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Executive Summary 
This paper provides a livelihoods perspective on building urban poor household resilience to 
climate and disaster risk. It is informed by the experiences of non-profit and for-profit actors 
directly working with the urban poor in two countries: Indonesia, and the Philippines.  
The research reveals that while initiatives which seek to protect existing livelihoods from climate 
and disaster risks are important, initiatives that comprehensively build the resilience of 
households to face unpredictable threats and the long-term characteristics of climate change are 
equally if not more important. 
As governments look to scale up investment in efforts that will strengthen the climate resilience 
of the urban poor, this paper describes five priority action areas for initiatives that will increase 
household resilience. 

1. Promote household savings and safety nets. Initiatives include those that promote 
behavior change towards household savings, as well as those that make safe methods 
for saving accessible to the urban poor. Incentivizing stakeholders involved in the 
development of micro-insurance products towards those that address the intersection of 
climate change risks with urban poor livelihoods is recommended. 

 
2. Develop opportunities for stable and diverse income sources. Initiatives include small and 

medium enterprise support through updating the legislated definitions of each size of 
enterprise and developing bridge loan funds to expand access to capital during times of 
disaster. Proactively supporting the development of pooled reserves so that microfinance 
institutions can access them in the event of a disaster is also recommended.  

 
3. Invest in market-relevant training and skills development. All training and skill building 

initiatives must be based on findings from macro- and micro- level market analysis. 
Financial literacy and basic business practice skills are core areas for skill development. 
It is recommended they be taught using experiential learning methodologies.   

 
4. Foster inclusion. Addressing the systemic exclusion of the urban poor and economic 

empowerment will contribute to a households’ resilience to climate and disaster risks. 
Making accessibility for all a core requirement across policies that directly and indirectly 
impact the urban poor – in areas such as health, water, education, housing, technology 
and finance – is recommended.  

 
5. Increase access to digital technology. Initiatives include policies that reduce the cost of 

internet access and the devices needed to access it. Consider removing excess taxation 
on devices, promoting competition to ensure more industry players in data provision, 
developing targeted subsidies for the more vulnerable populations, and ensuring 
widespread connectivity within schools. 

 
Accomplishing each of these priority action areas will require a comprehensive set of initiatives 
be identified and actioned. This paper has begun the identification process. Actioning these 
initiatives will require multiple stakeholders operating across all scales of intervention in a 
complementary and cohesive way. How to bring together this breadth of action is now the 
challenge to be faced.  



 1 

1. Introduction 
Livelihoods are rightly recognized as a key factor in building the resilience of the urban poor. For 
any household, their livelihood determines to a large degree the options available to them for their 
housing, education, health, and access to other critical services that affect their wellbeing.  
Initiatives in the area of protecting urban poor livelihoods from the known impacts of climate-
related events have begun, and efforts to make robust climate trend and geo-spatial data 
available to both communities at risk as well as decision-making bodies are developing. These 
are important to reduce the vulnerability of the individuals and livelihood activities most at risk to 
predicted climate-induced events.  
What this paper will show is that, from a livelihood’s perspective, initiatives to build resilience of 
the urban poor also need to provide the opportunity for households to build their resilience to 
unpredictable events and the unknown.  The Covid-19 pandemic and related lockdown measures 
are a prime example of the need for this, albeit not climate-related.  
Four key factors for household resilience are identified. These include:  

(i) savings and safety nets,  
(ii) income stability and diversity, 
(iii) education, skills and mindset, and 
(iv) social network and mobility. 

Digital technology is identified as the fifth, cross-cutting key factor. 
Coherent and complementary action at all scales of intervention will be needed to ensure that 
these five factors are invested in adequately and that the multiple stakeholders necessary to face 
the challenge are engaged appropriately. The recommendations for priority action areas and 
policy initiatives in this paper have been developed based on the experiences of those who work 
with the urban poor, the successes they have seen and their perspectives of what is needed to 
create resilient cities of the future. 

Purpose 
The Asian Development Bank (ADB) is undertaking a regional Technical Assistance (TA) project 
to support three developing member countries in strengthening their capacity to design and 
implement investment projects that strengthen the climate resilience of the urban poor.1  Two of 
the participating countries are Indonesia and the Philippines.  
The first output of the TA project is to undertake country diagnostic studies to identify the issues 
related to building the resilience of the urban poor and to provide recommendations on policy 
actions that governments can undertake when tackling the nexus between urban poverty and 
climate resilience. A report for each country summarizing the results of the studies has been 
drafted.  
This background paper on livelihoods is developed to contribute to the country diagnostic studies 
in identifying opportunities for strengthening the climate and disaster resilience of urban poor 
households.  It gives special consideration to the long-term characteristics of climate and disaster 
risks.  

Methodology 
A research approach paralleling appreciative inquiry was used to complement the country studies 
by drawing out examples of urban poor livelihood development approaches that are considered 

 
1 The TA is funded by Urban Climate Change Resilience Trust Fund. 
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successful and beneficial to build on in the future. Semi-structured interviews were conducted 
online with 35 key informants from the non-profit and for-profit sectors over the period of May 06 
– June 05, 2020. All interviews were confidential.2 Selection criteria included people who engage 
with the urban poor around livelihoods across Indonesia and the Philippines. Some key informants 
with regional and global-level livelihoods experience also participated. Analysis of these 
interviews combined with a selected literature review has formed the basis for this paper.  
Please see Annex 1 for more information on the research methodology and for a breakdown of 
the key informants by sector and geographic experience.  

Structure 
The first section of the paper commences with a brief summary of the challenges that the urban 
poor encounter and the climate and disaster risks that they face. The livelihoods of the urban poor 
are then described, and the impacts of climate-related events and the COVID-19 pandemic on 
those livelihoods are considered. Finally, how to strengthen urban poor livelihoods in the face of 
these threats is discussed.  
Next, what makes an urban poor household resilient is examined. Four major factors that 
contribute to household resilience are outlined, followed by a story that demonstrates these 
factors in action.  A final cross-cutting factor is then described. 
The second half of the paper considers five priority action areas that will help create the conditions 
for urban poor household resilience to increase.  Observations and recommendations for core 
initiatives within each priority action area are provided.  
Throughout the paper, examples and stories shared in personal communication with the author 
through the research are described numbered boxes. Names have been anonymized. 

Definition of terms 
Definitions of resilience-related terms frequently used in the paper are provided in Table 1.  

Table 1: Definition of Terms 

Stresses Factors that weaken the fabric of a household or community on a daily or cyclical basis.a 

Shocks Sudden, sharp events that threaten a community.a  

Disaster 
A serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a society involving widespread human, 
material, economic or environmental losses and impacts, which exceeds the ability of the affected 
community or society to cope using its own resources.b 

Resilience 
The ability of countries, communities, businesses, and individual households to resist, absorb, 
recover from and reorganize in response to natural hazard events, without jeopardizing their 
sustained socioeconomic advancement and development.c 

a Rockefeller Foundation. Adapted from 100 Resilient Cities. http://www.100resilientcities.org/. Quoted in ADB. 2018. 
Scaling up resilience-building measures through community-driven development projects: Guidance note. Manila. 
b UNISDR Terminology on Disaster Risk Reduction. Quoted in ADB. 2018. Scaling up resilience-building measures 
through community-driven development projects: Guidance note. Manila. 
c ADB. 2013. Investing in resilience: ensuring a disaster-resistant future. Manila 

  

 
2 The names of interviewees are withheld unless express permission has been provided regarding a source document 
or data shared during the interview follow-up period.   
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2. The urban poor, their livelihoods, and the risks they face 
The urban poor are individuals and households who have abilities and aspirations yet are 
marginalized or excluded from most of urban society. This section provides a brief summary of 
the challenges and climate-induced risks that the urban poor face as described in the country 
diagnostic reports.3 The perceptions of the urban poor in Indonesia and the Philippines regarding 
the immediate and long-term threats they face are also shared. Next, the existing livelihoods of 
the urban poor are outlined followed by an exploration of how those livelihoods are affected by 
climate change and natural hazard events, and how they have been affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic. Finally, two approaches to strengthening urban poor livelihoods are shared. 

2.1. The urban poor and the climate and disaster risks they face 
The urban poor a diverse, non-homogenous group of people who face a multitude of shared 
challenges. They have low access to basic services, low-quality housing, insecure tenure, poor 
health, high exposure to environmental hazards, and they are reliant on the informal cash 
economy. As a result of the unaffordability or inaccessibility of safe land for housing, they also 
often live in marginal areas of cities that become overcrowded. These include locations along 
shorelines, around and over swampy or low-lying areas, besides rivers and train tracks, under 
major highways, on hillslopes and beside garbage dumps.  These areas may be physically 
unstable and at high risk of floods, landslides or accidents. Already vulnerable due to their poverty, 
the urban poor face a multitude of hazards that can overlap and even magnify one another.  
Climate change and its disaster effects pose a major threat to the urban poor.  Summarized here, 
climate observations show that temperatures have been rising in both countries and are expected 
to increase more; so too have sea levels.  Rainfall projections are much more varied, while there 
is an expected increase in the frequency and intensity of tropical cyclones (accompanied by larger 
storm surges and wind-driven waves).  The hazards expected to increase through these climate 
change effects include sea-level rise, coastal and riverine flooding, landslides, and the effects of 
storms and typhoons, droughts and heat waves.  
There are both short- and long- term considerations, as well as an acknowledged level of 
unpredictability when addressing climate change and natural disaster risks. The intensity and 
frequency of both rapid onset events (such as typhoons, floods, disease outbreaks, and food price 
increases) and slow onset events (such as drought, food price volatility and environmental 
degradation) are expected to increase.4 However, while trends of an increase in events are 
predicted to continue, there remains uncertainty. Global climate data is becoming more robust 
but predicting localized impacts at the community level continues to be a challenge.5 This means 
that initiatives to build resilience to climate and disaster risk need to consider trends regarding 
rapid and slow onset events. They also need to prepare for the “unknown unknown”.6 
For Indonesia and the Philippines specifically, floods and typhoons both rank among the highest 
three of the current perceived threats to local urban communities. This ranking comes from “Views 
from the Frontline 2019” (VFL 2019), which is an independent review of disaster risk reduction at 

 
3 ADB. Philippines: Country Diagnostic Report. Advancing Inclusive and Resilient Urban Development Targeted at the 
Urban Poor in the Philippines. Unpublished; ADB. Indonesia: Country Diagnostic Report. Advancing Inclusive and 
Resilient Urban Development Targeted at the Urban Poor in the Philippines. Unpublished. 
4 Béné, C. et al. 2012. Resilience: New Utopia or New Tyranny? Reflection about the Potentials and Limits of the 
Concept of Resilience in Relation to Vulnerability Reduction Programmes, Institute of Development Studies (IDS) 
Working Paper. 2012 (405). Brighton: Institute of Development Studies. 
5 Chu, E. et al. 2019. Unlocking the Potential for Transformative Climate Adaptation in Cities. Background Paper 
prepared for the Global Commission on Adaptation, Washington, DC and Rotterdam. http://www.gca.org/. 
6 Footnote 4, p. 27. 

http://www.gca.org/
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the local level.7  Disaster risk reduction surveys and consultations at the local level are conducted 
with household members, community-based organization members and local government 
representatives in urban communities to form the data sets.  See Figure 1 for a list of the top five 
current perceived threats per country.  

The threats identified for both countries are largely climate related, but not exclusively.  
Earthquakes, drug addiction and fire are also listed among the top five threats. Other man-made 
threats such as those caused by pollution and poor waste management were also highlighted as 
threats in the survey. Another example of a threat that is not climate related, COVID-19 embodies 
the threat that pandemics and widespread financial shock poses for the urban poor.   
The VFL 2019 survey respondents were also asked to consider what the most significant threats 
they think the younger generation will face when they grow up.  As of June 15, 2020, the top three 
threats identified for Indonesia are (i) landslides, (ii) floods, and (iii) typhoons.  In the Philippines, 
they are (i) poverty, (ii) fire and (iii) climate change. 
While each country ranking is different, the perception survey shows that for urban communities, 
climate change and its effects do feature heavily in their concerns for the future. Considering the 
predicted effects of climate change described above, this concern is valid. Their exposure to these 
threats will affect their livelihoods. What the typical livelihoods of the urban poor are and how they 
will be affected is explored next.  

 
7 Global Network of Civil Society Organizations for Disaster Reduction (GNDR). Views from the Frontline 2019. 
https://vfl.world/. 

Figure 1: The top five perceived threats to local urban communities, per country 

 

 
Source: Data adapted from GNDR. 2019. Views from the Frontline 2019. https://vfl.world/. 
Accessed June 15, 2020. 

 

 

 

https://vfl.world/
https://vfl.world/


 5 

2.2. Livelihoods of the urban poor 
The word livelihood is used in this paper to describe how an individual makes a living in order to 
secure the necessities of life.8 The core components are (i) ‘the individual’, who takes part in (ii) 
‘the activities’ that secure income for their necessities. A livelihood is therefore an economic 
activity that an individual pursues to provide for their household needs.  
Like other sectors of society, the urban poor are engaged in a wide variety of livelihood activities.  
Examining a list of occupations compiled from surveys conducted in informal settlements in 
Manila over several years, there are no immediate distinctions or patterns that can be applied 
(see Annex 2 for the full list).9  For example, the occupations that involve some form of 
employment range from security guard to factory worker to health worker to a sales worker.10  
Other occupations listed are indicative of the sort of informal micro-businesses that the urban 
poor run, such as small neighborhood convenience stores. What can be said is that many of the 
occupations provide unskilled labor on a self-employed or a casual day-labor basis. It can also be 
observed that for those who provide labor to employers, their employers range from government 
agencies to big business to small and medium enterprises (SMEs). 
The informal micro-businesses of the urban poor are typically those income generating activities 
that are conducted out of the home, not formally registered, that service the immediate geographic 
community, and typically earn less than $100 per month. The most common informal micro-
businesses described by participants in this research were related to food production.  Food 
production was estimated variously to be between 70-90% of all informal micro-businesses.  The 
top five most common informal micro-businesses undertaken were described as follows:  

(i) food production,  
(ii) re-selling of goods such as staple foods and home sundries, 
(iii) home-based household cleaning products, 
(iv) home-based beauty products and beauty care, and  
(v) local crafts. 

This is by no means an exhaustive list, but it is indicative of the type of home-based informal 
micro-businesses that are created and run by the urban poor. 
Insecurity is a primary feature of the livelihoods of the urban poor: both for those who are 
employed by others and for those who are self-employed. No matter the type of livelihood activity, 
the incomes generated by those livelihood activities have little stability, are often below the 
poverty line, and almost never have income protection or social benefits associated with them. 

2.3. The impact of climate-related events on livelihoods   
No livelihood or income source is completely stress, shock or disaster proof. For the urban poor 
dwelling in hazardous areas of cities, both the individual’s ability to perform livelihood activities 
and the livelihood activities they undertake are particularly vulnerable to climate-related events. 
Consider rapid-onset events such as typhoons. An individual immediately faces personal safety 
and health concerns related to rising flood waters and high windspeeds which also restricts their 
ability to move in and out of their home. Their livelihood activity is also immediately affected as 
the individual may be moved away to temporary evacuation sites, they may lose or not be able to 
access any of their productive assets to perform their livelihood activity, or they may not be able 

 
8 McDonald, C. 2018. Resilience Definitions Paper. Tearfund. 
9 Karaos, A. e-mail to author. May 27, 2020 
10 The occupations fall mainly into the ISCO-08 major groups of (5) Services and Sales workers (7) Craft and Related 
Trade Workers. (8) Plant and Machine Operators and Assemblers, and (9) Elementary Occupations. 
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to travel to work. Other rapid-onset events such as heat waves and landslides also affect the 
individual’s health and ability to perform their livelihood tasks, as well as the livelihood activity 
they undertake. The result is often a complete cessation of income to the family. 
Looking at slow onset events such as drought and food price volatility, the same is true – both the 
individual and the livelihood activities they undertake are at risk. For example, the individual faces 
health concerns with less access to clean water or the inability (due to price increase) to purchase 
needed foods or medicines, affecting their ability to work. Their livelihood activity will also be 
affected.  Volatility in raw produce prices may affect the ability of the informal-micro business 
owner to keep their costs below the usual selling price of their products. The value chain on which 
their informal micro-business or their casual day labor depends could be disrupted. The result will 
again be the complete cessation or severe reduction of their household income. 
Despite the variety of livelihoods of the urban poor, none them can be considered impervious to 
the effects of immediate or longer-term climate change and disaster effects. There may be some 
occupations that could be considered less vulnerable (for example a traffic warden will be needed 
by the traffic control agency, and once flooding reduces could potentially resume work quickly), 
but none can be considered completely free from disaster and climate risk (for example, a large 
typhoon may destroy infrastructure and thus a traffic warden may have no traffic to direct while 
roads have to be cleared and motor vehicles procured again).  
At least one if not more of the climate-induced stresses, shocks and disasters likely to occur will 
affect an individual’s ability to carry out any one of the urban poor livelihood activities described 
above. There is therefore no livelihood that can be considered climate and disaster-risk free. 

2.4. The impact of COVID-19 
COVID-19 is a case-in-point to demonstrate that it is impossible to predict with accuracy what 
livelihood pursuits may be less exposed to disaster risks than others. Livelihoods that were 
perceived as low-risk investments in the past have been shown to be vulnerable to other sorts of 
shocks by COVID-19. For example, sustainable tourism and associated service delivery areas 
have long been highlighted as a primary area for livelihood development and training for both 
urban and rural areas.11 And yet COVID-19 has halted any tourism endeavor, potentially for up 
to a year or more, impacting the livelihoods of millions of people around the globe and many in 
Indonesia and the Philippines.  
The widespread public health and socio-economic impacts of the pandemic continue to unfold, 
and like the impacts of climate change, the longer-term effects of COVID-19 are difficult to predict: 
“The economic fallout from the shock is ongoing and increasingly difficult to predict, but there are 
clear indications that things will get much worse for developing economies before they get better.” 
--- UNCTAD Secretary-General Mukhisa Kituyi 12 

 
11 Twining-Ward, L and Shiels, D. 2017. 20 Reasons You Should Integrate Tourism into Your Development Agenda. 
World Bank Blogs. https://blogs.worldbank.org/psd/20-reasons-you-should-integrate-tourism-your-development-
agenda. 
12 United Nations Conference on Trade and Development UNCTAD. 2020. The Covid-19 Shock to Developing 
Countries: Towards a “whatever it takes” programme for the two-thirds of the world’s population being left behind. 
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/covid-19-shock-developing-countries-towards-whatever-it-takes-programme-two-
thirds. 

https://blogs.worldbank.org/psd/20-reasons-you-should-integrate-tourism-your-development-agenda
https://blogs.worldbank.org/psd/20-reasons-you-should-integrate-tourism-your-development-agenda
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/covid-19-shock-developing-countries-towards-whatever-it-takes-programme-two-thirds
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/covid-19-shock-developing-countries-towards-whatever-it-takes-programme-two-thirds


 7 

The urban poor have been widely affected by COVID-19. The immediate impact on many 
individuals and households has been a complete cessation of their livelihood activity and thus the 
immediate loss of income. As an example, 75% of respondents to a survey conducted by a non-
profit microfinance institution (MFI) with their urban poor members in Manila reported that no 
member of their household had any income coming in.13  Within the first four weeks of the COVID-
19 lockdown, the top three coping mechanisms used by the families of the members surveyed 
included relying on government assistance or the negative coping mechanisms of reduced food 
consumption and moving into debt.  See Figure 2 below for more detail.  

As the lockdown period extended, it is not known how many more survey respondents may have 
had to move into the use of debt or reduced food consumption to meet the basic needs of their 
households. Sadly, the potential for a compound effect of COVID-19 and climate-induced stresses 
or disasters on the urban poor as the monsoon season commences in Indonesia (October – April) 
the Philippines (June – October) is high.  
In summary, there is no single urban poor livelihood that can be protected from the multitude of 
risks that the urban poor face such that their income can be considered immune to stresses, 
shocks or disasters. 

2.5. Strengthening urban poor livelihoods 
If no livelihood can be considered climate and disaster risk free, and households need to prepare 
for the unknown, how can urban poor households be supported to reduce the impact of these 
events and prevent the household from moving into negative coping mechanisms?14 Two 
approaches can be taken.   
The first is to protect existing livelihoods from environmental factors that increase the vulnerability 
of the livelihood (both the individual and the activity) to climate-induced events. A simple example 

 
13 Survey data provided to the author by e-mail, May 06, 2020, courtesy of M. Ignacio, Executive Director, KCOOP, 
KASAGANA-KA SYNERGIZING ORGANIZATIONS.  The survey was completed over the period April 9-11, by 3,296 
members. 
 

Figure 2: Urban poor household coping mechanisms in the first four weeks of the 
COVID-19 lockdown 

 
Source: KCOOP, KASAGANA-KA SYNERGIZING ORGANIZATIONS 
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shared in this research was putting wheels on urban street vendor food stalls so that they can be 
moved out of the flood zone when necessary (See Box 4, below). Other examples include nature-
based solutions such as coastal mangrove restoration and reforestation of surrounding 
watersheds, and hard-infrastructure solutions such as building concrete stalls that withstand 
flooding. Community-driven and community-based development programs are often centered 
around this approach, although initiatives are needed across all scales including the individual, 
the household, the community, the city and national levels to ensure this approach is maximized. 
Making high quality climate, disaster and urban information available and accessible to all is 
important for this approach to be effective. 
Initiatives that protect existing livelihoods are insufficient by themselves to prepare urban poor 
households in advance for the longer-term effects and unpredictability of climate and disaster 
risks, however. The approach is limited in its ability to cater to the wide variety of livelihoods that 
the urban poor participate in, nor can it accurately predict what livelihoods will be most relevant 
to cities in the future due to the ever-changing nature of market forces. 
The second approach is to create the conditions that will enable the individuals who conduct the 
livelihood activities, and their households, to be able to respond with flexibility and creativity to 
the threats that they face. This approach was by far the focus of most of the key informants in this 
research. Very few of the initiatives to support livelihood development for the urban poor that they 
felt worth building on were related to protecting existing livelihoods. Most of their observations 
were centered on ideas that would enable individuals and households to have the ability to cope 
with limited external support irrespective of the type of threat they face - in other words, building 
the resilience of the household unit. 
There is a therefore a need to focus on the factors important to building the resilience of 
households. These factors are explored next.   
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3. What makes a household resilient? 
Enabling urban poor households to be resilient to the long-term characteristics of climate and 
disaster risks and the unpredictability of the threats they face requires a focus on creating 
opportunities for households to build their own resilience.  

A call to build resilience is a call to increase the focus of policies on risk management rather than 
disaster management.15 To move away from responding to the needs of those impacted by 
shocks and stresses after the event and to move towards reducing the likelihood and severity of 
a disaster before it happens. Those with greater resilience will be able to recover more quickly 
when impacted by stresses, shocks or disasters. They will have prepared for a crisis event - 
individually, as a household, as a community and more widely - and have processes in place to 
regain what was lost and take advantage of opportunities that may arise.  
This section will describe the four major factors that emerged from this research as important for 
household resilience from a livelihood perspective.  A story about an urban poor woman that 
demonstrates all these factors is then shared, followed by a description of the cross-cutting factor 
of digital technology. 

3.1. Four factors for household resilience  
A resilient household provides the necessary conditions for preparing for more extreme climate 
events and an unpredictable future.  
Four major factors important for 
household resilience emerged 
from this research:  

(i) savings and safety nets,  
(ii) income stability and 

diversity,  
(iii) education, skills and 

mindset, and  
(iv) social network and 

mobility.  
Each factor contributes to 
increasing levels of resilience for 
the household. Pictorially this is 
shown in Figure 3.  
These factors are briefly 
described next. 

Savings and Safety Nets 
The first major factor is having household savings and safety nets.  They provide the foundation 
on which the other factors rest. A household’s ability to create this foundation of savings and 
safety-nets is positively reinforced by the other three factors.   

 
15 McDonald, C. 2018. Drawing from UNISDR, 2015, Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015 – 2030; and 
UN General Assembly, 2016, One humanity: shared responsibility Report of the Secretary-General for the World 
Humanitarian Summit. 

Figure 3: Factors for household resilience 
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Savings is one type of safety net.  Examples of other types of safety-nets include relying on 
extended family or social network; owning non-productive assets that can be sold; and purchasing 
formal insurance products.  
Savings and safety nets provide the household a base for resilience as they can enable the 
household to cover income needs while the impact of a stress, shock or disaster lowers or 
removes regular income, in turn meaning the household does not need to adopt negative coping 
mechanisms. Savings and safety-nets can also enable a household to have funds to draw on for 
capital to i) invest in disaster risk reduction measures, and ii) if necessary, adapt or completely 
change the livelihood activities of the household. 

Income Stability and Diversity 
Having a stable income enables a household to provide for their living needs and to build their 
savings and safety nets. Achieving income stability is desirable whether an individual is self-
employed or working for someone else. The stability of any income depends on two major things:  

(i) the individual’s performance associated with the activities, and  
(ii) the ability of the activity itself to be sustained in the marketplace.      

Income diversity – meaning having more than one income generating activity within the household 
- builds resilience as it reduces the reliance of the household on one income source to meet their 
daily needs. Being reliant on one income source increases the vulnerability of the household to 
all the hazards associated with that income. Any additional income-generating activity therefore 
ideally should not be vulnerable to the same sorts of hazards as existing income-generating 
activities.  

Education, Skills and Mindset 
The education and skills of each person in the household heavily dictates the type of livelihood 
activities they can perform, as well as the choices they make in preparing their household in 
advance to respond to different types of risks. The more skills an individual has, the more 
alternatives they have in their choice of activities for income generation and in their options for 
income diversification.  
The mindset of the individual is also critical for their pursuit of self-development and determination 
in the face of persistent challenges. An individual must be willing and able to perform the activities 
associated with their income generation. Beyond necessary physical health, their mental health 
and mindset is also important.  

Social Network and Mobility 
Having household members that are socially mobile - able to move between different classes and 
networks of people – and have a large social network is advantageous for any household for the 
exposure to new ideas, for opening new opportunities and for potentially generating new income 
sources.  
Having a large social network within the community that the household lives also means that the 
household is more likely to obtain climate and disaster information that can help them protect their 
livelihood and prepare in advance for hazards. In the event of a crisis, it can also increase the 
likelihood that they can connect with external resources for assistance and be aware of potential 
livelihood opportunities. 
Each major factor is important in and of itself. Each household will exhibit some factors more than 
others.  A story demonstrating how each factor can contribute to the resilience of an urban poor 
household is shared in Box 1. 



 11 

 

3.2. Digital technology: the cross-cutting factor 
A recurring theme throughout this research was the power of technology and the importance of 
providing access for the urban poor to digital technology so that their household resilience can be 
increased.  The COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown contributed to this focus as it raised 
previously unknown barriers to technology adoption for some of the key informants.16 It also 
created opportunities to re-think about employment and livelihoods, forcing people into their home 

 
16 For example, a lack of digital literacy in their members was previously unknown for a non-profit MFI in Jakarta  

Box 1: Ate Maria's Story 

Ate Maria lives in an informal, flood-prone area of Malabon City, Manila. Her house is on wooden stilts 
that regularly rot and need replacing. At 35, she was married with 4 school-aged children. She was a 
caretaker at home and her husband worked casual shift work at a local factory. Her family was eligible 
for the ‘4Ps’ social protection program of the government of the Philippines. 

Tragedy struck when her husband had a work-place accident and could not work due to a physical injury 
for 2 months. Ate Maria’s family had no income at all. Fortunately, Ate Maria had been regularly 
volunteering with a local NGO child development program, expanding her social network. When staff 
heard what had happened, they were able to recommend Ate Maria to someone who needed a house 
helper in Makati City, an exclusive area of the city. Although it was hard to leave her children, Ate Maria 
accepted the job and was able to negotiate to work weekdays, returning on weekends.  

Over time, Ate Maria was able to retain her job and informally earn slightly above the minimum wage. 
Eventually her husband was also able to return to work. Their household income stability and diversity 
increased. They were able to save small amounts to buffer them from health-related stresses. 

Ate Maria’s aspirations began to change. She had hope that she could support her children to go to 
university. With the two salaries, the household was able to invest in their children’s education and skills, 
supporting the oldest child to attend a local university for a minimal charge. Ate Maria also brought her 
children to her work place area several times.  This exposed the family to life outside of their slum area 
and familiarized them with the formalized urban work and living environments.  Their social mobility 
increased. When her eldest child graduated from university, she was confident and able to secure formal 
employment as an administrative assistant for a small company. The household now has three salaries. 

During the time that Ate Maria started work, the municipal government where she lived also started 
addressing the precarious living conditions of many of the poor in the city.  Installing water pumps, they 
have been successful in reducing the amount of flooding for a family like Ate Maria’s. Until the time of 
the installation, they had lived with flood risks that would go up as high as their waists or even shoulders 
and stay for as long as a week.  Aside from the health, safety and housing risks, this precluded them 
from investing in any household or livelihood assets that would simply be destroyed in the flooding.  
Since the installation of the pumps two years ago, they have more confidence in renovating their home 
to be safer in the face of typhoons, and in purchasing equipment and technology to help with family 
safety and education.  

When the COVID-19 lockdown began, Ate Maria and her family did not leave home. Her husband 
immediately lost work and received no salary.  Ate Maria’s job also ceased, but her employer continued 
to support her at 50% of her salary.  Their daughters work however, continued.  She was able to work 
from home using her cell phone. During the lockdown period, Ate Maria started to create and sell online 
small food items to their neighbors. 

Ate Maria’s family is in a far more resilient position than they were seven years ago. The potential for 
them to send the remainder of their children to college and to expand their opportunities through social 
network, social mobility and an increase in skills is apparent.  

Source: Personal communication with author, June 15, 2020. 
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and increasing attention on the role of technology for social connectivity and business generation. 
Ate Maria’s daughter in the story in Box 1 above is an example of how having one smart phone 
in the household with data access and a digitally literate individual to operate it enabled a family 
to eat and to respond creatively during the lockdown period.  
The potential benefits of access to digital technology can be seen across the four major factors 
for building household resilience (described later), hence, digital technology can be considered a 
major cross-cutting factor.  
Ideas for reducing the vulnerability of urban poor households to known and unknown threats by 
focusing on the five factors for household resilience described in this section are explored next.  
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4. Increasing Household Resilience 
When stresses, shocks or disasters impact a household that exhibits the factors important for 
resilience, that household can either absorb a temporary reduction in income, adapt to alternative 
ways of operating within their existing livelihood activities, or if necessary, change their livelihood 
activities entirely.  Their foundation may be thinned – their savings reduced, or some assets sold 
– but they are able to manage without adopting negative coping mechanisms. 
However, in a vulnerable urban poor household, few if any of the major factors for household 
resilience are present. They rarely have a foundation of savings or formal safety-nets and are 
often already trapped in debt cycles that negatively rather than positively reinforce the foundation 
of their household resilience. They are excluded from many opportunities for education and skills 
development. They are rarely exposed to new ways of thinking, acting and doing, and they rarely 
have access to people, networks or employment opportunities beyond their immediate 
neighborhoods. In addition, in both Indonesia and the Philippines, many of the urban poor rely on 
one income.  For reasons of culture or religion, women often remain at home attending to 
homemaker and childcare duties. While these are necessary household activities of themselves, 
it reduces the options for diversifying the household livelihood activities. Any stress, shock or 
disaster that comes is likely to push the household to adopt negative coping strategies. 
Priority areas for action to increase urban poor household resilience have been identified. These 
align with the five factors for household resilience outlined in the previous section. Within each 
priority action area, observations and recommendations for policy initiatives are provided.  These 
are not an exhaustive list of initiatives to address each priority action area. They simply reflect the 
ideas and recommendations that emerged from this research. The recommended priority areas 
for action discussed in this final section include: 

(i) promoting household savings and safety nets, 
(ii) increasing opportunities for stable and diverse income sources,  
(iii) investing in market-relevant education and skills development, 
(iv) fostering inclusion, and 
(v) increasing access to digital technology. 

4.1. Promoting household savings and safety nets 
Accumulating savings and building safety nets during times of relative stability is foundational to 
building a resilient household.17 

Savings 
This is the basis of all other forms of resilience building activities.   
“At the end of the day resilience means savings” --- 
A non-profit MFI Manager in Jakarta 
Those who work closely with the urban poor have 
found that they have surprising capacity to save.  It 
is a myth that the poor can’t save. It all depends on 
their level of exposure to a culture of saving and their 
resulting motivation. 
The benefits of having household savings are 
numerous.  For example, they provide a buffer for a 

 
17 Footnote 3 
 

Box 2: The value of savings 

During the COVID-19 lockdown, a woman 
from an urban slum in Jakarta was able to 
transition from running her own small hair 
salon to selling phone cards during the 
lockdown period.  Having some savings of 
her own enabled her to do this. 
Source: Author telephone interview with key 
informant, May 26, 2020  
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household to deal with climate-induced stresses such as a reduction in income due to a seasonal 
fluctuation in the food produce which they are re-selling.  They can enable a household to invest 
in education and skills development.  They can enable a household to have startup capital to 
diversify their income stream. See Box 2 for an example of how this helped one woman during 
the COVID-19 lockdown.   

Participation in small group savings initiatives run 
by community development and MFI non-profits is 
beneficial to the urban poor. Beyond helping to 
learn the behavior of putting aside money for 
savings, participation in a savings group also 
gives access to a small affordable loan when in 
need or to start a small income generating activity.  
There are also non-financial benefits to 
participation in savings group initiatives.  These 
include reducing social isolation, increasing social 
cohesion and increasing trust among community 
members. See Box 3 for an example. 
Investment in any initiatives that promote behavior 
change towards and practically make safe 
methods of saving accessible for the urban poor 
must be prioritized. 

Safety-Nets 
Many of the urban poor rely on informal social safety-nets like borrowing from extended family 
and friends.  However, in times of disasters and looking forward to the anticipated longer-term 
impacts of climate events, the likelihood of those traditional informal safety-nets also being 
affected by the same stress, shock or disaster is high. Formal insurance mechanisms, therefore, 
while traditionally unaffordable for the urban poor, must be developed. They can be an effective 
tool in mitigating household expenses in unforeseen events like accidents and natural disasters.18 
As described in this research, if the urban poor currently avail any insurance at all, it is only health 
and death insurance. 
Currently there are few, if any, options for the urban poor for formal livelihood insurance in 
comparison to a rural farmer.  This is demonstrated in the story in Box 4 below.  

Micro-insurance is a relatively new concept and product. The different stakeholders involved must 
be incentivized to consider how they can offer insurance to poor urban communities for their 

 
18 https://micorner.insurance.gov.ph/microinsurance/index.php/primer-eng/. 

Box 4: A comparison of rural and urban livelihood insurance approaches 

In 2017, a community development pilot in Indonesia was providing livelihood support across rural to 
urban areas, linking up the food supply value chain and supporting direct stakeholders involved from 
the farmer to food venders on the street to hotel restaurants in the city. When asked what the 
organization did to prepare for climate-induced disasters, they explained their two-fold approach to 
flooding: 

1. For the farmers, they purchased crop insurance. 
2. For the urban street venders, they made sure that the stores were all movable - placed on 

wheels - so that in the event of flooding, they could move to higher ground. 

Source: Author telephone interview with key informant, May 14, 2020  

 

Box 3: The benefits of participation in 
savings groups 

In a post-disaster evaluation of a savings 
group initiative in an urban slum area of Beira, 
Mozambique, participation in savings groups 
by members of the community not only 
provided a small financial buffer to the effects 
of the disaster (a cyclone), but  also meant 
that neighbors were able to help one another 
practically during the recovery period and 
were able to emotionally support one another 
in the recovery from the trauma of the event. 

Source: Keys, P. 2020. Final Evaluation: 
Community Health and Empowerment - 
Oasis Mozambique. Tear Australia. 
Unpublished.   

 

https://micorner.insurance.gov.ph/microinsurance/index.php/primer-eng/
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livelihoods. Discussions have begun around business disruption insurance for the urban poor, but 
this is an area that needs to mature.19 Sometimes, smaller MFIs will connect with a larger 
microinsurance provider to be able to provide niche microinsurance products to their customers. 
As climate data becomes available in a way that both insurers and the urban poor can access, 
demand for such products can grow which will incentivize insurers to innovate more appropriate 
products.  
Initiatives that incentivize the stakeholders involved in micro-insurance to develop products that 
address the intersection of disasters and climate change with urban poor livelihoods should be 
developed. One idea is to consider bundling products with housing security and/or health shocks.  

4.2. Increasing opportunities for stable and diverse income sources 
When income sources become more secure and are diversified within a household there is a 
higher likelihood the household can invest further in their savings and safety nets in periods of 
stability and manage the stresses and shocks that will come their way.  
One way that local and national government initiatives can support the diversification of household 
income and simultaneously the protection of existing livelihoods is through employment in 
intensive public works programs to address damaged community infrastructure or develop nature-
based solutions to environmental hazards. Providing sanitization of common spaces during 
COVID-19 is an example of this. Another example is community-driven development projects 
where the projects themselves tackle protecting homes and livelihoods from community-wide 
hazards while simultaneously providing opportunities for household income diversification for a 
period.  
Two further ways to support the stability and diversification of incomes for the urban poor were 
highlighted in the research and are described in more detail next.  These include i) supporting 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs) as a major employer of the urban poor, and ii) supporting 
MFIs who offer access to capital to help diversify livelihoods and increase household income.  

SMEs as a major employer of the urban poor 
SMEs are known to be a major employer of the urban poor. Currently however, the level of 
security of income for an employee within an SME is low. Two reasons for this were highlighted. 
First, SMEs do not have robust contingency plans developed in preparation for any hazards that 
come their way. An SME resiliency survey conducted in the Philippines in 2015 showed that the 
SMEs have a high use of informal risk financing mechanisms (such as using their personal 
household savings, working more, using networks of family and friends) and little use of external 
risk financing or other formal coping mechanisms.20 This means that when crisis events happen 
their enterprise is very vulnerable to financial failure, and thus their employees have very little job 
security. 
Second, SMEs often face a lack of access to appropriate business financing and safety-net 
options.  For example, the arrival of COVID-19 almost immediately closed or severely impacted 
the operations of 80% of the SMEs who took part in an impact survey conducted across 7 cities 
in Indonesia.21 These SMEs will need financing to recover, yet their access to capital is minimal. 

 
19 Example of a mutual microinsurance strategy initiative launched by ICMIF in 2016 to scale up mutual microinsurance 
in 5 countries where its members are already operating, including the Philippines. The ultimate objective is to build 
resilience in communities and develop insurable populations by providing financial education, risk reduction and 
affordable need-based insurance products. 
20 iPrepare Business. 2017. Strengthening disaster and climate resilience of small and medium enterprises in Asia: 
Philippines.  
21 Survey data provided anonymously by e-mail to the author, May 15, 2020. The survey was conducted in late April 
and early May 2020 with 374 SMEs owners. 

https://www.icmif555.org/icmif-5-5-5-mutual-microinsurance-strategy
https://app.adpc.net/publications/strengthening-disaster-and-climate-resilience-small-medium-enterprises-asia-enabling
https://app.adpc.net/publications/strengthening-disaster-and-climate-resilience-small-medium-enterprises-asia-enabling
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How the business is defined according to legal frameworks affects their ability to access capital: 
small businesses often remain unseen and unserved by banks, for example. Key informants who 
support the development of SMEs in both countries observed that they work with businesses with 
revenue amounts lower than the current legal threshold for a ‘small business’ and that this 
adversely affects the ability of the small business to access needed capital for growth or recovery.  
The attention and support of the government toward SMEs is therefore crucial so that they can 
access capital, sustain their own growth margins and thus provide more stable income 
opportunities to the urban poor. This echoes one of the 10 priority areas identified in Indonesia’s 
medium to long-term development strategy, which is “empowering small enterprises”.22   
Governments should review their definitions of micro, small and medium enterprises.  This should 
be done in collaboration with representatives from the non-profit and for-profit sectors who work 
with and employ the urban poor.  During the recovery period from COVID-19, creating an 
emerging bridging loan fund so that “unbankable” SMEs can also access small business capital 
supports will be important. 

The Role of Microfinance 
Microfinance is recognized as one strategy to provide support for the urban poor in developing 
informal micro-enterprises that can provide household income and contribute to income 
diversification. Aside from developing personal savings to be put aside specifically for capital for 
an informal micro-business, the urban poor can rarely access any form of finance except from 
that of an MFI or by seeking out short-term high interest loans from informal lenders. 
Microfinance organizations offer a portfolio of finance products to the urban poor that can enable 
them to protect their savings and create safety nets while building their income stability and 
diversity.  Not all the urban poor are eligible for MFI loans but for those who are, the potential for 
their households to be able to diversify their income is real.23 In times of calamity, MFIs can also 
have a calamity fund which is used to offer bridging loans to their customers. The intent is to help 
the affected households to repair their homes or replace livelihood assets so that they can recover 
quickly after the disaster. Box 5 shares a microfinance success story. 
 

 
22 Asian Development Bank. 2019. Asian Development Outlook 2019: Strengthening Disaster Resilience. Part 3:  
Economic trends and prospects in developing Asia. Manila. p. 275. 
23 The factors for eligibility of the urban poor for microfinance does point to the different categories of poverty within the 
‘urban poor’, but that is beyond the scope of this paper to address. The four factors for building household resilience 
remain relevant for all socio-economic categories of households. 
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Anathea’s story shows the role microfinance can play in building an urban poor household’s 
resilience.  Starting with savings as a base is a good principle that then enables shared capital to 
be put into an informal micro-business venture by one member of a household. The microfinance 
organization then offers loans with reasonable fixed interest rates.  As one loan is repaid 
successfully, the loan amounts can increase.  In Anathea’s case, she was also able to access 
business management training and increasing sizes of loans, giving her access to capital to 
purchase livelihood assets and ultimately expand her business to become an employer in the 
community.  
COVID-19 

Non-profit MFI’s in the Philippines and Indonesia reported that by mid-May, up to 80% of their 
urban poor client’s informal micro-businesses had stopped operations or closed due to the 
COVID-19 lockdown. This speaks to the lack of resiliency of the informal micro-businesses 
themselves. In the survey conducted with non-profit MFI members in the Philippines mentioned 
above, debt repayments was selected by 54% of survey respondents as a concern (footnote 12). 
All non-profit MFIs that took part in this research were offering some form of loan relaxation to 
their members to reduce the burden of the capital.  For example, one MFI in Indonesia 
restructured their loans from weekly to bi-weekly collection, effectively doubling the tenure of the 
loan.  
Critical to immediate-term recovery from the COVID-19 lockdown then will be the ability for the 
MFIs themselves to be able to find cheaper finance (whether that comes from a donor base or 
elsewhere) so that they can offer the variety of support necessary for their urban poor clients.  
As the microfinance industry continues to expand, emphasis and support should be given to those 
MFIs who supplement their basic loan products with support services that build resilience of the 
urban poor. For example, encouraging savings and providing access to basic financial literacy 

Box 5: A microfinance success story 

Anathea lives in a port-side slum area of General Santos city, the tuna capital of the Philippines. Her 
husband was a dock-side worker with grade 2 elementary school education.  His job was to carry tuna 
from the port to the marketplace. Anathea started to attend a savings group initiated by a nonprofit 
microfinance institution.  Sometime later, she and her husband received advice to start a business from 
the discards (head and entrails) of the processed tuna at the marketplace. Anathea and her husband 
received training in how to cook and process these discards. With access to microfinance and their own 
savings, they were able to start their small business.  Over time, they were able buy a freezer.  They 
were able to provide enough for their family.  Anathea’s husband stopped his laboring work and started 
working in the business. 

Anathea then attended a workshop on business management offered by a partner organization to the 
microfinance institution. From that workshop she learned more ideas and principles for how to grow a 
business that can benefit not just her family but also others in the community.  Since that training their 
business has grown to have 3 branches and 20 employees.  Their house now stands out in their poor 
community.  Facilitated by the microfinance staff, the savings group Anathea was a part of has now 
become a cooperative. 

The biggest challenge Anathea and her husband have faced (prior to COVID-19) was not typhoons or 
storms but over-fishing of the tuna resulting in a shortage of the discards they needed to process.  To 
solve this challenge, they have diversified their raw materials base and have been importing tuna from 
Vietnam.  

Anathea and her husband have been able to grow a business that makes their household more resilient 
to shocks and contributes to the resilience of other households in their community.  

Source: Author telephone interview with key informants, May 7 and May 14, 2020  
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training. Protection of livelihoods from the effects of climate and disaster risks is another training 
topic that MFIs can provide.  
To prepare for climate and disaster risks, creating pooled reserves so that MFIs can quickly 
access additional finance in the event of a shock or disaster will help them more rapidly assist 
their clients. This will reduce the likelihood of those households taking on negative debt. This 
approach is already being pursued by some of the members of the microfinance network in the 
Philippines. Proactive government action and investment should support the development of it. 

4.3. Investing in market-relevant training and skills development  
Expanding access to market-relevant training and skill development is another way of increasing 
the potential for a household to stabilize or diversify their income sources. 
A person’s unique capabilities, formed by personal motivation and access to education and skills 
development, effects the type of livelihood activities they can pursue. Two key areas for 
consideration when looking to increase access to skills development are: i) skills development 
must be in areas needed by the marketplace, and ii) a focus on financial literacy and basic 
business practice skills will benefit everyone.  These two areas are touched on next.  

Skills development must be in areas needed by the marketplace 
The content of training initiatives for the urban poor must be carefully considered.  
At a macro-level, the country competitive advantage needs to be reviewed and the results applied 
to the creation and delivery of trainings to develop the needed skills required for competitive 
advantage. This echoes recommendations made by Gaspar and Harris (2020) when looking at 
labor market disruptions in the Philippines due to automation.24 They assert that the government 
needs to prepare workers to be more flexible and equipped with the right set of skills and 
competencies so that they can fulfill new tasks in the face of increased automation. Given the 
ongoing innovations in digital technology and considering the impacts of COVID-19, digital literacy 
and skills required for e-commerce, for example, is one area for the urban poor that should be 
prioritized.25  
At a micro-level, the story in Box 6 demonstrates the successes that can be achieved when 
livelihood skills training matches the demands of the city marketplace.   

No matter the stakeholder who is preparing to provide education and skills development (a local 
non-profit, the local government, national government initiatives or other organisations), time must 

 
24 Gaspar, R. and N. Harris. 2020. The Fate of Job Creation in the Philippines Amid the Automation Revolution: A Firm-
Level Analysis. ADBI Working Paper Series. 2020 (1081). Tokyo: Asian Development Bank Institute.  
25 This requires adequate access to technology for the urban poor, addressed later in this paper. 

Box 6: Matching training to the market with beautician services 

An NGO in India was working with youth who lived in the slums of a large city in India.  Having built 
trust with the families through assisting with education for their children, they then offered to train the 
youth with skills for securing an income. Having carefully researched what was in demand in the 
market, they worked with young adults up to the age of 30, training them to be informal micro service 
providers offering tailoring services, beautician services, and delivery services for fast food chains.  

The training in beautician services was particularly successful. The research had revealed there was 
a growing demand for beauticians from an emerging middle class. The young women trained to 
become beauticians were eventually earning between 3-10 times the income compared to their 
former occasional labor.  

Source: Author telephone interview with key informant, May 19, 2020  
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be invested to research what the growing demands in the city marketplace are. Thinking through 
how to protect the identified livelihoods from climate and disaster risks prior to and during trainings 
with beneficiaries will also be important to raise awareness regarding climate change and its 
potential impacts and to protect those livelihood activities in advance as much as possible.  

Focus on financial literacy and basic business practice skills 
Giving money to the urban poor towards establishing a micro business without accompanying it 
with appropriate training and mentoring has not worked, according to non-profit MFI and business 
development key informants.  
Financial literacy and the basics of starting and running a business are considered essential 
knowledge for the urban poor because:  

(i) they support the urban poor with their household economic management,  
(ii) they are skills that the individual can contribute as an employee, and  
(iii) they provide the basis from which an informal micro business has the potential to be 

successful. 
Training just to increase knowledge on these topics is not enough.  Training in these topics for 
children and adults alike must include experiential learning, and ideally be taught by people who 
have demonstrable experience in using them successfully. Examples of high-quality experiential 
learning training approaches do exist.26 They need to be capitalized on and taken to scale to be 
able to reach more of the urban poor.  

4.4. Fostering Inclusion 
The urban poor are systemically excluded. They have limited access to activities that can 
generate an income, limited access to education and skill development opportunities, and limited 
opportunities to increase their social mobility. They also have limited access to information and 
finance and are often excluded from formal decision-making processes. 
Sharpening the approaches across the policy areas described in the country reports toward 
comprehensive inclusion, by making accessibly for all a core requirement, may be the surest way 
to steadily build the resilience of urban poor households. Removing bias’s and barriers to the 
urban poor in accessing good health care, clean water, education, housing, technology, and 
finance will increase a household’s ability to be resilient to all types of hazards. As an example of 
the type of exclusion the urban poor face, they do not enough cash reserves to maintain a 
minimum balance in a formal bank.  This means that the products and services available to them 
for building their savings and safety-nets, and sending money from one place to another, are 
limited and often costly. Their savings then become more vulnerable to risks such as losses due 
to robbery or flooding of cash money reserves held within homes. 
Developing policies that foster inclusion may be perceived as too difficult and long-term a 
challenge to be useful. However, studies are starting to show that short-term cosmetic solutions 
to informal urban livelihood issues are insufficient and fail. By way of example, in 2015 the non-
profit organisation Kota Kita conducted research into informal street venders in the three cities of 
Surakarta, Yogyakarta and Jakarta.  They explored some of the factors behind the venders 
returning to the streets and abandoning purpose-built markets that were established through 
approaches that favored engagement and participation. The results of their research suggest the 
need to focus the attention of policies that support vendors from short-term solutions - aimed at 

 
26 Association of Development Facilitators and Enterprise Counselors (ADFEC, Inc). https://adfecinc.wixsite.com/adfec. 
 

https://adfecinc.wixsite.com/adfec
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managing public spaces – “towards considerations of economic empowerment of the urban poor 
and their rights to urban space, accessibility, and mobility”.27 
Given the long-term considerations of climate and disaster risks, policies that address the 
systemic exclusion of the urban poor and consider economic empowerment will contribute to a 
household’s resilience. This echoes the World Resources Institute background paper, ‘Unlocking 
the Potential for Transformative Climate Adaptation in Cities’, which says:  
“Cities must adapt to climate change in a way that corrects underlying inequalities, while 
remaining centers of opportunity for people and economic powerhouses for nations.” --- Chu, E 
et. al. 2019 28 

4.5. Increasing access to digital technology 
Digital technology was the fifth, cross-cutting factor for household resilience that emerged in this 
research. This final section will touch on how increasing access to digital technology for the urban 
poor will strengthen the four major factors for household resilience as well as strengthen 
approaches that protect existing livelihoods.  

Savings and Safety Nets 
Economic data shows that access to IT and household income is correlated, and that access to 
IT can reduce costs for low income families.29,30 Digital finance technologies can lower the cost 
of offering finance products significantly which can then foster innovation in microfinance, 
microinsurance and other savings and investment products that can target and benefit the urban 
poor. For example, where traditionally the poor cannot afford bank accounts, access to mobile 
money and wallet solutions where money or credits can be saved in an online environment is 
already growing. Financial inclusion therefore has huge potential to greatly impact the urban poor 
if their access to digital technology can be established. 

Income Stability and Diversity 
Access to digital technology will help urban poor households to either secure or diversify their 
livelihoods.  This has been made apparent through COVID-19.  For example, Ate Maria’s 
daughter was able to continue her administrative work from home through her cell phone, thus 
stabilizing her income during the time of crisis.  In another example, one man moved from re-
selling dried noodles in Jakarta to being able to cook, freeze and then sell pre-packaged noodle 
meals to people in his neighborhood over Facebook. Neither households nor businesses can 
operate in isolation. Therefore, communication and social technologies have now become critical 
to life, employment and business success, no matter the formality or size of the business.   

Education, Skills and Mindset  
Access to digital technology can help urban poor households access education and skills 
development opportunities. Already the Philippines is gearing up to make school education 
available online to children.  Beyond formal education opportunities, free access to many skill 
development areas is already available on the internet if people can access data with a strong 
enough connection.  Furthermore, the potential to develop skills trainings in local languages and 

 
27 Yayasan Kota Kita, 2018. Informal Vendor Research. https://www.kotakita.org/project-informal-vendor-
research.html. 
28 Footnote 4  
29 The World Bank. 2016. World Development Report 2016: Digital Dividends Overview. 
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/wdr2016. 
30 Pepper, R. and J. Garrity. 2015. Chapter 1.2: ICTs, Income Inequality, and Ensuring Inclusive Growth. In Dutta, 
Soumitra, T. Geiger, and B. Lanvin, eds. The Global Information Technology Report 2015. World Economic Forum. 
https://reports.weforum.org/global-information-technology-report-2015/1-2-icts-income-inequality-and-ensuring-
inclusive-growth/?doing_wp_cron=1591592439.2556428909301757812500. 

https://www.kotakita.org/project-informal-vendor-research.html
https://www.kotakita.org/project-informal-vendor-research.html
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/wdr2016
https://reports.weforum.org/global-information-technology-report-2015/1-2-icts-income-inequality-and-ensuring-inclusive-growth/?doing_wp_cron=1591592439.2556428909301757812500
https://reports.weforum.org/global-information-technology-report-2015/1-2-icts-income-inequality-and-ensuring-inclusive-growth/?doing_wp_cron=1591592439.2556428909301757812500
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for specific market contexts that can be offered online is endless. As the isolated poor are exposed 
to new ideas and people over the internet, their ideas about the world and mindset will also be 
impacted. 

Social Network and Mobility 
Digital technology facilitates relationships. During the COVID-19 lockdown period, the use of 
online communication tools was crucial for keeping families and employers and employees in 
touch. Social media tools have become a major way in which informal micro businesses that 
provide a diversified income stream have emerged. The COVID-19 lockdown has also revealed 
how digital technology can be used to keep updated information flowing to persons affected by a 
disaster. Access to digital technologies also enables people to tell their stories, which is a powerful 
tool for building a social network and potentially increasing social mobility.  

Protecting existing livelihoods 
Examples are emerging of community and city level initiatives that are using digital technology to 
enable faster and more detailed geotagged information to enhance disaster risk reduction 
planning and urban local governance initiatives.31 The potential abounds for digital technology 
solutions to be applied to the myriad of risks that intersect with different types of existing urban 
poor livelihoods.  Examples already exist of technology helping directly to protect and secure 
specific livelihood groups, for example, fishermen.32 Preparing for the long-term risks and their 
intersection with existing livelihoods can be at the forefront of digital technology innovation. 
Making access to the internet affordable and safe for the urban poor needs to be a priority for 
building the resilience of urban poor households. From a policy perspective therefore, initiatives 
that reduce the cost of internet access and the devices that the urban poor can use to access it 
are of vital importance. Ideas to consider include removing excess taxation on devices, promoting 
competition to ensure more industry players in data provision, developing targeted subsidies for 
the more vulnerable populations, and ensuring widespread connectivity within schools.33 
  

 
31 MAP International community-level initiative, http://mappingnobigdeal.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/River.jpg; 
and the City of Benjarmasin and the non-profit Kota Kita Mini Atlas initiative, https://www.kotakita.org/project-data-kota-
banjarmasin.html. 
32 Footnote 29 
33 Adapted from Footnote 29 
 

http://mappingnobigdeal.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/River.jpg
https://www.kotakita.org/project-data-kota-banjarmasin.html
https://www.kotakita.org/project-data-kota-banjarmasin.html
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5. Conclusion 
Creating healthy, vibrant and diverse cities of the future requires action now. The predicted 
increase in the magnitude of climate and disaster hazards and the unpredictability of climate-
induced threats cannot be ignored. Individuals, households, communities, cities, the for-profit 
sector, the non-profit sector and government agencies across all scales intervention will need to 
work together in complementary and cohesive ways to prepare for these challenges and build the 
resilience of the city and its urban poor.  
How to align these efforts without duplication or mixed incentives resulting across the myriad of 
stakeholders involved, including the urban poor themselves, is now the question.  
This paper has proposed five key factors for urban household resilience that can be used to help 
focus the efforts of policy makers as they tackle this challenge. The recommended priority areas 
for action based on these five key factors are to: 

(i) promote household savings and safety nets, 
(ii) develop opportunities for stable and diverse income sources,  
(iii) invest in market-relevant training and skills development, 
(iv) foster inclusion, and  
(v) increase access to digital technology. 

Within each of these areas of action, this paper has outlined key initiatives and corresponding 
recommendations that are important as a starting point. 
Initiatives that can prevent certain types of livelihoods from exposure to climate-induced stresses, 
shocks and disasters and that lower the risk that the urban poor face to known climate and 
disaster threats remain important.  They are insufficient however to prepare the urban poor for 
the unpredictable elements of climate change and the unknown threats of the future.  
The urban poor participate in a wide variety of livelihoods and are major contributors to the urban 
economy. It is imperative that resilience building efforts are focused on key factors that will build 
their household resilience. This will enable them to respond to any threats they face, known and 
unknown, with creativity and flexibility.  
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Appendix 1: Research Methodology 
Scope 
The country reports include a review of global literature on strengthening resilience of the urban 
poor in the face of disasters and climate change.34 Following a description of the urban poverty 
and hazard and climate context for the country, each report then identifies the wide range of 
government programs already in place, the related challenges and gaps in those programs, and 
ideas for what can be done moving forward to build the resilience of the urban poor.  
To avoid duplication with these endeavors, this research was explicitly on the individual, 
household and community-level scales of intervention, gathering the perspectives of people 
involved in urban poor livelihood development at these levels across the non-profit and for-profit 
sectors. Factors affecting large business entities are therefore not included in this paper.  

Methodology 
With the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic and restrictions on travel, the research methodology 
was designed around conducting semi-structured interviews with key informants via a Zoom call. 
Standard interview protocol was followed with permission sought to be able to record the audio 
for note-taking purposes, and confidentiality and anonymity assured.  
A document review was conducted of key ADB source documents, the TA documents and draft 
country reports.  From this review, an interview format was developed, paralleling an Appreciative 
Inquiry approach.35 The broad questions were:  

• Inquire: “Can you describe a time when you have seen a successful ‘livelihood’ 
intervention for the urban poor?” 

• Envision: “Imagine you wake up, and it is suddenly 2030, 10 years into the future. Imagine 
your city is an amazing city. It is vibrant and diverse. There is health and well-being for all. 
The urban poor households are resilient to shocks and have dignified and secure 
livelihoods.”36 

• Design: “Help me design what key elements might be needed to achieve that best future 
for the city you just described.” 

Probe areas included: the intervention level or scale; the policies in place; institutions involved; 
the type of livelihoods; livelihood asset generation and/or protection; the characteristics of the 
target population; and vulnerability and sustainability in the face of climate and disaster risks.  
The interview period was May 06 – June 05, 2020. With the COVID-19 lockdown in place, 
participants were also asked their perspective on what the impacts of COVID-19 had been to 
date, and their ideas for recovery.  
An immediate post-interview analysis first identified recurrent themes and emerging questions.  
On completion of all interviews, further analysis was conducted, identifying common frameworks 
of understanding which were then helpful in drawing out major themes.  These themes were then 
used as the basis for developing the report and recommendations.    

 
34 A literature review is therefore not included in this paper.  
35 Acosta, A. and Douthwaite, B. 2005. Appreciative inquiry: An approach for learning and change based on our own 
best practices. ILAC (The Institutional Learning and Change Initiative) Brief 6. ILAC is hosted by IPGRI (International 
Plant Genetic Resources Institute). 
36 This question was based on the outcomes described in the conceptual framework for building resilience outlined in 
the Country Reports.  
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Key Informant Characteristics  
The key informants were largely identified through the extended network of the consultant (a 
process akin to snowball sampling). 42 people were invited to take part in the research, of which 
35 persons were interviewed over 32 hours.  Two key informants also wrote their responses and 
eight key informants provided supporting documentation for further review. Five of the key 
informants were personally known to the consultant.    
Key informant representation by sector was as follows: 36% represented the for-profit sector, 39% 
represented the non-profit sector and 25% represented non-profit endeavors to support business 
development or SME lending.  Further segmentation of their experience is shown in Figure 4.  

There was a slightly highly level of representation from key informants who had experience in 
the Philippines compared to Indonesia, as shown in Figure 5. 

 

Figure 4: Key Informant Experience by Segment 

 

Figure 5: Key Informant Experience by Geography 
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Appendix 2: A List of Informal Settlement Occupations in 
Manila 
 
 
Baker 
Barangay Tanod (barangay police officer) 
Butcher 
Caregiver 
Cashier 
Construction worker 
Electrician 
Factory worker 
Fireman 
Garbage collector 
Health worker 
Janitor/cleaner 
Jeepney/bus driver 
Laundry woman 
Market/Street vendor 
Merchandiser 
Pedicab driver 37 
Plumber 
Police 
Porter/cargo workers 
Postman 
Salesperson 
Sari-sari store owner (neighborhood convenience store) 
Security guard 
Shoemaker 
Street sweeper 
Tailor 
Taxi driver 
Traffic enforcer 
Tricycle driver 
 

 
37 A. Karaos, e-mail to author, May 27, 2020 
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