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Today displacement is at a record high, with over
70 million people displaced. Estimates of climate
change-induced displacement are as high as 1 billion
people by 2050. Once displaced, people generally re-
main in exile for decades. The magnitude of the scale
and duration of displacement prompts renewed urgen-
cy about livelihoods prospects of displaced people.
Scholarship, policy, and practice on livelihoods exists,
yet rarely focuses on the nexus of displacement with
another emerging global phenomenon: the changing
nature of work.

Gig economies and innovations in technology, Al, and
robotics are some drivers of the changing nature of
work. The conversion of work into digital form — known
as digitalization — has myriad effects on societies.
Yet literature on the future of work rarely addresses
displaced people and there are high barriers for dis-
placed people to enter the digital economy. Research
is needed to understand emergent practice to foster
digital livelihoods for displaced people, its challenges
and successes, as well as impact points to scale to
address the existing gap in the livelihoods agenda for
displaced people.

This research has identified hundreds of existing online
education and training initiatives as well as broad path-
ways to digital work, such as through digital platforms.
[t has found that digital work opens new opportunities,
markets, and networks for displaced people. The re-
mote and mobile nature of digital work makes it avail-

1. Executve Summary

able to people while they move or are displaced. It can
circumvent local work restrictions and enable people
to bypass informal work barriers like xenophobia, al-
lowing people jobs they would otherwise be unable to
access. Displaced people may even start or continue
remote work based in their home country, thus using
their existing social networks and increasing their ca-
pabilities. There is a wide range of digital work (from
simple image categorisation for Al learning to high-skKill
online consulting), and thus opportunities for people
with varying skill levels and resources.

But current approaches are not operating at scale. In
part this is due to supply and demand barriers. Dif-
ferent (or lacking) ID systems and types of skill cer-
tification cause problems for employers and potential
employees alike. Few initiatives effectively connect the
private sector and displaced people en masse due to
the time and resources needed to gain employer trust,
the ‘bottom line’ of profit and the corresponding skills
threshold. Many of these challenges reflect wider sys-
temic barriers including legal and work restrictions and
persistent negative narratives of displaced people.

Existing practice actively addresses some of these
barriers, such as NGOs and start-ups acting as market
intermediaries — including as high-level job-recruitment
agencies — for vetting and job-matching. Many NGOs
offering digital livelihoods and e-learning also include
an emphasis on soft skills to better match supply and
demand. There is rising focus on digital identity, cre-

The Migrant Union Digital Livelihoods for People on the Move




dentialing, and verification services for displaced peo-
ple. E-commerce platforms offer new ways to connect
to markets.

This research has important implications for unlocking
new digital possibilities for displaced people at scale.
Three key areas of action emerge, namely aggrega-
tion to address the fragmented practice of existing
initiatives, standardization to enable interoperable
digital ID and credentialing services, and advocacy
including from private sector actors and displaced
people themselves to lobby for work rights, employ-

ment, and narrative shifts. Generating evidence is
recommended through piloting regulatory sandboxes
and creating other proofs of concept to standardize
practice and act as advocacy tools. The ongoing
work of international actors promoting work rights,
humanitarian protection, and digital solutions is key.
Alongside this, there is an important role for other
actors to further facilitate supply and demand and
develop and regularize markets. These efforts should
be enhanced and leveraged to actualise widespread
digital livelihoods opportunities for displaced people
today and in the future.



2.1 Digital Livelihoods for Displaced People:
Worthwhile Opportunity or Too Many Risks?
Today displacement is at a record high, with over 70
million people displaced or on the move," and this
number is only expected to grow: estimates of climate
change-induced migration are as high as 1 billion peo-
ple displaced by 2050.? Current statistics demonstrate
that, once displaced, people generally remain in exile
for decades. The scale and duration of displacement
prompts renewed urgency regarding livelihoods pros-
pects of displaced people. However, while a large body
of literature on forced migrants’ livelihoods exists, this
work rarely looks forwards, including for instance the
global phenomenon of the changing nature of work.®

As the many reports on the Future of Work* indicate, the
rise of gig economies and innovations in technology, Al,
and robotics are some drivers of the current and project-
ed drastic change in work around the world. Zero hour
contracts and jobs without rights and benefits attached
to them are on the rise, while at the same time automa-
tion could displace up to 30% of existing workers by
2030, affecting 800 million people.® The increasing con-
version of work into digital form — a process known as
digitalization —has myriad effects on society and presents
both opportunities and challenges for us all.

Yet literature on the future of work rarely addresses the
needs of and possibilities for migrants and displaced
people.® Governments and international labour bodies
generally focus on placing displaced people in tradi-

P, Introduction

tional sectors of work, thereby bypassing chances for
this population to become part of the so-called ‘next
economy’. While the Sustainable Development Goals
and the Global Compacts on Refugees and Migration
offer important frameworks for action, digital work for
displaced people has largely remained disconnected
from these frameworks’ objectives, such as through
examining how this type of work might combat pover-
ty, offer decent work and economic growth, and work
to ‘leave no one behind’.” The technology and enter-
prise community have also not entered this space at
scale, leaving huge possibility to respond to this mas-
sive, still emerging global phenomenon. The result is
a gap in the livelihoods agenda for displaced people,
and a high risk that, if left unaddressed, forced mi-
grants will be further left behind as huge shifts in work
and the global economy continue.

Some posit that refugees and migrants are ideally suit-
ed for this transition, given the social and economic
adaptation that migration necessitates. Migrants, in-
cluding refugees, set up a disproportionate number
of businesses in Europe; in Germany it is currently
estimated that 1 in 5 new businesses established are
created by migrants.® An Iranian refugee who began
his finance career through selling penny stocks in a
refugee camp? in the Netherlands attributed his perse-
verance to his refugee background. Reflecting on his
initial financial losses, he said, “If we got out of that
struggle [of being in the camps], why shouldn’t we get
out of this one?”'®
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Select initiatives identified
Coding Bootcamps Language/Translation
e ReBootKamp ¢ Natakallam
e GoCode [refugee-led] e Chatterbox
e Refugees [code] e Uable (UNHCR)
Data Outsourcing Work Technology Access Centres
e Samasource ¢ Windle Trust Uganda
e | evelApp (RefUnite) e Xavier Project
° EMPACT (WFP) e CTA (UNHCR)
Online education Digital Vocational Training
e Sky School e ReDI School of Digital
* Kiron Integration
e Kepler International * SPARK (Norwegian Refugee
Council = NRC)
e RESI| (ITC/NRC)

Job-Matching

e Talent Beyond Boundaries
e Workeer

e \Wework

e More Than One Perspective

E-Commerce

e EkShop Shoron
* Madeb1

* Wobe

* Tabao

Individual ‘success stories’
e Journalist (online column)

e Radio host (online)

¢ \Website designer

Despite these assertions, little research has been un-
dertaken to explore displaced people’s livelihoods in
relation to the future of work, particularly digitalization.
This research, commissioned as part of the Migrant
Union initiative,"" examines the nexus of forced dis-
placement, the changing nature of work, and liveli-
hoods. It examined whether specific characteristics of
displacement present exciting possibilities to enhance
and open up livelihood opportunities for displaced
people — or whether the potential barriers, risks, and
pitfalls are greater than the benefits.

The primary research question was:

Does, and if so

how does, the
Future of Work

and Digitalization
present unique
opportunities and
challenges for
people who are
displaced and/or on
the move?



http://rbk.org/
https://gocode.academy/
http://www.refugeescode.at
https://www.samasource.com/blog/2017/05/15/how-exactly-does-samasource-move-people-out-of-poverty
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/mobile-app-pays-refugees-boost-artificial-intelligence
https://innovation.wfp.org/project/empact
https://www.skyschool.world/
https://kiron.ngo/
https://www.kepler.org/
https://natakallam.com/
https://www.chatterbox.io
http://ritacervetto.com/uable
https://windleuganda.org/community-technology-access/
http://xavierproject.org/enterprise/
https://www.unhcr.org/innovation/3-ways-refugee-innovation-is-being-supported-in-uganda/
https://www.redi-school.org/
https://www.redi-school.org/
https://devtracker.dfid.gov.uk/projects/GB-1-205116
http://www.intracen.org/ITC-and-Norwegian-Refugee-Council-launch-the-Refugee-Employment-and-Skills-Initiative-in-Dadaab-Kenya/
https://talentbeyondboundaries.org/
https://workeer.de/
https://www.wework.com/en-GB/refugees
https://mtop.at/en/
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/business/article/2137034/returning-migrants-chinese-economys-next-great-hope

The findings clearly indicate that, yes, there are
unique benefits of digital work for displaced peo-
ple and those on the move. These include open-
ing up new opportunities, markets, and networks
to people who would otherwise be marginalized
from mainstream economic avenues by virtue of
their displacement. Crucially, as the case studies
presented here indicate, people have particularly ben-
efitted from digital and remote work precisely because
they are on the move or displaced.

Nonetheless, this research also highlights key barri-
ers, gaps in current practices, and potential risks
that need to be addressed for any existing and future
practice to scale and successfully leverage the oppor-
tunities presented by technological innovation and dig-
italization. These barriers and risks demonstrate that
the dual categories of (1) capabilities and (2) ac-
cess to resources matter regarding displaced peo-
ples’ ability to benefit from digital work, particularly
due to the barriers to livelihoods, identification,
and financial inclusion that displacement pres-
ents. Fragmented and unstandardized practices
of helping displaced people access digital work
also present systemic barriers to scale.

The following report presents findings from re-
search conducted through 25 key informant interviews
and the identification and examination of over 150 expe-
riences'? of digital and digitally mediated livelihoods. This
research employed a scoping study methodology to
map initiatives and informal pathways helping displaced
people secure digital and digitally mediated work, such
as e-commerce trade, as well as overcome barriers to
digital work (e.g. through obtaining a digital ID). The re-
port presents the achievements within emergent prac-
tice, the limits of these achievements, and barriers that
need to be overcome to scale up what works.

2. Introduction

2.2 Overview of Research

Research Objectives

The objective of this research was to map the land-
scape of existing practice at the intersection of
the future of work (with an emphasis on digi-
talization though not to the exclusion of other
kinds of work) and livelihood opportunities for
displaced people. This included identifying and an-
alysing the benefits and challenges that digitalization
and the broader changing nature of work offer to
displaced people today and in the future. The aim is
to identify elements of existing practice that can suc-
cessfully be scaled.

Scope of Research

Alongside other existing research, this study surfaced
hundreds of online education and training initiatives
as well as broad pathways to digital work, such as
through digital platforms.™ While these are an im-
portant part of the landscape, it was often difficult to
determine how impactful or widely used they were
by forced migrants. Thus, the research confined itself
to a) verified illustrative examples demonstrating the
range of basic digital and ICT training in existence, b)
initiatives offering more comprehensive pathways to
work, such as training that led into an online intern-
ship programme or connected to a digital work plat-
form, and c) alternative pathways to accessing digital
work or work by digital means by displaced people
(e.g. the use of ride-hailing platforms by forced mi-
grants). The study was undertaken between May 7
and July 31, 2019 and was comprised of primary re-
search through key informant interviews, desk-based
research, and informal focus group discussions, as
well as secondary research. Participant observation
was also conducted at a 1.5-day workshop led by
the Migrant Union in Geneva. The side box provides
an overview of the methodology employed.
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Roadmap of Report

The following sections present () the landscape of
digital and digitally mediated livelihoods for displaced
people, divided into: (1) geography, (2) types of digital
work and their link to the broader changing world of
work, and (3) the main actors currently involved. This is
followed by (Il) an examination of opportunities afford-
ed by digital work and critical issues creating barriers
to employment and scale, and (lll) how emerging dig-
ital practice can provide pathways forward. Included
throughout the report are brief case studies illustrating
a range of practice, each of which highlights opportu-
nities and barriers for scale indicative of wider initiatives
and pathways. The report concludes with a discussion
of main take-aways and next steps for scaling.

A scoping study methodology following
Arksey and O’Malley (2005) was employed to
map available digital livelihoods initiatives and
experiences for displaced people. A scoping
study can be undertaken to examine the
extent, range and nature of a research topic,
and to identify gaps in extant literature.

As Mays et al. (2001) write, scoping studies
‘aim to map rapidly the key concepts
underpinning a research area and the main
sources and types of evidence available,

and can be undertaken as stand- alone
projects in their own right, especially where
an area is complex or has not been reviewed

comprehensively before’.

Research steps included:
* |dentify organisations, initiatives, and experts
to contact/research

e Conduct desk-based research and interview
contacts identified in preliminary research

e Select initiatives for inclusion
e Chart data

e Collate, summarise, and report results
(begin draft report)

¢ Parallel ‘consultation exercise’ to inform and
validate findings

Note: See reference list for citations in boxes




3.1 Geography

The research identified several main locations where ini-
tiatives and pathways to digital or digitally mediated work
were undertaken.™ Corresponding to other literature on
digital projects for refugees,’® in the Global North Ger-
many was the most common site for initiatives, followed
by the Netherlands and the UK. In the Global South, the
most common site for initiatives was in East Africa, pri-
marily Kenya and Uganda. In Asia, multiple initiatives exist
in India, while Turkey, Israel/Palestine, and Jordan were
common sites in the Middle East and North Africa. Most
of these initiatives have arisen since 2010 and specifically
since 2015 when the so-called ‘European refugee crisis’
centred the issues in the public debate.

The sidebar provides a non-exhaustive overview of
countries with the most digital initiatives and pathways
to work identified. While the majority of identified initia-
tives in Sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East were
based in camps, likely due to the plethora of actors en-
gaged in programming, initiatives in urban areas were
more common in Europe, Latin & South America, and
Southeast Asia. The individual displaced people inter-
viewed who had created or found digital livelihoods
were all based in urban areas. While this is likely not
representative of the location of individual engagement
in digital work, the lack of humanitarian assistance of-
fered in urban areas compared to camps does indeed
drive displaced people to become entrepreneurs, a
phenomenon that may translate into digital entrepre-
neurship, as well.

3. Landscape of Digital
and Digitally Mediated

| vellinoods

Main Identified
Locations for Digital/
Digitally-enabled Work
for Displaced People

Europe: Germany (Berlin), Netherlands, UK
Sub-Saharan Africa: Kenya (Nairobi,
Dadaab, Kakuma), Uganda

Latin & South America: Brazil, Colombia
(IDPs), Argentina, Ecuador

MENA: Jordan, Israel/Palestine, Turkey,
Lebanon

Asia: India, Bangladesh, China (IDPs,
economic migrants)

3.2 Types of Digital Work & Link to the Broader
Future of Work

All kinds of digital work exist, ranging from simple im-
age categorisation for Al learning to high-skill online
consulting. This means that there are opportunities
for people with a range of skill levels and re-
sources. The most common types of work and ways
to access digital skills and livelihoods are overviewed in
the side bar and discussed below.

Notably, many of these findings echo trends in the
broader Future of Work. One of the main mediums
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¢ Job-matching platforms
e Digital consulting via online work platforms
¢ | anguage & translation businesses

¢ Graphic design, Web design & coding

schools
¢ E-Commerce
¢ Digital entrepreneurship
¢ Basic ICT training

identified to access digital work for displaced people is
through online work platforms, where displaced peo-
ple can join as freelance consultants and offer skills
such as translation and interpreting, data entry, and
administrative support to companies.'® While some
of these jobs necessitate unique skill sets, others en-
tail repetitive tasks such as basic data entry and thus
have a lower barrier to entry. Upwork and Figure 8 are
two online work platforms identified in the research
that have partnered with organisations supporting dis-
placed people to more easily enable access to digital
work (see Case Study 3 for details).

A rising phenomenon, online labour platforms are grow-
ing 30% a year — highly significant compared to tradition-
al labour markets.'” They enable corporations to source
freelance work from around the world, thus comprising a
significant part of the so-called ‘online gig economy’. This
economy is highly transnational, with services on one large
platform conducting 89% of transactions across national
borders.' Increasingly, large firms including Fortune 500
companies are utilizing these platforms, demonstrating a
shift in the world of work also by global business influenc-
ers. As Corporaal and Lehdonvirta write, ‘It's one thing
when independent consultants and start-ups experiment
with new ways of organizing work; it's something else
when corporations employing hundreds of thousands of
people adopt such models.”"®

Initiatives such as the World Food Programme’s Em-
pact programme and the International Trade Centre/
Norwegian Refugee Council's Refugee Employment
Skills_Initiative (RESI) programme link trained partici-
pants to these online work platforms as well as have
direct relationships with the platforms themselves in
order to ensure displaced people are able to regis-
ter.?° For example, RESI has partnered with Upwork to
‘support the verification of identification of refugee free-
lancers through locally emitted documents.?! These
initiatives demonstrate forward-thinking employment
models, and NGOs’ already existing roles in mediating
displaced people’s access to online work.

The multitude of digital skills trainings, including graph-
ic and web design, coding, and basic ICT training also
reflect the changing nature of work’s ‘reskilling impera-
tive” of workforces.?? As per a 2017 Accenture report,
the need for upskiling goes, however, beyond just
technical training:

There needs to be a greater
emphasis on broadening
the variety of skills within
each worker... Workers will
need technical and digital
skills, complemented

by unique human skKills,
such as empathy,
communication and
problem solving, to thrive
in the digital economy. Yet
60% of employers think
that less than 25% of their
workforce is ready to work
with new technologies and
machines.?


http://www.intracen.org/resi/
http://www.intracen.org/resi/

3. Landscape of Digital and Digitally Mediated Livelhoods

Several of the initiatives identified in the course of re-
search and highlighted in this report, such as Sky School
and the Gaza Sky Geeks, focus explicitly on improving
the ‘soft skills” needed alongside technical skillsets (see
Case Study 5). However, many others focus only on dig-
ital skills training or access to digital work without explicit
links to work or markets. This lack of network linkages
represents a key barrier, a focus of section 2 of this report.

3.3 Actors

A wide variety of actors are involved in fostering digital
livelihoods for displaced people. This research found
that particular actors are often active at certain ‘lev-
els’ of the international system, as summarised in Fig-
ure 1 below.

Transnational actors such as private sector companies
and international organisations often provide the infra-
structure to enable digital work, be it access to internet
and computers, digital trainings, or undertaking mar-
ket assessments to match supply and demand. Inter-
national organisations in particular have an important
role to play in offering humanitarian protection and up-
holding labour standards. The International Labour Or-
ganization’s Decent Work Agenda, for example, cuts
across country priorities, is relevant for displaced peo-
ple, and also transcends into digital work.?

Transnational actors can mobilise resources, forge
strategic partnerships, and make use of extensive
social networks and social capital, and thus play a
key role in large-scale programming. Global System
for Mobile Communications Association (GSMA), for
example, a corporation representing the interests of
more than 400 companies in the mobile ecosystem,
has created a Humanitarian Innovation Fund to test
and scale the use of mobile technology to address
humanitarian challenges, including displacement.?
For these telecom operators, refugee camps are not
just sites of humanitarian intervention but also market-
places where they can make significant profits. This
growing interest is based on research showing that
refugees are spending about a third of their dispos-

able income on connectivity — thereby demonstrating
its importance in their lives.?® At the same time, both
the private sector and international organisations en-
gaged in humanitarian digital work training and infra-
structure are often constrained by bureaucracy, and
international organisations face the additional burden
of short funding cycles, which often require demon-
strating impact more quickly than they are able to.?”
This limits their ability to scale their programmes.

At the international level, digital labour platforms such
as Crowdwork and e-commerce platforms offer jobs
that some displaced people can directly access.
Job-matching platforms, while sometimes international
such as Talent Beyond Boundaries, are often nation-
al, targeting a domestic market such as jobs4refugees
in Germany or Refugee Talent in Australia. The majori-
ty of these job-matching platforms use digital databases
to link potential employee and employer rather than offer
digital jobs per se. National NGOs are among the most
common actors to offer digital and ICT skills training to
displaced people, and often target refugees. Grassroots
NGOs also play a role in this, such as Hargabits in So-
maliland, which trains IDPs in digital design and other
skills demanded by the local market.?®

Locally, displaced people access work through digital
platforms linking consumers and providers, such as
ride-hailing platforms like Uber in East Africa.?® Displaced
people also often engage in informal trade through
WhatsApp and Facebook groups (see Case Study 7).
Grassroots and community-based organisations may
provide computer and internet access as well as many
displaced people’s only access to ICT trainings.> While
individual displaced people can and do obtain digital
work internationally, this research found that many of
the digital or digitally-accessed job opportunities are ac-
tually local.®" This suggests the potential for digitalisation
to foster job creation in displaced people’s own envi-
ronment (potentially by avoiding local labour barriers) as
well as beyond borders. Figure 1. below illustrates the
different levels of the international system where these
different actors generally operate.
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Private Sector

(Offer technical expertise,
employment, equipment)

Microsoft, Cisco,

Samasource, Virgin

INGOs

(Humanitatian & Development)
(ICT training, protection, market assessment)
UNHCR, ITC, NRC, IRC, WFP, MercyCorps

Crowdwork
Platforms
e.g. Upwork,
Crowdflower,
Freelancer

Digital Platforms

Social

(Connecting consumers  Enterprises

& providing, such as

Ride-hailing platforms)

e.g. Uber, Lynk

e.g.
Chatterbox
(UK)

E-commerce
Platforms
(General &
Refugee-Specific)
e.g. Made51, Wobe

Job-Matching Platforms
(General & Refugee-specific,

in person and online employment)
e.g. jobsdrefugees (Germany)

National NGOs
(Variety of activities,

online higher/specific

education is key)

Grassroots NGOs
(led by/for refugees)
e.g. Hargabits
(Somaliland),
Coding Bootcamp
for Refugees (Israel)

Individual

‘Success Stories’
(Refugee consultants,

entrepreneurs)

Individual Refugess

(Trainees, Employees,
Founders, Entrepreneurs)

Informal Digital
Business Practice
(Refugees selling online
through WhatsApp &
Facebook groups)



4.1 Introduction

This section reviews some of the opportunities that digi-
tal and digitally mediated work can provide, illustrated by
two case studies. This research has found that digital
work opens up new opportunities, markets, and
networks for displaced people beyond their im-
mediate physical location. Due to the remote and
mobile nature of digital work, it remains available
to people on the move or those who settle in multiple
host countries. In many instances, it circumvents lo-
cal work restrictions, allowing people access to jobs
they would be unable to receive in their host countries,
though regulations on transnational work appear to vary
by country. It may also help displaced people by-
pass informal barriers to work, such as xenophobia
by national employers. Indeed, some researchers posit
that the majority of displaced people pursue digital
work only when all of their other options for in-per-
son work in the informal and formal economy are
denied.*?

Depending on their circumstances, displaced peo-
ple may even start or continue remote work that is
based in their home country, thus allowing them to
utilize their existing social networks and increase
their capabilities. Relatedly, people can match their
skills and services with a market that may not exist
where they physically are, even allowing them to work
with or sell goods to diaspora markets around
the world as well as international customers and
employers.

4. Opportunities

: ~resented By Digital &
o Digitally Mediated Vvork

Most digital work occurs on an individual basis with
displaced people becoming members of the online gig
economy. While there are risks attached to this, benefits
include displaced people managing their own time
and tasks and thus making work fit into their life circum-
stances, even if they suddenly change. Relatedly, some
work is accessible by Smart phone rather than
computers, with payment almost immediately through
mobile money. This means that with just a phone and
a phone number, migrants can both access and be
paid for work. This can be particularly helpful for those
lacking official identification, unable to open a bank ac-
count in their host country, or even on the move.

At the most basic level, myriad trainings (occurring in
person as well as online) provide displaced people with
the necessary skillset to undertake digital work,
while at the most advanced, displaced people are sup-
ported to enter highly competitive digital markets
via online work platforms or e-commerce as free-
lancers and entrepreneurs, or else employed directly
by corporations and social enterprises.

The following case studies are importantiillustrative
examples of the unique benefits of digitalization for
displaced people and people on the move as well as the
variety of existing pathways to achieving them. In map-
ping digital livelihoods initiatives, this research has found
countless such examples, indicating that digitalization and
the future of work do, indeed, provide unique benefits to
refugees, displaced people, and other people of concern.
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lllustrative case studies of the benefits of digital and digitally mediated work for displaced people:

Remote Work across Countries

What is it: NaTakallam is a digital platform
that employs displaced people for language
services (translations, tutoring and conversa-
tion partners, etc.)

The Story: NaTakallam employs men and
women who are displaced in the Middle
East, in countries including Lebanon and
Turkey. Many of these individuals have only
just begun their journeys, and will be forced
onwards by violence or persecution in tran-
sit countries. Several NaTakallam employees
have found themselves in Europe without the
necessary credentials or language skills to

find employment in their new country. Despite
changing countries, they are able to continue
to work and earn their living thanks to being
digitally employed by NaTakallam.

What this lllustrates:

e Digital employment provides unique bene-
fits to people who might be on the move,
displaced, or face a lack of control over
where they may be forced to move next.

e Platforms can be created to harness the
existing skills of displaced people to offer
them digital work.

Digital visa/residency Pathway

What is it: The Working Refugee is an
NGO providing support to certain refugees
with relevant documents to obtain Esto-
nian e-residency. This in turn allows them to
open a business bank account, rent a virtual
office, and open up (virtual) EU businesses.

The Story: Refugees (with documents) liv-
ing in EU countries often face extremely long
waits for business permits that enable them
to actualize their entrepreneurial potential.
An Estonian e-residency leverages an ex-
isting digital tool to greatly speed up this
process and potentially allow for the prolifer-
ation of new, refugee-led businesses within
the EU.

What this lllustrates:

¢ There are unique challenges faced by dis-
placed people that innovations in digitali-
zation can help overcome

e | inking displaced people with markets
goes beyond just matching supply and
demand - governments have a role to
play in creating favourable conditions &
opportunities

e c-citizenship/e-residency models can

open up work opportunities for displaced
people




5, Critical Issues

: Creating Barriers to
; —mployment & Scale —

& Elements of Success

While it is important to identify successes, existing
challenges and barriers offer a better understanding of
how to harness the unique potential of digital livelihood
opportunities for displaced people at scale. The map-
ping research reveals that digital tools, digitalization,
and other “future of work’ models are currently working
to overcome key barriers that constrain individu-
als in conditions of displacement or mobility, in seek-
ing employment and livelihoods opportunities (‘Supply
side’). They are also working to overcome barriers that
dissuade, inhibit, or simply don’t allow market ac-
tors to employ displaced people (‘Demand side’). The
barriers highlighted here are also barriers to scaling
opportunities for displaced people to join the digital
workforce.

The main barriers identified on the supply side are
a lack of capability, access, and networks that
prevent displaced people from identifying, entering,
and being competitive for digital and digitally medi-
ated work. On the demand side, there is a lack of
knowledge and trust, access, and interest in
displaced people as employees or service and
goods providers.

Just as new work opportunities will be opened, the
changing nature of work replicates some of the
skillset and socioeconomic divides seen in the
non-digital world. For displaced people with low
socioeconomic backgrounds, for example, specific
disadvantages from displacement — such as a lack of

national identification documents, language skills, or
long-developed social networks in a host country — are
compounded by other barriers that the chang-
ing world of work creates for the poorest. This
includes a loss of menial jobs to automation, lack of
access to Smart devices to find or create digital work,
and limited social networks with which to digitally
trade. The challenges specific to displaced people in
accessing digital work and other more general barriers
must be addressed by a variety of actors to enable
displaced people to foster digital livelihoods at scale.

Many of these barriers are broad and systemic,
including work regulations in host countries, different
(or lacking) ID systems and a widespread refusal from
host states to accept alternate or foreign IDs, as well
as negative existing narratives of displaced people.
The case of NaTakallam for example, illustrates a key
specific supply-side barrier: limitations refugees face in
accessing Lebanon’s local labour market, which affects
refugees’ ability to work regardless of their capabilities.

Initiatives led by local, national, and international NGOs
provide various types of digital literacy trainings and
in some cases expand displaced people’s capacities
and offer direct pathways to digital work. However,
few of the hundreds of existing global initiatives
are effectively connecting displaced to the pri-
vate sector or digital markets in critical numbers.
Therefore, while individual success stories of initiatives
such as the Refugee Skills Employment Initiative (RESI)
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(overviewed in the side box) exist, as well as success-
ful digital livelihoods found or created by individual dis-
placed people, these are not widespread.

This section reviews the main supply and demand
barriers identified in the course of research and offers
some examples of how they are being addressed. Key
takeaways for impact and scaling are then presented.

5.1 Supply Side Barriers

Supply-Side Barrier to Scale #1: Lack of Capability
This research has identified that displaced people of-
ten lack the necessary capabilities — defined broadly as
raw skKills, abilities and characteristics — in order to work,
make choices about employment or entrepreneurship,
or be competitive in the eyes of employers. While these
include so-called ‘hard skills’ and ‘abilities’ (generally
technical), other less tangible skills are also critical for
successful digital and other employment. So-called soft
skills are interpersonal ‘people’ skills as well as character
traits and include communication skills such as listening.
As the Gaza Sky Geeks example illustrates (Case Study
5), these ‘soft’ elements of capability are often harder to
teach but crucial to have. These findings echo broader
research on the skills needed for future sectors of work,
which discuss that the ability to communicate well with-
in teams as well as having resilience and flexibility in the
workforce will be increasingly important.

Solutions to Supply-Side Barrier #1

First and foremost, this research found that there are
opportunities for displaced people to improve their ca-
pabilities to competitively enter the digital and digitally
mediated workforce, mainly offered through training
and unique forms of education. RESI, for example,
does not offer only a simple technical skills training but
instead walks participants through a series of hard and
soft skills development courses aimed to help them
become competitive freelancers. This includes mento-
ring, networking connections, and coaching in CV writ-
ing, interview skills, and more. Jean-Marie Ndikumana,
a RESI participant and winner of the online freelanc-
ing Kakuma competition, shared, for example, | have

come across different opportunities, but the Kakuma
(online freelancing) boot camp is the best and | believe
it will change our lives and mindsets. Since we are tal-
ented in different areas and have many skills, but we
didn’t know how to sell them online. The boot camp
we have undergone was a great opportunity for us to
learn new things and work beyond the refugee status.
First and foremost, being taught on how to work online
made me feel rejuvenated despite my refugee status.*

Other forms of capability development take place in
educational settings. The Sky Schooal, in collaboration
with United World College South East Asia, offers a sec-
ondary education to refugee youth that is focused on
building competencies rather than concrete technical or
academic skills. Sky School is completed via a blended
learning model (60% in person, 40% online) and aims to
build the capabilities needed for any context that refu-
gees might be based or find themselves in. The School
is also developing the first international high school di-
ploma programme for refugees around the world; once
students gain a Sky School Diploma, they will have op-
portunities to access higher education and livelihoods.

Two elements of the Sky School model stand out: first,
the focus on building the very core competencies
for which private sector actors and digital training pro-
grammes state a need (i.e. the ‘soft skills’).%® One of
their main emphases, for example, is on supporting stu-
dents to exercise agency in order to affect social change
wherever they are based. This emphasis on soft skills is
particularly important as research has found that univer-
sity systems across the MENA and other regions do not
produce graduates who are able to join and succeed in
the global digital economy (see side bar below).

Second, Sky School is based on a ‘chameleon-like’
educational model that can be adapted according
to the context and needs of individual students. Nota-
bly, multiple trainers emphasised the need for physical,
‘real-life’ engagement with trainees in addition to digital
teaching in order to transmit these skills, which Sky
School achieves through its ‘blended learning’ model.
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Multi-Sectoral Partnerships Pathway

What is it: RESI provides intensive ICT and online consulting skills training to help refugees work as
competitive online freelancers through the online work platform Upwork.

The Story: Refugee camps often lack large-scale markets and livelihoods trainings rarely meet existing
demand. RESI trains refugees as digital consultants and opens up digital pathways to online interna-
tional markets through a freelancing work platform. From the RESI training, the ‘Dadaab Freelancing
Collective’ was created, an online refugee consulting business advertised on Upwork.

Value of Partnerships:

RESI was formed as a partnership between the International Trade Centre (ITC) & the Norwegian Ref-
ugee Council (NRC), plus the technology company Samasource & online work platform Upwork. ITC
provides the development, market, and trade experience while NRC offers protection and addresses
local barriers through dialogue and advocacy. Technical experience and a direct pathway to the private
sector are offered by, respectively, Samasource & Upwork.

The development, humanitarian, technical, and private sector expertise of this partnership means refu-
gees enter an ‘A-Z programme’ beginning with skills training and ending with access to a competitive
online market, with different actors supporting different parts of the pathway.

Overcomes Supply Barriers:
e Capability: Offers online consulting skills training

e Access: Forged partnership with online work platform, negotiated with platform to accept refugee ID

¢ Networks: Provides link to market actors through online work platform; link to other skilled refugees to
create joint businesses

Overcomes Demand Barriers:
e Knowledge & Trust: Programme acted as initial intermediary to online work platform

e Market assessments (international to local) to identify demand
Takeaway for scaling:
¢ Development vs humanitarian approach (competitive training programme targeting market demand)

e Cross-sector partnerships including business, humanitarian, and development actors

e Success of direct access between displaced people and private sector via online work platforms

Source: Key Informant Interview, RESI Director; NRC Country Director Kenya
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Education Systems Fail
to Prepare Graduates for
Digital Economies

Primary barriers are:
1) lack of experience working in dynamic teams
required to work on complex projects

2) lack of experience with critical inquiry re-
searching, self-learning, and upskiling on
one’s own

3) lack of understanding/exposure to global
professional  work —environments/expecta-
tions through internships or applied proj-
ect-based learning, and

4) a focus on credentials and certificates rather
than the practical outcomes of the study.

Source: WEF 2019

Elements of Success to Achieve Supply-Side Scale #1

e Network across sectors to help displaced people gain
skills that match market demand (e.g. partnerships,
aliances, and coalitions including private sector, gov-
ernment, development, and humanitarian actors)

e Capitalise on E-learning platforms and blended learn-
ing models (utilise for a variety of skills and non-tra-
ditional learning such as important ‘soft skills’ for the
future of work)

e ‘Chameleon-like’ models that can be adapted ac-
cording to context

Supply-Side Barrier to Scale # 2: Lack of Access

Many individuals in displaced circumstances have the
requisite skills to work but lack the material or regula-
tory foundation to actualise their skillsets. The result-
ing lack of access stems from a variety of barriers,
including proper or recognised identification,
host country regulations, and social networks

to find or be selected for work. This means that
while digital or digitally mediated work opportunities
exist, they are not always accessible to displaced
people. While poor or disenfranchised nationals may
face similar barriers, such as lacking social networks,
displaced people face a disproportionate bur-
den to job access when they lack a proper ID or
recognised credentials, as well as the ability to
have these be verified and verifiable.

Existing systems to address these issues are
fragmented. Digital identity and credentialing solu-
tions are often project- or country-based, meaning
there is a lack of global standardisation and system-
atisation to recognising the identity and credentials
of displaced people. This impacts displaced people
who may move countries, and also means that the
demand-side market cannot identify and access po-
tential talent in a large-scale, global way.

For example, in addition to its non-digital registration ser-
vices, UNHCR has created UNHCR Verify-MY, a free mo-
bile document verification app in Malaysia to enable UN-
HCR- issued refugee documents/cards to be verified by
authorities and organisations. While this may help stream-
line verification nationally, it has not yet expanded beyond
Malaysia. Importantly, it is also a service verifying paper
documents rather than creating digital ID documents for
refugees that might be more widely recognised.

Host country regulations also strongly mitigate dis-
placed people’s access to digital and non-digital
work. Zetter and Ruaudel*” found that approximately
50% of states party to the Geneva Convention restrict
in part or in full refugees’ right to work, as do many
states that are not party to the Convention at all. The
10 million stateless people in the world face similar
restrictions on work, often related to a lack of rec-
ognised ID or not being afforded the same rights with
the IDs they do hold, as do millions more economic
and other migrants around the world. While digital or
remote work may offer a solution for some to bypass
host country restrictions, this research found that dis-


https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=org.unhcr.verify&hl=en_GB
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The Success:

Alaa is a Syrian social entrepreneur & NGO worker in Cairo, Egypt. In 2016 with two other Syrians
he started the website Tomooh (www.tomooh.org) offering information in Arabic for Syrian refugees
on navigating Egyptian and other bureaucracy, including how to get marriage & birth certificates,
and register with UNHCR. The website expanded to offer support to Syrians in Turkey, Jordan, and
Lebanon, as well, & also began providing information about university scholarships that Syrians
could access. It now has 70,000 followers on social media. While Alaa and the other founders
started the website as volunteers, they are now making money through ads. ‘It's good,” Alaa ex-
plained, ‘because the refugees don’t pay for the help — Google does. It’'s enough for three families
to live in Egypt.’

The Barriers:
However, because of Egypt’s strict laws, Alaa can’t open a bank account with his refugee ID; although

it is valid, it is not recognised. While the income he makes from Google is sent via Western Union,
he is prevented from expanding the business due to a lack of bank account. He has even had to
turn down offers from organisations to provide funding to grow. ‘We can’t register as an organisation
because we are Syrians, which means we don’t have an office or a bank account. The organisation
couldn’t give us money without a bank account, so now we are working with them on a voluntary
basis.’

The Takeaway:

While Alaa’s success in digital livelihoods may be an outlier, his lack of papers is not. The World Bank
estimates that 1 billion people in the world lack an official proof of identity, with displaced people
disproportionately at risk of lacking documentation. 161 countries have ID systems using digital tech-
nologies, but many of them are national rather than international, leaving displaced people like Alaa
with no way to carry their identity with them digitally.

Source: Key informant interview, Alaa Alkraidi, Co-Founder, Tomooh

placed people still have difficulty navigating restrictive
laws and regulations. While a refugee in the Dada-
ab refugee camp in Kenya may, for example, have
a thriving e-commerce business, this is dependent
on being legally able to travel to access the goods
they aim to sell.*® Similarly, a tech entrepreneur such
as Alaa in Egypt will struggle to create a sustainable
digital business due to not being able to open a bank
account with a refugee ID (see Case Study 4 above).

Solutions to Supply-Side Barrier #2:

Identity, Credentialing, and Verification:

In addition to the crucial work of lobbying host states
to recognise refugee IDs, digital initiatives may offer
some solutions. Digital ID and credentialing compa-
nies seek to create interoperable (coherent & trans-
national) digital identity, credentialing, and verification
services, & in certain cases are already working with
displaced people.
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GSMA and Trulioo are two companies offering ser-
vices in identity and document verification, including
for displaced people. Learning Machine® issues dig-
ital credentials across a variety of sectors, from the
workforce to healthcare to education, which are ver-
ified by QR code in order to be easily read across in-
stitutions and borders. These companies are seeking
ways to help ID and credentials remain with individu-
als during movement, ranging from displacement to
changing jobs, as well as be easily accepted by po-
tential employers and business partners.

The GSMA Digital Identity Programme works with
governments, mobile operators, and development
actors to explore ways mobile technology can enable
accessible and inclusive digital identities in Sub-Sa-
haran Africa and Asia — where 81% of people lacking
formal proof of identity live.“° Trulioo primarily offers
companies identity and document verification, but is
exploring avenues for mobile network operators to
act as ‘centralised, cross-border verifiers of identity
by harnessing the user data and transaction histories
linked to specific SIM cards’.*! It also partnered with
the Canadian Red Cross in 2017 to help verify the
identities of 50,000 fire evacuees and provide them
with emergency funds. The Red Cross had previous-
ly had to manually verify recipients’ identities, which
was time-consuming and sometimes ineffective. This
partnership demonstrates how identity, credentialing,
and verification services have the potential to help
not only displaced people but the variety of actors
that support them. The focus on mobile phones as
a means to create and demonstrate digital identities
also represents an important advancement for dis-
placed people in low-resource settings.

Other digital identity services aim to explicitly foster
economic identities to displaced people. The block-
chain platform BanQu* works with Somali refugees
in the Dadaab refugee camp in Kenya to create eco-
nomic identities through including not only basic per-
sonal data but economic information like successful
business transactions to create a relationship-based

Regulatory Gaps -
Recommendations

Advocacy: gaps in regulation, restrictions,
loopholes, and regulatory sandboxes (a frame-
work set up, generally by a financial sector reg-
ulator, to test small-scale innovations), as well
as ensuring workplace rights, could be primary
advocacy functions of the Migrant Union or a
similar coalition of actors

Digital Visa? Could a visa, given to individuals
who work digitally and remotely but pay taxes
to host countries, provide a middle-ground to
ensure workplace rights without limiting further
people’s right to work?

credit profile. This information allows other BanQu us-
ers to securely provide loans or enter into business
arrangements with other users. While this service
helps local business transactions become more se-
cure, it also allows refugees to enter global supply
chains as verifiable sellers.*® However, important con-
cerns about blockchain platforms for refugees exist,
including the risk of abuse through digital identities
such as tracking people, as well as information pro-
vided to corporations.** This points towards the im-
portant role of regulation in these and other areas of
technological advancement.

Elements of Success to Achieve Supply-Side Scale #2:

e Focus on interoperability of ID and credentialing sys-
tems, including creating international digital ID/cre-
dentialing standards & regulations. This is important
for both the supply and demand sides, as displaced
people could maintain valid ID across borders and
employers would have easy verifiability processes.
At the same time, data privacy is a key concern that
must be addressed.
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Legal Loopholes Pathway

What is it: Gaza Sky Geeks is an innovation & entrepreneurship hub that partnered with Google
and the INGO Mercy Corps to help startup founders grow their businesses beyond Gaza. It also
works with Founders & Coders International to offer a comprehensive coding boot camp in Pales-
tine. Graduates gain technical skills to join the high-skilled digital workforce.

The Story: Palestinian refugees face high unemployment rates & few job prospects in Gaza. Start-
ing with offering access to high-speed internet in 2011, Gaza Sky Geeks recognised the potential
for Palestinian entrepreneurs to build digital businesses and access digital employment through
tech. The program now has over 50 graduates, many of whom own & operate businesses based
abroad. Utilizing legal loopholes, much of the business infrastructure is established abroad. Gradu-
ates are able to open up an American bank account while in Gaza, for example, thereby overcom-
ing barriers to financial inclusion.

Gaza Sky Geeks is currently working to bridge graduates with the existing market and move to
scale. They aim to become a high-level digital consultancy offering both hard & soft skill training to
refugees, & sourcing high-skilled refugee talent for commercial businesses, similar to the interna-
tional digital consulting organisation Infosys, in order to open up access to digital work.

What this lllustrates:
¢ Unlikely actors such as a tech startup and a humanitarian organisation can successfully offer job train-
ing and act as a consultancy to link potential employees with companies seeking talent

¢ | egal loopholes can offer pathways to accessing necessary services for digital work such as banking

e Soft skills as well as technical skills are necessary for displaced people to be competitive in markets
¢ Digital work for displaced people can be fostered in even the most constrained of environments

¢ Use of Blockchain platforms to create digital iden-
tities (e.g. BanQu in the Dadaab refugee camp,
Kenya, which creates ‘economic identities’ and
connects displaced people to global supply chains)

e National and global advocacy for displaced peo-
ple’s right to work (e.g. Refugee Council and schol-
arship on_protection and labour mobility)

e Multilateral commitments to regulatory sandboxes
by governments and the private sector to create
pilots/proofs of concept to enable widespread up-

take (e.g. learning from existing legal loopholes &
initiating similar pilots)

Supply-Side Barrier to Scale #3: Lack of Networks

A rupture in social networks is a common theme in
displacement,* with myriad resulting challenges.
Even people with high capabilities and high levels of
access to resources may lack the networks to ob-
tain digital and other work if they are in a new place.
This research has found that linkages to markets and
jobs occur formally through market intermediaries as
well as informally through digital networks. However,
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these networks are often dependent on participation
in a formal NGO-led skills training or employment pro-
gramme, or in informal cases dependent on access
to internet and knowledge of relevant social media
platforms and groups to join. While this research
found elements of success in helping displaced peo-
ple access digital work through market intermediaries
and informal social networks, current practice is cha-
otic and fragmented.

Of the many existing ways to build or connect to net-
works that enable digital and digitally enabled work,
market intermediaries were identified as key. The ex-
act role of these intermediaries varies, from sharing
information about job opportunities with displaced
people to liaising with online work platforms to nego-
tiate the acceptance of refugee IDs (as was the case
with the RESI programme) to directly pursuing private
sector contracts that displaced people could then
undertake work for (see Case Study 5 below).The role
of market intermediaries is expanded on below, along
with an often overlooked type of intermediary — infor-
mal digital networks on social media platforms.

Solutions to Supply-Side Barrier #3

Market intermediaries

In keeping with broader trends on the ‘Future of
Work’, there is a booming group of small and medi-
um-sized digital market intermediaries that help link
skilled and capable workers to market opportunities.
As overviewed in the ‘Actors’ section, these include
start-ups such as online work platforms, national and
international NGOs, and development agencies. In
hubs in East Africa such as Nairobi, for example, dig-
ital platforms offer a marketplace connecting buyers
and sellers, which refugees are also involved in. Main
areas of refugee involvement are transport, retail,
e-commerce, digital sourcing, and on-demand labour
such as casual work and housekeeping.*®

More formally, NGOs such as LevelApp overviewed in
the side box and the World Food Programme’s EM-
PACT programme forge direct relationships with pri-

vate sector actors in order to secure contracts. Both
organisations target tech companies seeking low-skill
digital help to train Al through image and other cate-
gorisation. These jobs consist of hundreds and even
thousands of tasks unfeasible for one person to com-
plete, and so instead offer hundreds of displaced peo-
ple ‘online gig work’ that can generally be completed
by phone. The EMPACT programme also works with
and through the online work platform Figure 8 to iden-
tify available work and bid for contracts. This demon-
strates the multiple intermediaries that can exist within
one pathway to securing displaced people with digital
work. However, more research needs to be conducted
to understand the long-term impact of this work on
refugees’ lives and on their digital employability.

‘Informal’ digital networks

Informal digital trade is under-researched globally,
yet work on how to measure this type of trade is be-
ing promoted by actors such as the OECD and the
World Trade Organisation, due to the growing recog-
nition of its widespread use.* Burgeoning research
demonstrates that displaced people use their existing
skills to offer goods and services informally through
posting on social media groups, as well, often reach-
ing thousands of members (potential customers).*
WhatsApp and Facebook groups (churches, di-
aspora groups, shared interest groups), as well as
Instagram followers, offer a customer base for dis-
placed people to offer goods and services locally and
internationally. Facebook pages and Facebook
marketplace are other common ways to sell on-
line. These offer pre-made networks that are ideal
for selling, particularly in situations where people have
few local contacts. In Nairobi, for example, South
Sudanese refugees sell peanut butter to WhatsApp
group members while Congolese and Burundian ref-
ugees commonly sell clothing over Facebook. Goods
and services are bought via digital money transfers
and either sent by post, transferred from trusted per-
son to trusted person, or picked up in person (e.g.
a Ugandan IDP selling jewellery through a church
WhatsApp group agrees to give the already bought


https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/uncategorized/refunites-levelapp-supporting-refugees-in-uganda/
https://innovation.wfp.org/project/empact
https://innovation.wfp.org/project/empact
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jewellery to buyers at church the following Sunday).
Selling in these fora offers a means to circumvent
local work restrictions, such as the barring of infor-
mal street hawking in cities such as Kampala, Ugan-
da. At the same time, displaced people are often still
vulnerable to other restrictions, such as refugee
IDs not being considered valid ID with which to
purchase SIM cards, and thus can have challeng-
es in accessing informal social media markets. An
unpublicised cancellation of phone numbers held by
those using refugee IDs in Kenya, for example, left
many refugees without recourse to their digital liveli-
hoods. Case study 6 above provides more informa-
tion on supply and demand barriers, and how infor-
mal social networks works to overcome them.

Elements of Success to Achieve Supply-Side Scale #3:

e Direct access between displaced people (as en-
trepreneurs and potential employees) and markets
(customers and employers) to enable efficient work
placement and trade (e.g. online work platforms,
social media networks)

e ‘Negotiation’ of networks through secondary mar-
ket intermediaries (NGOs, development actors) to
ensure that identification is accepted, exploitation
is avoided, and displaced people are marketing
themselves/their skills effectively

e |nitial support/subsidies by development or private
sector actors to create proofs of concept — such
as providing initial payments to displaced people in
order to test and prove their ability to competitively
complete online tasks, in order to establish displaced
people as effective suppliers to market demands
(e.g. GSMA offered LevelApp a 300,000 GBP start-
up grant, see Case Study 5 for more information).

5.2 Demand-Side Barriers

Alongside the significant supply side barriers present-
ed above, demand side barriers also affect displaced
people’s access to digital work. Just as the combi-
nation of these affects displaced people’s digital em-

What is it: The ‘LevelApp’ from the NGO
RefUnite allows users to sign up, download
datasets, & complete ‘tasks’ such as cate-
gorising images on their phone to train Al
Users are paid for completed work through
mobile money.

The Story: The LevelApp was enabled
through a 300,000 GBP grant from GSMA to
pay users and create a body of evidence to
prove displaced people’s capacity to be com-
petitive in the digital market. The founders will
use this evidence to secure large-scale pri-
vate sector contracts to create a sustainable

service. Users may soon have the option to
have a small fee deducted from their monthly
earnings to provide life insurance — very im-
portant in high mortality settings like Uganda.
Still in the pilot phase, the project is targeting
5,000 users and aims to scale to 25,000 in
the next year.

What this lllustrates:

¢ Availability of mobile and flexible digital
work in low-resource contexts can offer
digital work at scale

¢ Potential to ‘digitally build’, e.g. attach oth-
er services such as life insurance

e Sustainable model after start-up grant

Source: Interview, COO, LevelApp

ployment and digital entrepreneurship prospects, it
can negatively impact employers and private sector
actors who miss out on an important potential work-
force. This section reviews three main demand side
challenges that present barriers to scaling up future
of work opportunities for displaced people.
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Actors: Facebook and WhatsApp groups
are important online platforms for informal lo-
cal (as well as regional or international) trading
between displaced people, diaspora groups,
the wider host community.

Location: Local, Diasporic, Transnational,
Global

Overcomes Supply Barriers:
e Capability: Makes use of existing skills
through informal entrepreneurship

e Access: Restrictions on the right to work
are circumvented

* Networks: Immediate access to potential
markets, immediate responses of interest

Overcomes Demand Barriers:

¢ Knowledge & Trust: De facto vetting occurs
as seller is ‘member’ of social media group
(WhatsApp: phone number is known, FB:
mutual friends identifiable, etc)

¢ Access: Groups can be used for seeking
services/goods as well as offering them

Takeaway for scaling:

¢ Digital networks enable direct access be-
tween displaced people and potential mar-
kets & offer ‘pre-made’ markets

e Digital job opportunities exist through
only a phone number and access to digi-
tal money (this opens up opportunities for
low-resource displaced people)

Sources: Key informant interviews, Lisa Poggiali, Julie
Zollmann; Hatayama (2018)

Demand-Side Barrier to Scale #1: Lack of
Knowledge and Trust

People living in conditions of displacement are often
considered an ‘unknown’ or ‘un-vetted’ population —
and are left unconsidered as a potential workforce.
The lack of knowledge and trust this illustrates is a key
barrier to helping employers hire displaced people.®?
However, research illustrates that employers who
don’t hire displaced people are in fact missing out. A
recent study on refugees hired in the US found that
companies successfully integrating refugees
into their work environment have employees with
higher retention rates, themselves gain stronger
management skills, and can draw on a broader
pool of potential workers, thereby selecting only
the most competitive.5® As the researchers explain,

‘[lIntegrating refugees
into the workforce not
only provides financial
stability in the lives

of people displaced
from their countries,

it also opens the
doors for others to a
diversified, accepting
and accommodating
workforce with good
management and the
capability to handle
other diversity issues
that may arise.”*
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The following solutions present important information
about how to overcome the barrier of a lack of knowl-
edge and trust on the demand side in hiring and buy-
ing goods and services from displaced people.

Solutions to Demand-Side Barrier #1

‘Soft skills’ training through Market Intermediaries
Like the discussion on market intermediaries in the
supply side above, these actors offer a mediated and
thus vetted connection between displaced people
and potential employees. While — as discussed below
— they can operate in the form of a traditional job re-
cruitment agency, market intermediaries can also un-
dertake some of the soft skill and other skills training
that employers need in employees. As the founder
of the Gaza Sky Geeks explained, ‘The hardest gap
to fill is brokering relationships with the private sector
because they need to come in and spend a lot of time
with the trainees in order to really get to know and
trust them.’s®

Gaza Sky Geeks aims to bridge this gap through
technology, such as offering interactive digital train-
ing and teaching soft skills via gamification. They
expect this can accomplish 60-80% of the teaching
needed to gain the trust and confidence of employ-
ers needing ‘intangible’ as well as technical skillsets
from displaced people in order to hire them. Other
digital forms of training and gaining knowledge and
trust exist through ‘e-interships’ offered by Kepler,
which offers an accredited US undergraduate degree
from Southern New Hampshire University to refugees
in Rwanda. After graduation, students are placed in
digital internships with potential employers, who are
able to train and get to know them in a low-risk tem-
porary arrangement — with the mutual goal of eventu-
al employment.®

NGOs and start-ups focusing on training and edu-
cation, ranging from the Gaza Sky Geeks to the Sky
School overviewed in previous sections, may be the
ideal trainers and intermediaries to help displaced
people gain the knowledge and trust of potential em-

ployers. They commonly undertake free training and
education for displaced people, and so could easily
incorporate tailored skills training into existing mod-
ules. They are also generally perceived as legitimate
actors that have the knowledge and tools to train and
de facto vet displaced people.

Credentialing and ID systems

The creation of interoperable credentialing and 1D
systems outlined in the supply side also has huge
benefits for the demand side. Several of the identi-
fied credentialing and ID services target private sector
employers primarily or alongside individuals.®” Trulioo,
a ‘global identity verification service’, proclaims, for
example, that companies can ‘Verify customers on-
line, anywhere, in seconds...knowing your customer
mitigates fraud, risk and financial crime.’*® As men-
tioned above, its client base has expanded to NGOs
such as the Red Cross.

Verif-y, a blockchain-based digital identity platform,
serves individuals as well as employers, creden-
tial providers, and other organizations. Claiming to
‘modernize the relationship between employers and
job applicants’, the website states, ‘For the first time
both parties have a platform where they can com-

ID Gaps -
Recommendations

Many credentialing and ID systems exist but
they are not aggregated across sectors or
countries, meaning that the market doesn’t
have a means to verify people or their skillsets
across borders and firms.

How could actors mobilise to resolve is-
sues stemming from a lack of standard-
ization and inter-operability?
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municate directly regarding verified credentials. This
cuts out the middlemen in the process and saves
both the employer and job-seeker time and money.
In contrast to background screening companies, Ver-
if-y’s platform provides a more reliable, less expen-
sive, real-time verification process by replacing cur-
rent legacy methods with a direct and more accurate
data-driven model.’®®

These examples demonstrate the potential, if globally
scaled and made accessible to displaced people, for
the quick verification and credentialing of displaced
people as potential employees to occur. Were pri-
vate sector actors able to have easily available ver-
ified information about displaced people, employing
displaced people would likely become much more
appealing as well as a feasible,® thereby benefitting
both the supply and demand side.

Elements of Success to Achieve Demand-Side

Scale #1:

e Emphasis on building interoperable (e.g. transna-
tional rather than national) and standardized ID and
credentialing systems

e |D and credentialing systems that are available
through phone apps and appropriate in remote ar-
eas to foster widespread uptake

e Create & publicize clear procedures for users to re-
port errors or security breaches (especially critical
to protect displaced people’s security)

Barrier to Scale #2: Lack of Access

As several sections of this report have detailed, mar-
ket actors struggle to identify displaced people and
migrants with the requisite skills and talent for their
sector, in part because only small-scale job-match-
ing platforms exist as well as due to a lack of large-
scale partnerships with humanitarian/development
actors knowledgeable of displaced and migrant pop-
ulations. While humanitarian and development actors
are well-placed to work with displaced people direct-

The Identity Lifecycle

There are three fundamental stages of
creating and using a digital identity:

1) Registration, including enrolment and
validation,

2) Issuance of documents or credentials,

3) Authentication for service delivery or
transactions.

Governments and private firms generally fulfil
the roles of identity, attribute, authentication,
and service providers. Humanitarian & devel-
opment actors can also use their legitimacy &
access to displaced populations to become
involved as identity, authentication/attribute
providers. This can increase their legitimacy
and open up partnerships with private sector
actors who are using credentialing and ID sys-
tems to vet potential employees.

Source: GSMA (n.d.)

ly to identify and develop skills and talents through
trainings and education, they are traditionally less
skilled at acting as job recruitment agencies. Howev-
er, several initiatives have created or are developing
models that offer important elements for scaling and
wider uptake.

Solutions to Demand-Side Barrier #2

Market intermediaries helping the private sector
identify talent in displaced populations

Many of the market intermediaries discussed in this
report are traditional humanitarian or development
agencies, or broader online work platforms that have
begun to engage refugees. However, this research
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identified several start-ups, non-profits, and social
enterprises explicitly focused on helping the private
sector identify talent through job-matching platforms
focused on displaced people. Many of these are
domestically focused, such as Australia’s Refugee
Talent or Germany’s Workeer. Other platforms such
as Accenture’s Refugee Talent Hub seek to increase
private sector access to potential refugee employees
through organizing Meet & Greet sessions, trial in-
ternships, and other contact opportunities.

As the world’s only international job-matching platform
for refugees, Talent Beyond Boundaries is a notable
exception. Their mandate is simple: ‘Skilled refugees
need jobs. Global employers need talent. We connect
them.” Potential employers can hire Talent Beyond
Boundaries to identify and recruit refugees, as well as
verify and validate skills. The organisation has created
a ‘Talent Catalogue’ of over 10,000 skilled refugees
and identifies strong candidates for corporate part-
ners. Uniquely, refugee employees gain temporary
skilled worker visas rather than enter countries as
refugees (although they retain refugee status), there-
by promoting labour mobility as the so-called ‘fourth
durable solution for refugees’.®’ While the process
has been slow — only 6 job candidates have arrived
in Canada and Australia — the model demonstrates

Access Gaps -
Recommendations

Hundreds of actors and initiatives exist around
the world to support the access of displaced
people and migrants to market demands.
However, these are generally small-scale and
fragmented.

How can actors work to scale and network
these initiatives to make it easier for the
market to utilise them as intermediaries?

Talent Beyond Boundaries aims to pro-
vide a full remote recruitment service to
employers seeking to hire refugees

‘By hiring through Talent Beyond Boundaries

your organisation can gain a skilled and talent-
ed employee whilst also contributing to solving
the global refugee crisis. We provide a full re-
mote recruitment service including identifying
suitable refugee candidates and assisting em-
ployers to conduct video interviews and skills
validation. We also assist with the immigration
and onboarding process.’ (TBB 2019)

the potential for the remote recruitment of displaced
people as well as the work of unlikely actors such as
a non-profit organisation in forging impressive part-
nerships with governments, private sector actors,
and members of the humanitarian and development
community including the World Bank and UNHCR to
facilitate job-matching.

Elements of Success to Achieve Demand-Side

Scale #2:

e Developing large-scale aggregated job-matching
platforms to enable the private sector to access a
talent pool of displaced people

e Direct partnership with, or modelling of, job recruit-
ment agencies

e Networking across existing initiatives to identify
skilled displaced people for digital employment

Barrier to Scale #3: Lack of Interest

While the case study of Talent Beyond Boundaries
offers important points for scaling, an enduring ques-
tion is whether humanitarian impulses outweigh bot-
tom lines. Indeed, outside of Corporate Responsibil-
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ity missions, many market actors are looking for the
most competitive skills rather than humanitarian ‘cas-
es’, meaning that they are unlikely to specifically seek
out displaced people and migrants as workers.? For
some, this puts the viability of fostering digital live-
lihoods for displaced people in question due to a
tricky combination of the need for scale, sustainabili-
ty, and cost-effectiveness.® Integral to addressing all
of these factors, however, is establishing the interest
of demand-side actors to engage in hiring displaced
people at all. In instances this may occur through the
promotion of displaced people not as displaced peo-
ple but as competitive actors in a market, and thus
occur through leaving the refugee label behind. How-
ever, this research has also identified several means
to address this current gap by examining various
types of existing practice focused on elevating dis-
placed peoples’ status in the private sector and in
markets.

Tent Partnership for Refugees

“Tent works closely with businesses to help
them identify and understand opportunities
to help refugees. When companies are ready
to take concrete actions, Tent works closely
with them to develop and implement tangible
commitments to support refugees. We be-

lieve that companies have the greatest impact
when they treat refugees not as victims, but as
economically-productive workers, suppliers,
entrepreneurs, and customers...” (Tent 2019)

What this illustrates:

o Membership model for high-level private
sector engagement

¢ Coalition as guiding resource

e Advocacy for changing perceptions of dis-
placed people

Solutions to Demand-Side Barrier #3

Involvement of private sector coalitions

Several private sector initiatives are seeking to pro-
mote digital and other employment of displaced peo-
ple through business coalitions. Two of the largest are
Tent, led by Chobani yoghurt founder Hamdi Ulukaya,
and the Business Action Refugee Network (BRAN),
led by the International Rescue Committee (IRC).

Through its Partnership for Refugees, Tent has a coali-
tion of more than 100 companies supporting refugees
around the world, including Starbucks, Uber, Shell,
and Twitter. Tent Partnership is a platform for compa-
nies to share info and best practices, increase private
sector coordination, and ‘forge innovative solutions to
deliver greater impact’. In addition to garnering inter-
est for hiring refugees, Tent strives to help companies
integrate refugees into supply chain, invest in refugee
start-ups, and deliver effective services to them.®*

BRAN brings together European businesses inter-
ested in addressing displacement. These businesses
share business models and successful partnerships
in order to create more refugee-friendly business en-
vironments and a more positive public discourse sur-
rounding refugee integration and inclusion. Involved
members of the network include Virgin, Ben & Jerry’s
and The B Team.®®

These coalitions constitute an important member-
ship model demonstrating high-level private sector
engagement. Acting as a guiding resource, Tent and
BRAN promote concrete action (such as refugee
employment) but also play a larger advocacy role by
shifting the perception of refugees from victims to ca-
pable workers in the eyes of companies.

Creation of competitive goods, services, and
platforms

The involvement of displaced people in digital and
digitally mediated (as well as other) work can only oc-
cur at a large scale if they are able to offer competitive
goods or services. However, in order to do this, they
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must be able to access customers in the first place.
One way this commonly occurs is through e-com-
merce platforms. EkShop Shoron in Bangladesh,
overviewed in the side box, demonstrates a process
of building scale into models creating pathways to
competitive trading and selling. Seeking to overcome
challenges in international global selling that other ref-
ugee-specific platforms struggle with (quality control
is an enduring issue), it aims to link to international
e-commerce platforms and offer competitive goods
made by refugees at the going market price.

Narrative change around displaced people and
migrants

As discussed above, some business coalitions are
actively working to change the narrative around dis-
placed people and migrants. While this work has re-
ceived widespread media attention because of the
high-profile actors involved, less known are the coali-
tions comprised of refugees and migrants themselves
working to address the same issue. Some of these are
nationally-focused, such as the Refugee-Led Organ-
isation Network based in Kampala, Uganda, which
aims to coordinate the activities of refugee-led com-
munity organisations, undertake advocacy through
member organisations acting as a united front, and
partner with other refugee-led organisations. Others
are transnational, such as the Global Refugee-Led
Network and Network for Refugee Voices. The Glob-
al Refugee-Led Network aims for refugees to be in-
volved in meaningful decision-making at every level of
refugee policy, and their advocacy efforts led to the
important inclusion of civil society organisations led
by refugees in the Refugee Compact.®” This demon-
strates the power of collective organising and dis-
placed people’s own role in changing the rhetoric
surrounding them.

Elements of Success to Achieve Demand-Side
Scale #3:

® Engaging the private sector to involve and promote
the existence of a skilled workforce of displaced peo-
ple (e.g. fostering interest ‘from the inside’)

The Migrant Union Digital Livelihoods for People on the Move
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What is it: ekShop Shoron (meaning both
‘remembrance’ and ‘displacement’ in Ben-
gali) is a nascent e-commerce model for dis-
placed populations, specifically Rohingya, led
by Access to Information (A2i), a programme
of the Government of Bangladesh.

The Story: ekShop Shoron is based on an
existing e-commerce model developed in
Bangladesh for rural sellers targeting urban
customers. The magnitude of the Rohingya
crisis — where refugees outnumber hosts 3-1
in some areas — and the significant restric-
tions on rights and livelihoods for refugees in
Bangladesh necessitate creative approach-
es to opening livelihoods. Still in phase one,
ekShop Shoron is building a pathway to ac-
cess international e-commerce markets, as
Rohingya refugees are not allowed to sell in
Bangladesh. It is currently training Rohingya
women to develop a fashion line to be mar-
keted internationally. The Bangladeshi host
community is included in the pilot for the fin-
ishing & packaging of products, thereby eas-
ing tension over jobs ‘lost’ to refugees.

What this lllustrates:
e Scaling can be built into models promoting
digital livelihoods from the beginning

¢ Existing models can provide important start-

ing points for adaptation to suit the needs
and contexts of displaced populations

Source: Case Study Presentation, Migrant Nationa Ge-
neva Workshop, Anir Chowdhury, Policy Advisor, a2i
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* Membership models to mobilise support and action
(e.g. business coalitions, refugee-led networks)

e Building scale into digital work pathways from a
project’s inception in order to meet the needs and
interests of the demand-side market

e Creating transnational coalitions of advocacy ac-
tors addressing perceptions and depictions of dis-
placed people and migrants (targeting different key
audiences such as the private sector, governments,
citizens, etc)



As this report has shown, the changing world of work
poses unique benefits as well as challenges to refu-
gees, displaced people, and other migrants in similar
situations. Depending on forced migrants’ capabili-
ties and access to resources, digitalisation opens
huge opportunities to access new markets through
online work as well as access to local, regional, and
international markets through digital platforms linking
services to customers. Key advantages for displaced
people include the ability to access work despite
living in host countries with high unemployment or
restrictions on work, and the mobility of digital work
itself, meaning it can be done ‘on the move’. Howev-
er, significant challenges and barriers remain due to
both the unique situation of displacement as well as
characteristics not singular to it, namely the low so-
cioeconomic status and geographic location of many
displaced people.

6.1 What The Case Studies Tell Us

When overviewing the landscape of current formal
and informal initiatives and pathways to find or fos-
ter digital work for displaced people, several insights
emerge. First, the trends in the type of assistance
provided to displaced people to foster digital live-
lihoods largely mirror key features of the changing
nature of work, namely the need for upskiling, on-
line work platforms and the online gig economy as
the workplaces of the future, and even the types of
digital work in which displaced people are engaged,
including coding, web design, and translation.®® This

0. Moving Forward:
—How Can We Think

at Scale’”y

suggests that existing initiatives have the ‘right’ focus
and that digital economies do indeed hold potential to
engage displaced people in the future world of work.

However, it is vital to note that the vast majority of
displaced people are not part of this digital trend. A
much riskier and exploitative informal economy con-
tinues to be a daily reality for many.®® While some ini-
tiatives target the vulnerable and lower classes, some
of the platforms and initiatives identified here clearly
cater to a ‘middle class’ of displaced people holding
prior skills or the social and other capital to access
education or undertake work.

Second, this research found that both small organi-
sations such as the Gaza Sky Geeks and unexpected
actors such as the World Food Programme are effec-
tively engaging in this space. Despite not yet being
actualised at scale, their large visions appear to hold
many of the building blocks for success. The differ-
ent types and variety of actors engaged in fostering
digital livelihoods for displaced people points towards
the type of process undertaken being a key element
of success, and that being the highest-resourced or
best-placed actor is not necessary to effectively im-
plement initiatives.

Additionally, some of the most innovative work be-
ing done to foster digital livelihoods occurs through
legal loopholes and in legal grey spaces, ranging
from refugees starting businesses in the EU through
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e-Estonia to opening American bank accounts while
based in Gaza with the help of Gaza Sky Geeks. This
points towards a) the importance of advocating for le-
gal rights and in particular labour rights for displaced
people, b) the work that can be achieved in even
the most constrained of environments (e.g. EkShop
Shoron, Bangladesh), and c) the possibility for reg-
ulatory sandboxes and proofs of concept/evidence
generated to play a key role in opening up more legal
space for displaced people’s widespread entry into
digital and digitally mediated livelihoods.

While myriad opportunities exist for displaced people
and migrants to enter the digital workforce, this re-
search also identified significant supply and demand
barriers: a lack of capability, access, and net-
works on the supply side, and a lack of knowledge
and trust, access, and interest on the demand side.
These are related to systemic barriers including
work regulations and existing narratives of displaced
people and migrants as victims and criminals rath-
er than capable people with competitive talents and
skills. Each of these factors affects the ability to scale
solutions.

At the same time, existing practice actively address-
es these barriers, including NGOs and start-ups
acting as digital work intermediaries for vetting and
job-matching, and the rise of digital identity, cre-
dentialing, and verification services. These find-
ings raise questions for the Migrant Nation and other
actors in this space in terms of key actors, motiva-
tions, and strategies (see box).

The case studies illustrated here demonstrate that
there are actors and initiatives operating at many levels
with varying degrees of scale and scope. Institution-
ally at the international level, initiatives like ITC/NRC’s
RESI, the Gaza Sky Geeks, RefUnite’s LevelApp, and
Talent Beyond Boundaries offer ‘A-Z' programmes
that provide hard and soft skills training, as well as
direct linkages to jobs via online work platforms and
segments of work from pre-agreed contracts.

Questions Raised

e How can elements of scale be harnessed
to build a demand-side market?

e \Which actors are best placed to act as
market intermediaries between displaced
people & digital work?

* \What is the motivation for market actors
to engage with displaced people & digital
livelihoods?

However, due to the time and resource intensive na-
ture of training participants, seeking out contracts,
and developing private sector relationships, these
organisations are unable to offer large-scale pro-
grammes that help displaced people find digital work
in large numbers. This suggests the value of a net-
working architecture that might help these initiatives
more easily engage with interested private sector ac-
tors and become known to investors or collaborators,
and thus reduce some of the time and resources that
they currently individually expend.

At the national level, NGOs and social enterprises
tend to have a blend of a humanitarian and business/
development focus. Many of the initiatives identified
were domestic job-matching platforms such as Ger-
many’s Workeer or the Netherland’s Refugee Start
Force, which offer both refugees and potential em-
ployers the opportunity to identify each other. Many
other organisations offer basic digital skills training
such as the Developer’s Institute in Tel Aviv, which has
paired up with the NGO African Refugee Develop-
ment Center to train refugees in coding to both pro-
vide skills to these potential employees and address
the country’s severe shortage of software engineers
and developers.
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However, many of the national training initiatives lack
direct follow-up links to work as well as ties to the
international economy. Therefore, while this level
constitutes an important step to digital livelihoods for
displaced people, the various initiatives often work in
silos. There is a lack of linkages between, for exam-
ple, skilling initiatives and job-matching platforms, as
well as other follow-ups to markets and employment.
This suggests that as it stands initiatives operating
individually at the national level cannot offer displaced
people work en masse or help them create it. It is also
unclear how sustainable these initiatives are, as many
initially identified did not appear to still be active.

Meanwhile, at the local level in cities or refugee
camps, grassroots NGOs and community-based or-
ganisations offer basic skills training as well as some
placement in digital work — but mainly connected to
the local market. The Somali organisation Shago-
doon for example houses the Hargabits Academy,
which offers ICT and digital skills training to Soma-
li IDPs in Hargeisa. The organisation has had such
success in placing IDPs in the local market that the
RESI programme highlighted above has recently
formed a partnership to begin working through Har-
gabits. However, connections like this are outliers as
many small organisations are restricted through lack
of funds and contacts to basic skills training without
more involved follow-up.

The case of Hargabits demonstrates, however, how
local actors are an important part of the architecture
to foster digital livelihoods for displaced people: they
are knowledgeable of local economic demands and
are able to make use of local networks to identify job
opportunities for their graduates. However, local ini-
tiatives often lack networks to national and interna-
tional level and thus miss out on important opportuni-
ties to connect to markets and scale.

The overall focus of both formal and informal initia-
tives and pathways at the international, national, and
local level demonstrate a focus on the training or em-

ployment of individual displaced people —often con-
sidered to be potential entrepreneurs — rather than
an emphasis on large-scale job placements and con-
tracts for displaced people. Even the few institutional
initiatives highlighted in this report that operate inter-
nationally and secure large-scale private sector con-
tracts do not currently have programmes in place to
cater to large numbers of displaced people. Reasons
for this include the time and resource intensiveness
of these programmes as well as both the supply and
demand barriers presented in the report.

6.2 Implications & Conclusions

Drawing on both the unexpected successes as well
as the challenges identified in this research, three key
areas emerge to unlock new digital possibilities for
displaced people and migrants at scale, namely the
aggregation of actors, the standardization of key
structural pillars such as credentials and 1D recogni-
tion, and advocacy. Addressing these areas offers
the potential to bring some of the identified solutions
to scale. At the same time, it is important to note that
aggregating actors and advocating for change also
risks having negative consequences for actors and
initiatives which were not previously perceived as
‘political’, while standardization carries personal data
security risks. Thus, each of these areas necessitate
contextual reflection and careful action.

As discussed in the previous section, one of the larg-
est barriers to scale identified in this research is the
fragmented practice of existing initiatives seeking to
create opportunities for displaced people to access
digital and digitally mediated work. While the scope
of these initiatives varies from skills training and ed-
ucation to direct pathways to work, very few are
connected to either similar initiatives or the multiple
other actors (such as credentialing services or mobile
banking providers) that a scaled pathway to digital
work necessitates.

This fragmentation demonstrates a need to aggre-
gate the hundreds of initiatives and actors in place
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to help match displaced people with employers and
jobs to better match supply and demand. It appears
to be very fruitful, for example, to link actors in differ-
ent areas together to help address barriers that keep
displaced people from accessing work (e.g. linking
NGOs that offer skills training to digital ID and creden-
tialing services that are able to validate their capabili-
ties). It also appears to be beneficial to link like-mind-
ed initiatives that are conducting similar work to share
best practices and cross-fertilize.

A crucial aspect of this aggregation would be the on-
going role of intermediaries (NGO, private sec-
tor, and others) to facilitate market supply and
demand. The networking of these initiatives to either
like-minded organisations or important private sector
and other actors offers an important foundation for
scaling. Best practices and proofs of concept could
be shared, and potential investors and partners would
have a verified pool of actors to work with.

Were this aggregation to take place formally, poten-
tially through an avenue such as a recognised mem-
bership, there is also an opportunity for these actors
to gain a broader legitimacy they could extend to their
participants, which could also address some of the
identified barriers of lack of demand-side knowledge
and trust. This could ultimately offer systemic mar-
ket and facilitation support to strengthen existing
pathways to digital work. This aggregation might
take place through existing coalitions or networks, or
job-matching, online work, or e-commerce platforms
eager to take on a new role.

Market facilitation is especially important be-
cause this research has identified a skills and
resource threshold for basic competition in the
digital marketplace. Refugees and migrants with
a disproportionate need for digital livelihoods (e.g.
the poorest and most ‘vulnerable’) are often those
with disproportionate barriers to accessing them
(including a lack of identity documents, language
skills, access to stable internet, and encampment

in under-resourced environments) — and thus those
with the lowest likelihood of success. This replicates
many findings from development projects, such as
(non-digital) micro-finance for refugees, which have
found that micro-finance programmes are most suc-
cessful when they target those already holding some
assets (e.g. financial literacy, education, etc). This
raises the challenging question for assistance actors
of which populations to target to foster digital liveli-
hoods, as well as how to ensure that rights such as
decent work are upheld.

Yet there also appear to be barriers that widely affect
displaced people regardless of individual capability.
The lack of recognition of IDs, or missing documen-
tation altogether, came up again and again as a key
barrier to accessing digital (and often other forms of)
work from both displaced people themselves and ini-
tiatives seeking to support them. A lack of means to
validate existing capabilities also arose as an issue.

Many displaced people are unable to work digitally
because, in addition to lacking financial inclusion, their
IDs are not recognised by online work platforms, they
cannot legally buy a SIM card with their existing ID, or
they lack the means to prove their abilities to employ-
ers. There is therefore a crucial need to continue
the work that UNHCR and other organisations
have championed in lobbying host governments for
the acceptance of refugee IDs and the provision of
national documents. However, the problem extends
further in terms of the challenge of validating creden-
tials and in cases where displaced people are on the
move or change host countries — and thereby often
experience the same issue of unrecognised docu-
mentation. A more systemic approach is needed.

Standardizing credentialing and ID systems offers
an opportunity for displaced people to maintain ac-
ceptance of their documents regardless of the coun-
try they are in. The creation of interoperable digital
credentialing and ID systems would allow displaced
people to carry their identity and recognised skillsets



6. Moving Forward: How Can We Think at Scale”?

with them during flight. Notably, it is important for
these systems to be accessible through mobile
phone and be available in remote, ‘last mile connec-
tivity” areas in order to ensure widespread accessibili-
ty. While this research has identified several innovative
private sector actors working in this area, universal
legal identity is also a cross-cutting theme of the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development.70 Thus, there
is space for humanitarian and development actors to
work alongside tech start-ups and governments to
further actualise this work.

At the same time, context is critical — many land-
scapes, not just one, need to be considered when ex-
amining the possibilities that the future of work pres-
ents to displaced people. At the most basic, different
contexts have varying levels of both physical and digi-
tal infrastructure that impact displaced people’s ability
to access digital work. To this end, while it seems that
several ‘one size fits all’ interventions such as digital
IDs may be part of a solution, it is imperative to fur-
ther explore the many contextualised means to foster
digital and digitally mediated livelihoods for displaced
people, ranging for example from possible proofs of
concept arising from legal grey spaces in Bangladesh
to a widespread embracing of digital livelihoods with-
in the informal sector in Turkey. One informant used
the analogy of human rights as an example, sharing,
‘It is criticized for “one size fits all” problems, but has
also allowed local struggles to relate their struggles to
global norms. Maybe the Migrant Union may function
in a similar way: a set of global norms and regulations
that builds on the refugee compact, [becoming] the
fair-trade label of digital economies.’”

Advocacy is needed to address gaps in regu-
lations and restrictions, promote the use of legal
alternative pathways (e.g. regulatory sandboxes) to
help displaced people access digital livelihoods, and
open up the right to work in more countries. Currently
the promotion of digital and digitally mediated work
occurs by a variety of actors, including the private
sector themselves through business coalitions and

displaced people through transnational networks.
This research found that this work can be increased
to further negotiate supply side enterprise and trade
through negotiating access to platforms, as well as
support the demand side through negotiating access
to displaced people’s right to work digitally.

Advocacy efforts could be strengthened through
evidence generated by the piloting of regulatory
sandboxes and other proofs of concept demon-
strating the rewards that digital work by displaced
people can offer. To this end, the Global Compact on
Refugees and Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and
Regular Migration, respectively, may present oppor-
tunities for governments, donors, and other actors to
engage in innovative and exploratory interventions.
This could fall under the Refugee Compact’s key ob-
jective of enhancing refugee self-reliance, for exam-
ple, and could take the form of pledges for the up-
coming Global Refugee Forum. The Global Compact
on Migration’s objectives to ensure that all migrants
have proof of legal identity and adequate documen-
tation (Objective 4), financial inclusion (Objective 20),
and crucially to facilitate the fair and ethical recruit-
ment and safeguard conditions that ensure decent
work (Objective 6) could act as leading guidelines for
strategic action.

6.3 Final Word

In the face of the changing world of work and un-
precedented levels of displacement, addressing the
barriers and building on existing opportunities are
necessary to scale access to displaced people in the
future world of work. This research has found that
much of the existing work in this space is valuable
and successful. However, it is also small-scale and
emergent, demonstrating a need for a more cohesive
ecosystem for collaboration and sharing. It was also
often unclear how involved displaced people were in
the process of inception and the design of formal ini-
tiatives, which poses the question of which type of
digital work and involvement in future areas of work
displaced people themselves want to engage in.
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These and other questions remain points for further
exploration.

At the same time, successes were identified. Capital-
ising on market intermediaries, aggregating both sim-
ilar and different actors at various levels, and creating
case studies and proofs of concept all demonstrate
promising elements for scaling. Focusing on these
components presents an exciting pathway forward to
actualising the potential of digital livelihoods for dis-
placed people today and in the future.
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