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	  S E L F - R E L I A N C E  E V I D E N C E  R E V I E W

		

W H A T  I S  T H E  S E L F - R E L I A N C E  E V I D E N C E  R E V I E W ?

T h e  S e l f - R e l i a n c e  E v i d e n c e  R e v i e w  ( S R E R )  i s  a  k n o w l e d g e - m a p p i n g 

a n d  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  p u b l i c l y  a v a i l a b l e  r e s e a r c h  a n d  e v i d e n c e  r e l a t i n g  t o 

s e l f - r e l i a n c e  f o r  r e f u g e e s .  R e f u g e P o i n t  a n d  D R C  h a v e  j o i n t l y  u n d e r t a k -

e n  a  r e v i e w  o f  o v e r  1 6 0  r e s o u r c e s  o n  r e f u g e e  s e l f - r e l i a n c e  p u b l i s h e d 

b e t w e e n  2 0 0 5  a n d  2 0 2 1 .  

T h e  p r o j e c t  c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  t h e  R e f u g e e  S e l f - R e l i a n c e  I n i t i a t i v e ’ s  ( R S R I ) 

L e a r n i n g  A g e n d a ,  w h i c h  o u t l i n e s  c o r e  q u e s t i o n s  t o  b e  a n s w e r e d  t o  c r e -

a t e  a n  e v i d e n c e  b a s e  f o r  w h a t  w o r k s  b e s t  t o  h e l p  r e f u g e e s  a c h i e v e 

s e l f - r e l i a n c e . 

T h e  o b j e c t i v e s  o f  t h e  S R E R  a r e :  ( 1 )  t o  p r o p o s e  a  c o n s o l i d a t e d ,  e a s i -

l y - a c c e s s e d  m a p p i n g  o f  e x i s t i n g  k n o w l e d g e  a n d  e v i d e n c e  a r o u n d  r e f -

u g e e  s e l f - r e l i a n c e ;  ( 2 )  t o  i d e n t i f y  p r o g r a m m e  a p p r o a c h e s  a n d  m o d e l s 

t h a t  h e l p  f o s t e r  s e l f - r e l i a n c e  w h i c h  f u r t h e r  f a c i l i t a t e  r e p l i c a t i o n  a n d 

s c a l i n g  o f  e f f e c t i v e  p r a c t i c e s ;  a n d  ( 3 )  t o  h i g h l i g h t  o u t s t a n d i n g  g a p s  i n 

e v i d e n c e  w h i c h  c o u l d  b e  f i l l e d  b y  o t h e r  m e a s u r e m e n t  a n d  r e s e a r c h  i n i -

t i a t i v e s .

T h e  S R E R  o u t p u t s  -  i n c l u d i n g  a   ‘ l i v i n g ’  r e s o u r c e  l i b r a r y  o n  r e f u g e e 

s e l f - r e l i a n c e  a n d  a  s e r i e s  o f  t h e m a t i c  e v i d e n c e  b r i e f s  -  w i l l  b e  r e l e a s e d 

i n  e a r l y  2 0 2 2 .

KEY FINDINGS

On the definition of Self-Reliance
Program and policy documents vary in how 
they define self-reliance, which hinders a 
shared understanding of the concept. How we 
choose to talk about self-reliance matters: it shapes 
the expectations, objectives and approaches of all 
stakeholders in the refugee response system, in-
cluding practitioners, policymakers, researchers, 
funders, governments and displaced populations 
themselves. The term ‘self-reliance’ is frequently 
referenced in the literature without being defined. 
When that is the case, it is usually implicitly reduced 
to only one of its many dimensions (most often the 
economic dimension), which in turn impacts the de-
sign of programs and policies that aim to promote 
refugee self-reliance. 

There is a growing acknowledgement that 
self-reliance is not about complete indepen-

dence from all types of support systems. But 
there is still discussion over what systems a refugee 
can rely on and still be considered self-reliant. Pol-
icy-oriented definitions mostly explain self-reliance 
as not being dependent on external assistance. They 
often do not specify what types of “external assis-
tance” are being referred to, which can be left open 
to interpretation. These definitions also fall short of 
shedding light on what types of interventions might 
promote self-reliance.

Self-reliance is increasingly understood as be-
ing multi-dimensional, yet a significant propor-
tion of the literature still focuses exclusively on 
the economic dimension of self-reliance. The 
definitions of self-reliance have evolved from solely 
focusing on the economic dimensions of self-reli-
ance (eg. livelihoods, income and employment) to 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b96ee1f36099b138a86b3d9/t/5e4ee36c28824a4f3c7e5e94/1582228332422/RSRI_LearningAgenda+%282%29.pdf
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acknowledge other dimensions of self-reliance (so-
cial, legal, political, etc). The most-commonly cited 
definition of self-reliance is the 2005 UNHCR defini-
tion that is bi-dimensional and highlights economic 

and social aspects. Yet most programmatic defini-
tions of self-reliance still fall short of describing the 
multidimensionality of self-reliance and related pro-
gramming. 

On programming for Self-Reliance
Program approaches that consider a variety of 
both social and economic inclusion components 
are increasingly considered more effective. 
Livelihoods interventions are widely considered to 
be a central and necessary component of economic 
inclusion programming in support of refugee self-re-
liance. However, not all livelihoods interventions for 
refugees are necessarily conducive to self-reliance. 
Rather, interventions that are market-based and aim 
at providing decent, sustainable and diversified live-
lihoods are considered more effective in support-
ing refugee self-reliance. Additionally, on their own, 
livelihoods interventions, or any single-sector inter-
vention, are considered to be insufficient to support 
most refugees to become self-reliant. In addition to 
economic inclusion, there is a need for social inclu-
sion programming to achieve better self-reliance 
outcomes. 

There is increasing recognition that the level 
of self-reliance that refugees can achieve in a 
given context is highly dependent on the poli-
cy environment and the macroeconomic envi-
ronment. Beyond individual and household-level 
interventions, self-reliance programming is also 
related to identifying structural barriers impacting 
refugees and designing system-level interventions 
that contribute to the broader development of ref-
ugee-hosting areas. Robust self-reliance program-
ming for refugees stems from (1) systematic assess-
ments of their economic, social and other needs and 
analyses that account for the multiple and complex 
interdependencies between them; (2) program ap-
proaches that are informed by such assessments in 
the design and sequencing of specific program com-
ponents (such as livelihoods interventions that are 
market-based); and (3) system-level interventions 

that affect the policy environment and the macro-
economic environment in which refugees live. 

Self-reliance programming depends upon the 
capacity and responsibility of multiple stake-
holders, including humanitarian actors but 
also local authorities, the private sector, civil 
society and development actors. The literature 
increasingly emphasizes the essential role that lo-
cal authorities have both at the national and the 
sub-national level to influence and create a more 
inclusive and enabling policy environment (espe-
cially in terms of the right to work and freedom of 
movement) that can support refugees to become 
self-reliant. Similarly, while refugee response has 
long been seen as a responsibility of humanitarian 
actors, there is also an increased recognition of the 
role that development actors can play in fostering 
the local economic development of refugee-hosting 
areas, for example by ensuring that foreign aid flows 
to these regions and by working with local authori-
ties to ensure that national development plans take 
the needs of these areas into account. Finally, espe-
cially in recent years, there is increased emphasis in 
the literature of the ways in which the private sector 
and civil society can each support refugee self-reli-
ance, and the need to engage and partner with them 
in refugee self-reliance programming. 

Self-reliance doesn’t look the same in any two 
contexts or for any two people. As a result, 
there is no one-size-fits-all solution for self-re-
liance programming. Self-reliance programs are 
implemented in a vast array of displacement, so-
cio-economic and political contexts, each of which 
influences how self-reliance programs should be 
designed and what works. As a result, program 

https://www.unhcr.org/44bf7b012.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/44bf7b012.pdf
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components need to be systematically adapted and 
tailored to specific contexts, populations and their 
circumstances. Yet, there is relatively little research 
about self-reliance programming that is specifically 
segmented by differences in context and popula-
tion. This makes it challenging to draw broader con-
clusions about effective program models that can 
be applied to contexts that share similar characteris-
tics or populations with specific needs.

There is an existing tension between the broad 
extent of needs for self-reliance programming 
and the relatively limited reach of existing 
self-reliance programming efforts. Given the 
massive need for self-reliance programming, widely 

scalable programming is crucial. At the same time, 
it is important to focus on programming practic-
es that have high success rates as defined by the 
proportion of the target groups that become more 
self-reliant. Yet, the literature shows that there is a 
fundamental difference between determining what 
works for large groups and what works for specific 
target groups. There is still limited evidence about 
successful program models for refugee self-reliance 
programming at large scale. Tailored approaches, 
that account for the high heterogeneity in the skills, 
capacities and aspirations of refugee populations, 
are more likely to have high success rates but are 
also by nature limited in scale. 

On the measurement of Self-Reliance
Enhancing self-reliance has become an increas-
ingly prominent goal in refugee response, yet 
efforts to monitor and track progress have 
lagged behind. While agencies have been conduct-
ing self-reliance programming for many years, sys-
tematic efforts to rigorously measure the impact of 
these interventions are few and far between. Much 
of the literature on self-reliance only makes a pass-
ing reference to measurement, usually highlighting 
the need to create robust measures and acknowl-
edging the complexity of doing so. However, in the 
last few years there have been some promising at-
tempts to bridge this measurement gap, notably 
through the Self-Reliance Index, developed by the 
Refugee Self-reliance Initiative and through research 
undertaken by the Refugee Economies program at 
the University of Oxford.

Two separate but related aspects of self-re-
liance are typically assessed: (1) the level of 
self-reliance of an individual or a household, 
and (2) conditions that enable or impede the 
achievement of self-reliance within a specif-
ic location. These two aspects respond to linked 
goals; the former relates to evaluating the effective-
ness of a self-reliance intervention or program and 
the latter relates to assessing how conducive the 
conditions within a specific location are to enabling 
self-reliance. In several research papers, both as-
pects were also considered concurrently.

There is a broad disconnect between what we 
aim to measure and what is actually being mea-
sured.

Proxy vs. direct measures: The vast majority of 
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self-reliance programs in the resources reviewed do 
not use tools or conceptual frameworks that have 
been specifically developed to measure or evalu-
ate refugee self-reliance. Instead, most used proj-
ect-specific indicators that were selected as proxies 
for self-reliance, such as levels of income, number 
of job placements, or access to basic services. While 
these measure the results of individual program in-
terventions, they provide an incomplete picture of 
the self-reliance standing of a refugee, which is de-
pendent on numerous interdependent factors. More 
recently, there are promising efforts to create direct, 
multidimensional measures for self-reliance, such 
as the Self-Reliance Index.

Levels of intervention vs. units of analysis: While 
there is general agreement in the literature that the 
household is the most appropriate unit for analysis 
when measuring self-reliance, indicators used to 
measure self-reliance are typically at the individual 
level. This is because most self-reliance programs 
typically rely only on project-specific indicators for 
evaluation, which usually only reflect the specific in-

terventions carried out by the implementing agen-
cy, many of which are targeted at individuals- such 
as, education programs, skill-development pro-
grams or support for income generating activities. 
However, when assessing self-reliance, it is import-
ant to look beyond the individual and also measure 
the impact on the wider household.

Short-term program cycles vs. longer-term out-
comes: Self-reliance is typically measured in line 
with 6 or 12 month humanitarian program cycles, 
usually at the baseline and/or endline. However, 
these short program cycles are not well aligned with 
the longer timeframes that are typically needed to 
observe changes in self-reliance outcomes and may 
not adequately track the progression of refugees to-
wards self-reliance. In addition, since self-reliance is 
understood as transitioning off dependence on aid, 
it is important to measure the self-reliance status of 
a household extending past the end of a project cy-
cle to understand the sustainability of results. How-
ever, there are few systematic efforts to do so.

On the financing of Self-Reliance
Traditional humanitarian funding streams 
are not well-suited for self-reliance program-
ming. The literature increasingly questions whether 
self-reliance programs can be successfully imple-
mented within the typical short-term funding cy-
cles of humanitarian programs. Most humanitarian 
funding is designed to support relatively short (6-12 
month) program cycles and sector-specific interven-
tions. This approach to funding is misaligned with 
the multi-year, multi-sector, integrated approaches 
to self-reliance programming that are considered to 
be more effective.

Many resources assume self-reliance program-
ming has better value-for-money than other 
types of humanitarian programming, but there 
is little research on how to calculate the val-
ue-for-money of self-reliance. Overall, there is 

relatively little specific information about the costs 
of self-reliance programming. A notable exception is 
a subset of documents that focus on the Graduation 
Approach, which is the single most-commonly cited 
approach of self-reliance programming. Yet, even 
for the Graduation Approach, there is relatively little 
evidence about the value-for-money in displace-
ment contexts specifically. When value-for-money of 
self-reliance programs is discussed, it is usually con-
ceptualized in terms of cost-efficiency, and implic-
itly compared to other types of humanitarian pro-
grams for refugees such as care and maintenance 
programs. There are few critical reflections about 
the disconnect between cost-efficiency, which is a 
short-term measure, and the value-for-money of 
self-reliance programs, which has an inherent long-
term logic.
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On research gaps about Self-Reliance
The evidence review identified few attempts to 
incorporate diverse perspectives when defin-
ing or discussing self-reliance. Less than a quar-
ter of the resources reviewed meaningfully included 
refugee voices and perspectives, beyond including 
survey data. Furthermore, the resources on self-re-
liance originate from a small number of primarily 
European or North American organizations, with 
90% of resources being published by only 15 orga-
nizations. This lack of diversity in perspectives may 
impact how we understand and define self-reliance.

Few connections were made in the literature 
between self-reliance and important topics 
such as climate change and localization. In re-
lation to self-reliance, the discussion on climate 
change is usually limited to identifying environmen-
tal changes as shocks that could impede refugees 
from achieving self-reliance. For localization, rec-
ommendations are made in the literature for inter-
national organizations to coordinate with and tran-
sition responsibility to local/national institutions 
when implementing self-reliance programs, but few 
details were provided on best practices and they do 
not address potential tensions between the imple-
mentation of self-reliance interventions and local/
national government interests.

Refugee self-reliance is often discussed in rela-

tion to durable solutions, but there is little ex-
amination of how it specifically contributes to 
each of the three pathways. When refugee self-re-
liance is discussed in relation to durable solutions, 
there are differing opinions as to whether self-reli-
ance should be seen as a preparatory step toward 
a durable solution or as a substitute when durable 
solutions are not feasible. Yet, while self-reliance is 
discussed in relation to durable solutions as a whole, 
there is relatively less attention dedicated to how it 
relates to each individual durable solution pathway. 
In particular, there is surprisingly little discussion in 
the literature on how self-reliance is linked to volun-
tary return and third-country resettlement.

The evidence review did not identify much spe-
cific research on how self-reliance can be suc-
cessful for diverse population groups, includ-
ing, but not limited to, IDPs, women, youth, 
and people with disabilities. There are, for exam-
ple, few resources comparing self-reliance for refu-
gees to self-reliance for IDPs. Yet, comparing self-re-
liance for refugees and IDPs can help clarify which 
barriers to self-reliance are related to displacement 
itself, and which are related more specifically to the 
legal framework related to cross-border asylum. 
There is also limited evidence on best practices of 
gendered or age-related self-reliance programming.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

Programs and Policies
All stakeholders should include refugee perspectives when designing, implementing, assessing and 
discussing self-reliance programs and policies. 

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

Implementing agencies should consider all dimensions of self-reliance and the different levels at which 
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change can be effected when designing programs, policies and measurement strategies, including:

•	 Considering the complementary objectives of (1) how to bridge the gap in self-reliance between refugee 
populations and local populations, and (2) how to contribute to increase the potential for self-reliance 
for all populations in a given refugee-hosting area. 

•	 Using systems approaches to ensure that self-reliance programming for refugees is market-based 
and that design of interventions is cognizant of broader systemic and structural issues in the market 
environment. 

•	 Systematically designing self-reliance programs through strategic partnerships and in coordination 
with local authorities, the private sector, civil society, and development actors.

•	 Designing self-reliance programs that take AGD-inclusive approaches and develop new program 
models that are tailored and adapted to the needs of populations with specific age, gender and 
diversity characteristics.

Donors should create flexible, cross-sector and multi-year funding tools to support the types of programs 
that can foster and sustain refugee self-reliance.

Development actors and hosts governments should support local economic development in support 
of refugee self-reliance by directing adequate resources to refugee-hosting areas.  

Evidence and Learning
All stakeholders should promote a shared understanding of self-reliance as part of operationalizing 
the Global Compact on Refugees, to help set feasible targets and goals for enhancing self-reliance, track 
progress and promote collaboration between implementing agencies

Discussions of refugee self-reliance in programming or policy should as a start include an explicit definition 
of self-reliance  as well as systematically take into account (1) the multidimensional nature of self-reliance; 
(2) the quality standards that are inherent to self-reliance programming; and (3) the various local support 
systems that enable self-reliance. 

All stakeholders should publicly share the knowledge and learning gained from research studies, 
evaluations and assessments to support building the evidence-base for effective practices that support 
refugee self-reliance.

Host governments should share experiences and lessons learned for effectively developing inclusive 
policy frameworks for refugees with other governments that currently have more restrictive policy and legal 
frameworks.

Donors should support the generation of robust evidence on what works to help refugees become and stay 
self-reliant, including by funding self-reliance monitoring efforts beyond the end of a program intervention, 
and filling research gaps including cross-country comparisons and research on the broader impact of 
increased self-reliance efforts on refugees and host communities.

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

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