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1. Introduction  

Alternative livelihood (AL) interventions are often included in projects to mitigate environmental 
degradation deemed to be caused by current livelihoods. This approach assumes that current 
livelihoods can be shifted permanently away from environmentally destructive practices towards 
more environmentally sustainable alternatives. However, research literature suggests that permanent 
shifts are often difficult to achieve and evidence supporting the effectiveness of this approach is 
limited. 

Over the past twenty years, reviews and analyses have highlighted limitations and challenges 
associated with AL interventions,1 called for more deliberate and careful assessment of situations 
where AL interventions might be considered,2 and proposed processes and steps to improve 
outcomes.3 

This Scientific and Technical Advisory Panel (STAP) background note provides suggestions for the 
Global Environment Facility (GEF) to improve the chances of AL interventions achieving desired 
environmental outcomes. This work is based on a review of the scientific and technical literature, AL 
guidelines and frameworks, and a sampling of GEF-7 projects.  

2. Alternative livelihoods defined and why they matter to the GEF  

In locations where people’s livelihoods are associated with environmental degradation,4,5 a possible 
mitigating solution is to encourage a shift towards alternatives with fewer negative impacts or greater 
environmental benefits.  

ALs are one of several possible livelihood interventions (see Box 1). The term has been defined as 
interventions that aim to reduce the prevalence of livelihood activities deemed environmentally 
damaging by substituting them with lower impact activities with at least equivalent benefits for 
affected communities.6 An example would be to reduce hunting pressure on wild animals by 
introducing livelihoods based on activities such as ecotourism.  

Alternative livelihood options have also been adopted to reduce people’s vulnerability to climate 
change impacts. While these AL interventions deliver adaptation benefits, as opposed to 
environmental benefits, they encounter the same opportunities and challenges as AL interventions 
aimed at delivering GEBs. 

However, ALs pursued as a lever to specifically achieve environmental outcomes is not yet backed by 
strong evidence,7 and questions remain about its effectiveness.8 Convincing people to change their 
livelihoods is complex, challenging, and often difficult to achieve at scale. In addition, AL intervention 
requires considerable support to establish and sustain; such support includes community acceptance 
and financial, technical, and material input from governments, communities, and the private sector.9  

 

 
1 For example, IMM (2008). 
2 For example, Roe et al. (2015), Wright et al. (2016). 
3 For example, Ireland et al. (2004), IMM (2008), Pomeroy (2013). 
4 Livelihood activities are often viewed as drivers of environmental degradation but the evidence for the connection between them and 
environmental degradation suggests that this relationship is highly contextual. And environmental degradation can also result in poorer 
livelihoods.  
5 For example, IMM (2008). 
6 See Roe et al. (2015). 
7 For example, reviews by Roe et al. (2015), Wicander and Coad (2018), Stacey et al. (2021). 
8 For example, a resolution adopted by the 2012 IUCN World Congress calling for a critical review of AL projects to obtain verifiable 
evidence of their effectiveness. 
9 Pomeroy (2013). 
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Box 1: Common definitions for livelihood interventions 

Most literature sources commonly reduce the term “livelihood” to “the capabilities, assets (including 
both material and social resources) and activities required for a means of living”10. However, the 
livelihoods literature recognizes that these activities also give meaning to people’s lives through social 
roles and responsibilities11. The following definitions of different livelihood interventions are 
commonly used, although not universally accepted. For example, the term “alternative livelihoods” is 
often used, including in GEF projects, without clearly defining the intended scope or approach. 

Alternative livelihood (AL) interventions: as noted in the literature, no universal definition of AL 
interventions exists12. In the context of global environmental benefits (GEBs), they provide an 
approach to achieving conservation objectives by substituting livelihood strategies that harm the 
environment with environmentally friendly alternatives. This may involve providing an alternative 
resource to replace an exploited one, providing an alternative occupation or source of income, or 
encouraging an alternative resource extraction method with reduced environmental impact. 

Enhanced livelihood interventions add value to ongoing traditional or historical livelihoods by 
employing strategies, such as engaging in activities that produce higher and more sustainable income 
streams, to move communities and stakeholders up the value chain. An example of such activities 
would be teaching beekeepers to process, package and market honey and related products as 
opposed to stopping at selling their raw honey wholesale to manufacturers13. 

Supplemental and diversified livelihood interventions aim to reduce household dependence on a 
single livelihood. They can include elements of existing livelihoods combined with supplemental 
activities or strategies. The aim is to diversify income streams and livelihood opportunities and move 
away from environmentally destructive or unsustainable practices14. 

Sustainable livelihoods cope with and recover well from different types of socio-economic and 
environmental stresses and shocks (e.g. drought, extreme weather events, sudden changes in food 
prices and other essential commodities) and maintain their capabilities and assets into the future 
without undermining the natural resource base15. Sustainability involves various dimensions, all of 
which are important to the sustainable livelihoods intervention approach. These include 
environmental sustainability, achieved by conserving or enhancing the productivity of life-supporting 
natural resources for future generations; economic sustainability, achieved by maintaining a given 
income level over time; social sustainability, achieved by minimizing social exclusion and maximizing 
social equity; and institutional sustainability, achieved by ensuring the capacity of prevailing structures 
and processes to perform their functions long term. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

3. What the science says about AL interventions 

Three relatively recent publications16 analyzed the effectiveness of AL interventions in achieving 
environmental benefits, collectively assessing outcomes for 281 projects from a wide range of donors 
and funding agencies.17 The evidence and findings from these studies provide a good basis for 

 
10 Chambers and Conway (1991) 
11 For example: Bebbington (1999); Scoones (2009) 
12 Roe et al. (2015) 
13 Pomeroy (2013) 
14 Idem 
15 Chambers and Conway (1991) 
16 Roe et al. (2015), Wicander and Coad (2018) and Stacey et al. (2021). 
17 These analyses include GEF projects but were designed to look at AL projects more generally and include projects from a variety of 
bilateral and multilateral donors.  
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identifying strengths and weaknesses in AL approaches; this was supplemented by a STAP review of 
85 scientific papers18 on various aspects of ALs. 

Few projects provided sufficient documentation to enable an evaluation of results and a 
determination of the project’s effectiveness.19 For example, Roe and others20 noted: “for many of the 
projects reviewed it was difficult to be conclusive about effectiveness; some projects operating in 
multiple sites were successful in some sites and not in others and there appears to be no robust way 
of predicting what might be the key causal factor.” This lack of documentation and evaluation is 
compounded by a lack of long-term outcome monitoring.21 These findings underscore the need for a 
more systematic approach to AL intervention project design and implementation, and for better long-
term monitoring, so that the link between project activities and outcomes can be evaluated.   

3.1. Challenges to achieving AL outcomes. 

The available evidence shows that AL interventions often do not achieve their intended environmental 
objectives. In an analysis of 106 projects, Roe and others found that fewer than 40% of AL 
interventions achieved the intended environmental outcomes. They also found little evidence linking 
benefits from AL intervention to changes in attitudes or behavior towards the environment. Further 
analyses concluded that links between livelihoods and conservation objectives were often unclear, or 
at best indirect.22  

Projects often underestimate the complexity of achieving changes in people’s livelihoods23 and make 
faulty assumptions about the environmental outcomes AL interventions24 could produce. These 
assumptions include: 

• That AL approaches will be adopted by the affected communities and will result in long-term 
livelihood changes. The literature suggests this is often not the case. AL strategies require a 
major shift away from traditional practices and behaviors25, even more so than interventions 
that diversify or enhance livelihoods.26 People may perceive ALs as too risky, particularly in 
vulnerable communities with high levels of poverty.27 They may also perceive an AL as incapable 
of addressing their needs28 in a way that brings lasting improvements to their quality of life.29 AL 
approaches often focus on addressing material challenges to well-being and fail to recognize 
other factors that influence livelihood decisions, such as power dynamics in affected 
communities, issues of culture, meaning and identity associated with current livelihoods, and 
whether people have the autonomy to make changes to their livelihoods.30 

• That AL interventions will replace livelihood activities that harm the environment. Evidence 
suggests that this does not always happen. Instead, communities may choose to incorporate 
ALs into their existing sets of livelihoods if the alternatives do not provide the same economic 
benefits31 or they do not fit into an appropriate socio-cultural context. For example, Prescott 
and others32 conducted a study to reduce environmental damage from small-scale artisanal gold 

 
18 STAP consulted 85 papers, mostly published after 2015, with a focus on those that provided insights into causes of success and failure of 
AL activities as well as recommendations for strengthening AL interventions (see Annex 1). 
19 For example, Roe et al. (2015) identified 106 projects where AL was included but could only evaluate effectiveness in 21 due to lack of 
documentation of processes and outcomes. Wicander and Coad (2018) identified 155 projects but only 19 had sufficient information to 
assess outcomes. 
20 Roe et al. (2015) 
21 For example, Roe et al. (2015) and Wicander and Coad (2018) found that information on the structure and results for most AL initiatives 
was not documented in a systematic and accessible manner to allow an analysis of effectiveness.  
22 USAID (2018). 
23 For example, Ireland (2004), Carr (2013, 2019) and Bebbington (1999). 
24 Roe et al. (2015), Wright et al. (2015). 
25 Metternicht, G., Carr, E. and Stafford Smith, M. (2020). 
26 IMM (2008). 
27 Ireland et al (2004). 
28 For example, Chaigneau et al. (2019), Praptiwi et al. (2021) and Peng et al. (2022). 
29 See Carr (2019), Clemens and Demombynes (2010), Michelson and Tully (2018), Pronyk et al. (2012) and Wanjala and Muradian (2013). 
30 For example, Carr (2013, 2019). 
31 For example, Cartier and Bürge (2011) and Prescott et al. (2020). 
32 Prescott et al. (2020). 
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mining in Northern Myanmar. They found that: “mining and agriculture provided 
complementary livelihoods for many respondents as they met different livelihood needs” and 
“livelihood-based interventions based on agriculture/plantations—as currently planned by the 
regional government—are thus unlikely to provide true substitutes.” In such cases, alternative 
activities may be adopted by some people while others continue with their existing livelihoods. 

• That AL will produce environmental benefits. AL interventions may not successfully displace 
harmful practices. Evidence suggests that “different kinds of participation in ecotourism could 
lead to contrasting impacts on natural resource use”33 and that “while direct participation [in an 
AL project] might lead to decreased natural resource use (i.e. through creating economic time 
constraints), other forms of participation (i.e. selling goods and services to the ecotourism 
lodge) may not have the same effect. In some cases, income from ecotourism was invested in 
chainsaws, motorboats, and other equipment”,34 which were then used to carry out more 
environmentally destructive activities such as logging, hunting or fishing. 

3.2. Attributes of successful AL interventions 

Studies indicate that AL interventions tend to be more successful when they include the following 
elements in their design or implementation: a multidimensional approach, equitable distribution of 
benefits, economic security and stability in income and employment, and clear logic for the 
intervention supported by a strong theory of change.   

A multi-dimensional approach considers factors affecting people’s livelihood decisions (e.g. income 
size and reliability, food security, health and well-being, social status, and culture and values).35 This 
goes beyond employment generation or economic rewards and includes cultural values and other 
social dimensions. Livelihood choices involve a wide range of factors and pressures related to social 
hierarchies and structures, cultural traditions, and meaning and identity—not just the material 
necessities of life.36,37 For example, in many coastal communities, livelihoods based on fishing 
represent a way of life not just a means to earn a living. 

AL initiatives are more effective when they consider equitable distribution of benefits among all 
groups in the community.38 Livelihood interventions can increase the resilience of affected 
communities39 but can also produce negative outcomes40 and diminishing impacts across different 
social and wealth categories41 if equitable benefit distribution is not considered. This can erode 
expected environmental outcomes. 

The success and durability of AL interventions can be improved when projects provide economic 
security and stability, with higher rates of participation in project activities.42 More stable and secure 
incomes can also reduce the number of casual and seasonal workers engaged in environmentally 
destructive, polluting and hazardous practices (e.g. as can occur in artisanal gold mining).43  

 
33 Roe et al. (2015). 
34 Idem. Pg 15 
35 Carr (2013, 2020) and Stacey et al. (2021). 
36 For example, Carr (2013, 2020), Praptiwi et al. (2021) and Natarajan et al. (2022). 
37 For example, Allison and Ellis (2001), Berkes et al. (2001), Carr (2013, 2019, 2020), Purcell and Pomeroy (2015) and Epstein et al. (2022). 
38 For example, Bennet et al. (2017), Gurney et al. (2021), Howson (2020) and Praptiwi et al. (2021). 
39 For example, Davies et al. (2013), Perez et al. (2015), Tanner et al. (2015), Martin and Lorenzen (2016), Carr (2019) and Epstein et al. 
(2022). 
40 For example, Katchova (2005) and Liao et al. (2015). 
41 Zhao and Barry (2014). 
42 For example, Chambers (1991), Walker et al. (2010), Haider et al. (2012), Hilson (2016), Wallner-Hahn et al. (2016), Carr (2020) and 
Prescott et al. (2020). 
43 For example, Cartier and Bürge (2011), Hilson (2016), Kumar et al. (2018) and Prescott et al. (2020). 
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3.3. Elements of good practice 

STAP’s review of the academic literature and technical reports44 identified the following elements of 
good practice within AL interventions: 

• Ensure that interventions are informed by a clear underlying logic with explicit pathways for 
achieving the desired outcomes in the project’s theory of change (TOC). The context in which 
the project will be implemented should also be considered.45 The TOC should test the soundness 
of assumptions that inform whether intervention options will or won’t work and why. The TOC 
should be revisited to adapt and respond to the changing needs and perceptions of target 
communities over time.46 The framework outlined in Figure 1 sets out a logical sequence for 
considering some of the main assumptions inherent in AL interventions and understanding how 
the project is expected to deliver environmental benefits. Designing AL interventions using a 
TOC will facilitate more deliberate testing of the relationships between intermediate steps in 
the TOC (i.e. whether achieving one result necessarily produces an expected subsequent result). 

 

Figure 1: A framework for assessing a proposed alternative livelihood (AL) intervention maps out inbuilt 
assumptions and poses a series of questions to verify the assumptions. This figure was adapted from 
Conservation Enterprises: Using a Theory of Change Approach to Examine Evidence for Biodiversity 
Conservation (USAID 2016). 

 
44 For example, USAID (2016, 2017, 2018). 
45 This point comes across repeatedly in relation to AL. For example, Roe et al. (2015) and USAID (2017, 2018). 
46 For example, USAID (2018) and Carr (2019). 
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• Identify and support enabling factors. Success often depends on particular enabling factors 
(e.g. access to credit, development of markets, capacity building initiatives, and institutional or 
government support). Overcoming constraining factors is also essential. Table 1 presents some 
examples of enabling and constraining factors which will vary depending on the project and the 
specific local context.47  

 
Table 1: Factors affecting alternative livelihood interventions.48 

Enabling factors  

 

• Establishing ownership of the process by local people by involving them in design, decision 
making and benefit sharing. 

• Implementing activities via reputable and respected local civil society organizations. 

• Facilitating engagement and ongoing involvement of local government agencies and 
educational institutions. 

• Employing local project facilitators for project design and implementation. 

• Adopting participatory capacity development methodologies (e.g. train-the-trainers). 

• Securing access to credit or capital (e.g. micro-credit, project grants) to purchase equipment 
and finance the new enterprise. 

• Linking with private sector value-chain actors. 

• Establishing strong institutions and institutional frameworks building upon existing 
structures and resources. 

• Establishing systems for learning and feedback. 
 

Constraining factors 

 

• Bureaucratic and legal hurdles undermining the proposed alternative livelihood (AL). 

• Inaccurate assumptions about the experience and knowledge of local actors and facilitators, 
leading to poor quality service delivery. 

• Misalignment with existing government policies, regulations and programs. 

• Proposed alternatives are too time consuming to be profitable. 

• Low capacity of local NGOs to manage the project and finances. 

• Technical challenges with a proposed AL intervention. 

• Insufficient labor inputs to support a proposed AL. 

• Failure to assess appropriateness and desirability of proposed AL livelihood activities, 
leading to poor uptake or lack of durable outcomes. 
 

  

• Co-design and co-implement AL interventions with local communities adopting new 
livelihoods. Projects are more likely to succeed when local communities participate 
meaningfully in project design and planning and projects are developed within a local and 
national context.49 To avoid reversion to previous livelihoods after intervention activities 
cease, projects should build local institutions and leadership capacity to ensure 
sustainability.  
 

• Assess the risks associated with AL interventions. Risks to target communities include 
disruption to traditional livelihoods without providing a sustainable alternative.50 Risks to 
the environment include participants re-investing income created by the intervention in 
environmentally damaging activities. Implementing risk assessment and management tools 
early in the process can help identify potential risks and effective mitigation measures.   
 

• Ensure that projects are locally relevant. Market analyses can help establish the commercial 
and financial viability of alternative income-generating activities and their relevance to the 

 
47 USAID (2016). 
48 Sources: IMM (2008), USAID (2016) Stacey et al. (2021) 
49 See Roe et al. (2015) and Wicander and Coad (2018). 
50 For example, Ireland (2004). 
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local context and increase the likelihood of success. For example, cane rat rearing51 projects 
were successful in parts of West Africa where participants were already familiar with 
farming small animals.52,53   
 

• Consider how projects could change existing sociocultural and political power structures. 
Alternative income-generating activities can introduce new social and political power 
dynamics within local communities and upset pre-existing social structures and equilibriums. 
This is particularly true when new activities threaten the privileges of those in authority.54 
Equally, if marginalized social groups are excluded from the benefits and rewards of the 
changes introduced by AL interventions, they are much less likely to engage in the process 
and may even oppose or resent implementation.55 

• Design projects at an appropriate scale and with sufficient time and resources to ensure an 
enduring transition to ALs. The small-scale nature of many projects can reduce their 
impact.56 Short-term project activities can impede durable outcomes57and may work against 
desired changes.58 For example, a retrospective analysis of projects in six countries 
concluded that livelihood interventions required investment well beyond the typical project 
lifespan of three to five years to achieve sustainable conservation outcomes.59 The literature 
suggests that appropriate project timelines are project specific and should ensure realistic 
timeframes for training, community uptake, and developing livelihood activities.  

• Effective monitoring and evaluation of outcomes and results. Only a few of the reviewed 
projects implemented effective monitoring and evaluation (M&E) throughout the project 
lifetime as opposed to in its final phase. Long-term monitoring is prerequisite to 
understanding when, where, and why AL projects succeed or fail to achieve conservation 
outcomes. Such monitoring is also essential for sharing lessons and best practices.60 An 
effective M&E system should be underpinned by robust baseline data and indicators that are 
tailored to capture results, including quantitative and qualitative measures of project 
outputs and outcomes61. 

4. Existing guidelines for AL interventions 

AL intervention guidance dates to at least 1999 when the UK Government’s Department for 
International Development first released its sustainable livelihoods guidance sheets.62 These sheets 
include guidelines and tools for livelihoods analysis, market analysis, risk assessment, participatory 
methods and stakeholder analysis, and address many of the issues with AL intervention raised in the 
literature.  
 

 
51 Cane rat farming involves rearing cane rats (also known as grasscutters) for meat, fur, traditional medicine and cultural benefits. Cane 
rat rearing has been promoted as an AL intervention to reduce wild meat hunting. For example, CBD (2011) and Wicander and Coad 
(2018).  
52 Mini livestock includes many small animal species, both vertebrates and invertebrates (e.g. Guinea pigs, snails, frogs and insects), which 
can be raised in controlled conditions for subsistence or commercial purposes. 
53 Adedapo et al. (2013), Schulte-Herbrüggen et al. (2013) and Wicander and Coad (2018). 
54 For example, Carr (2020). 
55 For example, Stacey et al. (2021). 
56 Stacey et al. (2021). 
57 For example, Balmford and Whitten (2003), Blom et al. (2010), Wicander and Coad (2018) and USAID (2018). 
58 Carr (2020). 
59 The USAID (2018) report undertook a two-decade analysis of six sites in Guatemala, Philippines, Nepal and Uganda. 
60 Bottrill et al. (2011), Roe et al. (2015), Wicander and Coad (2018) and Stacey et al. (2021). 
61 In the context of environment and development projects, including all AL interventions: outputs are the activities implemented to achieve 
the desired results; outcomes are the results of those activities which should results in benefits for specific individuals, groups of people, or 
communities; and impacts are the broader, longer-term effects of the results/outcomes. 
62 DFID (1999). 
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STAP’s review identified four documents from other sources that included specific emphasis on AL 
guidelines or frameworks.63 A synthesis of this information (see Annex 2) shows that most guidance 
was developed for coastal and fishing livelihoods and focused on ensuring sustainable livelihoods 
outcomes.64 Although these documents offer only limited guidance specific to achieving 
environmental benefits, the principles are nonetheless broadly applicable. For example, Ireland (2004) 
posed eleven questions to guide AL interventions, all of which dealt only with livelihood outcomes.  

The main focus of the guidance from these sources was to “address challenges with ALs that often 
promote unsustainable solutions, that are poorly adapted to people’s capacities, have limited market 
appeal, and fail to reflect people’s aspirations for their future.”65 These documents set out processes 
and tools for understanding the context in which projects would be implemented, identifying the 
drivers of livelihoods decisions and assessing different livelihoods options. The guidance, developed 
between 2004 and 2013, responds to many of the issues raised in the literature, including the 
importance of inclusive processes, the need for multidimensional approaches, and a greater 
appreciation of the role of culture, values, and other non-material factors in people’s livelihoods 
decisions.  

What is missing from most guidance is how to ensure that AL interventions achieve intended 
environmental outcomes. The synthesis therefore includes a learning framework66 based on the 
theory of change discussed in section 3.1 which can be used to identify and test the assumptions that 
underlie the use of AL approaches to achieve GEBs.  

5. GEF's experience with AL interventions  

STAP reviewed a sample of 42 full-sized GEF projects (30 Project Documents, and 12 Project 
Information Forms) which included AL to achieve global environmental benefits or climate adaptation 
benefits, in biodiversity (13 projects), land degradation (2) and climate change focal areas (5), as well 
as multifocal area projects (22).  

The review focused on how well the projects reflected the AL elements of good practice in section 3.3. 
Well-designed projects67 had a theory of change which addressed the AL components, and underlying 
assumptions, and referred to other elements of good practice.  

Other projects with stronger AL components68 acknowledged the complexities of AL interventions and 
or implemented continuous monitoring of performance and results to enable adaptive management 
and the application of corrective measures, if necessary.  

Some projects included livelihoods analysis, value chain analysis and market development research 
together with community involvement to identify suitable AL interventions.   

However, most project designs had under-developed AL components and did not incorporate many 
elements of good practice. And only two projects69 referred to AL guidance.  

 
63 These documents refer either explicitly or by inference to AL and comprise: Review of best practice and guidance on Alternative Sustainable 
Livelihoods for Coastal Communities (Ireland et al., 2004); IUCN Sustainable Livelihoods Enhancement and Diversification (SLED) (IMM, 2008); 
Sustainable Livelihoods and Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Management (Pomeroy, 2013); Conservation Enterprises: Using a Theory of 
Change Approach to Examine Evidence for Biodiversity Conservation (USAID, 2016). 
64 Ireland et al. (2004). 
65 IMM (2008) IUCN Sustainable Livelihoods Enhancement and Diversification (SLED). 
66 USAID (2016). 
67 GEF ID 10728 Investing in the Komodo Dragon and other globally threatened species in Flores; GEF ID 10420 Promoting Sustainable 
Agricultural Production and Conservation of Key Biodiversity Species in the Dallol Bosso and Surrounding Areas; and GEF ID 10287 
Integrated management of Cameroon’s forest landscapes in the Congo Basin. 
68 GEF ID 10532 Securing Long-Term Sustainability of Multi-functional Landscapes in Critical River Basins of the Philippines; GEF ID 10696 
Inclusive conservation of sea turtles and seagrass habitats in the north and north-west of Madagascar; GEF ID 5671 Building shoreline 
resilience of Timor Leste to protect local communities and their livelihoods; GEF ID  9129 Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Management in 
Eastern Indonesia; GEF ID 5226 Building the resilience and ability to adapt of women and children to changing climate in Democratic 
Republic of Congo. 
69 GEF ID 10728   GEF ID 10420   - see footnote 64 

https://www.thegef.org/projects-operations/projects/10728
https://www.thegef.org/projects-operations/database?project_search=10420
https://www.thegef.org/projects-operations/database?project_search=10287
https://www.thegef.org/projects-operations/database?project_search=10532
https://www.thegef.org/projects-operations/database?project_search=10696
https://www.thegef.org/projects-operations/database?project_search=5671
https://www.thegef.org/projects-operations/database?project_search=9129
https://www.thegef.org/projects-operations/database?project_search=5226
https://www.thegef.org/projects-operations/projects/10728
https://www.thegef.org/projects-operations/database?project_search=10420
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Project design could be improved by using STAP’s “Enabling Elements of Good Project Design”70:  

• Develop a TOC with explicit pathways for achieving outcomes and a good assessment of 
underlying assumptions.  

• Engage more with stakeholders, particularly in co-designing projects.  

• Conduct rigorous, project-specific risk analysis and implement robust mitigation measures for 
identified risks.  

• Ensure that a project is appropriate and relevant for the target community. 

• Incorporate lessons learned from previous or related projects.  

6. Conclusions 

STAP makes the following suggestions for improving the effectiveness of AL projects: 

▪ Carefully assess whether ALs are the most appropriate intervention to deliver global 
environmental benefits in the specific context of the proposed project, noting the limitations 
and challenges of this approach. 

▪ Develop a TOC with explicit pathways for achieving project outcomes through AL activities, 
including clearly identifying and testing assumptions to ensure that the proposed activities are 
likely to support livelihood and environmental objectives. 

▪ Ensure that the project is fully understood and supported by local stakeholders.71 

▪ Strengthen long-term monitoring and evaluation, both during the implementation of the 
project and after its conclusion, to improve the evidence base for whether AL approaches can 
deliver GEBs. M&E efforts should be focused on identifying and quantifying durable 
environmental benefits arising from any AL intervention. 

▪ Design project timelines that are specific to the context of individual projects and provide 
long-term support. Many AL projects seek long-term behavior change, which may require 
more than a typical 3-to-5-year project duration to see impact. This may require longer term 
support to achieve intended outcomes, such as from local institutions or other partners or 
funding sources.72   

 
70 Stafford Smith et al. (2021) 
71 See Roe et al. (2015), Wright et al. (2015) and Wicander and Coad (2018). 
72 An example would be to set-up a co-operative or similar association of producers (e.g. fishermen), which can be tasked with promoting 
AL activities and helping interested parties switch to less environmentally destructive livelihood activities.  
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Annex 2: Synthesis of issues covered by a selected sample of existing 

guidelines and frameworks relating to alternative livelihood (AL) 

interventions.  

Factors associated 
with successful AL 
interventions and 
elements of good 
practice 

Guideline or 
framework 
document  

Synthesis of relevant guidance 

Understanding and 
planning for the 
complexity of AL 
interventions. 

1, 2, 3, 4 All four documents provide guidance for dealing with the complexity 
of AL interventions. The learning framework in document (1) provides 
project developers with a structured process, relating to the theory of 
change, to plan AL interventions and to identify and test underlying 
assumptions. Documents (2), (3) and (4) provide more specific 
guidance for developing and implementing AL interventions. They 
recommend that AL interventions be designed around a series of 
phases and steps at different stages of project design and 
implementation. For example, (2) sets out a nine-step framework 
including analyzing stakeholders, conducting background research to 
understand the context and identify macro-economic issues, 
identifying vulnerabilities and external influences, identifying 
opportunities and leverage points, and assessing the viability of 
different options. Similarly, (3) maps out a process divided into three 
phases: the discovery phase, focusing on understanding the 
complexity of people’s livelihoods and their relationship with natural 
resources, the wider economy and society; the direction phase, which 
explores and analyzes the opportunities and options for livelihood 
strategies; and finally, the doing phase which focuses on developing 
people’s capabilities and adaptive capacity to support livelihoods 
interventions.  
 

Taking a multi-
dimensional 
approach to 
livelihood 
interventions. 

2, 3, 4 Documents (2), (3), and (4) respond to the need for project design to 
identify different dimensions to people’s livelihoods and understand 
drivers and influencing factors. All three provide guidance based on 
the Sustainable Coastal Livelihoods framework (2), noting that project 
developers should consider the assets, influencing factors and the 
vulnerability context of the target community for AL interventions. 
These frameworks again emphasize the need for interventions to go 
beyond just the economic dimension of livelihoods, recognizing that a 
person will make choices based on multiple factors and that these 
choices in turn lead to physical actions and activities, which 
ultimately result in livelihood outcomes. 

Designing an explicit 
pathway for AL 
outcomes in the 
project’s theory of 
change (TOC). 

1, 3 Document (1) provides a direct approach and uses the TOC as a 
learning tool and framework to test assumptions inherent in AL 
approaches; it provides a stepwise analysis of assumptions and 
evidence. The other documents do not use the specific language of a 
TOC but do provide some useful guidance for issues that will 
strengthen the TOC. For example, document (3) provides guidelines 
for developing a vision for change, identifying pathways and entry 
points, building consensus around options, scoping opportunities and 
developing appropriate action plans to achieve the vision.  

Identifying enabling 
factors. 

1, 2, 3, 4 All four documents provide some guidance for identifying enabling 
factors or creating an enabling environment to support livelihood 
interventions. Two (1 and 4) identify some common enabling factors 
to help guide project design (e.g. access to credit and strong 
institutions), whereas (3) includes guidelines for creating the enabling 
conditions needed to support livelihood interventions and overcome 
constraints that hinder successful outcomes.  
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Engaging 
meaningfully with 
stakeholders to: (i) 
co-design and co-
implement 
interventions; (ii) 
ensure AL 
interventions are 
locally relevant; and 
(iii) consider how 
proposed AL 
strategies and 
interventions could 
change existing 
sociocultural and 
political power 
structures. 

2, 3, 4 Documents (2), (3) and (4) build on the Sustainable Coastal 
Livelihoods framework, in which affected people or communities are 
central to the livelihoods analysis and planning process.  
 
The SLED framework (3) includes guidance for developing a shared 
understanding of the need for change and building consensus for 
change. This is based on the premise that consensus will enable 
people to take ownership of the change process and will inform and 
influence governments and other stakeholders regarding the need for 
livelihoods change and the roles that they can play in facilitating that 
change.  
 
Similarly, document (4) outlines a process to develop a livelihood 
options plan with affected communities and other stakeholders. 

Assessing risks 
associated with AL 
interventions. 

2, 3, 4 Documents (2), (3) and (4) outline processes designed to identify 
risks, make them clear to affected communities, and manage level of 
risk. These include using a mapping matrix to understand the 
potential impact and risks of different livelihood opportunities, 
scoping and validating livelihood opportunities, developing a 
livelihood options plan, and defining and assessing different pathways 
for livelihood interventions. 

Monitoring 
effectively. 

2, 3, 4 The importance of monitoring and feedback is outlined in three 
frameworks (2, 3 and 4) with an emphasis on adaptive learning and 
feedback during project implementation. This is regarded as an 
essential prerequisite to learning from successes and failures and 
implementing any necessary adjustments and improvements to the 
scope and focus of selected AL interventions.  

1 Conservation Enterprises: Using a Theory of Change Approach to Examine Evidence for Biodiversity Conservation (USAID, 2016)  
2 Alternative Sustainable Livelihoods for Coastal Communities, review of experience and guide to best practice (Ireland et al., 2004)  
3 Sustainable Livelihoods Enhancement and Diversification (SLED)-a manual for practitioners (IMM, 2008) 
4 Sustainable Livelihoods and an Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Management (Pomeroy, 2013) 
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