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This paper provides a partial institutional history of sustainable livelihoods approaches in DFID, focussing on the years 2002-8. The goal of the paper is to provide a critical analysis of what we have learnt about SL – needless to say it cannot be all things to all people – and build on this to suggest how the approach can help us meet today’s development challenges.
A brief recap and introduction
During the period 1998-2002 DFID placed considerable emphasis on the development and rolling out of sustainable livelihoods (SL) approaches. The process of giving meaning and substance to SL was both challenging and inclusive. It reinvigorated the rural development cadre within DFID and brought significant influence throughout the wider development community. 
However, at source – within DFID – SL was always controversial. Though the initial concept had come from the centre (via the 1997 White paper on International Development), it was DFID’s Natural Resources group that took the idea forward and developed its practical side. While many partner organisations (especially NGOs and researchers, but latterly other bilaterals and multilaterals) responded enthusiastically, resistance from within DFID remained strong. A particular concern was whether SL could contribute to higher level policy dialogue and formulation, notably the first generation of Poverty Research Strategy Papers. 
Following personnel changes and restructuring in 2002/3, DFID’s outlook – and the emphasis of international development more widely – changed. The focus shifted to securing transformation at a national scale and providing greater support for domestic budgetary processes. SL, which was closely – though not necessarily accurately – associated with a smaller-scale project approach, fell out of favour.
This paper reviews the internal and external reasons for this, then goes on to look at how SL has, despite the changes, been used in the organisation over the past 6 years. The ESRC seminar is about learning lessons and making sure that the value of SL is not lost as we move forward. As background for this, Section 3 isolates the areas where SL has been most useful and the final section of the paper briefly summarises ideas about where SL may go from here.
The paper is based largely on phone interviews and written input from DFID staff. A wide group was canvassed for their opinions. A list of those who contributed appears at the end.

Reasons why SL waned in DFID 
Needless to say, the reduction of support for SL within DFID was a complex process with many causes. There is no firm consensus as to the relative importance of the factors noted below. Organisations are not, after all, monolithic and different people experience them in different ways. 
Some view internal DFID procedures and power struggles as being the main culprit. They argue that:
· SL appeared too `cult like’ and became ghettoized (not just in DFID).Turf wars erupted and jealousy over SL spending rose.

· Partly as a result of this, key partner departments never got on board. For example there was never much dialogue with Health and Education and the Private Sector Development group never embraced the ideas (resulting, later, in programmes that were weaker because they had inadequate input on the private sector/market side). 

·  It was too closely associated with rural development (which was a sector in retreat at the time) and brought back unwelcome memories of integrated rural development.
· Poor implementation brought SL into disrepute: in the enthusiasm of adopting the approach some questionable livelihoods programmes were designed. The tendency was to do too much and become too general.
· DFID’s sectoral reporting requirements militated against an approach which prioritised human above sectoral outcomes.

These were certainly important issues at the outset. Arguably they became less important over time. But if this was the case then more substantive issues – again somewhat DFID specific – took over, notably:
· The break up of professional departments and reorganisation into a new Policy Division.
· The increased dominance of economics and economists within DFID (which moved the focus upstream). 

· The new emphasis on achieving transformation at a national level. The people focus that SL promoted gave way to a focus on systemic change (from which people were expected to gain, but indirectly).

DFID was not alone in its change in direction in the early years of this century. Development assistance as a whole was at this time refocusing its effort at a higher level, towards the creation of effective states and away from micro-level activities. The new emphasis is on coordinated budgetary support, public financial management, governance and growth. Attention has shifted away from undertaking complex activities with rich and varied content and towards ensuring that the right processes are in place to ensure good developmental outcomes. 

The Millennium Development Goals also sucked support away from SL, dominated as they are by narrow health and education indicators. Agriculture and the rural economy, which were strongly associated with SL, fell further behind in donor spending priorities. They were viewed as small, declining and very difficult areas of public expenditure (as they could not be reduced to public service provision).
But the faltering of SL within DFID should not be blamed entirely on exogenous factors. Over time it became apparent that SL thinking is simply not that helpful in certain core areas. The early tendency to `sell’ the holistic SL approach as `all things to all people’ and lingering confusion over whether SL was in fact an approach or an outcome, were always likely to backfire. But it was only over time that some of the more nuanced shortcomings of SL thinking became apparent (and were seized upon by detractors as reason to dismiss it).
Areas of difficulty for SL include:

· Problems in getting to grips with policies/institutions. Many people view SL thinking as being too micro, too household focused (though others would argue that this is mistaken, that the approach is fundamentally about the way in which people are affected by policies and institutions). Whether a problem of substance or communication (the SL pentagon – being the most visually appealing part of SL narrative – tended to capture the imagination more than the so-called `PIPs box’) this is an issue that has dogged SL from the outset. People have looked to the approach to provide practical assistance on how to understand core issues of the relations between local and supra-local institutions/policies and how to link to policy; they have largely been disappointed. 
· Difficulties in matching theory with practice. SL’s non-sectoral viewpoint is appealing but does not marry with the reality of sectoral line ministries. Taking a people-centred view and asking how governments should be configured in order to achieve good livelihoods outcomes would be very radical. This `strong’ form of SL has never really been a programmable solution. A `lighter’ version of SL that broadens the agenda and asks people to consider links between areas such as health and enterprise development  is very useful in programme design. However, there have been problems with providing adequate technical support and managing technical inputs across SL programmes (e.g. the large Indian Rural Livelihoods Programmes that DFID has supported: see below), in part because of inadequate buy-in from other DFID departments.

· A feeling that SL is too apolitical, that it is inadequately focused on the underlying causes of poverty such as power(lessness), exclusion, and entitlement. (Rights-based approaches, by contrast, captured this agenda well at the outset and were seen by many as competing with SL.) 
SL never claimed to provide a magic bullet. Its broad scope does, however, open it up to wide-ranging criticism. Great pains were expended in DFID’s early SL years to try to build upon and draw in expertise from elsewhere. Undoubtedly this ambitious programme of consultation disappointed some who felt that their views were underrepresented and that SL ended up as a `lowest common denominator’ approach.
What, then, has been going on on the SL front within DFID over the past 6 years?

SL in DFID 2002-8 
DFID no longer promotes livelihoods thinking. Some see DFID’s abrupt and unexplained withdrawal from SL as an abrogation of responsibility. DFID had actively supported the SL approach with partners (through the Sustainable Livelihoods Support Office - SLSO), providing training and money. Suddenly it was not only not providing support, it was also expressing a lack of confidence in its own `offspring’, despite the traction that SL had gained outside DFID. 
SL and people-centred development had garnered attention globally, thereby raising DFID’s profile and influence. Nonetheless, for the reasons noted above, DFID chose to move away from this way of working. During the post-2002 period, not only have there been (for the most part) no incentives or rewards for staff to employ SL approaches, but also the entire mode of working in DFID has changed.  Going out into the field to understand the assets that people build upon and the real constraints they face has been abandoned in favour of engaging at a national level. 
That said, SL has not completely died within DFID, though it is notable that the `sustainable’ side of the picture – especially environmental sustainability –  has largely fallen from view.

· SL is still explicitly used and valued in some programmes. Notable here are DFID-India’s watershed-plus projects in Madhya Pradesh and Andhra Pradesh
 as well as its Nepal Forest Livelihoods Programme
. These are atypical for the fact that they resemble in form DFID’s old style projects. In content, however, they are much broader. Drawing on SL thinking they have engaged a far wider group of stakeholders (thereby pre-empting conflict down the road) and addressed non-technical issues in the management of natural resources. They have drawn heavily on DFID’s original SL work.

· SL thinking underpins other programmes, though not uncontroversially. Most prominent here is the Bangladesh Chars Livelihoods Programme
 where SL thinking helped frame the analysis of poverty (showing, for example, that most of the poorest were only engaged in agriculture as labourers) as well design a programme that helps people become more resilient and graduate out of social protection to achieve productive and stable livelihoods. SL has also provided a foundation for DFID’s remaining work in Central Asia, notably its Rural Growth Programme in Tajikistan which is currently in its final stage of preparation. 
·  SL thinking is used by certain advisers to inform their in-country dealings (NB. livelihoods advisers still exist) but this is more a case of serendipity, personal initiative and experience than organisational policy.
· SL has been used – with DFID support – to guide Ethiopia’s national debate over graduation from social protection and the links between social protection and growth. Asset levels and the ability to withstand shocks are at the heart of the programme, though, arguably, the mechanism for supporting these – cash for public works – is not very progressive.
· SL – or variants of SL thinking – are still employed by DFID partners and NGOs that DFID funds.

The strong association between SL and project – as opposed to programme or budgetary support – spending lingers. Projects are viewed as a second best option to be employed only where more transformative work is not an option (because of the nature of the state, too fragile, too much conflict). The fact that SL is used and useful in projects does little to raise its overall status in DFID.
During discussions around this paper, many people remarked upon the `deskilling’ that has taken place in DFID over the past few years. There is a widely shared feeling that DFID has lost its competitive edge through a reduction in its technical expertise. Some place the blame for this at the feet of the SL movement. The argument here is that SL downplayed the importance of technical support and financial/marketing services and emphasised, instead, `soft’ issues such as capacity-building, voice and social organisation. 

Others argue that the deskilling is precisely due to the demise of SL and the rise in prominence of professional areas – such as social development, governance, economics and now social protection – that never embraced SL thinking and that do not look to `on the ground’ intervention. This is not the place to draw conclusions but it should be underscored that there is nothing inherent in SL that militates against the provision of technical expertise.  If this has been a consequence of SL it was surely unintended. 
What have we learned? Wherein lies the value of SL?
It is very easy to criticise SL on a number of fronts. It is also easy to make over-ambitious claims for what SL can do. A more productive approach is to identify where and under what circumstances SL can add truly add value. If some consensus can be reached on this there is greater scope for moving forward in a manner that builds upon, rather than discards, SL’s achievements.

This section outlines the areas which DFID staff have identified as being important, based on their own work. The final section of the paper is more open and speculative.

1. Overall SL approaches are most useful as an analytical or heuristic tool. They provide a way to order information and understand not only the nature of poverty but also the links between different aspects of people’s livelihoods. In this way they help users to understand complex and changing situations. They broaden the policy dialogue and assist in identifying the relevance of programmes as well as where key constraints and opportunities lie.

Particular areas where SL has been valuable include:

· Understanding the dynamics of the trajectory out of `social protection’ to the production and promotion of more viable livelihoods, even for those with very few assets. This has been important as DFID has placed a stronger emphasis on working with the poorest within communities (as opposed to engaging community-wide). SL can help identify the key differences between the poorest and other groups as well as being used to track changes over time. 
· Analysing complex trends such as climate change and conflict situations and linking these to practical action. In climate change adaptation work (as well as disaster risk reduction), a key objective is to strengthen people’s overall resilience as the future becomes more uncertain. It is also important to work on using natural resources more effectively and diversifying economic activity, both areas that have been at the heart of SL thinking.
· Providing a framework for understanding the current food crisis and how and why it affects different groups in different ways (see next section).

· Underpinning the development of support programmes in former Soviet-bloc countries (DFID has actually withdrawn from many of these at this point) where people faced profound structural change and were forced to undertake a thorough review of their assets in order to `start again’.

2. SL has also been very influential beyond DFID and has helped build cross-sectoral and cross-institutional dialogue as well as drawing in multiple stakeholders and heading off conflict. The livelihoods vocabulary and key livelihoods concepts (such as the focus on different types of assets) are still common in the work of core DFID partners. 

Perhaps the `easiest’ partner for those working in an SL mode has been local government, as local governments do tend to provide a range of services and be less sectoral than their national counterparts. For example the Chars Livelihoods Programme has developed a very successful working relationship with local government and district-level providers of services (e.g. livestock officers) without having any relationship with the line ministries to which these providers are attached (e.g. agriculture).
3. A less developed side of SL, but one which was highlighted by a number of contributors, is its emerging use and potential for grounding DFID’s higher-level budgetary and public expenditure management discussions in human reality.

There is a feeling amongst some that DFID is focussing too much on process and financial management in partner countries and that it is losing the capacity to engage on the content of policy or to speak with any authority on what works for people.
 The loss of local or district level engagement is partly to blame and this may not be reversed. However, by using an SL analytical framework DFID staff might be able to fill the `substance gap’ a little, moving beyond the links between policies and budgets and refocusing on the complex outcomes for people (the ways in which policy is `transmitted’ to the human level). There are links here with the DFID-supported Poverty and Social Impact Assessment methodology
, which has already drawn in SL thinking to bring together economic, social and political analysis. 
Directions for the future
In order to continue to make progress with SL, it is important to build on concrete achievements and learn from what we know. When looking at DFID efforts in SL, it is notable that the two projects that have had the most far-reaching impact at this point did not, at the outset, have this as an explicit goal. That they ended up achieving this impact was almost entirely due to the recognised strengths of their on-the-ground activities and output.
DFID’s Chars Livelihoods Project in Bangladesh has received wide praise and was recently proposed as the model that the Government of Bangladesh would adopt in formulating its response to the food crisis. In India, the Andhra Pradesh Rural Livelihoods Project has been scaled up to state level (the state of AP has more than 70 million people) and even adopted as a model for a national watershed programme in India. This clearly demonstrates that SL programmes can deliver impact and even transformation, but also, as the old adage goes, that `actions speak louder than words’.
It is also critical to develop a simple narrative for SL and to link this with other modes of working and DFID corporate objectives. It is not easy to simplify something as complex as SL, but after 10 years of using the approach this should be a priority if the SL message is to spread further (including through other Whitehall departments, which are more important to DFID now than when SL was first prominent). At this point many DFID staff have no experience with or exposure to SL which is something that, by definition, reduces the scope for SL to be put in practice.
An interesting question, in this regard, is whether there is scope for `refreshing’ the SL message or whether it would be more effective to isolate the really valuable parts of SL and just work to ensure that these live on under another banner. One way of doing this would be to analyse more closely how SL can complement, or perhaps incorporate, approaches such as Drivers of Change which are more current in the organisation.
 Certainly the political economy side of SL is under-developed, providing an invitation for criticism from those who see SL as being too anodyne and not presenting a realistic picture of how change occurs.
Finally, it is timely to review how SL can be adapted to contribute to the new development challenges we face at the end of 2008. First and foremost there is a need to develop an effective response to the global food crisis. Having lost capacity and essentially withdrawn from agriculture and rural development over the past decade, many donors are now struggling to craft a strategy here.
Possible areas in which SL might add value include:

· Food crisis: Not only is SL useful for showing the differential impact of the crisis on different groups, it can also help identify practical – and immediate – support mechanisms to improve people’s resilience to price shocks and their long-term ability to access food. At the same time SL analysis can be useful on the supply side, helping to isolate broader constraints to agricultural and natural resource productivity. Technical issues – e.g. groundwater management – are certainly a big part of this picture and should not be ignored. 
· Rural economy more broadly: There is a strong need to develop more sophisticated ways of overcoming gaps in productive sector enterprise. While micro-finance is important, this is not the whole story. Further work on developing the markets side of SL and forging closer links with the Making Markets Work for the Poor approach (as is proposed in the 2009 seminar in this series) is important here.
· Fragile states: It may be valuable to develop tailored narratives for how SL can be used in fragile states (and how this differs from its use in non-fragile states). Are there distinguishing governance features that make SL more or less appropriate?
Finally, depending upon where SL goes from here (a rebirth or just a focussed exit leaving a solid legacy) it may or may not be appropriate to devote renewed effort to the areas of `inadequacy’ for which SL has often been criticised (e.g. policy analysis, ecological sustainability issues, gender and power relations).
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�For more information on the Andhra Pradesh project see: � HYPERLINK "http://www.livelihoods.org/lessons/project_summaries/comdev6_projsum.html" �http://www.livelihoods.org/lessons/project_summaries/comdev6_projsum.html� 


� For more information on the Nepal Forest Livelihoods Programme see: � HYPERLINK "http://www.livelihoods.org/lessons/project_summaries/for5_projsum.html" �http://www.livelihoods.org/lessons/project_summaries/for5_projsum.html� 


� For more information on the Bangladesh Chars Livelihoods Programme see: � HYPERLINK "http://www.livelihoods.org/lessons/project_summaries/comdev7_projsum.html" �http://www.livelihoods.org/lessons/project_summaries/comdev7_projsum.html� 


� It should be noted, though, that the meaning attributed to the word `livelihoods’ can vary enormously. Those immersed in SL have tended to use the word as shorthand to denote the rich complexity of economic and non-economic factors they have observed as being important to people. Others use the term livelihoods in a far narrower sense, usually to denote the economic side of people’s lives or their portfolio of income-generating activities. Livelihood groupings can be identified based on either of these interpretations but they are likely to be quite different. The narrower use of the term `livelihoods’ does not really capture the essence of SL thinking (focus on the realities on the ground, both productive and non-productive, on people’s assets, the effects of external shocks and policies, changes over time, etc.).


� This is not a trivial matter as loss of such a focus could result in serious accountability problems with DFID’s domestic constituency.


�For an introduction to Poverty and Social Impact Assessment methodology see � HYPERLINK "http://go.worldbank.org/PERYK3MP80" �http://go.worldbank.org/PERYK3MP80� 


� Drivers of Change (DoC) is a DFID methodology for applying political economy analysis to the development of strategy. For more information on DoC see � HYPERLINK "http://www.gsdrc.org/go/topic-guides/drivers-of-change" �http://www.gsdrc.org/go/topic-guides/drivers-of-change� 
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