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Executive Summary

More than 50 percent of refugees live in urban areas. 
Eighty percent are hosted by developing nations, in cit-
ies ill-equipped to guarantee their protection. The ma-
jority are marginalized due to their legal, economic and 
social status. They frequently lack sufficient legal and 
social support—education, health care, market access 
and community networks—to obtain gainful employ-
ment or run businesses. 

Refugees’ vulnerability to poverty is influenced by the 
policy environment, access to services, control of as-
sets, choices of economic strategies and the capacity 
to cope with risks. They are not a homogenous group; 
their vulnerability and resilience varies. Refugees living 
in marginal areas, with few social networks and reliant 
on one source of income, have difficultly accessing 
food, jobs and physical security. Women and girls are 
particularly disadvantaged because of unequal access 
to resources, decision-making and negotiating power.

Host governments’ policy and practice seldom view 
refugees as potential assets who can contribute to 
economic stimulation and growth—filling both skilled 
and unskilled labor shortages. Where policies do rec-
ognize refugees’ legal right to work, practice often re-
sults in exclusion and harassment.  

Regardless, urban refugees are economically active, 
predominately in the informal sector, remaining on the 
fringes of the economies in which they live. Many ar-
rive with high levels of education, but barriers to market 
access means they often engage in unskilled or low-
skilled work. It is important for all programs to expand 
refugees’ opportunities so that they can make choices 
about their well-being and resilience, regardless of 

whether they stay in their country of refuge, resettle, 
return home or move to another destination. 

Livelihood programs should connect refugees to ser-
vices specific to their level of vulnerability and resil-
ience. Refugees need a diverse set of interventions to 
enhance their well-being and “graduate” out of poverty.

Key Recommendations

See page 21 for expanded recommendations.

1. Programs should address the external environ-
ment that influences refugees’ ability to accumulate 
assets, choices of economic strategies and ability to 
cope with risks. 

2. Programs should advocate for host government 
recognition of refugee rights in policy and prac-
tice. Advocacy for rights should focus on a gradual 
expansion and enforcement of rights. 

3. Programs should identify and facilitate access to 
effective, existing services rather than create par-
allel systems. If new services are introduced, they 
should benefit both refugees and the host community. 

4.  Programs should understand potential market 
barriers and constraints in order to increase the 
chances that interventions lead to sustainable liveli-
hood activities that generate enough income to help 
families meet their basic needs and minimize their 
risks. 

What Is a Livelihood?

A “livelihood” refers to the capabilities, assets and 
strategies that people use to make a living. 

“Unassisted refugees cannot be regarded as ‘self-reliant’ if they are living in conditions 
of abject poverty, if they are obliged to engage in illicit activities in order to survive or if 
they are obligated to survive on the remittances or the charity of their compatriots.”1
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5. Refugees need to be connected to services spe-
cific to their level of vulnerability and resilience 
through a graduated approach. A graduated ap-
proach includes a diverse set of interventions with 
the aim of increasing refugees’ social and economic 
well-being as their access to a livelihood increases.

6.  For very poor and poor households, programs 
should address refugees’ immediate needs 
through social protection and food security interven-
tions, while simultaneously developing longer-term 
livelihood strategies in financial services, skills build-
ing and job placement. 

7.  For struggling and better-off households, pro-
grams should grow their assets and expand 
household income. This requires providing multiple 
opportunities for employment and small-business 
growth through skills building, business development 
services, market linkages and access to financial ser-
vices. 

8.  Programs should actively include youth, adoles-
cent girls and adolescent boys by providing them 
with opportunities to learn and earn.

9.  Programs should decrease the risk of gender-
based violence for women and girls by consulting 
with women and girls who can advise on the scale of 
risks associated with livelihood activities and suggest 
ways to manage them.

10. Programs should engage experienced eco-
nomic practitioners to design and implement live-
lihood programs and nontraditional actors, such 
as private sector, public institutions and development 
agencies, to enhance opportunities for synergy, col-
laboration and coordination.

Background

More than half of the world’s population now lives in 
urban areas.2 While migrating to cities and towns is not 
new, refugee* migration to urban areas is a relatively 
new and growing phenomenon. Today over 50 per-
cent of refugees are living in urban areas, compared to 
one-third who live in camps.3 According to the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 
women and girls represent on average 47 percent of 
refugees in urban areas.4 

Refugees come to cities seeking refuge, passage to 
other destinations or new opportunities.5 Like internal 
migrants, they seek out urban areas for access to bet-
ter health care, education and economic opportuni-
ties.6 Some seek the anonymity of large urban centers 
to escape the insecurity of refugee camps, while others 
look for other forms of humanitarian assistance, such 
as third-country resettlement.7 

Eighty percent of all refugees are hosted by developing 
nations and 42 percent reside in countries whose per 
capita GDP is below 3,000 USD.8 Refugees arrive in 
cities that are unable to keep pace with the needs of 
their growing population, resulting in inadequate infra-
structure and stretched public services.

Most refugees live in poverty, sharing densely popu-
lated and poorly serviced slums9 with the urban poor. 
They face all the same challenges as the urban poor: 
few economic opportunities, inadequate and insecure 
housing, violent and unhealthy neighborhoods, and lim-
ited access to health and education opportunities. They 
face additional challenges, such as restrictions on their 
legal right to work, discrimination, xenophobia, lack of 
local language skills, exclusion and fragmented social 

______________________________________

* In this report, the term “refugee” is used to refer to all indi-
viduals who have crossed an international border and come 
from a country that has produced or is producing a signifi-
cant number of refugees and asylum-seekers, irrespective 
of their legal status. 



3

and community networks. Consequently, refugees may 
resort to risky coping strategies, such as commercial 
sex work, illegally hawking goods on unsafe streets or 
trading sex for food or shelter. They predominantly work 
in the informal sector, where there are few regulations 
and where the risk of exploitation and abuse, particu-
larly for women and girls, is high. 

Women, because of gender inequalities and discrimi-
nation, may face greater difficulties than men in gaining 
access to markets, credit, housing and basic services. 

In 2009, the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) revised its policy on urban refu-
gees.10 The revised policy promotes access to liveli-
hoods as fundamental to enhancing the urban protec-
tion environment, which includes freedom of movement 
and the right to work. 

With the average length of displacement now at least 
17 years,11 humanitarian solutions must enable refu-
gees to provide for themselves, decrease their reliance 
on risky livelihood strategies and help restore their 
dignity. The humanitarian community should support 
refugee inclusion into local economic development 
programs and help provide access to existing basic 
services, such as health care and education. 

Methodology

This report details findings and guidance from a quali-
tative, applied research initiative undertaken by the 
Women’s Refugee Commission that builds the knowl-
edge base on urban refugees and identifies potential 
economic strategies and approaches to assist them in 
achieving self-reliance. Findings are drawn from three 
main sources:

1.  Three field assessments of urban refugee popu-
lations in Kampala, Uganda; Johannesburg, South 
Africa; and New Delhi, India, conducted between 
September 2010 and April 2011. Assessments in-
cluded in-depth household interviews; focus group 
discussions disaggregated by age, gender and eth-
nicity; semi-structured interviews with local business-
es, service providers and government officials; and 
project site visits. They involved 826 interviews with 
refugees, 423 women and adolescent girls and 403 
men and adolescent boys. 

2. Secondary research on urban displacement that 
focused on the realities faced by urban refugees in 
the pursuit of livelihoods as well as lessons from ur-
ban poverty alleviation programs. Sources included 
UNHCR and humanitarian agencies’ reports and 
existing guidelines, academic journals, country case 
studies, project evaluations and independent reviews 
of urban poverty alleviation programs in develop-
ing country contexts. A global focus was adopted 
in order to extrapolate recommendations applicable 
across diverse settings.

3. Semi-structured interviews with humanitarian and 
development practitioners on lessons learned from 
livelihoods work with urban communities.

This report highlights the findings of this research and 
suggests approaches to improve economic opportuni-
ties for urban refugees.
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Findings

Policy Environment

The context in which urban refugees are exposed to 
vulnerabilities is predominantly “determined by the laws 
and policies of host governments and by the way these 
policies are implemented; the public and private institu-
tions devoted to supporting and managing refugees; 
and the dominant public ethos towards refugees.”12 
Host government policies and practices, as well as 
xenophobia and discrimination by host country nation-
als, have a significant impact on both vulnerability to 
poverty and access to economic opportunity. Gender 
inequalities in negotiating power, and the exclusion of 
women’s concerns in policies, further marginalize fe-
male refugees. 

One hundred forty-two governments are state parties 
to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refu-
gees (Refugee Convention) and the 1967 Protocol Re-
lating to the Status of Refugees,13 which detail, among 
other human rights, a refugee’s right to work, freedom 
of movement, education, fair wages and proper working 
conditions. In practice, however, these rights are sel-
dom upheld and a number of governments have made 
“reservations” to articles providing economic rights. 

For example, in Uganda the Refugee Act of 2006 
states that refugees have the right to work.14 However, 
the varied enforcement of regulations on work permit 
requirements by the Department of Immigration and the 
Office of the Prime Minister results either in employers 
refusing to hire refugees, or working refugees being ha-
rassed by immigration officials. 

Regardless of obligations agreed to by those who have 
ratified the Refugee Convention,15 most host govern-
ments are reluctant to allow refugees to work. They fear 
competition and worry that with jobs and income, refu-
gees will integrate locally, never to return to their coun-
tries of origin. While these concerns are valid, it is also 
true that refugees with cash in pocket and marketable 

skills are more likely to return home when such return is 
safe. This has been demonstrated from Albanian Kos-
ovars rushing back to Kosovo to repair their homes16 
to the most highly skilled Southern Sudanese returning 
from the Kakuma camp in Kenya to their newly indepen-
dent homeland17 to Liberians returning from Guinea to 
teach, farm and reclaim homes and properties in Mon-
rovia.18 Often the residual refugee caseloads are not 
those who found ways to earn income but those who 
did not—that is, those who had no resources or new 
skills that would make them marketable upon return. 
One example is the residual caseload of Liberians in 
the Buduburam camp in Ghana.19 

Host populations and governments often view refugees 
as contributing to rising crime rates, overburdening 
public services and competing for scarce jobs, hous-
ing and resources. Refugees in urban areas are seldom 
seen as potential assets who can contribute to eco-
nomic stimulation and growth—filling both skilled and 
unskilled labor shortages and bringing in new skills.

Extorting Refugees Is a Lucrative Business…
for the Police

In Eastleigh, a slum in Nairobi, refugees revealed 
widespread patterns of abuse and extortion, includ-
ing being routinely stopped, arrested and charged 
with “idling with intent of committing a crime” or 
being an “unlawful presence.”* Arrests are almost 
always made with a view to extorting money from 
detainees, who are usually released once a bribe 
has been paid. Allegedly, extortion is so lucrative 
in Eastleigh that officers not based in the district 
often come to “work” there specifically to extort 
money from refugees. This practice intensifies on 
Fridays, as more police officers are lured to Eastle-
igh to look for extra money for the weekend. 

* Elhawary, Samir, et. al. Hidden and Exposed: Urban 
Refugees in Nairobi, Kenya. HPG Working Paper, 
March 2010.
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The lack of a clearly defined policy environment in-
creases refugees’ vulnerability to violence and exploi-
tation. Fear of violence limits refugees from seeking 
available services—including education, health care 
and food aid. Because of discrimination and perceived 
competition, refugees are often targets of crime. They 
often minimize the amount of time they spend in public 
spaces, leave work early to arrive home before dark, 
stay within walking distance from their homes or take 
circuitous routes to avoid certain neighborhoods, all 
limiting economic activity.

Asylum seekers and refugee women are often targets 
of sexual and gender-based violence (GBV). The threat 
of GBV can have major consequences for forced mi-
grants’ economic activities, household incomes and 
psychosocial well-being. Women say they risk sexual 
harassment and violence every time they go to work, 
such as selling goods on the street or in flea markets, 
or take public transportation. They say they have little 
recourse or protection from this violence,20 reporting 
that the police are indifferent to their claims and/or ask 
for bribes or sex in exchange for help.21

Police exploitation creates further insecurity and lim-
its economic activity. Some local businesses employ 
guards or watchmen, pay protection money to the po-
lice or close early to avoid traveling at night. Some Iraqi 
refugees in Jordan believe it is safer for women than 
men to risk working because women may be harassed, 

while men may be detained, which is deemed a worse 
outcome. 

Refugees face multiple risks when earning a living in 
which they must weigh generating income against per-
sonal safety. Xenophobia, harassment, sexual violence 
and lack of legal recourse all impact and limit refugees’ 
livelihood options and choices. Without policies and 
practices to ensure their right to work and freedom of 
movement, refugees will remain vulnerable to poverty.

Access to Basic Services 

The 1951 Refugee Convention and the 1967 Proto-
col Relating to the Status of Refugees give refugees 
the right to access basic services. However, access to 
these services is frequently impeded by restrictive host 
government policies or practices. 

These restrictions often necessitate the creation of par-
allel, refugee-specific services. Full access to educa-
tion, employment and financial services usually requires 
documentation that is not always available to refugees, 
including professional qualifications, school records, 
banking records or birth certificates.22 Parallel systems 
are costly and benefit only a small number of refugees. 
Negotiation of refugee access to existing public ser-
vices has been far more effective. In India, for example, 
UNHCR has negotiated refugee access to govern-
ment-provided education and health care systems. Al-
though the quality may differ from private schools and 
private hospitals previously subsidized by UNHCR, all 
refugees and asylum seekers now have equal access 
to primary and secondary education and health care on 
the same basis as the majority of Indians. This model 
of supporting access to host government services may 
require channeling international donor funding directly 
to host government health and education ministries. 

Even with legal access to public services, refugees face 
additional barriers, such as discrimination, which often 
leads to exploitation by health care workers, school ad-
ministrators and the police, who may demand money 
or sex in exchange for services. Women and girls are 

What Is Gender-based Violence?

Gender-based violence is an umbrella term for any 
harm that is perpetrated against a person’s will and 
that is based on socially ascribed differences be-
tween females and males. The nature and extent of 
specific types of GBV vary across cultures, coun-
tries and regions.36 Examples relating to livelihoods 
include sexual exploitation and abuse; lack of ac-
cess to inheritance rights and education; destruc-
tion of women’s property; and withholding pay. 



6

more often the targets of this form of discrimination. 

Access must also include safe access to the formal and 
informal economy.23 Like the urban poor in most devel-
oping countries, refugees pursue livelihoods largely in 
the informal sector. Protection risks related to informal 
sector work are high and usually associated with ex-
ploitation, low pay and abuse by employers. Women 
are particularly at risk. They often have less bargaining 
power and decision-making authority to manage their 
risks and economic choices. Because of gender dis-
crimination, women are frequently verbally harassed, 
sexually exploited and economically disadvantaged 
when trying to earn a living. They start with very little 
capital, earn tiny profits selling low-value products and 
have heavy child care and household responsibilities. 

Due to discrimination, employers will often not hire ref-
ugees, even when they can legally work. Local govern-
ment officials may not understand or may ignore the 
law. In formal sectors open to them, refugees may need 
to spend money, time and legal assistance securing 
professional credentials and documentation. 

Assets

Based on the Women’s Refugee Commission’s find-
ings, there are variations in vulnerability and resilience24 
within communities, and even among the most impover-
ished. The “very poor” and “poor”25 are unable to meet 
their basic needs, such as food, water and shelter, 
on a regular basis. They are often located in marginal 
neighborhoods, shifting from place to place, access-
ing health services irregularly and accumulating debt. 
“Struggling” refugees have steadier sources of income, 
but at low wages. They are able to meet their immedi-
ate needs, although they have little to no savings, and 
are vulnerable to shocks, such as illness. Their children 
tend to attend government schools and access public 
health care services when available. “Better off” house-
holds reside in more prominent, safer neighborhoods, 
have regular sources of income, are able to put food on 
the table three times a day and often send their children 
to private schools. The “better off” refugees, however, 

are far fewer in number.

Regardless of wealth group, refugees live precariously 
due to the uncertainty of their legal and social status. 
Struggling and better-off households may arrive with 
more assets, but these may be depleted over time if 
refugees are unable to safely earn an income. All refu-
gees are vulnerable to trends and shocks in the exter-
nal environment; there is no safety net to protect them. 

Refugees’ ability to safely earn an income is largely 
determined by the assets they have. Displacement of-
ten results in the loss of assets, particularly financial, 
natural and social assets. They flee with few resources 
and little preparation, and their family and community 
networks become stressed and reconfigured. In host 
countries where policies are restrictive and services 
are inaccessible or overstretched, refugees find it dif-
ficult to accumulate assets. Building and rebuilding 
refugees’ assets is important, as assets can signifi-
cantly impact their ability to manage risk and enhance 
resilience. Women and girls, for example, must have 
equal access to and control over assets so that they 
can manage their risks and economic choices.

Social Capital 

“The most significant factor in explaining urban 
success (accessing food, jobs, housing and physical 
security) is social networks.” 26 

Refugees joining friends or relatives already in a city 
are considerably more successful than those who ar-
rive without such support. Refugees’ social networks 
provide information about and access to jobs, markets, 
services and housing. Refugees use their social net-
works to gain access to credit, create informal savings 
groups and organize nonformal education programs. 

However, social networks may be based on hierarchi-
cal or exploitative relationships. An example includes 
communities that reinforce norms that discriminate 
against women and restrict their mobility. In addition, 
refugee networks are generally limited to job sectors 
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that other refugees already have access to, typically 
low and unskilled labor markets. Networks that con-
nect to the host community or wealthier households 
can promote economic advancement. A BRAC micro-
finance program in Bangladesh demonstrated that by 
linking project participants to community members of 
higher socioeconomic standing, the most vulnerable 
participants moved up two economic class levels (out 
of a possible five), from “vulnerable” to “middle class.”27 

Communities often use their own networks for protec-
tion. The Congolese community in Kampala organizes 
public awareness campaigns for new arrivals on the 
dangers of hawking goods on the streets. In Nairobi, 
Somali women started savings groups to provide ac-
cess to emergency funds for members to pay off police 
bribes. In most settings, refugee women and girls walk 
or sell in groups to minimize risk of sexual harassment. 

Human Capital 

Self-selection often brings the most entrepreneurial 
and educated to the cities.28,29 In Kampala, for example, 
a study shows that most refugees are educated urban-
ites—70 percent of the sample interviewed had either 
finished or been attending secondary education prior 
to flight, and 30 percent had a college or university de-
gree.30 In Johannesburg, 72 percent of refugees had 
completed secondary or tertiary education, although 
women were typically less educated than men.31

Refugees with higher levels of education are more likely 
to be working and to gain access to services. In Kam-
pala, those working and accessing services included 
refugees with an education beyond secondary school,32 
and in Johannesburg this group included those with sec-
ondary or tertiary education.33 However, barriers to the 
market mean that even those with skills and education 
are often found in unskilled or low-skilled work. 

For self-employed refugees, financial literacy is crucial to 
financial management. Most very poor, poor and strug-
gling households reported irregular income and expen-
ditures and said they manage their finances day by day. 
They lack the appropriate financial competency to man-
age irregular finances or deal with unexpected costs. 
Refugee-run businesses often do not keep records of 
accounts and have little knowledge about gross versus 
net profits. Many reported borrowing money at the end 
of the month to pay their rent. 

Physical Capital

Refugees living in marginal areas far from markets (for-
mal or informal) and basic services are more likely to 
be unemployed and live in poor quality housing. Mar-
ginal areas and slums often have limited access to safe 
drinking water and adequate sanitation. Shared latrines 
can be particularly unsafe for women at night.

Regardless of wealth group, many refugees live in 
crowded multi-family dwellings. Arbitrary evictions, ex-
ploitative landlords and lack of secure and affordable 

Community Networks Provide Support

Somali businesses in Johannesburg share infor-
mation on industry trends in order to purchase the 
cheapest goods and respond quickly to shifts in 
supply and demand.* They often buy goods togeth-
er in bulk, sell surplus goods to each other at a 
discount and share informal credit mechanisms.** 
They use cross-border networks to develop sup-
ply chain links. In spite of a lack of formal services 
for refugees in South Africa, 75 percent of Somalis 
surveyed said they could seek help with borrowing 
money or finding housing.***
* Zaheera Jinnah, “Making Home in a Hostile Land: 
Understanding Somali Identity, Integration, Livelihood 
and Risks in Johannesburg,” Journal of Sociology and 
Anthropology, 1(1), 2010: p. 96.
** Ibid.
*** African Centre for Migration and Society (ACMS) 
at the University of the Witwatersrand African Cities 
Study Data Set, 2006 and Vulnerability Study Data 
Set, 2009.
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housing result in frequent moves. Frequent moves from 
one shelter to the next make it difficult to secure stable 
employment and form strong social bonds. In short, 
the most vulnerable have the most unstable living situ-
ation.34 Many women report that they or a friend had 
engaged in an exploitative relationship with a man to 
secure shelter. 

Very poor and poor households regularly cannot afford 
transportation costs. This significantly limits refugees’ 
capacity to access services and engage in economic 
activity. Low-paid labor in more economically viable 
parts of the city often does not pay enough to cover 
the cost of transportation. As a result, refugees may 
end up competing for the few, even less lucrative, jobs 
in the slums. 

Financial Capital

Financial savings serve as a social safety net, prevent-
ing the poor or those vulnerable to risks and poverty 
from falling further below the poverty line. Many refu-
gees have limited access to public sector programs, 
such as social assistance. Informal savings and micro-
insurance schemes serve as an informal safety net to 
help households meet their basic needs and manage 
risk, thereby offsetting harmful coping strategies. How-
ever, most refugees lack access to both formal and in-
formal saving schemes. 

Remittances are often irregular and accessible to only 
a few refugees, usually wealthier households, and 
therefore do not serve as an alternative safety net for 
most poor families. 

Refugee businesses have almost no access to formal 
credit. Most cannot access formal banks for loans or 
to safely save money. Some urban refugees have es-
tablished informal rotating savings and loans associa-
tions, but the loan amounts tend to be too small to set 
up businesses. In addition, when refugees do receive 
loans, they may use them for emergency needs, such 
as a family illness. Although some refugees do arrive 
with financial resources, these tend to be depleted 

over time. A number of Afghan refugees in New Delhi 
reported arriving with significant savings or cash re-
ceived from selling their properties in Afghanistan. They 
did not require assistance early on, but over time their 
vulnerability increased as they spent their savings.35 

Natural Capital

Land ownership by poor people in the city is uncom-
mon—even more so among refugees. In most contexts 
refugees are not allowed to buy or own property. The 
density of housing, for the most part, precludes access 
to even small plots of land for backyard gardening or 
raising small livestock. This is unfortunate as access 
to communal and public lands for crops and gardens 
could significantly enhance urban refugees’ food secu-
rity. It could also provide an opportunity for those com-
ing from rural backgrounds, like Burmese refugees in 
India, to use their existing skills. As urban agriculture 
becomes increasingly important for all urban popula-
tions, host governments will have to consider models 
for agricultural production closer to and in urban areas 
as a way to address growing food security needs. 

Assets and Vulnerability

The assets households possess vary by nationality. 
Cultural distinctions and networks greatly shape vulner-
ability and economic choices. In New Delhi, Burmese 
women are most affected by GBV 36 due to their mobil-
ity in public spaces and their demeanor, stature and 
unfamiliarity with self-protection in an aggressive urban 
environment. Burmese adolescent boys are more likely 
than other groups to be engaged in unsafe, exploitative 
labor practices in informal factories and catering com-
panies as these jobs require few, if any, skills. In con-
trast, Somalis in Kampala have strong social networks; 
they live close to each other in the neighborhood of 
Kisenyi. Very poor and poor Somalis rely on struggling 
Somali households for food and cash support, while 
struggling Somali households rely on wealthier Somalis 
for jobs and credit.37 
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Economic Coping Strategies and  
Livelihood Outcomes

Urban refugees are economically active. The very poor 
and poor are heavily reliant on one or more irregular 
sources of income. These include assistance from re-
ligious institutions and NGOs, begging, informal day 
labor in construction, domestic work, selling tea, cook-
ing, washing clothes for others, or petty trade.38 

Those who are struggling are engaged in multiple simul-
taneous livelihood strategies, which include a combina-
tion of self-employment, such 
as informal street trading; em-
ployment in factories, restau-
rants/hotels or gas stations; 
or receiving remittances. They 
are better able than the poor 
or very poor to manage their 
scarce resources and make 
informed decisions.39 

To cover expenses, many 
households engage in nega-
tive economic strategies. 
Negative strategies include 
eating fewer meals, selling 
household assets, living in ex-
ploitative relationships, trans-
actional sex or pulling children 
out of school. 

In addition, many children 
and youth (ages 15 to 24) 
are out of school and engage 
in economic activity to sup-
port household incomes. This 
means a generation of chil-
dren less educated than their 
parents. 

Economic strategies can in-
crease the risk of GBV. Wom-
en usually have fewer options 

than men and are susceptible to more risks. They are 
more vulnerable to abuse in the home, in transit to work 
and while working. Sexual harassment and abuse of 
women working informally is commonly reported when 
they go from business to business selling merchandise, 
hawk goods in the street or work in domestic service. 

Regardless of the economic coping strategies em-
ployed, the majority of urban refugees, while demon-
strating a level of resilience, remain on the fringes of the 
economies in which they live. 

More than 50 percent of refugee now live in urban areas, many in poor  
neighborhoods, such as this one in New Delhi.
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A Framework for Urban 
Refugee Self-Reliance

There are variations in refugee vulnerability and resil-
ience. Variations are influenced by the policy environ-
ment, access to services, control of assets, choices 
of economic strategies and the capacity to cope with 
risks.

The majority of urban refugees are marginalized due to 
their legal, economic and social status. They frequent-
ly lack sufficient legal and social support—education, 
health care, market access and community networks—
to obtain gainful employment or run businesses. Most 
urban refugees work in the informal sector. Women and 
girls are particularly disadvantaged because of unequal 
access to resources, decision-making and negotiating 
power. Refugees have little access to opportunities to 
use the skills, education and experience they possess.

In urban settings, the availability of markets for goods 
and services provide refugees with opportunities to 
use their skills. Refugee agencies have begun invest-
ing more time and resources in matching refugee skills 
with market opportunities as well as responding to the 
challenges they face in accessing economic opportu-
nities. For promising examples reference UNHCR’s 
2012 Livelihood Programming in UNHCR: Opera-
tional Guidelines.

To strengthen progress being made by agencies, such 
as UNHCR, on improving the effectiveness of liveli-
hood programs, the Women’s Refugee Commission 
outlines a framework for addressing urban poverty 
amongst refugees. It is based on the premises that:

1. Refugees’ economic choices are constrained or 
supported by the policy environment, access to ba-
sic services and local market opportunities. 

2. Refugees need to be connected to services specific 
to their level of vulnerability and resilience through 
a graduated approach. A graduated approach in-

cludes a diverse set of interventions with the aim 
of increasing refugees’ well-being and “graduating” 
them out of poverty.

3. Refugees need multiple livelihood strategies to sur-
vive. Given the small incomes that most interven-
tions generate, it is vital that refugees diversify their 
income sources with multiple strategies to prepare 
for setbacks and risks. Programs should engage 
refugees in multiple interventions and target not 
only the head of household, but all economically 
capable adults and adolescents. At the same time, 
programs must recognize women’s and youths’ time 
poverty. Women are responsible for income-genera-
tion, household and reproductive tasks. Youth often 
juggle earning and learning opportunities. 

A framework for Urban Refugee Self-Reliance is  
presented on page 11. It encompasses the range  
of activities required to create pathways for the most 
vulnerable refugees to graduate out of poverty.

The External Environment

For refugees, the external environment in their city of 
refuge enables or restricts their ability to engage in live-
lihoods activities. The external environment comprises 
a set of factors over which refugees have no direct 

Cities of Solidarity*

Cities of Solidarity under the Mexico Plan of Action 
commits municipalities in Latin America to interna-
tional protection, local integration and assistance 
for refugees. Municipalities integrate refugees into 
social programs, such as family welfare, emergen-
cy housing, food assistance and support for small 
business programs, while UNHCR provides insti-
tutional capacity building to regional and municipal 
entities, which includes establishing regulatory and 
legal frameworks that protect refugee rights.
* Varoli, Fabio. “Cities of Solidarity: Local Integration 
in Latin America.” Forced Migration Review, vol. 34. 
“Urban Displacement,” pp. 44-46.
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Failure to Address Barriers to Access Keeps 
Children out of School

In Kuala Lumpur, the YMCA provided Chin refugee 
families with money to cover the cost of school 
fees for children (the amount was based on en-
try costs for government schools). However, legal 
restrictions prevented most refugee children from 
accessing government schools and private school 
fees were much higher. As a result, most Chin refu-
gees could not take advantage of the YMCA pro-
gram. The program failed to address the main bar-
riers to accessing schools.*
* Amy Alexander (2009), “Without Refuge: Chin Refu-
gees in India and Malaysia,” Forced Migration Review, 
30, pp. 36-37.

control: the policy environment, access to services and 
the local market. These factors significantly impact ref-
ugees’ capacity to accumulate assets, make choices 
on economic strategies and cope with risks in order to 
graduate out of poverty. 

The Policy Environment

The context by which all urban refugees are exposed to 
vulnerabilities is predominantly “determined by the laws 
and policies of host governments and by the way these 
policies are implemented.”41 Therefore, any program 
working on refugee livelihoods must advocate for host 
government recognition of refugee rights in policy and 
in practice. Government restrictions on refugees’ right 
to work, freedom of movement, recognition of refugee 
certificates, diplomas and residence permits represent 
the biggest challenges to refugee self-reliance and pro-
tection in urban areas. 

Humanitarian agencies should advocate for an environ-
ment that enables refugees to engage in livelihoods 
by removing barriers to their economic participation. 
Advocacy for their rights should focus on the gradual 
expansion and enforcement of rights. In contexts where 
refugees do not have the right to work, this may mean 
making work in the informal sector as safe as possible 
by discouraging harassment from local authorities and 
promoting decent wages and conditions among em-
ployers. In contexts where refugees’ right to work is 
recognized in law but not in practice, this may mean 
working with employers and local government to un-
derstand these rights, ensuring that business regis-
tration costs are not punitively expensive, working on 
bilateral agreements to recognize diplomas from other 
countries or ensuring women earn equal pay.

Access to Services 

Practitioners should facilitate safe access to existing 
basic services, such as education, health care and eco-
nomic programs for refugees rather than create parallel 
systems. This entails: 

1. Mapping current service providers (e.g., vocational 
training, business development services, job place-
ment, microfinance, etc.).

2. Assessing their strengths and potential for extend-
ing services to refugees.

3. Understanding how women and adolescent girls 
access services.

4. Facilitating access to existing services, which may 
require a systems approach42 of building technical 
capacity, adapting programs and increasing funding 
to institutions to expand their services and include 
women and girls.

5. Introducing new services only to address gaps. 

If new services are introduced they should benefit both 
refugees and the host community. When host govern-
ments see direct benefits to them and their citizens, 
they are more likely to allow refugees to access mar-
kets and public services. In some cases, this may re-
quire an “area-based approach”43 in which programs 
invest in services or institutions found in areas with high 
numbers of refugees. It may also involve participating in 
local development plans. 
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Local Markets

Refugees’ engagement and success in the local econ-
omy is often shaped by the market environment. This 
includes national laws (e.g., right to work), regulations 
(e.g., on informal trading), policies (e.g., on access to 
credit), public services (e.g., roads, police) and norms 
and customs (e.g., gendered job roles/opportunities). 
For example, limited access to credit may hinder the 
cash flow and expansion of refugee businesses, while 
poor roads may limit reliable access to supplies for 
shopkeepers. An analysis of constraints and opportuni-
ties of the local market environment can identify how 
refugees may better engage in the local economy. 

Graduated Approach

The additional barriers faced by refugee populations as 
compared to the urban poor often require the use of a 
diverse set of interventions to address economic and 
non-economic constraints. Refugees should be con-
nected to services, whether in the formal or informal 
sector, specific to their level of vulnerability and resil-
ience, that is, very poor, poor, struggling or better-off 
households. 

Very Poor and Poor Households 

For very poor and poor households, protecting existing 
assets and smoothing income flows and consumption 
patterns is of immediate importance. Working with very 
poor and poor refugee households often requires ad-
dressing immediate needs through social protection 
(especially given their limited access to safety nets) 
and food security, while simultaneously developing lon-
ger-term livelihood strategies in financial services and 
skills building. Typically programs address only immedi-
ate needs without longer-term investments that enable 
refugees to graduate out of poverty, or they focus on 
longer-term interventions without addressing immedi-
ate needs. Programs for the very poor and poor should 
include a combination of social protection, food secu-
rity, financial services and skills building.

Social Protection. Social protection approaches sus-
tain the most vulnerable through social insurance, so-
cial assistance and child protection programs.44 For 
urban refugees this may include: 

1. Strengthening and supporting refugee self-help and 
mutual assistance organizations to provide social 
services to their communities. These refugee-led 
organizations often provide emergency food and 
cash assistance, disseminate information and offer 
classes and other support services. In New Delhi, a 
Hindu Sikh Afghan mutual assistance organization 
provides emergency support for needy members 
of their community, pays some of the refugee stu-
dents’ school fees and offers computer, language 
and skills training classes.

2. Setting up informal or formal micro-insurance 
schemes. A study on the impact of urban poor mi-
cro-insurance programs in Uganda found that hav-
ing micro-insurance encourages individuals to seek 
earlier health treatment and increases the survival 
rate of businesses.45 

Unintended Consequences May Arise from the 
Best Intentions

UNHCR in India identified unaccompanied mi-
nors as one of the most vulnerable subgroups of 
refugees and asylum seekers.* As a result, they 
designed a “Learn and Train” program for 16- to 
18-year-olds, who pursued market-based vocation-
al training programs while receiving cash transfers 
to support themselves during the “learning.” Later, 
UNHCR began to see an increase in the number 
of unaccompanied minors, whose families were 
sending them, despite the severe protection risks. 
UNHCR is monitoring to see if minors are com-
ing specifically to participate in the “learn to train” 
program. 

* Montserrat Feixas Vihe, “WRC Urban Refugee Liveli-
hood Guidance Document Review,” email to Jina Krause-
Vilmar, September 28, 2011.
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3. Establishing child protection programs, such as 
subsidized day care options for working women. In 
New Delhi, one of UNHCR’s implementing partners 
operates “crèches” (day care centers) in refugee 
neighborhoods so that women can drop off their 
children on their way to work or trainings.

4. Providing social cash transfers to individuals unable 
to work and with limited social capital. This may in-
clude households headed by the elderly, children or 
individuals who are disabled or chronically sick. So-
cial cash transfer schemes are permanent programs 
that transfer cash on a regular and reliable basis to 
persons that meet eligibility criteria and therefore 
require committed financial resources. In Brazil, 
without social cash transfers, it is estimated that the 
poverty gap would be one-third larger, and in South 
Africa it would be two-thirds larger.46 While unsus-
tainable in the long term, there is no evidence that 
social cash transfer programs in developing coun-
tries significantly lead to increased dependency or 
that they reduce the incentive to work.47 

Food Security. Without basic food security, house-
holds lack the capacity to engage in longer-term in-
vestments. The cost of food for the urban poor is high 
because of inefficient food distribution systems and 
because the poor purchase food in small quantities.48 
Current urban development approaches to improve 
food security involve increasing food production in ur-
ban and peri-urban areas, improving distribution sys-
tems and providing access to savings and credit for 
food distributors as well as for consumer households. 
Humanitarian practitioners should consider:

1. Linking to development efforts, where possible, to 
ensure they reach refugees.

2. Starting urban and peri-urban agriculture programs, 
where appropriate.

3. Facilitating access to savings for families or organiz-
ing informal groups to buy larger quantities of food 
at lower prices.

4. Providing food assistance in the short term. In Da-
mascus, the United Nations World Food Programme 
launched an electronic food voucher project for 
1,000 Iraqi refugee families using mobile phone 
technology. Recipients receive a text message on 
their mobiles providing a code enabling them to 
cash in 22 USD over two months at select shops 
near refugee-hosting neighborhoods. Participants 
reported high satisfaction with the program, citing 
time saved and reduced travel costs, greater per-
sonal choice on what and how much to buy, and 
stronger relations with local shop owners.49

5. Ensuring that women, who are typically responsible 
for food provision and preparation, participate in the 
design, implementation, and monitoring and evalua-
tion of programs.

Financial Services. For the poor, indebtedness often 
increases vulnerability through the loss of productive 
assets. Families may use credit to cover emergency 
costs, such as medical bills. Formal or informal group 
saving schemes can guard families against income 
shocks. Group saving schemes must build trust and 

Urban and Peri-urban Agriculture 

Urban and peri-urban agriculture (UPA) can con-
tribute to food security and nutrition by increasing 
the quantity of fresh food available. With its low bar-
rier to entry and residual skills available in refugee 
populations, it has the potential to be a supplemen-
tal source of food. However, UPA may compete for 
such resources as land, water and energy that are 
already scarce and expensive in urban areas. 

Where local governments do not support urban 
agriculture, communal plots (with organizational le-
gal land titles) may be an alternative. Given refugee 
mobility, nutrient-rich, short germination crops may 
be most suitable. UPA programs should ensure 
that they do not significantly increase women’s al-
ready heavy household responsibilities by also en-
gaging men as participants. 
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reciprocity, which requires consistent attendance at 
regularly scheduled meetings. This can be challeng-
ing given that refugees frequently shift residence and 
are time poor. Women must have safe places to keep 
money, such as safe deposit boxes, so that they can 
maintain control over the resources they earn. Social 
norms that limit women’s decision-making should also 
be addressed through community discussion groups.

In addition, refugees need financial literacy skills. Very 
poor and poor refugees often have irregular income 
and expenditure patterns, and they lack the appropri-
ate financial tools to manage such irregular finances or 
deal with unexpected costs. Many households manage 
their cash flow one day at a time, and are unable to plan 
for future needs, such as rent. 

Skills Building. Programs should provide poor refu-
gees, who are better able than the very poor to invest 
time and resources in learning new skills, with transfer-
able skills to adapt to new markets. This may include 
skills that are transferable to more than one type of job 
or to future places of residence, such as money man-
agement, computer skills, life skills, customer service 
and language skills.

For refugees who are educated and have work experi-
ences, programs should consider linking them to job 
placement programs. 

Focusing programming exclusively on very poor and 
poor refugees is rarely compatible with building their 
capacity. The participation of better-off and host com-
munity members allows poorer refugees to build link-
ages and learn from peers who have additional skills 
and capacity. Projects have more impact when linkag-
es to other social groups pull poor refugees into wider 
opportunities. Moreover, taking an inclusive approach 
avoids stigmatizing or isolating refugees, who, from the 
perspective of host community members, may be per-
ceived as unfairly privileged. 

Struggling and Better-off Households

Struggling and better-off households are better able to 
grow their assets and expand household income. How-
ever, they remain vulnerable to the external environment 
and may slip into poverty. Working with struggling and 
better-off households requires providing multiple oppor-
tunities for employment and small-business growth. Skills 
building can lead refugees to employment and business 
growth opportunities. Refugees with businesses can be 
further assisted through business development services, 
market linkages and access to financial services. Many 
of these interventions reinforce each other and may hap-
pen simultaneously.

Opportunities for employment and small business 
growth may be in the informal sector, where many refu-
gees are found. The informal economy is “a process 
of income-generation characterized by one central fea-
ture: it is unregulated by the institutions of society.”50 
Informal economies grow during unstable times, such 
as during conflict, and they can be more dynamic and 

The Power of Business Training and  
Microfinance

In Peru, the NGO FINCA provided half of their bor-
rowers with business training and the other half 
with no training. Those who received training had 
15 percent higher sales and were 26 percent more 
likely to repay loans in “bad months.” In addition, 
borrowers who received business training were 
more likely to keep records of their account with-
drawals and use profits toward business growth 
and innovation. Interestingly, those trained who 
initially expressed less interest in receiving train-
ing achieved greater sales on average. This sug-
gests that providing free services early on may help 
potential participants see the value and demand 
these services later.* 

* Dean Karlan, Business Education for Microcredit Cli-
ents in Peru. 2011. http://www.poverty-action.org/proj-
ect/0020.

http://www.poverty-action.org/project/0020
http://www.poverty-action.org/project/0020


16

responsive to changes in the market environment. In 
developing countries, a large percentage of the work-
force is in the informal economy.51 As a result, support-
ing refugees’ contribution to the informal economy may 
be positive for local economic development. 

Skills Building. Programs should identify and facilitate 
refugee access to existing market-oriented vocational 
and skills-training programs that have strong track re-
cords of placing graduates into long-term employment. 
Ensure institutions address women’s household respon-
sibilities with child-care support and flexible hours, as 
well as safety in traveling to and from the classroom. 
Interventions should recognize the need for multiple 
strategies and should focus on training in multiple skills, 
including:

1. Job-specific skills based on local market demand.

2. Entrepreneurship skills, such as financial literacy, 
marketing and accounting skills.

3. Skills transferable to more than one type of job or to 
future residences.

Opportunities for employment. Employment offers a 
path for refugees with existing skills and education to 
benefit from growing markets. Programs may:

1. Address barriers to formal sector employment, such 
as recognition of refugee certificates and diplomas.

2. Address potential harm associated with informal 
work, where the possibility of exploitation and abuse 
is much higher and legal recourse is largely absent. 
Refugee women and girls are particularly vulnerable 
because of social and cultural acceptance of gen-
der inequities and discrimination against women. 

Business Development Services (BDS). BDS include 
“training, consultancy and advisory services, marketing 
assistance, information [and] technology development 
and transfer.”52 BDS are generally provided by private-
sector firms (formal and informal) or trade associations. 
BDS can help refugee-run and host community busi-
nesses become more competitive. Based on lessons 
learned from urban poverty alleviation programs, service 
providers should: 

1. Provide informal and micro-scale services, for ex-
ample, leasing equipment or providing management 
tools, such as business plans and cash flow projec-
tions, combined with basic marketing skills over a 
length of time and in increments.

2. Be located close by or be part of the community 
(allowing for greater trust). For example, the Inter-
national Labor Organization (ILO) in Sri Lanka de-
livered management training to micro-entrepreneurs 
in cooperation with community-based organizations 
and mobile business centers.53 

3. Provide collective delivery of services, such as 
through media or trader associations. ILO radio 
programs include broadcasts on relevant business 
development issues. Other projects have used a 
magazine-style format to provide business tips.

Keeping Abusive Employers in Line

Work permits are expensive and difficult to obtain 
in Egypt, so many refugee women seek informal 
employment as domestic servants. High demand 
creates opportunities, but the work is unregulated 
and hidden. Many women report sexual assault, 
physical abuse and wages withheld by employers. 
The Egyptian Sudanese Development Center in 
Arba wy Nuss, which runs domestic service train-
ing and placement programs, identified these same 
risks. In response, they accompany the women on 
their first day of work, record names and contact 
information of employers and note the agreed-up-
on salary. Their presence demonstrates that refu-
gee women have a support network and that they 
cannot be abused without consequence. Keeping 
records ensures that abusive employers can be 
found and held accountable.
From: Women’s Refugee Commission, Peril or Protection: 
The Link between Livelihoods and Gender-based Violence in 
Displacement Settings, p.14.
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4. Provide a mixed portfolio of services, combining for 
instance the promotion of market linkages with train-
ing services.54

5. Women may view BDS investments as risky be-
cause they require an upfront investment of time 
and resources while the benefits are not realized 
until much later. For example, women may prefer 

A Graduated Approach to Microfinance

Microfinance services currently offered to the urban poor must be adapted to meet the distinct needs of 
urban refugees, which include: 

1. their high mobility; 

2. limited access to social protection mechanisms; and 

3. low social trust and reciprocity necessary for informal or group borrowing and saving. 

Incorporating a graduated model to microcredit programming can overcome some of these challenges. 
The first stage involves food assistance and social protection support to the household to ensure that 
participants can meet their basic needs before they get access to credit. The second stage includes a 
savings account, financial literacy and skills building. Then the participant receives an asset transfer or 
credit to start a marketable income-generation activity. The asset may be equipment or space for a busi-
ness. Ideally, these stages would develop the participant’s creditworthiness in the eyes of a microfinance 
institution. 

Microfinance services should be provided by existing institutions with a social model that can adapt pro-
grams. Programs should foster women’s increased decision-making over managing money, for example, 
through individual accounts with time or savings amount specified by the saver. 

From 2007 to 2009, the Trickle Up Ultra Poor Program in West Bengal worked in 29 towns with female-
headed households living on less than 1.25 USD per day.* The program provided weekly cash stipends 
for between 12 and 25 weeks so that families could eat regular meals; at the same time they received 
livelihood assets (mobile vending) to build their income-earning potential, and participated in savings and 
credit groups to generate emergency funds. Trickle Up also provided safe access to drinking water and 
latrines. In order to graduate out of extreme poverty, participants had to meet 70 percent of the criteria 
below: 

Eighty-six percent of participants graduated out of extreme poverty.

* CGAP. Trickle Up Ultra Poor Program. 2011.  http://graduation.cgap.org/pilots/trickle-up-ultra-poor-program/

http://graduation.cgap.org/pilots/trickle-up-ultra-poor-program/
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participating in a savings and loan group rather than 
investing in better budgeting tools for their busi-
ness. It may be important to demonstrate success 
in a pilot project to gain buy-in.

Market Linkages. Refugee linkages to market actors, 
such as producers, suppliers, wholesalers and custom-
ers, support the competitiveness of refugee businesses. 
For example, bypassing middlemen to purchase sup-
plies directly from producers can increase a retailer’s 
profits. In addition, small businesses can benefit from 
links to similar businesses to pool resources or to sup-
port service businesses, such as finance or transporta-
tion companies. Women generally have fewer linkages 
and less power to negotiate fair prices and terms with 
other market actors. Facilitating their access to market-
related information can help them make more informed 
choices. Nongovernmental organizations can act as 
networking and information resources for refugee en-
trepreneurs, providing information on where to access 
credit and savings, BDS and market information.

Financial Services. Support informal savings and 
loans associations and facilitate access for refugees 
into more formal microfinance institutions and banks. 
Informal microfinance is provided by individuals or 
groups of individuals with no legal status or external su-
pervision, as in the case of informal savings and loans 
associations. Microfinance programs must ensure that 
the market can support new or expanding businesses 
so that refugees earn enough income to meet their 
needs and repay their loans. It is worth noting that an 
increase in loans to women may saturate traditional fe-
male services and products. Women should therefore 
be encouraged into safe, less traditional or emerging 
markets. Research on microfinance programs in times 
of conflict55 and in protracted refugee situations56 dem-
onstrate the need to adapt the:

1. Terms by promoting a strong repayment discipline 
as well as designing financial products based on 
market demand.

2. Conditions, which generally means shorter terms 

with more frequent, flexible repayment plans and le-
nient eligibility requirement, such as using character 
references instead of strict documentation require-
ments.

3. Approach by actively identifying refugees with the 
requisite skills and experience to benefit from micro-
finance.

4. Size by offering smaller loans that gradually increase 
in size over time.

5. Repayment, which may take the form of community 
services or surplus products.

Cross-cutting Themes

Economic programs working with displaced urban pop-
ulations must ensure that they actively include youth, 
adolescent girls and boys, are gender- and GBV-sensi-
tive and strengthen partnerships.

Youth-inclusive services

Due to economic realities, many youth are forced to con-
tribute to their household’s income. Youth are looking 
for opportunities to learn and earn—that is, opportunities 
that will enable them to continue their studies while con-
tributing to their household income. They also want ac-
cess to financial services so they can save. This means 
developing youth-inclusive programs that may include: 

1. Ensuring classes are at times when youth can par-
ticipate.

2. Supporting access to nonformal and skills develop-
ment programs.

3. Promoting access to distance and online learning 
opportunities. 

4. Engaging youth in conducting market assessments 
to build their capacity to identify opportunities and 
challenges and to develop an understanding of eco-
nomic realities. 
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5. Accessing or developing interventions that reflect 
diversity of youth, in terms of age, life cycle stage 
(marital or parental status) and gender.

Gender

Women and girls are particularly vulnerable to poverty. 

Globally, they receive lower wages, are less educated 
than men, have demanding household and childcare 
responsibilities and their movement may be socially 
restricted. They have less access to and control over 
assets, decision-making and negotiating power. In con-
flict and displacement contexts, their economic partici-
pation is further undermined by gender-based violence.

Increased access to economic opportunity may lead 
to increased vulnerability to harm and violence. Social 
and cultural discrimination of women and girls and the 
everyday risks they face, such as hawking goods on 
unsafe streets or forcing girls into early marriage, in-
creases their risk.

GBV may also affect men and boys. Men may feel 
emasculated because they are no longer able to pro-
vide for their families and lose status in the commu-
nity—which may increase domestic violence. Boys 
may experience specific forms of GBV; for example, 
in Jordan, Iraqi adolescent boys are seen by the Iraqi 
and Jordanian communities as possible terrorists, and 
are therefore denied employment opportunities and ha-
rassed in neighborhoods. 

All humanitarian projects have the potential to influence 
gender relations, and evaluations of livelihood projects 
have not tended to assess potential negative gender 
impacts. Women, girls, men and boys can advise on 
the scale and size of risks, suggest ways to manage 
them and judge whether risks are worth taking. Most 
refugees, including women, are actively seeking to earn 
money, despite knowing the risks they face when doing 
so. Programs must work with women, girls, men and 
boys to manage these risks and identify: 

the specific types of GBV that may be occurring 
when they earn income or access services;

the specific risk factors for each type of GBV;

possible protection strategies to mitigate risk. 

Illustrative examples to address risks may include:

Provide safe places for women and girls to save—

Financial Education Helps Adolescent Girls

Population Council Kenya’s “Safe and Smart Sav-
ings Products for Vulnerable Adolescent Girls in 
Kenya” worked in partnership with K-Rep Bank and 
Faulu-Kenya to provide savings account specifically 
suited to the needs of poor urban girls. The project 
focused on expanding girls’ access to safe spac-
es, social networks and financial and basic health 
education. Once girls opened their account they 
joined a savings group that met weekly in the com-
munity under the guidance of a mentor who facili-
tated training and group discussion. “These men-
tors [were] young women from the community who 
…serve[d] as critical role models for the girls and 
contribute[d] to building young female leadership 
[in] the community...”* The project also held period-
ic meetings with parents to gain parents’ support 
and provide them with information on financial ser-
vices. Results indicated a positive impact on girls’ 
“social networks and mobility, gender norms, finan-
cial literacy, use of bank services, saving behavior 
and communication with parents or guardians on 
financial issues.”** Girl participants were signifi-
cantly more likely to have long-term financial goals 
and to correctly answer financial knowledge ques-
tions. They were at least three times more likely to 
save on a weekly basis and to have saved money in 
the previous six months compared to girls who did 
not participate.
* Austrian, Karen. “Expanding Safe Spaces, Financial 
Education and Savings for Adolescent Girls in Kenya.” 
Promoting Healthy, Safe, and Productive Transitions to 
Adulthood. Brief#29, January 2011, p. 3. 
** Ibid.
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so that they can maintain control over the resourc-
es they earn.

Teach women and girls basic financial literacy skills, 
such as principles of money management, building 
and safeguarding assets, to ensure greater control 
over resources.

Engage men—especially husbands, fathers and 
partners—to build buy-in and support for women’s 
and adolescent girls’ economic activities.

Partners

Refugees must also be thought of as partners and ac-
tively engaged in contributing and shaping the environ-
ment in which they live. Refugees should be engaged 
throughout the project life cycle, from design and imple-
mentation to monitoring and evaluation, and encouraged 
to organize. Entry points with key stakeholders should 
be facilitated to ensure their voices are included in tra-
ditional associations, local economic development plans 
and urban planning projects. This may best be done by 
including refugees and refugee agencies in host govern-
ment NGOs and consortia.

In addition, many humanitarian assistance providers are 

ill-prepared to manage the complexities of designing 
and implementing sound economic interventions and ef-
fectively targeting refugees for a graduated approach. 
Donors should engage experienced economic partners. 

In addition, practitioners should engage nontraditional 
actors, such as public institutions, development agen-
cies and the private sector. A systems approach means 
that practitioners do not directly provide services.  
Instead they broker relationships with public institutions, 
such as national banks, training centers, chambers  
of commerce and trade unions; international develop-
ment agencies, such as the UNDP, ILO, USAID and 
other agencies working on urban poverty; and the  
private sector. 

Partner with the Private Sector Early

In 2007, UNHCR-India promoted skills building by 
linking Chin refugees from Myanmar to employers 
for a one-year apprenticeship. Refugees received 
social cash transfers to supplement low appren-
ticeship wages while they gained necessary skills. 
While many employers kept the refugees on after 
the one-year training period, employers refused to 
increase wages, expecting UNHCR to continue to 
subsidize their salaries. The private sector should 
be brought on as full partners who contribute and 
take ownership of programs. 

* Montserrat Feixas Vihe, “WRC Urban Refugee Liveli-
hood Guidance Document Review,” email to Jina Krause-
Vilmar, September 28, 2011.

Jina Krause-Vilmar of the Women’s Refugee Commission 
intervewed refugee-run businesses in Johannesburg.
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Recommendations

Using a Framework for Urban Refugee Self-Reliance 
(see page 11), programs should address the external 
environment that influences refugees’ ability to accu-
mulate assets, choices of economic strategies and 
ability to cope with risks. Programs should also build 
refugee assets through a graduated approach. 

External Environment

1. Programs should advocate for host govern-
ment recognition of refugee rights in policy 
and practice. Advocacy for rights should focus on 
a gradual expansion and enforcement of rights. 

 Programs should first identify whether refugees 
have the right to work. If they do, programs should 
ensure that these rights are implemented by work-
ing with local government, private sector and refu-
gee associations. Programs should then identify 
additional policy barriers to refugee protection and 
economic well-being, and advocate to host govern-
ments at the national, regional and local level for an 
expansion of rights. 

 In situations where refugees have the right to work, 
interventions should focus on access to both the 
formal and informal economy. In situations where 
refugees do not have the right to work, interventions 
should focus on access to safe, decent employment 
in the informal economy. 

2. Programs should identify and target those 
public services most supportive of refugee 
livelihoods (see box.) Programs should then iden-
tify and facilitate access to effective, existing services 
for refugees rather than create parallel systems. This 
requires a systems approach in which practitioners 
act as brokers between public institutions and refu-
gees. This may require capacity building and fund-
ing of public institutions so that they may expand and 
adapt their services. 

If new services are introduced, they should benefit 
both refugees and the host community. 

In cases where refugees live clustered in certain 
neighborhoods, programs should adopt an “area-
based approach” in which programs invest in ser-
vices and institutions found in refugee-hosting ar-
eas. This should be done in coordination with local 
development planning processes. 

In cases where refugees are scattered, an incen-
tives approach, which links incentives to the num-
ber of refugees served by public institutions, may be 
more appropriate. 

3. Programs should conduct a market assess-
ment to identify which goods, services and 
jobs are in demand, and determine market 
trends, capacity and emerging and niche mar-
kets. Programs should also identify potential mar-
ket barriers and constraints in order to increase the 
chances that interventions will lead to sustainable 
livelihoods activities that generate enough income 
to help families meet their basic needs and minimize 
their risks. Emerging markets that are not already 
gender-identified may provide opportunities for 
women.

Graduated Approach

1. Identify the various wealth groups of the target 

What Is a Livelihoods Assessment?

A livelihoods assessment based on DfID’s Sustain-
able Livelihoods Framework* analyzes the assets, 
policies, institutions and processes, economic 
strategies and livelihood outcomes of communities 
and vulnerable groups within communities. This 
may be done through household surveys, focus 
groups, business interviews and market observa-
tion.
* http://www.eldis.org/vfile/upload/1/document/0901/
section2.pdf

http://www.eldis.org/vfile/upload/1/document/0901/section2.pdf
http://www.eldis.org/vfile/upload/1/document/0901/section2.pdf
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population and match them to the appropriate 
set of services. Interventions should foster multiple 
economic strategies for refugee households. 

2. Identify the specific opportunities and barri-
ers within each wealth group by age, gender 
and ethnic group. 

 Adapt programs to ensure that women’s risks are 
manageable and that youth are actively involved. 
Programs should ensure that they are not creating 
harm by identifying specific types of GBV, risk fac-
tors of GBV and protection strategies to mitigate 
risks. Programs should consult women who can ad-
vise on the scale of risks and suggest ways to man-
age them. 

3. For very poor and poor households, address 
refugees’ immediate needs while simultaneously 
developing longer-term livelihood strategies. 

Provide short-term social protection by provid-
ing short-term cash transfers or grants to support 
immediate needs while implementing longer-term 
more sustainable livelihood strategies; develop-
ing interventions that build social capital and 
strengthen social networks through support to 
refugee mutual assistance associations, women’s 
groups, youth groups, refugee religious institutions 
and self-help groups; providing informal or formal 
micro-insurance schemes; and/or creating child 
protection programs, such as subsidized day care 
options for working women. 

 Only for individuals unable to work and with limited 
social capital, such as the elderly, children or the 
disabled or chronically sick, should programs con-
sider long-term social cash transfers.

Ensure refugees’ food security by linking to de-
velopment efforts, where possible, to ensure they 
reach refugees; starting or including refugees in ur-
ban and peri-urban agriculture programs; support-
ing savings schemes or organizing informal groups 
to buy larger quantities of food at lower prices; or 

in the short term providing direct food assistance.

Provide financial literacy and create informal 
savings schemes. Include struggling and host 
community members in group savings schemes.

Build transferable skills, such as money man-
agement, computer skills, life skills, customer ser-
vice and language skills. For those refugees who 
have existing education and work experience, in-
clude them in job placement programs to link them 
to new markets. 

4. For struggling and better-off households, pro-
grams should grow their assets and expand house-
hold income. Many of these interventions reinforce 
each other and may occur simultaneously. 

Provide skills building opportunities by iden-
tifying and facilitating refugee access to existing 
market-oriented training and placement programs 
that provide a combination of job-specific, entre-
preneurship and transferable skills. 

For those refugees who are more suited for 
employment, link them to jobs, address barriers in 
formal sector employment or work with employers 
to make informal sector jobs safer. 

For those refugees suited for small business-
es or petty trade: 

Help refugee-run businesses become more 
competitive by assessing their business con-
straints and growth needs, then linking them to 
the appropriate business development services. 
This may involve organizing refugee-run busi-
nesses into informal associations or linking them 
to existing trade associations so that they can re-
ceive technical and management support collec-
tively. BDS providers should come from refugee 
communities and provide micro-scale services, 
such as leasing equipment or providing manage-
ment tools.

Link refugee-run businesses to other mar-
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ket actors, such as suppliers, producers and 
customers, to other refugee-run businesses to 
pool resources and to support services, such as 
transporters. In addition, provide businesses, es-
pecially women’s businesses, with market infor-
mation so they can make informed choices. 

Provide a range of financial services, based 
on businesses’ needs. This may mean linking 
to experienced microfinance institutions with a 
social mission, such as BRAC, Trickle Up, Gra-
meen and others. 

5. Engage experienced economic practitioners 
to design and implement livelihood programs, 
and engage nontraditional actors, such as the 
private sector, public institutions and development 
agencies, to enhance opportunities for synergy, col-
laboration and coordination. 
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