The Livelihoods Approach

Meaning of Livelihoods
Livelihoods refer to those things (material and social) that allow a person to live well, or prevent a person from doing so. It includes clean water, shelter, access to health care, access to education, freedom from abuse, access to credit facilities, virtually anything that would contribute to "quality of life".

A Sustainable Livelihoods Strategy
This approach takes into consideration all of the elements that feed into a particular problem (most often the problem is poverty and the conflicts caused by it). It can seem overwhelming, because this approach requires "fixing everything".

In developing a this strategy an organization must start with the community,

· Discuss the top priorities of various groups in the community, 

· Learn about their existing coping mechanisms and adaptive strategies, 

· Focus equally on the opportunities and the bottlenecks. 

The approach then looks at the connection between the priorities, and addresses priorities with interlinked activities, while remembering that a livelihood becomes sustainable when it can handle the normal cyclical as well as occasional and unanticipated shocks to the system.

Sustainable livelihoods grow from people's ability to make choices, access opportunities and resources, and use them for their livelihoods in ways that do not cut off options for others to make their living, either now, or in the future. It is not about survival or meeting basic needs and does not put limits on what people can achieve or to the quality of life they can attain.

Critical Concerns
It is often difficult for technical experts to find answers beyond their specialization. The challenge then is for practitioners to be willing to take a step back, be collaborative, and bring everyone into the dialog.

Multi-disciplinary teams are important to developing a clear response. But even more important is to listen to the many voices of the community: consider politics, business, the disenfranchised, women, elders, as many sectors of the community as possible.

With conflicting priorities, there will be great lessons about what works in times of crisis and what does not. And this is a good starting point. The most critical concerns are most often how to:

1. lead a healthy life;  

2. be educated;  

3. enjoy a decent standard of living;  

4. have freedom, self-respect and the respect of others. 

The challenge is to design a program that integrates and augments what local people already do well and the assets to which they have access.

Possible Constraints
One of the greatest challenges for livelihoods programming is that donors generally want to clean, neat programs in a specific sector that can be easily identified with the appropriate budget line. Because livelihoods programming is cross-sectoral, it is often difficult to get funding for these programs, however well-designed they are.

Since funding is always limited, it may seem to communities not included in the project that other communities are getting everything, while they are getting nothing.

Livelihoods programs require that budgets are written with the flexibility to revise the program as it develops from the field, therefore, it can be difficult to set indicators or budget lines that make both the organization and the donor happy.

