreme poor 

with the goal of moving them out of extreme poverty in a sustainable and time-bound manner, 

adapting a method originally developed by brAc in bangladesh. The Graduation Approach:

 

•	 draws on the most relevant aspects of social protection, livelihoods development, and access 

to finance to deliver results.

•	 combines support for immediate needs with longer term human capital investments, thereby 

protecting participants in the short-run while promoting sustainable livelihoods for the future.

•	 Purposefully targets the extreme poor, people at the lowest level of the economic ladder, who 

usually have few or no assets and are chronically food insecure.

livelihood programming- graduation approach

right to livelihood
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Right to livelihood

Social protection: grant assistance

Basic individual skills package with child ‐care

Subsidized production / labour- based activities with skills training

Basic entrepreneurship training (GYB)

Career counselling + documentation for employment

“Group skills” training

Entrepreneurship training (SYB)

Targeted skills training (VTET)

Career counselling and placements

Savings mobilisation + micro- credit

Career counselling

Legal services

Entrepreneurship (IYB)

Business support services

Financial services

2

1

3

GYB (Generate Your Business), SYB (Start Your Business) and IYB (Improve Your Business) are ILO training programmes designed to boost entrepreneurial skills.  
UNHCR/Roudy Fraser 2010
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supporting doCuments 
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External documents

P. harvey, S. bailey, Good Practice Review: Cash Transfer Programming in Emergencies, hPn, overseas 

development Institute, 2011. http://www.odihpn.org/documents%2Fgpr11.pdf

S. jaspars and S. o’callaghan, Challenging Choices: Protection and Livelihoods in conflict - Case Studies 

from Darfur, Chechnya, Sri Lanka and the Occupied Palestinian Territories, hPG, overseas development 

Institute, 2010. 
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Kenya, Somali Refugees, Dadaab / UNHCR / Riccardo Gangale / 2010
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