
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=tiap20

Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/tiap20

A people-centred approach to assessing
livelihoods impacts

Ana Maria Esteves

To cite this article: Ana Maria Esteves (2021): A people-centred approach to assessing livelihoods
impacts, Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal, DOI: 10.1080/14615517.2021.1930833

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/14615517.2021.1930833

Published online: 23 Aug 2021.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=tiap20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/tiap20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/14615517.2021.1930833
https://doi.org/10.1080/14615517.2021.1930833
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=tiap20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=tiap20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14615517.2021.1930833
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14615517.2021.1930833
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14615517.2021.1930833&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-08-23
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14615517.2021.1930833&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-08-23


A people-centred approach to assessing livelihoods impacts
Ana Maria Esteves

Community Insights Group, The Netherlands, University of Strathclyde, UK

ABSTRACT
This paper outlines the ‘People’s Livelihoods Analysis in Economic Displacement’ (PLANNED) 
framework. It aims to strengthen the knowledge base that informs decisions around avoiding 
project-induced economic displacement in the project design phase. The PLANNED framework 
emphasises the need for empathy and respect for human rights. It advocates for adequate 
timing, resources and capacity to assess impacts on livelihoods and develop livelihood restora
tion and enhancement measures. It also advocates for collaborative approaches to planning 
that involve project and lender staff, communities, civil society, and government at early 
stages. The framework was developed by reflecting on a review of relevant literature and on 
interviews with practitioners experienced in assessing the impacts created by project-induced 
physical and economic displacement. The PLANNED framework places the potentially econom
ically-displaced people at the centre of the assessment and appraisal of projects.
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Shifting attention from physical to economic 
displacement

This paper argues that project developers, impact 
assessment practitioners, and regulators should make 
fundamental changes to the way the impacts asso
ciated with project-induced economic displacement 
are considered and addressed. In this paper, I assert 
that the impact assessment or appraisal of projects 
that displace people’s livelihoods are not empathetic, 
nor do they respect the human rights or interests of 
affected peoples. I also suggest that most projects are 
not in compliance with the expected and often- 
reported objective: ‘to avoid, and when avoidance is 
not possible, minimize displacement by exploring 
alternative project designs’ (i.e. the International 
Finance Corporation Performance Standard No. 5 on 
Land Acquisition and Involuntary Resettlement, IFC 
2012a). I offer a framework (the PLANNED 
Framework) that places the potentially economically- 
displaced people at the centre of the assessment and 
appraisal of projects. It is based around six questions 
that are worded from the perspective of an affected 
person:

● What sources of food and income will be available 
to me once I lose access to my current sources?

● How will the wealth and social status of my 
household change in the new situation?

● How will the host community to which my liveli
hood activities will be relocated react to me and 
how will I react to them?

● What will happen if my household cannot meet 
its daily expenses or food needs?

● How will my household benefit from this project?
● Can I trust the government and project developer 

to meet their commitments to help me restore my 
livelihood?

After a brief explanation of what is expected of pro
jects that adhere to international standards, this paper 
describes what actually happens in practice. This 
description is structured around five shortcomings in 
how project-induced economic displacement is typi
cally managed. First, the principle of avoidance rarely 
features as a decision criterion in the early stages of 
project design. Second, current practice does not prior
itise human rights. Third, inadequate timing, resources 
and skills are available to assess livelihood impacts or 
to develop livelihood restoration initiatives. Fourth, 
collaborative approaches to planning (i.e. involving 
projects, communities, civil society, and government) 
are still the exception rather than the rule. Fifth, the 
current system of impact assessment and project 
appraisal does not enourage accountability or learn
ing. The playing-out of these five shortcomings mean 
that most projects are approved without adequate 
understanding of their potential impacts and without 
adequate mitigation measures in place. I suggest that 
a potential solution lies in first addressing the lack of 
understanding and empathy. Reflecting on interviews 
with practitioners and on relevant literature, 
I developed the six questions listed above. These ques
tions should be answered by projects, and the
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implications for project design should be carefully 
considered prior to any investment decision.

Methodology

The five shortcomings in practice that were outlined 
above were derived from 28 in-depth interviews con
ducted in May and June 2019 with senior practitioners 
who were experienced in project-induced displace
ment and resettlement and livelihood restoration. 
The interviewees each had wide experience across 
a range of sectors and countries, and were working: 
as safeguards officers in development finance institu
tions (DFIs); in various government roles; as consul
tants in the field of impact assessment, resettlement 
and livelihoods restoration planning; or as implemen
ters of livelihood programs.

Interviewees were selected from my professional 
network. I sought practitioners with many years of 
experience in implementing livelihood restoration 
plans. Interviewees were asked to put themselves ‘in 
the shoes’ of the displaced people they have worked 
with and to identify the main problems with current 
approaches to addressing livelihood issues in projects. 
Furthermore, they were also asked to identify exam
ples of ‘good practice’ from their own perspective, 
although most found it very hard to answer that.

All interviews were conducted virtually and were 
between 60 and 90 minutes in length. Interviews 
were audio-recorded. The recordings were digitally 
transcribed, and the text was analysed for recurring 
themes. The themes that emerged from these inter
views are outlined in this paper. All quotes have been 
de-identified and the participants were given assur
ances of anonymity. This was done to encourage the 
uninhibited sharing of challenges and lessons learnt. 
The interviews were done in a manner consistent with 
ethical social research (Vanclay et al. 2013).

The 6 questions in the framework were also derived 
from my personal subjective experiences as 
a practitioner listening to the perspectives of affected 
people over my career; as well as from a review of the 
literature on resettlement and livelihoods restoration, 
relevant international human rights instruments, and 
existing analytical frameworks and tools.

The thematic analysis led to various interpretations, 
which could be distilled into six analytical questions. As 
the resultant framework is intended for practical use, 
my objective was to provide guidance to project 
design teams, impact assessment practitioners, and 
lenders on how they can seek answers to these 6 
questions. To meet this objective, I reviewed the litera
ture on: relevant human rights instruments that pro
vide justification for each question; established 
frameworks and tools that can be drawn on to answer 
each question; and possible indicators to give assur
ance that the question has been considered and

addressed and to establish a baseline and enable mon
itoring over time. The key literature included:

● Social impacts and human rights issues asso
ciated with physical and economic displacement: 
notably, there is little literature that considers 
economic displacement as a standalone topic, 
most considerations are infused in an analysis of 
physical displacement (also referred to as invo
luntary resettlement) and even positioned as sec
ondary or peripheral to this. The literature 
reviewed for this research included: Cernea 
1997, 2003; Cernea and Mathur 2007; Downing 
2002; Downing and Garcia-Downing 2009; Fan 
et al. 2015; Hanna et al. 2016; Hay et al. 2019; 
Housing and Land Rights Network Habitat 
International Coalition 2010; ICMM 2016; Kemp 
and Owen 2013; Kemp and Vanclay 2013; 
Lillywhite. et al. 2015; Liu 2015, 2016; Mathur 
2011; McDowell 2002; Perera 2014; Price 2009; 
Reddy et al. 2015; Scudder 2005, 2011; Smyth 
et al. 2015; Tagliarino 2016; Van Der Ploeg and 
Vanclay 2017, 2018; Vanclay 2002, 2017; Vanclay 
and Hanna 2019; Vanclay and Kemp 2013; United 
Nations 2007a; UNHABITAT and UNHCHR 2014; 
Wilmsen et al. 2011; World Bank 2014; Yan et al. 
2018.)

● Human rights instruments relevant to these 
impacts: these are detailed in the framework and 
originate in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR) (United Nations 1948); United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (UNDRIP) (United Nations 2007b); 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR) (United Nations 1966a); International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(ICESCR) (United Nations 1966b); and United 
Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human 
Rights (UNGP) (United Nations 2011).

● Frameworks, tools and useful concepts that exist 
to help practitioners in assessing and mitigating 
livelihoods impacts: these are abundant, see for 
example: Bebbington 1999; Brocklesby and Fisher 
2003; CARE 2002; Carney et al. 1999; Chambers 
and Conway 1992; De Haan and Zoomers 2005; 
Esteves and Vanclay 2009; Esteves et al. 2017; FAO 
and ILO 2009; FAO 2012; Food Economy Group 
and Save the Children 2008; Giovannetti 2009; 
Haidar 2009; Hasan 2006; Holmes et al. 2013; IFC 
2012c, 2019; ILO 2009; Kabra 2016; Krantz 2001; 
Kretzman and McKnight 1993; Lindenberg 2002; 
Moffat and Zhang 2014; Moser 1998; Moser and 
Dani 2008; Scoones 1998; Slater et al. 2013; Solar 
and Irwin 2010; Smyth and Vanclay 2017; 
Thomson and Boutilier 2011; World Bank’s Ease 
of Doing Business (https://www.doingbusiness. 
org/); World Bank’s Living Standards
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Measurement Study (https://www.worldbank. 
org/en/programs/lsms); World Food Programme 
Comprehensive Food Security and Vulnerability 
Analysis 2009.

What are the standards for practice?

Most projects desiring to adhere to ‘international stan
dards’ for addressing economic displacement use the 
World Bank’s private sector financing unit, the 
International Finance Corporation (IFC) as 
a benchmark. This is partly attributable to the 
Equator Principles (https://equator-principles.com/), 
a risk management framework for the finance industry 
that is aimed at determining, assessing and managing 
environmental and social risks. The Equator Principles 
have been in place since 2003 and, at the time of 
writing, 111 banks are signatories, representing the 
majority of international project finance debt within 
developed and emerging markets. For projects located 
in countries that are not members of the OECD nor on 
the World Bank High Income Country list, the assess
ment process evaluates compliance using the IFC 
Performance Standards on Environmental and Social 
Sustainability. For remaining countries, the Equator 
Principles assessment process only requires compli
ance with host country laws, since these are consid
ered sufficient.

The IFC has eight Performance Standards (PS), and 
displacement is dealt with in PS5, Land Acquisition and 
Involuntary Resettlement (IFC 2012a p.18). PS5 refers 
‘both to physical displacement (relocation or loss of 
shelter) and to economic displacement (loss of assets or 
access to assets that leads to loss of income sources or 
other means of livelihood) as a result of project-related 
land acquisition and/or restrictions on land use’. In 
instances where a project anticipates economic displa
cement of people, projects are required to meet the 
following objectives (IFC 2012a p.18): ‘To avoid or at 
least minimize involuntary resettlement wherever feasi
ble by exploring alternative project designs; To mitigate 
adverse social and economic impacts from land acquisi
tion or restrictions on affected persons’ use of land by: (i) 
providing compensation for loss of assets at replacement 
cost; and (ii) ensuring that resettlement activities are 
implemented with appropriate disclosure of information, 
consultation, and the informed participation of those 
affected; To improve or at least restore the livelihoods 
and standards of living of displaced persons; To improve 
living conditions among displaced persons through pro
vision of adequate housing with security of tenure at 
resettlement sites.’

This clearly demonstrates that adherence to inter
national standards means that the principle of avoid
ance, which is based on the precautionary principle, 
applies not only to physical displacement, but also to 
economic displacement. In instances where avoidance

is not possible, IFC PS5 (IFC 2012b) stipulates require
ments for compensation of economic losses and 
recommended measures to support restoration of live
lihoods. Table 1 provides a summary of these 
measures.

The requirements are also reflected in the more 
recent standards applicable for government borrowers 
of World Bank loans. The 2019 Environmental and 
Social Framework Guidance Note 5 Land-Acquisition, 
Restrictions on Land Use and Involuntary Resettlement 
(ESS5) (World Bank 2019) also has avoidance and 
exploration of project design alternatives. Where dis
placement cannot be avoided, it states that (GN12.1 
p.9) ‘compensation alone is not sufficient to restore or 
improve the livelihoods and social welfare of displaced 
households and communities.’ A livelihood is defined as 
(p. 1) ‘the full range of means that individuals, families, 
and communities utilize to make a living, such as wage- 
based income, agriculture, fishing, foraging, other nat
ural resource-based livelihoods, petty trade, and 
bartering.’

“Economically displaced persons will be provided oppor
tunities to improve, or at least restore, their means of 
income-earning capacity, production levels, and stan
dards of living:
(a) For persons whose livelihoods are land-based, repla

cement land that has a combination of productive 
potential, locational advantages, and other factors 
at least equivalent to that being lost will be offered 
where feasible;

(b) For persons whose livelihoods are natural resource- 
based and where project-related restrictions on 
access [. . .] apply, measures will be implemented to 
either allow continued access to affected resources 
or to provide access to alternative resources with 
equivalent livelihood-earning potential and accessi
bility. Where common property resources are 
affected, benefits and compensation associated 
with restrictions on natural resource usage may be 
collective in nature; and

(c) If it is demonstrated that replacement land or 
resources are unavailable, the Borrower will offer 
economically displaced persons options for alterna
tive income earning opportunities, such as credit 
facilities, skills training, business start-up assistance, 
employment opportunities, or cash assistance addi
tional to compensation for assets. Cash assistance 
alone, however, frequently fails to provide affected 
persons with the productive means or skills to restore 
livelihoods.”

(World Bank ESS5 requirement no. 35 p. 59)

There are other international requirements that are rele
vant to considering displacement as a factor in a go/no- 
go decision and are based in human rights
instruments. For example, the Guiding Principles on 
Internal Displacement prohibit arbitrary displacement 
for development unless it has ‘compelling and over- 
riding public interest’ (United Nations 2004 Principle 6 
2(c)). Consent to relocation is inferred from international 
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human rights law, in particular the right to freedom of 
movement, in two key documents on displacement: the 
Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, 2004 
(Principle 7) and the United Nations Guidelines
on Development-Based Evictions and Displacement, 
2007 (para 56 (e)). In addition, the right to free, prior 
informed consent (FPIC) for relocation (which would not 
exclude economic displacement) is explicitly required 
for indigenous peoples (eg. United Nations 2007b). Lack 
of consent provides a clear no-go decision point.

‘Enhancement’ of livelihoods is justified as a human 
right. Article 1 of the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966) states: ‘All 
peoples have the right of self-determination. By virtue 
of that right they freely determine their political status 
and freely pursue their economic, social and cultura
development.’ Article 11 sets a right to ‘continuous 
improvement in living conditions’. In the Declaration 
on the Right to Development (Resolution 41/ 
1,281,986), the General Assembly recognized develop
ment as a comprehensive economic, social, cultural 
and political process aimed at the constant 

improvement of the well-being of all individuals and 
peoples, on the basis of their participation in develop
ment and in the fair distribution of its benefits. The 
Sustainable Development Goals require ending pov
erty (SDG 1), reduced inequality (10) as well as decent 
work and sustained economic growth (SDG 8). Taking 
this perspective, it is insufficient simply to restore peo
ple displaced by development to a prior situation of 
poverty, non-sustainability and/or vulnerability. The 
PLANNED framework addresses this right to liveli
hoods enhancement through the question: How will 
my household benefit from this project?

There is some discussion in the literature regarding 
how the lender requirements do not go far enough 
from a human rights perspective. For example, Van Der 
Ploeg and Vanclay (2017) point out that IFC Guidance 
Note 5 (IFC 2012b) positions livelihood restoration as 
an ‘encouragement’ or ‘aim’, rather than positioning 
livelihoods enhancement as an essential minimum 
standard to be complied with. Project developers seek
ing to respect and fulfil human rights in accordance 
with the United Nations Guiding Principles for Business 

Table 1. Summary of IFC PS5 recommendations for economic displacement.

Type of livelihood Compensation for losses
Examples of measures to assist with liveli

hoods restoration

Land-based: Households with recognised land 
rights

● Replacement land with productive potential, 
locational advantages, and other factors at 
least equivalent to that being lost

● Assistance in acquiring or accessing 
replacement land, including access to 
grazing land, fallow land, forest, fuel and 
water resources

● Physical preparation of farmland (e.g., 
clearing, levelling, access routes and soil 
stabilization)

● Fencing for pasture or cropland
● Agricultural inputs (e.g. seeds, seedlings, 

fertilizer, irrigation)
● Veterinary care
● Small-scale credit, including rice banks, 

cattle banks and cash loans
● Access to markets (e.g., through transpor

tation means and improved access to 
information about market opportunities)

Land-based: Households without recognised land 
rights

● Compensation for lost assets and any structures 
on land

● Targeted assistance and transitional support – 
depending on whether livelihood is land-based, 
wage-based, or enterprise-based

● Here, land-based compensation does not neces
sarily mean title to land, but may include con
tinued access to land under similar tenure 
arrangements to enable maintaining land- 
based livelihoods

Land-based: Households and communities 
utilizing common property resources e.g. 
rangeland, pasture, fallow land, NTFR (medicinal 
plants, construction, handicraft materials), 
woodlots for timber, fuelwood, riverine fishing 
grounds

● Land-based compensation in the form of suita
ble replacement land, or access to other areas of 
natural resources that will offset loss of such 
resources to a community

● Assistance to enhance productivity of remaining 
resources to which the community has access 
(e.g., improved resource management practices 
or inputs to boost productivity of the resource 
base)

● In-kind or cash compensation for loss of access 
or access to alternative sources of the lost 
resource

Wage-based ● Wage earners whose income is interrupted dur
ing physical displacement should receive 
a resettlement allowance that covers these and 
other hidden costs

● Affected women and men should be given 
equal opportunities to benefit

● Careful consideration to ability of wage earners 
to continue to access place(s) of work during 
and after resettlement; alternatively, mitigation 
measures to be implemented to ensure conti
nuity and avoid net loss in welfare for affected 
households and communities

● Skills training
● Job placement
● Provisions in contracts with project sub- 

contractors for temporary or longer-term 
employment of local workers

● Small-scale credit to finance start-up 
enterprises

Enterprise-based ● Compensation to business owner for: cost of 
re-establishing commercial activities elsewhere

● Lost net income during period of transition
● Costs of transfer and reinstallation of the plant, 

machinery, or other equipment
● Assistance to employees to compensate for 

temporary loss of employment

● Credit
● Training to expand their business and 

generate local employment
● Procuring goods and services for project 

from local suppliers
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and Human Rights (UNGP) need to be aware of the 
gaps between the lender standards described above 
and international human rights instruments. Also, 
inadequate attention is given in lender standards to 
the timeframes and resources that are required to 
respect the rights to information, participation and 
remedy (Kemp and Owen 2013; Van Der Ploeg and 
Vanclay 2017):

● The right to information requires that affected 
people must have sufficient time to process the 
information, the information must be inclusive 
and understandable by all groups including the 
vulnerable, and affected people need to have 
access to independent advice;

● The right of impacted people to participate in 
decision-making consistent with the principle 
of equality and non-discrimination, with ade
quate attention to the needs of vulnerable 
groups, requires, from a human rights perspec
tive, ‘active, free and meaningful’ participation 
as established in the United Nations 
Declaration on the Right to Development 
under Article 2 (United Nations 1986; United 
Nations 2007a). Further, that participation is 
inclusive, requiring that all people, including 
women, the elderly, youth and the disabled, 
be encouraged to be involved (Stamford 
Agreement 2003);

● The right to remedy requires certain minimum 
standards for grievance redress mechanisms. 
While the IFC PS5 (IFC 2012a) and Guidance 
Note 5 (IFC 2012b) require that grievance 
mechanisms be established early in 
a resettlement process in order to capture and 
address issues in a timely manner, there is no 
reference to the UNGP’s criteria for effective grie
vance mechanisms.

There has also been discussion around the absence 
of clear case that considering economic displace
ment under the umbrella of the IFC and World 
Bank resettlement policies provides a sufficient safe
guard for livelihoods (Cernea and Maldonado 2018). 
While the term ‘involuntary resettlement’ is defined 
in these policies as including both physical and 
economic resettlement, which may be experienced 
separately or together, years of implementation 
suggests that more stringent livelihood safeguards 
may be required. This was already pointed out in 
the Asian Development Bank’s 1998 Handbook on 
Resettlement: ‘Income restoration is an important 
component of resettlement where affected peoples 
have lost their productive base, businesses, jobs or 
other income sources, regardless of whether they 
have also lost their houses.’ (Asian Development 
Bank 1998). This begs the question of why long- 

term efforts to address livelihoods have not suc
ceeded to date.

The five shortcomings of current practice

This section summarises practitioners’ views under 
each of the five themes that emerged from the inter
views. As mentioned previously, the themes are 
framed as shortcomings: (1) the principle of avoidance 
of economic displacement rarely features as a decision 
criterion in the early stages of project design; (2) cur
rent dominant practice does not prioritise human 
rights; (3) inadequate timing, resources and skills are 
available to assess livelihood impacts or develop liveli
hood restoration initiatives; (4) collaborative 
approaches to planning (i.e. involving projects, com
munities, civil society, and government) are still the 
exception rather than the rule; and (5) the current 
system of impact assessment and project appraisal 
does not foster accountability or learning. This fifth 
shortcoming is illustrated by nine problems that prac
titioners see frequently repeated.

The principle of avoidance of economic 
displacement rarely features as a decision 
criterion in early stages of project design

“Approaches to livelihood restoration are extra activities 
outside the project, and most times are not included in 
the project design concept and implementation.”

All practitioners interviewed expressed that it is 
rare to see at the options analysis or project design 
phases a robust consideration of potential displace
ment-induced impacts. Even more rare are instances 
of where data is being collected with the purpose 
of predicting the likelihood of potentially displaced 
people being able to restore their livelihoods (and 
the timeframes involved) and this data being used 
to inform a decision of whether the project should 
go forward or not. At the same time, it was deemed 
no easy task to predict whether or not viable liveli
hood opportunities would exist post-displacement 
and to be confident enough to use the prediction 
to influence project design and the go/no go 
decision.

Current practice does not prioritise human 
rights

“There is a lack of empathy and respect for human rights. 
Displaced persons are resettled in areas lacking basic 
social services and farms located very far from their 
new homes.”

“We need to bring development workers into the safe
guard domain – [resettlement] is too mechanical, too 
much about compensation.”

IMPACT ASSESSMENT AND PROJECT APPRAISAL 5



“Safeguard professionals typically look for quick fixes. 
Development professionals have the time and skills to 
appreciate that it can take 3-4 years for things to 
crystallise.”

Practitioners identified a clash of perspectives and 
approaches amongst project team members and their 
advisors in dealing with economic displacement. 
A duality was noted amongst individuals who have 
a rights-based and social development orientation vs 
those who see livelihood restoration merely as ‘com
pensation add-on’. In other words, the primary objec
tive with the latter is to compensate people for losses 
of their assets with implementing programs that sup
port livelihoods restoration as secondary. The former 
perspective, which prioritises people’s rights and par
ticipatory process, was observed by interviewees as 
less prominent amongst lenders, borrowers and gov
ernment partners, and more prominent amongst con
sultants and implementers. This is seen to lead to 
mismatched expectations on a project between deci
sion-makers/funders and advisors/implementers on 
the time required to plan and manage livelihoods 
restoration.

Inadequate timing, resources and skills are 
applied to assessing livelihoods impacts and 
developing livelihood restoration mitigations

“We learn by doing a lot of mistakes. This is like 
a physical doctor trying to do some intervention on 
people by experimenting. And we’re experimenting with 
people’s food security.”

“We know that someone may be losing some land or 
some activity, but really understanding the details of
that impact on someone’s livelihood strategy is very 
challenging. Usually there is not enough time to do it, 
or enough resources to do a very detailed household- 
level livelihood study.”

“Livelihoods restoration programs tend to fail when 
social experts are not adequately involved in their 
design.”

A consequence of livelihoods restoration not being 
given priority in early project preparation stage, noted 
by interviewees, is that adequate resources are not 
being made available to design and implement liveli
hood restoration commitments. Similarly, 
a consequence of the tension between practitioner 
perspectives described previously (and identified as 
one of the aspects contributing to failure) is projects 
employing consultancies for only short periods (e.g. six 
months) to develop a Livelihood Restoration Plan 
(LRP). The ‘rights and development-orientation’ practi
tioners interviewed appreciated that effective plan
ning takes much longer than this, requiring time for:

Community engagement, in order to understand 
the community dynamics that influence 

a household’s livelihood strategies, how people access 
specific resources for their livelihood and how this 
access is location-dependent;

Community engagement, in order to understand 
the community dynamics that influence 
a household’s livelihood strategies, how people access 
specific resources for their livelihood and how this 
access is location-dependent;

Use of local knowledge and local staff who engage 
with potentially displaced people, to identify opportu
nities and to understand economic linkages between 
households, exchange relationships within the com
munity for the purpose of labour and food supply, 
and how people engage in commodity and labour 
markets; and

Efforts to retain existing livelihoods ecosystems and 
resources and knowledge systems post-displacement. 

“What’s happening is you can go online and you can find 
guidance on how to do just about anything but that 
creates the impression that a lot of this can be sort of 
pulled off the shelf, plug-and-play.”

Skills gaps in performing impact assessment and 
practical livelihoods restoration implementation tasks 
emerged, evidenced in the questions listed below. This 
is particularly concerning considering that these ques
tions were mentioned by highly experienced practi
tioners as tasks they still struggle with.

● How to define whose livelihoods will be impacted 
and whose who won’t be? Simplistic definitions 
based on distinguishing between ‘directly vs 
indirectly’ impacted people, dominant in impact 
assessment practice are seen as flawed by social 
development experts that apply a value chain 
perspective. There could be people at risk who 
participate further up or down the value chain of 
the economic activity being displaced but who 
have less capacity to recover quickly than the 
individual performing the affected economic
activity. These people would not be typically con
sidered as project-affected people, nor eligible for 
livelihoods restoration support.

● How to define the loss of a livelihood?
● How to define the key individuals or groups 

within affected communities that will help the 
project identify and work with local people and 
knowledge systems?

● What is the livelihoods ‘ecosystem’ surrounding 
displaced people, as well as the host community 
that receives them? Such an ecosystem includes, 
for example, social norms and values in relation to 
livelihoods, gender division of labour, social net
works, business associates, customers, transport, 
accommodation and food.
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● What is the natural carrying capacity of the land 
to be used by affected people post-displacement?

● How can productive activities post-displacement 
aimed at income generation be linked to market 
demands, so as not to lead to over-supply and 
a decrease in selling prices?

● If community-based natural resources manage
ment is being encouraged as a livelihood activity 
post-displacement, what is the most appropriate 
model for the social context?

● How to identify and work with local structures to 
take on the long-term management of livelihoods 
restoration?

● How to understand the social norms and values of 
both displaced and host communities that influ
ence livelihoods opportunities?

● When to propose local procurement or employ
ment linked to the project as livelihoods restora
tion options?

● How to recognise the most powerful in commu
nities that will try to ‘grab’ opportunities, and to 
ensure the people in need have access to oppor
tunities rather than those who are more 
powerful?

● Is the project-level grievance mechanism appro
priate for the needs of displaced people?

There was a general sense, however, that more 
assessment tools is not what is needed to answer 
these vexing questions, instead, greater use of existing 
tools to gain a deeper understanding of people being 
displaced.

“You can’t simply come in with 10 different programs 
that worked well elsewhere. You really need to start with 
understanding. The idea that some sort of socio- 
economic baseline study is going to be adequate: this 
is just the very beginning. It’s about getting out, having 
face-to-face time and developing an understanding of 
where people are coming from. There’s a reluctance to 
have real information about people’s values and goals 
and hopes for the future. This doesn’t come through the 
process of just conducting a survey, there’s a lot more to 
it than that.”

“You have to work with what you have. The activities 
that you need to identify are those that should function 
in the ecosystem in which they exist. If there is no 
electricity and if I am thinking of an activity which 
requires electricity then that is a fault.”

Collaborative approaches are still the exception 
than the rule

“We’re trying to move from a company-centric 
model, in which the company decides, to a more 
collaborative partnership model in which the com
pany comes out of the centre of attention and 
becomes part of the stakeholders. And in the centre, 

you have a common objective. The common objec
tive is sustainable development and we’re trying to 
move away as much as we can from that centre and 
become part of that collaborative process in which 
the communities have roles and responsibilities as 
well. And where we can interact better with a local 
and regional government and also the federal gov
ernment and reach other institutions that might 
support or help the work that we’re doing.”

“There is a whole system in which they are part of. 
I would say that perhaps our biggest mistake was to be 
in the centre of the system and raising their expectations 
but if we were to be alongside with them and with other 
stakeholders around them, we all share responsibilities 
and we were all working together.”

Some observations were offered by interviewees 
who had learnt difficult lessons from being part of 
projects that tried taking the lead on livelihoods 
restoration efforts (as observed in the two quotes 
above). In their view, good practice involves 
actively putting in measures to transition from 
project-led livelihoods restoration programs to 
community-led development aimed at improving 
living conditions over a longer time horizon.

“Sustainable livelihoods requires that projects build 
a bridge to a new community development horizon – 
from project-driven community development to commu
nity-driven community development. Getting over the 
bridge also requires changing the drivers: moving the 
proponent out of the driver’s seat and the local govern
ments from the back seat to the driver’s seat.”

Effective transitioning was described as support
ing local development planning processes that use 
the existing local governance ‘fabric’. Without com
mitting adequate skills and resources and time, the 
transitioning may create more harm than good. 
Practitioners were aware of many examples of 
failed projects handed over to communities that 
have been designed poorly, where community 
governance structures received grants with no 
technical assistance, have been subject to political 
influence and inefficiently run.

“The question is whether this is an environment where 
[displaced] people can latch onto. So, the project needs 
to work with the community in a participatory way to 
work this out.”

Successful community-led projects were charac
terized as those that integrate a solid support sys
tem, training, ongoing technical assistance over 
a substantial period of time, careful monitoring 
and flexibility to adapt. Transitioning, therefore, 
means it may be necessary for project developers 
to include a medium-term development plan as 
part of the actions to close-out the LRP. One inter
viewee suggested that the community-identified 
projects to be supported by the development 
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plan could be funded by a mandated benefit- 
sharing mechanism for the project operations 
phase. An example of such a mechanism is 
a percent of project income dedicated to local 
development within the project area of influence 
(e.g. for productive activities, enhancing infrastruc
ture and supporting local development groups).

“Close-out of LRP obligations does not mean walking 
away.”

“You can train people, but it is a risk that they won’t 
land on their feet. The problem with most countries 
is they don’t really have social safety nets to help 
these people. So during the life of the project we 
might be able to open a kind of community centre 
where people can come if they try something and it 
doesn’t work out and they need to be steered in 
another direction. But that’s often only for the life 
of the project. It’s not always a guarantee that 
institution will always be there for them.”

Collaborative ways of working take effort and 
long-term commitment. This is seen in some of the 
measures that practitioners suggested that project 
lenders could be putting in place in order to mitigate 
some of the risks out of their client’s control:

● Education and persuasion at the highest levels 
in government, and long-term policy influence 
towards good governance in land use and 
industrial development planning and 
management;

● Applying leverage to integrate livelihood 
restoration into expropriation law or any 
legal requirements, and build governments’ 
capacity to pass good laws based on lessons 
learned;

● Putting in a contingency fund to deal with 
delays in compensation payment to affected 
people when these are made by government;

● Including and enforcing a standard provision 
in the Development Grant Agreement that 
requests the government to prepare 
a Transition Plan for a defined period before 
the close of the project, that articulates trans
fer of decision-making responsibility to the 
local governments, and government funding 
allocated to it before closure; and

● Requiring external, independent arms-length 
peer reviewers for design and monitoring of live
lihood restoration.

“It took 12 frameworks of cooperation between 
Ministries because on some issues they were just fighting 
each other . . . If a framework is well established with
sharing of decisions, which is very clear, you can really 
do something better.”

The current ‘system’ of impact assessment and 
project appraisal fosters repetition of the same 
mistakes, lack of accountability and learning

Interviewees expressed frustration in seeing the same 
mistakes being repeated over and over again, which 
suggests a lack of learning in the system and contin
uous improvement. Nine frequently occurring pro
blems were identified, which are elaborated further 
below:

(a) Host communities are often not prepared for, or 
involved in, receiving displaced persons
(b) Displaced people are still often treated as 
a homogeneous group
(c) Cash compensation for losses is still conflated with 
cash payments to restore income streams
(d) The trauma of displacement is still largely 
ignored
(e) Programs are designed based on fallacious 
assumptions that training and equipment and 
credit is all that is needed for people to change 
their means of livelihood
(f) People are still displaced without security of land 
tenure rights
(g) The importance of social networks to livelihoods 
is still under-estimated
(h) Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) of the LRP is 
rarely used for adaptive management
(i) There is a lack of clarity about what projects 
should be accountable for

Host communities are often not prepared for, or 
involved in, receiving displaced persons

“Whereas [displaced community] were seen as The 
Unlucky Ones for being impacted, now that’s reversed 
[in the host community] and the real risk is that it 
actually becomes divisive.”

Conflicts between displaced people and the host (or 
receiving) community over land and other resources 
essential for livelihoods restoration are observed to 
happen for a number of reasons:

● Host communities feeling forced to take on dis
placed people;

● Unrealistic expectations about the presence and 
availability of arable and irrigable land to provide 
land replacement to displaced people;

● Failure of local governments to ascertain the 
rightful owners of land to be acquired for dis
placed persons;

● Failure to adequately compensate landowners in 
time for land intended for displaced owners;

● Host communities wanting to assume benefits 
intended for displaced people;

● Displaced people being perceived as encroachers 
rather than legitimate rightsholders; and/or
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● Displaced people being seen as in a much better 
position – due to their access to livelihood 
restoration programs – than the host community.

Displaced people are still often treated as 
a homogeneous group

“Who are you as a person? What were you doing before? 
What skills do you have? What ambitions do you have? 
What kind of support would you like? Does [the dis
placed person] want to be treated like somebody who 
has no capacity or somebody who is empowered or has 
knowledge? It’s the perspective, right? There isn’t really 
an understanding of even the basics: what do they do; 
the women, the men, what skills do they have; what 
would be good opportunity.”

It was pointed out that understanding differences 
amongst displaced people is essential in order to have 
a sense of the period that will be required for liveli
hood restoration. The amount of time varies widely 
within a household, depending on, for example, peo
ple’s age, how they are affected, whether their social 
networks have been destroyed, and how resilient 
they are

Practitioners interviewed indicated that it is rare to 
find tailored solutions for livelihoods restoration at the 
household-level and that consider gendered roles 
within the household. Further, failure to adequately 
plan for vulnerable persons (e.g. the elderly, persons 
living with disability and terminally ill) is still frequent.

Cash assistance to restore income streams is 
provided in conditions that make it ineffective

“Very quickly it gets spent and then they’re stuck. If you 
have a bunch of people to whom you give a ton of cash 
and then they spend it all very quickly, they still live 
outside your gate, only now, they’re destitute and 
angry with you.”

Practitioners recognize the potential negative con
sequences associated with providing cash assistance 
as a measure to support livelihoods restoration. 
Nonetheless, they noted that there are good reasons 
explaining why cash is still often being provided (other 
than it is simply easier to implement):

● Lack of an evidence base to incentivize change. It 
is widely accepted that cash payments for lower- 
income people leads to impoverishment, how
ever there is lack of data to demonstrate this 
under any reasonable doubt and therefore 
prompt decision-makers to change;

● Livelihood restoration requires coordination within 
ministries, departments and agencies that tend to 
operate in silos. This coordination often leads to 
confusion, delay and duplication of work; and

● Displaced people prefer cash as they distrust the 
system responsible for ongoing livelihoods 

restoration support, and fear that the support 
could be captured by elites.

The trauma of displacement is still largely ignored

“In that process of a team of social workers going house
hold by household, we started to understand that people 
were still working with the emotional upheaval that 
came from the physical and economic displacement 
and as a result of that were unable to participate in 
these livelihood programs.”

Practitioners saw little attention being given to the 
emotional needs of affected people. The effectiveness 
of livelihoods restoration efforts is seen to be influ
enced by how people respond to the emotional 
impact of the displacement which affects their willing
ness and capacity to participate in upskilling programs.

Programs are still designed based on fallacious 
assumptions that training and equipment and 
credit is all that is needed for people to change their 
means of livelihood.

“In some cases people have been doing this [subsistence 
agricultural practice] for literally a thousand years. So 
this is very much part of their oral tradition and you’re 
asking them to completely change the way they think.”

“One of the biggest challenges is when you switch from 
rain-fed agriculture to irrigated agriculture. It means that 
each person is going to get less land than they had 
before but ideally it’s going to be more productive. But 
it also means that they will not have the kind of agri
culture that they do.”

‘Alternative livelihoods’ is often recommended by 
impact assessment and livelihoods restoration planning 
practitioners as a solution for people who have lived off 
the land or water for generations and will no longer be 
able to continue to do so after the project is built. The 
apparent lightness with which such recommendations 
are made is a source of frustration for interviewees, who 
appreciate the difficulties involved in people changing 
from, e.g., a subsistence-based to a market-based 
livelihood.

“The entire perspective [of a market system] is different. 
The interactions are different and the mindset is differ
ent, so are the transactions and the ability to either 
control them or to navigate them.”

People are still displaced without security of land 
tenure rights.

“We realized pretty early that we would probably find 
more replacement land available over time than we 
would find immediately. So what we’ve arranged with 
the communities through the consultation and even
tually an agreement with them is that we will make 
the compensation payments over a period of five years 
and each payment will be equal to the other.
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Then if after the first year, second year, etc., we find 
replacement land, we simply deduct the value of the 
replacement land from any outstanding compensation 
payments. And so that enables us to continue looking 
for replacement land for people who haven’t yet received 
all of their compensation. In the agreement, they’re not 
really allowed to opt out of the land replacement.”

The problem of finding replacement land for dis
placed people persists in many projects. This is often 
a reason cited by projects for not providing secure 
tenure for land essential to restore land-based liveli
hoods by the time the project has received the neces
sary permits to commence development. As the 
comment above shows, with project commitment and 
community involvement, it can be possible to find crea
tive solutions within such constraints.

The importance of social networks to livelihoods is 
still under-estimated.

“People dont have a cousin, friend or neighbor that can 
help them.”

Practitioners recognize that lower income people 
establish interdependencies with kinship or family 
ties that are essential to their survival. While interna
tional standards require projects to restore social capi
tal and maintain community networks, in practice this 
is seen as difficult or even impossible to achieve. The 
lack of well-established measures of social capital is 
also seen to exacerbate the difficulty in planning for 
such restoration.

M&E of the LRP is rarely used for adaptive 
management.

“[There is] poor monitoring and evaluation of these 
programs. Some beneficiaries have ended up selling 
iron sheets, constructed houses and animals that were 
intended to improve their livelihoods.”

“Success is measured in two separate categories. One is 
youre measuring against the quality of life that people 
had before this started and whether or not theyre getting 
to the point, or exceeding the point, where theyre living 
reasonably well. And then the other is how this translates 
into the smooth development and operation of the pro
ject. I think its that second category that seems to reso
nate [with projects]. If we can measure that to an extent 
(not always easy), that its somewhat demonstrable that 
were achieving that, I think they find that fairly 
compelling.”

The dominant approach to M&E of LRPs, of tak
ing mid-term and close-out snapshots in time of 
the livelihood situation of displaced people, is not 
perceived as sufficient in providing the information 
required for adaptive management. Using M&E for 
dynamic, adaptive management is seen as requir
ing a commitment to engage with displaced peo
ple more frequently. Better practice was described 

as involving a pre-displacement baseline and an 
endline of living standards and measurements of 
how these have evolved over a period of approxi
mately five years, including
during and after livelihood restoration project 
implementation and at one-year intervals. 

As a basic minimum, the aspect considered most 
important to be monitored is the economic wellbeing 
of the household unit: Are people better off or worse off 
considering income, employment, source of employ
ment, expenditures, and availability of what is needed 
in order to maintain a basic livelihood (such as trans
port). 

It was also noted that lenders advocating for interna
tional standards show reluctance to commit to super
vision of a project beyond the loan disbursement 
period. The prolonged periods typically required for 
livelihoods restoration requires longer term monitoring.

Lack of clarity on what precisely projects should be 
held accountable for

“I find that people feel like it’s still a bit of a tick-box 
exercise so they can turn back to an auditor and say ’see, 
I followed the guidance, look at what I did’ and we still 
have programs that don’t reflect the local history, local 
practices, local traditional economies.”

Lenders and consultants promoting international 
standards are seen as often sending mixed mes
sages to clients. Much confusion is apparent over 
how ‘sustainable livelihoods’ and ‘restoration’ is 
defined. For example, it is not always clear if the 
requirement under IFC PS5 is for displaced people 
to have: access to a basis for people to sustain their 
livelihoods in the future; livelihoods that are sus
tainable; or livelihoods that are restored back to 
baseline conditions (even if these are unsustain
able). 

Adding to the ambiguity in what projects should be 
held accountable for is that livelihoods restoration efforts 
encounter many risks over the life of a project that influ
ence success and are difficult for a project to control. 
Some examples mentioned include: climate change 
(e.g. prolonged droughts and floods or disaster risk 
areas); fluctuations in commodity prices affecting market- 
based activities; political risks; internal displacement 
caused by insecurity; land conflicts; threat of diseases 
such as Ebola; threat of terrorism and influx of refugees 
competing for resources with host communities; exploi
tative behaviors of ‘entrepreneurial’ individuals in leader
ship positions; delays in payment of compensation for 
lost assets in instances where resettlement has been led 
by government; and displaced persons ending up in 
unfavorable sites selected by local governments.
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Discussion: What should be done differently?

“Failure in terms of livelihoods restoration can very easily 
backfire with local populations who are not only unsa
tisfied but find themselves struggling to get by while 
living next door to a project that appears to be spending 
a lot of money being rather comfortable. So it’s not that 
hard these days to make the argument that sub- 
standard practices just don’t fly.”

The remainder of this paper offers my interpretation 
of practitioners’ views on the poor performance 
they saw in the application of international stan
dards to project-induced economic displacement, 
and a possible response in terms of practice 
change.

One could interpret that either the standards are 
overly simplistic and are not commensurate with the 
gravity of displacement-induced impacts, or they are 
simply not enforced, or a combination of these rea
sons. Another interpretation is that the obligations 
imposed on projects should be more specific, and 
linked to practices and conditions that are within the 
project’s control, such as obligations to:

● Provide the evidence base by which decisions 
were made to avoid economic displacement in 
the project’s design;

● Collect data to compare pre- and post-project 
living standards and manage adaptively;

● Ensure livelihood restoration has been properly 
costed, with adequate timeframes assigned, at 
project initiation;

● Support initiatives that strengthen local govern
ment and civil society in their role in citizen engage
ment to hold local governments accountable;

● Demonstrate measures in management plans to 
avoid the problems mentioned earlier in this 
document; and

● Demonstrate commitment to people’s wellbeing 
and respect for their rights through the resources 
allocated to community relations.

“You have to think about it at the earliest stage, at the 
moment that you are thinking about moving people, you 
have to think first of livelihood restoration.”

Improvements to the existing international standards, 
their enforcement and design of specific obligations 
are all valuable avenues for further inquiry and delib
eration, however these are beyond the scope of this 
paper. Instead, I wish to pull on a singular thread that 
emerged from the interviews, namely, the pervasive 
lack of understanding of economic displacement 
impacts and empathy in address these in the early 
stages of design of projects. To assist with building 
this understanding, I propose the set of six questions 
provided in the Introduction to this paper. These ques
tions could be answered by the project (and its len
ders) prior to finalizing the design that is to be 
submitted for impact assessment for regulatory per
mitting processes. The questions are centred on the 
rights and interests of economically displaced people.

It is worth noting that I have avoided the question 
of how lost assets are to be compensated. This was 
deliberate, for three reasons. First, the adequacy of 
compensation for losses is implicitly captured in the 
six higher-order questions in the framework. Second, 
the starting point for the framework was recognition 
that ‘something wasn’t working’ with the way eco
nomic displacement was currently being addressed. 
The typical questions of whether enough compensa
tion has been paid or not, or what form compensation 
should take (e.g. cash or replacement land or some 
other in-kind form) are simply insufficient to address 
the complicated issues that arise from economic dis
placement. Third, there is already a body of literature 

Q1. What sources of food and income will be available to me once I 
lose access to my current sources?

Q2. How will the wealth and social status of my household change in
the new situation?

Q3. How will the host community to which my livelihood activities 
will be relocated react to me and how will I react to them?

Q4. What will happen if my household cannot meet its expenses or 
food needs?

Q5. How will my household benefit from this project?

Q6. Can I trust the government and project developer to meet their 
commitments to help me restore my livelihood?

Figure 1. Six questions that comprise the People’s Livelihoods Analysis in Economic Displacement (PLANNED) framework.
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that deals with methodologies for valuing assets and 
determining compensation, and this paper does not 
purport to contribute to this field.

The PLANNED framework proposed by this paper is 
illustrated in Figure 1 and elaborated in Table 2. Building 
the framework has drawn on the empathetic
stance I requested of the experienced practitioners 
when interviewing them for this paper, in reflecting on 
the experiences of people they have worked with who 
have been displaced by projects. In addition to the qua
litative interviews, the framework has drawn on a review 
of the literature (indicated earlier in this paper) on the 
social impacts of involuntary resettlement and economic 
displacement; the human rights instruments pertinent to 
these impacts; and frameworks and tools that exist to 
help practitioners in assessing and mitigating livelihoods 
impacts.

The framework, as elaborated in Table 2, has been 
constructed in order to have practical use to project 
design teams and their lenders and advisors. To this 
end, for each question, the relevant human rights 
instruments that provide justification for the question 
are provided. This is accompanied by guidance in the 
form of analytical sub-questions, examples of estab
lished frameworks and tools that can be drawn on, and 
possible indicators to give assurance that the ques
tions have been considered and addressed.

Conclusion: putting people at the centre

In project design and impact assessment, considera
tion of project-induced economic displacement tends 
to be overshadowed by physical displacement and the 
logistics around compensating and resettling people 
and providing replacement housing. This paper has 
sought to elevate economic displacement and the 
severity of potential consequences on livelihoods to 
an equal position of importance.

The People’s Livelihoods Analysis in Economic 
Displacement (PLANNED) framework is the primary 
novel contribution of this paper. The objective of 
the framework is to strengthen the knowledge base 
that is used to inform the early stages of project 
design and decisions around avoiding economic 
displacement. It has also been created to emphasise 
the need for empathy and respect for human rights; 
and it advocates for adequate timing, resources and 
competencies for assessing livelihoods impacts and 
developing livelihood restoration mitigations; and 
for collaborative approaches to planning that 
involve projects, communities, civil society, and 
government at early stages. I hope that future con
tributions will test and critique applications of the 
framework.

A secondary contribution is to highlight the paucity 
of literature that deals with project-induced economic 

displacement that is not dominated by questions 
around how the loss of assets can be compensated, 
or how physical resettlement is carried out. I hope that 
more research in this area will result in more guidance
about how project design teams and their advisors and 
lenders can avoid harm to affected communities.

A specific topic that calls for more research is the 
context in which in which projects emerge through 
concept selection, feasibility, design, appraisal and 
approval, the role of different actors, agencies and 
interests in this process, and potentially conflicting 
agendas such as the state’s responsibility both for 
human rights and revenue raising. While this paper 
draws attention to livelihoods at an early planning 
stage, due to length constraints it excludes examina
tion of, for example, the difference between analysis of 
project alternatives as part of feasibility/design and 
a go/no-go decision on the project as a whole which 
a financier makes prior to approval. Better understand
ing of the decision-making pressures at work for both 
public and private sector projects are necessary to see 
how the current constraints can be addressed. There is 
a need to shine a light any structural impediments to 
good practice. For example, the lending imperative of 
major financiers and pressures to move quickly on civil 
works do not generally allow sufficient time for liveli
hood planning. Few country legal frameworks for land 
acquisition in the public interest recognise and ade
quately address livelihood losses, especially for those 
without formal legal title to their land – and those 
omissions flow through to the way livelihoods are 
managed, financed, monitored and evaluated.

Few lenders suspend loans for non-compliance on 
safeguards during implementation. This heightens the 
importance of understanding the decision-making 
context to help provide clear decision points for 
a project go/no-go decision based on whether liveli
hoods can be restored. Without a clear decision point 
that says no-go unless re-establishment of livelihoods 
can be guaranteed, PLANNED faces the risk of making 
little impact to ‘business as usual’.
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