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Key messages

• Decades of efforts to draw attention to internal displacement have done little to drive 
down new displacement, let alone find sustainable solutions. Drawing on research and 
evidence from the Humanitarian Policy Group’s (HPG’s) work, this submission highlights 
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Gender and displacement 

Men, boys, women, girls, non-binary and 
gender-nonconforming people all experience 
displacement and return in distinct ways that 
are heavily shaped by their gender identities and 
their perceived compliance with accepted gender 
norms. Gender is foundational to understanding 
and addressing the needs, vulnerabilities and 
opportunities facing displaced and returnee 
populations (see Holloway et al., 2019). 
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social vulnerability, but this has been shown 

https://www.odi.org/projects/16935-how-gender-roles-change-displacement
https://www.odi.org/projects/16935-how-gender-roles-change-displacement
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grassroots) to ensure policy recommendations 
on displacement are informed by their 
expertise and experience.

 • Ensure that there are specific 
recommendations in the HLP’s report 
that focus on addressing gender-related 
issues at different stages of displacement 
and mainstream a gender lens across all 
recommendations formulated by the HLP. 

Advocate for aid actors and governments to 
pursue culturally specific and appropriate 
interventions that are led by and designed 
in consultation with internally displaced 
populations themselves

 • Recommend that operational actors undertake 
power and gender analyses to understand 
which groups experience marginalisation 
and stigma on the basis of their gender or 
gender identity in a given setting, and push for 
donors to fund this.

 • Call for consultation and participation 
throughout programmes and interventions with 
local civil society organisations, especially those 
representing displaced populations and people 
marginalised for their gender or gender identity 
(including women, people with diverse SOGIE 
and youth) in order to achieve grounded, 
context-specific solutions.

 • Demand that programmes targeting IDPs be 
designed and delivered from country level 
at the very least, to encourage culturally 
appropriate work and avoid counter-
productive, one-size-fits-all interventions.

 • Invest in localised and community-led 
processes, meaningful partnerships and long-
term change among internally displaced and 
returnee populations, undertaken by trusted 
and embedded organisations.

Call on donors and governments to urgently 
invest in longer-term, developmental approaches 
for gender-responsive support to internally 
displaced populations

 • Highlight that short-term, emergency 
approaches by humanitarian actors are 
insufficient. Humanitarian, development, 
peacebuilding and gender justice actors 

must be supported to collaborate on longer-
term, committed approaches to gender 
and internal displacement that account 
for gender norms and inequalities before, 
during and after displacement.

 • Support the incorporation of economic justice, 
infrastructure, education, comprehensive 
healthcare and other long-term solutions into 
responses to internal displacement, even in 
acute phases of displacement crises.

 • Call for investment in specialised services that 
address specific groups marginalised because 
of their gender or gender identity, such as 
inclusive SRH services, including contraception 
and access to safe abortion in line with the 
Minimum Initial Service Package (MISP); 
trauma-informed support for survivors of GBV 
of all genders; and counselling and support for 
intimate-partner violence.

Sustainable livelihoods and 
displacement 

Rights are central to livelihoods

Protecting and building rights for IDPs suffering 
from conflict, violence and political instability
Some 30 years after the concept of an IDP was 
widely adopted and two decades into efforts 
to enshrine the Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement into laws and governmental 
structures across the global South, the HLP 
should re-focus the international community’s 
efforts on the unresolved and persistent problem 
of people displaced by conflict, violence and 
political instability. 

The inability or unwillingness of governments 
in conflict-affected and fragile settings to apply 
the human rights law that should serve to protect 
displaced people continue to impede IDPs from 
achieving safe and sustainable livelihoods. 
Research has demonstrated that the agency of 
displaced people is critical to their protection and 
to achieving sustainable livelihoods (Crawford  
et al., 2015; Kälin and Chapuisat, 2017; 
Metcalfe-Hough, 2019). Agency is severely 
constrained when critical rights affecting 
displaced people – rule of law, land and property 
rights, mobility, citizenship and documentation 
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– are curtailed. No amount of humanitarian or 
development assistance can substitute for the 
achievement of these rights. 

With greater attention currently being paid 
to disaster-, climate- and even development-
driven displacement, there is a risk that political 
attention and effort is diverted from the lack of 
accountability and impunity related to violence 
and rights abuses. This is especially important as 
it is largely conflict that gives rise to protracted 
displacement situations. There is a concern that 
a more expansive approach risks overwhelming 
the IDP ‘industry’ with the collection of more 
data, the creation of further internationally led 
policy processes and the expansion of costly 
international bureaucracies, often with limited 
gains for displaced people.  

Prioritising mobility  
Formal or informal constraints to mobility 
constitute a major impediment to displaced 
people’s livelihoods both in remote and 
impoverished IDP settlement areas and in urban 
and peri-urban settings, where displaced people 
often live without documentation or formal 
assistance and are subject to harassment and 
extortion. Documentation that assures legal 
status throughout a country and pledges of 
continued assistance after moving are essential to 
unlocking mobility.

Research at HPG and elsewhere has shown 
that local and national legal organisations have 
a strong understanding of community protection 
threats, legal resolution structures and service 
referral options – supporting displaced people 
to protect their rights so that livelihoods can 
be pursued (Crawford and O’Callaghan 2019; 
HARP-F, 2018; Metcalfe-Hough, 2019). This 
includes for housing and property rights (key to 
safe return or resettlement) and for gender-based 
protection, medical and psychosocial issues that 
can be mitigated through referral services or in 
some cases pursued to combat impunity. 

Women in local communities can play 
an important role in creating a protective 
environment and their capacity to organise 
should be supported (Oxfam, 2015). In most 
instances, local legal services will need to be 
supported as a complement to national-level 
security and rule of law reforms. 

Social protection for resilience and nurturing 
future livelihoods
Social protection – whether through externally 
managed humanitarian aid or national service 
delivery – plays a crucial role in maintaining and 
building human capital that forms the foundation 
for longer-term livelihoods. Good nutrition, 
especially in the first years of life (in combination 
with health services for children and pregnant 
women) and education (with every additional 
year yielding long-term benefits in terms of 
household income and earning potential) must be 
cornerstones of livelihood support for displaced 
people (Crawford et al., 2015). 

The range of strategies and interventions 
that can support livelihoods through social 
protection schemes are diverse. Context-specific 
diagnosis of what can reasonably be achieved 
in each situation of internal displacement is 
therefore necessary. HPG and others have 
developed diagnostic tools that can help measure 
the investment environment in a displacement 
situation and point to likely successful investment 
strategies (Crawford et al., 2015). 

Humanitarian response can be the right approach
While emergency ‘care and maintenance’ 
approaches are criticised for being open-ended 
and not contributing to ‘resolving’ displacement, 
in some situations – especially in contexts of 
instability – humanitarian interventions offer the 
best hope of preserving human capital, which is 
central to progress towards self-reliance when 
conditions allow. Uncertainty about funding or 
interruptions in funding for these operations 
undermine longer-term livelihood outcomes.  

Incorporating IDPs into national social 
protection schemes 
The past decade has seen major progress in 
developing national social protection schemes 
that can expand or contract with the onset of 
emergencies, building resilience in families and 
protecting livelihoods of affected people (Gentilini 
et al., 2018). These schemes have in some cases 
developed as a result of humanitarian response 
mechanisms (for example, in Ethiopia, Lebanon 
and Mauritania). In other cases, national social 
protection schemes have evolved to incorporate 
temporary emergency caseloads (for example, in 
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Pacific island states and the Caribbean in response 
to natural disasters) or have been adapted to 
continue functioning even during major conflict, 
as in Yemen. However, more work needs to be 
done to explore how IDPs can be temporarily or 
more permanently incorporated into these systems. 
The widespread adoption of cash assistance – 
which can be linked to mobile money platforms 
and biometric identification – makes transferring 
benefits to people who may be displaced 
repeatedly more feasible.

Understanding the effects of internal 
displacement and learning from refugee contexts 
Finally, a great deal of effort over recent years 
has been spent trying to understand the effects 
of refugees and migrants on national and local 
economies and on social cohesion and stability 
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New financing partnerships for  
internal displacement

New emerging partnerships between the private 
sector, aid agencies and funders need to be 
tailored to address displacement
Traditional grant funding models have not kept up 
with the growing needs and costs of humanitarian 
response. Short-term humanitarian funding is 
both insufficient and poorly suited to the longer-
term nature of protracted displacement crises. 
New funding models involving partnerships 
between the private sector, traditional funders 
and humanitarian agencies are an under-exploited 
opportunity to leverage the resources and 
capacities of the private sector in a responsible 
way that is consistent with humanitarian 
principles (Willitts-King et al., 2019).

While the international private sector has been 
cautious about the risks involved in investing 
in fragile crisis situations (with which it is 
less familiar), there is increasing focus on the 
potential benefits of combining the operational 
expertise and contextual knowledge of aid 
agencies with the resources and capacities of the 
private sector. These investments are underpinned 
by ‘de-risking’ from donors and foundations 
– for example, through IKEA Foundation’s 
investment in a solar energy plant for the 
UNHCR-managed Azraq refugee camp in Jordan 
(IKEA Foundation, 2018; WEF, 2019). Situations 
of protracted displacement, in particular, could 
benefit from financing solutions already being 
piloted in refugee situations (such as public–
private financing of infrastructure), including in 
urban contexts where services and livelihoods are 
under strain. The use of financial tools such as 
insurance could ensure a more effective response 
in better anticipating displacement, for example.

Protracted crises are particularly suited for 
innovative financing. The long-term nature of 
displacement creates a need to consider economic 
support and infrastructure; the predictability of 
some forms of displacement (particularly relating 
to natural hazard-related displacement); and the 
continuing shortfalls in investment.

The private sector can be a responsible partner 
but there are challenges
The private sector has long been involved in crisis 
situations. Local private sector actors continue to 
undertake significant roles despite active conflict in 
Yemen, Syria and Somalia (El Taraboulsi-McCarthy 
et al., 2017), and international businesses in 
manufacturing (such as brewing industries) make 
multinational investments. However, there has long 
been unease from humanitarians about such actors’ 
motivations and their alignment with the values of 
aid agencies working with vulnerable populations. 
However, evidence shows that the private sector can 
be a significant partner, including in the provision 
of relief in Yemen and in facilitating cash-based 
responses in Somalia, particularly when it engages 
as part of its core business, rather than as corporate 
social responsibility or philanthropic grant-making 
(El Taraboulsi-McCarthy, 2017; UNOCHA, 2017).

The private sector can be involved in 
responding in several ways, either through 
financial services such as insurance or investment, 
or by offering technical expertise, contributing 
to durable solutions through new partnerships 
with public and foundation funders. The latter’s 
role is to de-risk entrance to new markets 
through seed funding, first loss guarantees and 
other innovative financing approaches. There 
are significant opportunities to scale this up 
in situations of displacement where sufficient 
stability exists for businesses to make a return.

However, there are challenges. The Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) agenda of leveraging 
the private sector to increase resources from 
‘billions to trillions’ has so far fallen short, 
even in less fragile countries (Attridge and 
Engen, 2019). This is partly due to a lack of 
‘organisational readiness’ on the part of donor 
agencies, operational organisations and private 
sector actors to implement new approaches – 
whether through lack of technical capacity, the 
right relationships, or lack of evidence to make 
the case (Boston Consulting Group, 2020). At 
a system level, despite the welcome engagement 
from development finance institutions such as the 
International Finance Corporation (IFC) in 





9

can marginally improve food security or family 
incomes (Crawford et al., 2015; Mcloughlin, 
2017; Tango International, 2018; World Bank, 
2017). Instead, jobs and sustainable livelihoods 
for IDPs need to come from the private sector. 
But the willingness of private sector actors 
to intervene and target displaced people for 
economic opportunities or employment is 
mixed, especially in the absence of systemic 
improvements in the business environment (e.g. 
rule-of-law, ease of investment, corruption, 
regulations, infrastructure) or subsidies that 
provide incentives to explore the business case 
for investment (Crawford and O’Callaghan, 
2019; World Bank, 2017). 

Infrastructure investments can create an 
enabling environment for sustainable livelihoods 
and jobs for displaced people, particularly 
by supporting their participation in informal 
economies in urban areas where conditions 
allow. Other financing mechanisms can directly 
support job creation through investment in 
businesses that employ displaced people or 
ensuring they can access financial services. 
The IFC, for example, are investing in refugee 
settlements, such as in Kenya where they support 
refugee entrepreneurship and provide de-risking 
and other forms of funding to support the 
engagement of local and national companies in 
refugee settings. These approaches could also be 
applied to situations of internal displacement 
(IFC, 2018). Initiatives such as the Refugee 
Investment Network, which plays a brokering 
role between investors and implementers in 
refugee contexts globally, have also adapted such 
approaches – for example by working with the 
Mexican government and an asset management 
company to develop an initiative for inclusive 
investment in Mexico that supports refugees 
from elsewhere in Central America. National and 
municipal authorities are critical to these efforts. 

Another example that could be emulated 
for internal displacement is the Kiva Refugee 
Investment Fund (KRIF), which is working to 
raise institutional investment in its platform and 
has so far used crowdfunding to lend $13 million 
to more than 15,000 refugee entrepreneurs. 
Having demonstrated that repayment is a reliable 
income stream, the KRIF aims to increase its 
reach to 200,000 refugees. settlements, 
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