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Abstract 

Supporting shelter self-recovery is a modality of humanitarian aid which remains ill-defined and misunderstood 
despite the many aid organizations that utilize this approach. Of the little existing knowledge and best practices 
regarding self-recovery support methods, most has been developed for natural disaster contexts, and not post-con‑
flict. Post-conflict situations are much more complex than disasters due to a multitude of economic, social, and other 
factors. Further research is greatly needed to support self-recovery programs in post-conflict situations, especially 
due to the complexities involved. This research aims to highlight the unique complexities of post-conflict support to 
self-recovery and to identify ways of improving this support. This is done through a combination of a literature review 
and a case study of self-recovery support methods currently being employed in Syria. The results include a framework 
which identifies and categorizes common factors, barriers, and facilitators which influence the implementation of 
self-recovery support projects. The results also include a list of recommendations to improve these projects for stake‑
holders involved. Based on an analysis of these recommendations, five Key Areas for Action are discussed which are 
as follows: maximizing implementing organizations’ capacities, contextualizing risks, increasing adaptable and flexible 
programming, addressing the social dimension, and improving international coordination.
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Introduction
The role of housing within humanitarian action is being 
acknowledged to have increased importance related 
to social and economic outcomes such as health, liveli-
hoods, and social cohesion (Interaction 2020). One spe-
cific shelter programming approach that has shown 
to produce improved social and economic outcomes 
is self-recovery support (Barakat 2003; Maynard et  al. 
2017; Maynard and Parker 2018). Self-recovery sup-
port is a newer term, but is not a new concept, as similar 
approaches have previously been described as self-help, 
self-build, and owner-driven reconstruction (Turner 1976; 
Davis 1978; Hamdi 1995; Harris 1998; Barakat 2003). 
Currently, organizations are leading self-recovery sup-
port programming despite the paucity of research and 

guidance on best practices (Twigg et  al. 2017). This is 
especially true for post-conflict1 situations (Flinn et  al. 
2017; Parrack et  al. 2017; Schofield and Flinn 2018). 
Organizations require support in understanding the 
uniqueness and implications of leading self-recovery sup-
port programming in post-conflict situations.

Self-recovery support involves aid or development 
organizations providing assistance to enable households 
to rebuild or repair their homes themselves or using 
local skills and techniques (Parrack et al. 2014; Maynard 
et al. 2017; Newby 2018; Schofield and Flinn 2018). This 
may include financial, technical, and material assistance. 
For implementing organizations, leading self-recovery 
programming is difficult and complex. To support self-
recovery, organizations must consider factors such as 
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1  This research will use the term post-conflict to describe humanitarian 
responses following conflict situations, although it is acknowledged that often 
conflicts may still be ongoing and that the line between conflict and post-con-
flict can be ambiguous.
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vernacular architecture and local building regulations, 
alternate financing systems, decentralized monitor-
ing and controlling mechanisms, participative program 
design, and consultation with professionals such as engi-
neers and architects (Corsellis and Vitale 2005; Maynard 
et al. 2017). This is notably more complex for an imple-
menting organization than traditional responses such 
as planned camps. Self-recovery support also demands 
buy-in and engagement from a diverse group of stake-
holders including local authorities, aid-coordinating 
bodies, the private sector, donors, community leaders 
and groups, and, most importantly, the homeowners 
themselves. The complexities involved in this type of 
support necessitate a strong and capable organization 
with robust manpower, funding, technical knowledge, 
and permanence (Davis 2015).

Self-recovery support is important to understand due 
to  its implications in terms of coverage of response and 
funding. Barakat (2003) showed that in post-conflict 
responses in the Balkans, self-help approaches were dem-
onstrated to cost 40% less than contractor-led projects 
(Barakat 2003, pp. 33-35). With lower cost programming, 
self-recovery support approaches allow funds to reach more 
affected people. This is important at a time where most 
post-disaster housing recovery responses only reach up to 
20% of those affected (only 10.4% in the 2010 Haiti earth-
quake) (Parrack et  al. 2014). In conjunction, the humani-
tarian sector has become increasingly under-funded. The 
funding gap in the sector is now over four times what it was 
just one decade ago, and is the highest ever, reaching 46% in 
2021 (Skretteberg 2019; OCHA 2022b).

Leading self-recovery support programming in post-
conflict contexts comes with additional complexities 
when compared to post-disaster situations. Whereas in 
disaster contexts the threat has come and gone, and the 
population is then generally united in its recovery, post-
conflict situations are more ambiguous. Post-conflict sit-
uations include added complexities of underlying social 
conflicts, much blurrier transitions between emergency 
and recovery, the frequent loss of tenure documentation, 
and the risk of continued hostilities suppressing interna-
tional support (Barakat 2003; Corsellis and Vitale 2005; 
Davis 2015; Humanitarian Coalition 2015). The chal-
lenges that implementing organizations face when imple-
menting this support in post-conflict situations can be 
classified in levels: (1) economic, (2) social, (3) govern-
ance, (4) legal, (5) contextual, and (6) technical. At each 
of these levels, there exist barriers that can impede the 
use of this approach and facilitators that can facilitate 
this approach.

The implementation of self-recovery support in post-
conflict situations must be dictated by the humanitar-
ian principles. Humanitarian stakeholders leading this 

modality of support must work closely with local stake-
holders to ensure that targeted beneficiaries are selected 
without political, economic, or other biases. This requires 
delicate negotiation with local authorities, a stakeholder 
whose support is key in implementing self-recovery sup-
port. Self-recovery support modalities must also uphold 
the principle of humanity, ensuring vulnerable house-
holds are prioritized. Since active participation of house-
holds is cornerstone of self-recovery programming, the 
ability for vulnerable households to actively participate 
in shelter works must be considered and accounted for. 
Selection criteria for inclusion in these programs must 
also be clearly set and communicated so that beneficiaries 
are selected based on need and without discrimination.

Self-recovery support remains under-researched and 
unsupported by any comprehensive guidelines (Twigg 
et  al. 2017). This is despite the use of this approach by 
numerous organizations both in disasters and conflicts 
(IOM, UNHCR and Shelter Centre 2018; Maynard and 
Parker 2018; Newby 2018; Schofield et  al. 2019). This 
includes a lack of case studies and data from the field as 
best practices “[remain] poorly understood” (Schofield 
and  Flinn 2018, p. 29). The current research that exists 
has been developed strictly for the disaster context (Flinn 
et al. 2017; Schofield and Flinn 2018). In one recent study, 
Opdyke et al. (2020) note that humanitarian shelter and 
settlements experts identified self-recovery as being one 
of the top research priorities moving forward for the sec-
tor. Additionally, the Global Shelter Cluster has recently 
included both self-recovery and conflict within their pri-
ority research areas (Parrack 2020). This research aims 
to highlight the unique considerations for implementing 
post-conflict self-recovery support and to provide recom-
mendations to implementing organizations to improve 
their programming. To accomplish this, the research 
identified barriers and facilitators which affect the imple-
mentation of self-recovery support programs. This was 
done through a review of relevant literature combined 
with primary qualitative data collection from implement-
ing organizations working in Syria. The literature review 
allowed to identify the major factors involved in support-
ing self-recovery and to group them in levels, thus form-
ing a framework. The case study then added a further 
layer of knowledge to the framework through the confir-
mation of factors previously identified and the inclusion 
of new factors. Based on the understanding of influenc-
ing factors from a holistic approach, recommendations 
and Key Areas for Action were identified to improve the 
self-recovery process for specific stakeholders involved.

Country context
The Syrian civil war has created the most significant 
humanitarian crisis in the past decade. There are over 
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two million internally displaced people (IDPs) living 
in informal settlements and planned camps in Syria 
(OCHA 2022a). Shelter is the most pressing need cur-
rently in Syria among IDPs with 20% of housing in the 
country being damaged as of 2017 (OCHA 2020, p. 2; 
World Bank Group 2017, p. 21). The demand for shelter 
in Syria is expected to rise in the future with more Syr-
ians planning on returning in the near future. In 2022 
alone, 250,000 IDPs are expected to return to Syria 
(OCHA 2022a). As noted by one participant in this 
study, COVID-19 has also propelled Syrians to return 
home over fears of the spread of the virus in IDP camps 
(A. Dehny, skype interview, April 16, 2020)). As more 
returnees arrive to Syria, the demand for shelter will 
continue to increase.

Shelter response activities in Syria are currently coor-
dinated by two main Shelter Cluster hubs: the Turkey 
hub in Gaziantep and the Syria hub in Damascus. From 
Gaziantep, UNHCR coordinates 143 member organiza-
tions in a cross-border aid operation targeted at IDPs 
within the opposition-controlled areas of Syria (Global 
Shelter Cluster 2022). Some shelter support is also 
coordinated through UNHCR in Damascus and from 
various organizations in Jordan.

There are many factors complicating the shelter 
response in Syria which are related to the conflict. Gov-
ernance is one key persisting challenge to humanitarian 
actors. The Syrian government has restricted the access 
of aid organizations, suffered from corruption and 
a lack of transparency, used land legislation to erase 
opposition communities and to enhance pro-regime 
ones, and co-opted humanitarian funding to advance 
its own interests (Yazigi 2017; Sparrow 2018; Dacrema 
and Talbot 2019; Kayyali 2019). Funding is also a key 
concern for aid organizations in Syria as in 2021, Syria 

remained 56% underfunded for inter-agency appeals 
(OCHA 2022b). One final key challenge for shelter 
operations is the difficulty in confirming tenure docu-
mentation for homeowners due to land registries being 
damaged or destroyed and families losing their prop-
erty documentation during the conflict (NRC 2016).

There are a variety of aid organization-led shelter 
response modalities currently being employed in Syria. 
These include shelter repairs and rehabilitations, collec-
tive shelter upgrades, the distribution of non-food items 
(NFIs) and shelter kits, and emergency shelter provision 
(Global Shelter Cluster 2022). As no detailed definition 
exists for self-recovery support activities, three levels 
of classification were created. These levels (see Table  1) 
help to understand which of the above range of shelter 
responses currently being used in Syria can be consid-
ered as supporting self-recovery. The levels represent 
how much agency the beneficiaries have over the recon-
struction process, with the higher levels providing the 
most agency to homeowners.

All of these shelter response modalities can be con-
sidered as supporting self-recovery because they ena-
ble households to repair their homes by themselves or 
through local labor, and these modalities each provide 
some level of agency to the homeowner (Maynard et al. 
2017; Newby 2018). Self-recovery support’s traditional 
three-prong approach of material, financial, and techni-
cal support is applicable within each of these three lev-
els. This classification system is only applicable in the 
context of Syria. Levels I responses are not discussed sig-
nificantly in this research but were included to show the 
range of responses that can be considered as supporting 
self-recovery.

This classification helped to identify that the higher 
levels of self-recovery support in Syria consisted of 

Table 1  Classification of levels of supporting self-recovery of current shelter response modalities being employed in Syria

Supporting 
self-recovery 
level

Shelter response modality

Level I Provision of shelter kits:
This method involves the distribution of tools and materials kits by aid organizations. Although in many cases shelter kits are only 
used for tents and emergency shelter, in some cases, homeowners use these kits to repair their homes, which can thus be consid‑
ered self-recovery support.

Level II Contractor-led shelter rehabilitations:
This method involves an aid organization hiring a contractor to conduct the repairs for the homeowner. This is only considered to be 
self-recovery support if the homeowner has decision-making power and is involved in the process.

Cash-for-work rehabilitations:
This method involves the aid organization managing the project themselves and paying workers directly. This was not found to be 
used frequently.

Level III Homeowner-led shelter rehabilitations:
This method involves homeowners being given cash directly from aid organizations for the repairs. Homeowners then either com‑
plete the work themselves or hire their own local contractors or labor.
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shelter rehabilitation modalities. Shelter rehabilitation 
programs are a commonly used modality of support cur-
rently in Syria. This modality is supported by the Shelter 
Cluster’s Shelter Repair and Rehabilitation Guidelines, 
published by IOM, UNHCR, and Shelter Centre, which 
are some of the only guidelines currently of this kind. Of 
the 56 organizations that submitted appeals for fund-
ing as per the 2019 Syria Humanitarian Response Plan 
(HRP), 45 organizations listed shelter rehabilitation as a 
response, which equates to 80% of all organizations. The 
demand for shelter rehabilitation support in Syria is high, 
with 157,000 people in need of this modality of support 
in Northwest Syria alone as of May 2020 (OCHA 2020, 
p. 2).

Methods
A combination of secondary and primary research 
methods were implemented. Secondary research was 
conducted through a literature review of resources per-
taining to self-recovery within post-conflict contexts. 
This enabled the identification of barriers and facilitators 
relating to the implementation of self-recovery support 
projects. These were then analyzed and categorized into 
factors, and the factors then into six levels: economic, 
social, governance, legal, contextual, and technical. These 
barriers, facilitators, factors, and levels were put into a 
table to form the Literature Framework.

Primary research was also conducted to form a case 
study of Syria. This included semi-structured qualita-
tive interviews and electronic questionnaires adminis-
tered from March to April 2020 with participants from 
aid organizations working in shelter response in Syria. 
Interviews were conducted online over video calls (in 
English) with each interview lasting between 20 and 80 
minutes. Open-ended interview questions were used 
to understand common barriers and facilitators to self-
recovery projects, lessons learned, and recommendations 
on improving self-recovery programming. A total of 14 
semi-structured interviews and 12 questionnaires were 
completed throughout March and April 2020. The data 
collected was then transcribed, cleaned, and analyzed 
to confirm and identify further factors, barriers, and 
facilitators which were added to six levels of the Litera-
ture Framework. Combined, this formed a Post-Conflict 
Supporting Self-Recovery (PCSSR) Framework which 
included data from both the literature and case study. 
Recommendations for improving self-recovery support 
projects were then determined based on analysis of the 
PCSSR Framework. A Recommendations table was then 
created and grouped into the same six levels as in the 
frameworks. The recommendations sought to highlight 
best practices (activating/propelling facilitators), pro-
pose solutions to barriers, and to consider some direct 

recommendations from some participants. Lastly, the 
Recommendations table was analyzed to identify key 
cross-cutting areas for action which emerged from the 
recommendations.

Participants were selected for this study with the goal 
of including a variety of actors involved in supporting 
self-recovery in the case study location, Syria. The inter-
views were conducted remotely due to COVID-19 travel 
restrictions and security considerations which limited the 
ability to include certain stakeholder such as government 
officials. Consequently, the research focused on maxi-
mizing the representation of NGO and IGO participants. 
NGOs and IGOs were selected from the list of organiza-
tions conducting shelter responses in Syria according to 
the 2019 UN OCHA Syria HRP appeals for funding. Par-
ticipants within these organizations were selected only 
if they had comprehensive knowledge of their organiza-
tion’s shelter programs in the field. Participants included 
shelter specialists, operations managers, project manag-
ers, and program coordinators and managers. A snowball 
method was used during the interviews which led to fur-
ther contacts with organizations specifically conducting 
self-recovery work.

Other participants included a private engineering firm 
representative and a large donor. The engineering firm 
was sought out to discuss the potential for private sec-
tor involvement in self-recovery projects. The donor 
was engaged to help understand the identified barriers 
and facilitators from their perspective. Because of the 
small number of private sector and donor participants, 
information from these participants was used only to 
confirm and validate information given by the NGOs 
and IGOs and no specific barriers or facilitators were 
drawn directly from this data. Table 2 shows the full list 
of participants.

Twenty-four different organizations participated in this 
study. Organizations were selected to ensure a distribu-
tion of national NGOs (NNGOs), international NGOs 
(INGOs), and intergovernmental organizations (IGOs). 
Organizations were also selected to ensure a distribution 
of those working in government-controlled and opposi-
tion-controlled areas of Syria. This is an important dis-
tinction due to the differences in oversight and regulation 
of shelter programming in these different areas.

Results
The final PCSSR Framework was formed with 36 pieces 
of literature and the case study data. This framework 
included 244 identified barriers and facilitators, grouped 
into 37 factors across six levels: (1) economic, (2) social, 
(3) governance, (4) legal, (5) contextual, and (6) technical. 
Figure 1 offers a simplified version of the PCSSR frame-
work, showing simply the 37 factors across the six levels.
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Table 2  Research participants

A dash (-) means that the organization or participant indicated they did not want their name to be shared for confidentiality reasons

# Data collection format Type of 
organization

Name of organization Name of participant

1 Interview IGO IOM -

2 IGO - Henri Stalder

3 IGO Violet Organization / UNHCR Turkey Hub Strategic Advisory 
Group

Asmahan Dehny

4 IGO UNHCR - Damascus Hub -

5 INGO Caritas Luxembourg -

6 INGO Norwegian Refugee Council Gareth Lewis

7 INGO Qatar Charity Amro Katkhada

8 INGO Qatar Red Crescent Society -

9 INGO World Vision International -

10 INGO - Joud Keyyali

11 NNGO Violet Organization Omar Shami

12 NNGO Social Development International Muhammad Yasin

13 NNGO SARD Fares Al Saleh

14 Private Arup Group -

15 Questionnaire IGO UN-Habitat -

16 INGO Medair -

17 INGO Cordaid -

18 INGO Agency for Technical Cooperation and Development -

19 NNGO Syria Relief -

20 NNGO Syrian Engineers for Construction and Development -

21 NNGO Syria Relief and Development -

22 NNGO Ahl Horan Organization -

23 INGO Mercy Corps -

24 INGO Danish Refugee Council - Damascus Office -

25 Donor Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance -

26 INGO ONG Rescate International -

Fig. 1  Simplified PCSSR Framework: factors affecting post-conflict self-recovery support across the six levels. Bold black text = levels. Gray text = 
factors
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Below is a summary of the key barriers, facilitators, and 
factors identified in the PCSSR Framework.

At the first level, various economic factors were noted 
to affect post-conflict self-recovery support program-
ming. The key factor at the economic level is fund-
ing for aid programming. Key barriers noted from the 
Syria study included donor concerns over conflict risk, 
trust of NNGOs, and the risk of interventions causing 
permanent demographic changes to the communities. 
Donors were also noted to show a general mistrust of 
cash programming in the post-conflict environment 
due to the perception that homeowners will not spend 
the cash on shelter due to other priorities. Additional 
barriers related to donors include the fact that donors 
do not often tend to support self-recovery modalities, 
preferring instead projects where they can reach more 
beneficiaries. Finally, donors are hesitant to support 
longer-term shelter interventions due to the risk of the 
conflict re-escalating. One facilitator identified was that 
donors are, in general, becoming more supporting of 
cash programming.

Another factor identified at the economic level was the 
health of the economy. Fluctuating material prices and 
currency inflation, common in many conflict situations, 
were noted to cause issues specifically for self-recovery 
projects which can have longer timeframes. Housing 
stock was also identified as a barrier due to the lack of 
maintenance of housing in prolonged displacements. 
Finally, the state of economic institutions can hamper 
self-recovery programming as banks can often be crip-
pled due to the conflict, this making cash transfers dif-
ficult and costly.

At the social level, community participation was identi-
fied as a key factor. Conflicts can lead to the disappear-
ance of social organizations and networks, lingering 
social tensions from the conflict, and homeowners not 
wanting to remain in their homes due to psychological 
trauma. Despite these challenges, participation of the 
community in self-recovery programs can have great 
benefits to the post-conflict recovery of societies. Facili-
tators identified to enable these approaches included 
engaging the community through focus group discus-
sions, working with community leaders and institutions, 
and providing training to homeowners. One specific 
method employed was to provide community-based 
milestones in order for homeowners to receive subse-
quent payments, thus encouraging homeowners to sup-
port each other the community.

Gender considerations are also a key factor as con-
flicts often result in a lack of men due to the men being 
involved in the conflict. This can result in women taking 
on further responsibilities and can lead to some women 
and children being more vulnerable and sometimes not 

able to lead household repairs themselves. One facilitator 
identified related to gender considerations was to prior-
itize women who are vulnerable through proper benefi-
ciary selection criteria. Another facilitator was to employ 
young men so that they can actively engage in the con-
struction to help them reintegrate back into the commu-
nity when they return from fighting.

At the governance level, barriers were noted relating 
to state policies and the capacity of governments. State 
policies can be very prohibitive in post-conflict situations 
such as policies that prohibit international aid, policies 
that prohibit the return of homeowners, and laws prohib-
iting or mandating certain types of reconstruction. Gov-
ernment capacities can also be greatly reduced due to the 
conflict resulting in a lack of clear government planning, 
policies, and institutions to support construction works. 
In addition, corruption and private sector lobbying can 
complicate reconstruction efforts. Finally, government 
biases towards certain ethnic groups can affect approv-
als for reconstruction. At the local authority level, other 
barriers include issues with approvals and pressure from 
the authorities onto how organizations conduct their 
programming. To mitigate this, negotiations with the 
government to streamline approvals processes and mem-
orandums of understanding with local or state govern-
ments can be beneficial.

The capacity of the implementing organization is a 
particularly important factor identified at the govern-
ance level. The case study showed that difficulties with 
coordinating and monitoring the work were a key bar-
rier for organizations. This was largely due to the secu-
rity situation and staffing constraints. Complicating 
monitoring further was limited Internet connectivity in 
the field. Competing priorities within the organization 
also affected self-recovery being selected as a response 
modality, as more immediate emergency response such 
as distributing NFIs often took priority. Finally, it was 
noted that some previous organizational knowledge was 
acting as a barrier since it was not being properly con-
textualized to the location. This included the Build Back 
Better concept which means to build back a stronger 
and safer shelter than was there previously. Although 
this concept is applicable in post-disaster responses, in 
post-conflict there may be no need for such an approach. 
That said, previous organizational experience in leading 
self-recovery programming, either from post-disaster or 
post-conflict contexts, was shown as a clear benefit to 
implementing this support in post-conflict situations. 
Another key facilitator to implementing organizations 
was the use of contractors or implementing partners to 
oversee constructions. This greatly reduces the burden 
on the managing organization as it improves the ease of 
coordination and monitoring.
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At the legal level, the key factor identified was land 
tenure. One barrier to implementing self-recovery sup-
port was the destruction of land registries and loss of 
land tenure documentation due to the conflict. Another 
barrier was the general complexity of the housing, land, 
and property (HLP) system in post-conflict states. A key 
facilitator identified to ease tenure verification in post-
conflict situations is for implementing organizations to 
accept alternative tenure documentation such as utility 
bills or statements from community leaders. One other 
factor identified at the legal level was building permits. 
Due to conflicts resulting in crippled institutions which 
have limited capacity to manage systems such as build-
ing permitting, approvals for self-recovery projects can 
be greatly delayed.

Key factors at the contextual level were identified to be 
the security situation and access of aid organizations. The 
security situation is one of the most difficult challenges 
as conflicts can quickly escalate and shift geographically. 
Other barriers relating to security include a lack of secu-
rity forces to protect aid agencies and policies of aid agen-
cies being too restrictive in terms of initiating projects in 
dangerous areas. Another barrier, especially for donors, is 
the risk that repaired housing can be re-damaged during a 
subsequent conflict or even taken over control of by other 
parties. These security challenges can lead to some aid 
agencies prohibiting any presence in areas with security 
risks. As in Syria, this can result in the need for cross-bor-
der responses. Cross-border responses greatly increase 
the complexity of managing self-recovery support since 
this modality requires continuous monitoring and con-
trolling. One facilitator identified in the case of cross-
border support is the presence of local organizations 
in-country which can be partnered with to implement the 
support on behalf of the international aid organization. 
Local professionals in these organizations possess supe-
rior technical knowledge of the housing construction and 
are able to effectively oversee constructions.

The length of displacement of the population is also a 
key contextual factor. The longer populations have been 
displaced, the more of a challenge this becomes to sup-
port self-recovery. This is due to the potential for loss of 
HLP documentation, the secondary occupation of homes 
while displaced, and the overall lack of upkeep of the 
property over the length of displacement.

Finally, at the technical level, a key factor identified was 
the type of housing damage caused by the conflict. This is 
a key barrier since the complex types of damage caused 
by military ordnance are not well-understood. The lack of 
guidelines, standards, and manuals to support the repair 
of this type of damage are lacking from aid organizations, 
governments, and the private sector. The type of damage 
caused by conflicts can often be structural in nature, such 

as damage to columns, slabs, or foundations. The pres-
ence of structural damage was a key barrier to self-recov-
ery programs as this damage cannot be repaired without 
strict engineering oversight. Additionally, this type of 
repair comes with the perception of being reconstruc-
tion, which is not considered the place of aid organiza-
tions and that of the government. To facilitate this, the 
case study showed that damage classification scales can 
be used to effectively identify houses that can and can-
not be included in self-recovery support programming. 
Finally, the case study also showed that conflicts can 
result in other secondary damages such as those due to 
people looting houses for copper wire or other materials.

The implementing organization’s technical capacity is 
a key factor at the technical level. This can be a barrier 
when there is a lack of professionals such as engineers on 
staff to oversee constructions. Due to the damage type 
during conflicts, engineers are key to evaluating damage 
and supporting repairs. Engineers must have access to 
the homes to monitor them throughout constructions.

Other factors at the technical level include building 
safety, tools and materials available, and other infrastruc-
ture considerations. Building safety was identified as a 
major barrier due to the uncertainty of structural com-
ponents of buildings following conflict damage. Also, the 
potential presence of unexploded ordnance (UXOs) is a 
barrier as aid organizations are not equipped to handle 
these. Tools and materials available are another key con-
sideration as local markets can be severely impacted by 
the conflict and purchasing from international markets 
comes with long delays, cost increases, and complica-
tions due to uncertain importing regulations. A facilita-
tor to address this was the pre-positioning and provision 
of select tools and materials for homeowners which they 
cannot access through local markets. The lack of other 
infrastructure systems such as water, electricity, sewage, 
and transportation was also noted as a key barrier. This 
creates challenges to the aid organization since these 
other repairs will require additional funds or coordina-
tion with other stakeholders. Multisectoral programming 
approaches, or area-based approaches, were one method 
identified that can address this challenge.

Following the PCSSR Framework, the Recommenda-
tions table (see Table  3) includes 57 recommendations 
directed towards various stakeholders involved in self-
recovery support. These recommendations were devel-
oped to counter the barriers and promote the facilitators 
identified in the PCSSR Framework. Thus, these recom-
mendations were formed from analysis of both literature 
and the Syrian case study. The stakeholders considered 
for these recommendations include NNGOs, INGOs, 
IGOs, donors, the IASC Global Shelter Cluster, univer-
sities, and engineering firms. These recommendations 
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provide stakeholders specific guidance in their imple-
mentation of self-recovery support in post-conflict situ-
ations. Each recommendation is given an ID code (#x#) 
which will be used in the discussion to reference specific 
recommendations (recs). The recommendations were 
grouped into Key Areas for Action and will be further 
discussed within the discussion section.

Discussion: key areas for action
By analyzing the Recommendations table, five Key Areas 
for Action were identified which represent cross-cut-
ting themes of recommendations to better support self-
recovery in post-conflict situations. These Key Areas 
for Action are maximizing implementing organizations’ 
capacities, contextualizing risks, increasing adaptable 
and flexible programming, addressing the social dimen-
sion, and improving international coordination.

Maximizing implementing organizations’ capacities
The first Key Area for Action is to maximize implement-
ing organizations’ capacities. Because post-conflict situa-
tions often present significantly reduced local government 
capacities, implementing organizations accept increased 
responsibilities that, in natural disaster emergencies, 
often the government would assume. This includes con-
firming HLP documentation of homeowners, ensuring 
adherence to building standards, and properly screening 
beneficiaries (Ohiorhenuan 2011, p. 9; Davis 2015). This 
necessitates a strong and capable implementing organi-
zation and means that opportunities should be taken to 
maximize the capacities of implementing organizations 
involved in this work. Two factors were identified to max-
imize implementing organizations’ capacities: knowledge 
sharing between local and international organizations and 
increasing efficiencies in monitoring and controlling.

To understand the benefit of knowledge sharing 
between local and international organizations, it is first 
necessary to understand what organizational knowledge 
is possessed by these organizations. In terms of larger 
INGOs, organizational knowledge is largely in the form 
of previous organizational experience in self-recovery 
support projects, largely from disaster contexts. In fact, 
this previous experience was noted as a significant facili-
tator of self-recovery support projects being initiated in 
Syria. Without this previous experience, they were less 
likely to attempt this modality for the first time in post-
conflict situations due to the complexities involved2. 

NNGOs, however, often do not possess experience in 
previous self-recovery programs. In fact, many NNGOs 
are often founded shortly after a conflict begins and, 
thus, do not have any previous organizational knowledge 
whatsoever. What NNGOs possess, however, is a wealth 
of experience in the local construction sector and vernac-
ular architecture since many of their staff are local built 
environment professionals.

Understanding the differences in organizational knowl-
edge between NNGOs and INGOs reveals opportu-
nities for knowledge sharing. Knowledge sharing can 
help NNGOs and INGOs to fill each other’s knowledge 
gaps, and thus, maximize their capacity to support self-
recovery. One best practice for knowledge sharing that 
was identified in Syria is for NNGOs to train INGOs in 
local construction methods and vernacular architecture. 
INGOs also have knowledge to share such as lessons 
learned from previous self-recovery support projects. 
Although this was not noted to be happening in Syria, 
this should be done to support NNGOs that have little 
organizational experience (Table  3 rec 3d1). Addition-
ally, INGOs should consider making their organizational 
knowledge more accessible to other NGOs. This could be 
done by creating self-recovery project databases coordi-
nated through an international body such as the Global 
Shelter Cluster (Table  3 rec 6f1). These databases can 
contain guidelines, data, and lessons learned, much of 
which already exists at the INGO level but is not acces-
sible by smaller NGOs. This knowledge sharing would 
help to maximize implementing organizations’ capacities 
to fill gaps in knowledge on the sides of both local and 
international organizations.

Finding efficiencies in the monitoring and controlling 
process can also maximize implementing organizations’ 
capacities. Monitoring and controlling was one of the 
main barriers for NGOs supporting self-recovery since 
beneficiaries are often dispersed and in areas that are dif-
ficult to access by implementing organizations. Because 
of this barrier, many large INGOs disregard self-recovery 
projects and opt for more traditional shelter support 
modalities that are easier to control. This can include IDP 
camps and transitional housing settlements. Finding effi-
ciencies in monitoring and controlling would, thus, ena-
ble organizations to conduct self-recovery support more 
easily.

The main barriers identified regarding monitoring 
and controlling were coordination with local partners, 
communication with homeowners, controlling qual-
ity, and having the resources to conduct required visits 
and inspections. One strategy identified to address these 
difficulties was implementing quality control mecha-
nisms. This can include thorough contracting procedures 
with contractors, project completion signoffs with all 

2  Previous experience in self-recovery support from natural disaster contexts 
must be evaluated as to its appropriateness in post-conflict contexts. It was 
noted by participants that some large organizations improperly applied expe-
rience from previous disaster contexts in Syria. This included policies regard-
ing Building Back Better and Disaster Risk Reduction, which are concepts not 
necessarily applicable in the post-conflict environment.
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stakeholders, third-party quality audits, and innovative 
mobile phone applications which allow for remote pro-
ject monitoring (Table  3 rec 3d2, 3d4). The use of local 
implementing partners was effective as well, especially for 
INGOs which could not access the project locations due 
to security policy restrictions (Table 3 rec 5c2). The bene-
fits of using local implementing partners include the expe-
rience of these partners in local construction methods, 
the removal of some coordination work from the INGO, 
and the positive contribution to the independence of 
local NGOs who will maintain a lasting presence into the 
future. Some organizations though have strict ethical pol-
icies against the use of local implementing partners since 
they perceive this as putting their local partners at more 
security risk than they are willing to assume themselves.

Another opportunity for increasing efficiency in moni-
toring and controlling is through the proper selection of 
the self-recovery response modality. Various response 
modalities can be easier to monitor and control depend-
ing on the circumstances, and if NGOs can select 
responses accordingly, they will act more efficiently. Of 
the participants in this research, only 20% of organiza-
tions conducted cash-to-homeowner projects with 80% 
choosing contractor-led projects for the main reason of 
these projects being easier to monitor and control. As 
one IGO explained, “it is easier to chase one contractor 
than to chase 1000 landlords” (anonymous participant, 
Skype interview, May 05, 2020). It is worth remember-
ing from literature, however, that in Bosnia, contractors 
were chosen for the similar purposes of speed and pro-
ject control, but these benefits were never actually seen 
compared to the homeowner-led projects (Barakat 2005, 
p. 165). This makes it clear that selecting the proper 
response modality requires an analysis of the specific cir-
cumstances. It is observed that contractor-led projects 
are easier to monitor and control when NGO access is 
limited, such as in cross-border aid, whereas cash-to-
homeowner projects are easier when the NGO can reg-
ularly be on site and monitor and control directly. Since 
most participant organizations were working with signifi-
cant access restrictions, it seems appropriate that 80% of 
them were choosing contractor-led projects in this case. 
For other conflicts, the context would need to be consid-
ered, especially considering access restrictions, to select 
the appropriate modality. Additionally, contractor-led 
projects were noted by participants to be easier to con-
trol for small, standardized repairs such as doors and 
windows whereas cash-to-homeowner were optimal for 
non-standardized repairs. It is recommended that organ-
izations select their appropriate response based on these 
recommendations and, in this way, their capacities will be 
maximized to provide the most support possible (Table 3 
rec 3d4, 3d6).

Contextualizing risks
The second Key Area for Action is to ensure the proper 
contextualizing of risks by both donors and NGOs. Con-
textualizing risk means that risks should be assessed 
based on the actual context and should not be assumed 
based on other experience. This must be done at multi-
ple levels. For instance, post-conflict contexts must be 
assessed without preconceived notions from natural 
disasters. Similarly, the Syrian context must be assessed 
without preconceived notions from neighboring coun-
tries or other conflicts. Additionally, it means assessing 
risk iteratively based on a situation that can change con-
siderably over time. Contextualizing risks allows a better-
informed assessment of actual risks to avoid the common 
tendency of inclining towards being more risk averse and, 
thus, needlessly excluding many people in need. Risks 
must be contextualized within four areas: HLP docu-
mentation, structural repairs, demographic changes, and 
natural disasters.

HLP documentation is one area where donors and 
implementing organizations must adequately assess risk 
and trade-offs. As has been shown previously, HLP docu-
mentation is often hard to confirm in post-conflict situa-
tions. Despite this, most NGOs have clear policies against 
self-recovery support if tenure cannot be confirmed 
(Seneviratne et  al. 2013; Davis 2015). In Syria, this has 
resulted in significant amounts of people being excluded 
from support. Recently, somewhat more flexible guide-
lines have been implemented to address this such as the 
Global Shelter Cluster Turkey hub’s HLP Due Diligence 
Guidelines and, in the government-controlled areas, the 
recent acceptance of alternative documentation for HLP. 
These flexible HLP guidelines are crucial facilitators in 
post-conflict situations to ensure more beneficiaries can 
be reached. Many organizations, however, still say these 
do not go far enough and continue to be too exclusion-
ary. As a member of the UNHCR Strategic Advisory 
Group said: “many people are living in reception centers, 
unfinished buildings, and damaged buildings, but organi-
zations cannot do anything for them because of HLP 
rights” (A. Dehny, skype interview, April 16, 2020). As a 
conflict progresses, risks must be iteratively assessed and, 
when there is such a substantive demand for shelter, as in 
Syria, trade-offs must be reassessed (Table 3 rec 4a1).

The risk of conducting structural repairs is another 
area which requires adequate contextualization to the 
post-conflict environment. Structural repairs come at 
a heightened risk because they involve repairing struc-
tural components such as load-bearing walls, columns, 
and slabs, which, if not done properly, will cause building 
collapse. In some ways, the case study showed that this 
risk is being properly contextualized in Syria as the cur-
rent prohibition on structural repairs is partially based on 
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the lack of understanding of how buildings are damaged 
in conflicts. In comparison, in natural disaster contexts, 
structural repairs are possible because there is an under-
standing of the effects of earthquakes on buildings. In 
this way, risk is being contextualized to the post-conflict 
environment and it has been decided that no risk will be 
taken regarding structural repairs. Despite this reality, it 
must be questioned as to why this is being accepted and 
more is not being done to reduce risks to make struc-
tural repairs possible. Many organizations lamented the 
fact that they could not conduct structural repairs with 
one INGO member stating, “the ones who need most 
help, we can’t help them, so we focus on the ones who 
need less help” (INGO, skype interview, March 31, 2020). 
What is required in this case, is more research about how 
conflict ordnance damages buildings. This knowledge 
will allow for proper risk assessments to be done in the 
field, which will help to identify more easily those with 
non-structural damage and those with repairable struc-
tural damage. Further integration of humanitarian aid 
with local professional engineering agencies and private-
sector partnerships are a necessary step to implementing 
structural repairs (Table 3 rec 6b2, 6b4).

There is another risk relating to structural repair, how-
ever, that is not being properly contextualized; the risk of 
this work being perceived as reconstruction, i.e., perma-
nent. In some cases, participants noted that any structural 
work was not permitted, even if they had the profes-
sional expertise to do so, due to this perception. Donors 
specifically were noted to be very risk averse regarding 
structural repairs since reconstruction work is meant to 
be done by the government. If an aid organization were 
found to be doing this, it could receive backlash from the 
government, and this could potentially impact its ability 
to continue to operate in the area. This risk is not prop-
erly being contextualized, though, since it is being left to 
each individual organization to consider, and it is being 
interpreted very differently. For instance, some organiza-
tions noted that they chose not to build metal roofs due 
to this being perceived as structural repairs. Other organi-
zations determined that it was fine to construct concrete 
pads and brick walls which are much more permanent 
interventions. The result of this subjective interpreta-
tion is that beneficiaries are often provided less adequate 
shelter, not because of funding or technical issues, but 
simply because of the organization’s designation of what 
structural repairs consists of. This paper does not argue 
that reconstruction should be allowed as part of an aid 
response, but simply that standardization be achieved 
between aid organizations. Guidelines could be produced 
to define what the line between reconstruction and repair 
is, so that it is clear. These guidelines could be developed 
by the Global Shelter Cluster, in coordination with local 

authorities. Finally, it is also recommended that, if possi-
ble, in cases of prolonged conflicts where there is such an 
immense demand for adequate shelter, that risk be itera-
tively assessed to account for changing realities on the 
ground and loosened accordingly to allow for some basic 
structural work to be done (Table 3 rec 6b4).

Another risk that must be contextualized is the risk 
of shelter interventions causing demographic changes. 
Many organizations noted that donors restrict self-recov-
ery support due to the fear of being accused of contrib-
uting to demographic changes within the country. This 
risk, although warranted, must be contextualized to the 
reality on the ground. Participants argued that the true 
reason for demographic changes in Syria is the conflict 
itself, and not the aid. Additionally, donors may be misin-
formed about the self-recovery process since self-recov-
ery support is mostly directed at homeowners who have 
lived in their homes since prior to the conflict, meaning 
no demographic changes would be created. While self-
recovery programs do also support IDPs in the cases 
where homeowners rent out repaired homes to IDPs, it 
is unlikely that these IDPs would settle permanently in 
a new area simply because of the self-recovery support; 
the reality is much more complex. In prolonged conflicts 
such as in Syria, where some IDPs have been displaced 
for over a decade, donors must continually reassess the 
situation and perhaps loosen their risk policies regarding 
demographic changes (Table 3 rec 1b3).

The risk of natural disasters must also be contextu-
alized in the post-conflict context as it has a signifi-
cant impact on the design of shelter responses. It must 
be understood that in post-conflict situations, there is 
sometimes no requirement for changes in building tech-
niques. This is because the existing house might have 
been designed perfectly in accordance with the natural 
disaster risk in the area but was destroyed due to mili-
tary ordnance; a non-recurring threat. It was noted by 
participants that some organizations’ leadership do not 
adequately contextualize this risk and implement unnec-
essary requirements related to building back better which 
have been developed from previous organizational expe-
rience. By doing so, funds would not be spent in the most 
efficient way to reach the most beneficiaries. Thus, it is 
important that organizations and donors contextualize 
all risks that might not be applicable in post-conflict situ-
ations to ensure they are not coming with, what Barakat 
(2005) describes, “preconceived practices and assump-
tions… which override local conventions and capacities” 
(p.159) (Table 3 rec 3d5).

Increasing adaptable and flexible programming
The third Key Area for Action is to increase adaptabil-
ity and flexibility of post-conflict self-recovery support. 
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A lack of flexibility is a common failure of post-conflict 
shelter interventions. As Barakat (2005) explains, “exter-
nal interventions often lack the necessary practical 
adaptability and flexibility to deal with the dynamics and 
high levels of uncertainty found in post-conflict envi-
ronments” (p. 159). Flexibility and adaptability should 
be implemented within all aspects of programming, but 
specifically within three domains: funding, scheduling, 
and scope.

Funding requires flexibility and adaptability at multiple 
levels including the donor level and the implementing 
organization level. At the donor level, it was noted that 
the funding for self-recovery projects is often provided 
with a rigid, prescribed, per-shelter amount and that this 
amount is insufficient for most repairs. This strategy is 
likely employed so that donors can control and maximize 
the number of beneficiaries they are reaching. The conse-
quence of this, however, is that implementing organiza-
tions must significantly limit their support to align with 
the prescribed funding amount, which usually equates to 
only minor repairs. Although maximizing the number of 
beneficiaries is good in some cases, it is the implement-
ing organization, not the donor, in the best position to 
make this determination. Implementing organizations 
on the ground should have the power to determine how 
funding is distributed for the maximum benefit. Donors 
should place less importance on quantifying beneficiaries 
and consider increasing the flexibility of their funding to 
allow the implementing NGOs the freedom of determin-
ing how that funding is distributed (Table 3 rec 1a1). Par-
ticipants also noted that funding is sometimes restricted 
to material or technical assistance and that cash-based 
assistance is not permitted, thus significantly limiting 
support options. Donors should consider more flexibility 
in terms of their funding to allow cash-based support for 
self-recovery which will facilitate implementing organi-
zations in variable responses (Table 3 rec 1b1).

Adaptability of funding is also required within imple-
menting organizations’ programming. Participants noted 
that their organizations’ internal processes did not allow 
for funding and budgets to be adaptable throughout the 
project. In post-conflict situations, the market prices for 
materials can fluctuate greatly on a weekly basis and this 
means that bills of quantities and budgets will need to 
be adapted throughout the project. Many organizations 
do not account for this, which results in projects being 
either over budget or left unfinished. Self-recovery pro-
ject budgets must be adaptable and reviewed regularly 
(Table 3 rec 1d1).

Scheduling is another area requiring flexibility and 
adaptability. Self-recovery projects may have long time-
frames, up to 1 year from the initial selection of ben-
eficiaries to the final completion of construction. In 

post-conflict situations, this leads to projects often being 
disrupted by changes in the conflict throughout the con-
struction. Participants noted that, due to this risk, donors 
were hesitant to initiate self-recovery projects. If adapt-
ability and flexibility were included into scheduling, how-
ever, self-recovery projects could be modified, paused, or 
rescheduled depending on changes in the conflict. This 
could increase the success of self-recovery approaches 
despite the challenging situation and potentially help to 
convince donors to initiate these projects (Table  3 rec 
1b2).

Project scope is another area in which implementing 
organizations and donors must remain adaptable and 
flexible. Post-conflict situations evolve rapidly and there 
is often a fluidity between the emergency and recovery 
phases. This necessitates consideration of a wide scope 
of shelter response modalities and often the combination 
of multiple modalities. These may include tented camps, 
transitional shelters, collective centers, cash-for-rent pro-
grams, and self-recovery support. Within each selected 
modality itself must also be an element of flexibility 
so that the modality can evolve over time with chang-
ing circumstances. Participants noted that this was not 
often the case, as sudden changes in the situation, such as 
events requiring rapid emergency responses, frequently 
resulted in self-recovery projects simply being canceled. 
This shows a lack of flexibility within the program design. 
Although emergency response rightly takes priority in 
these circumstances, self-recovery programs must be 
designed to be adaptable to ensure they can continue 
progressing throughout an evolving conflict situation 
(Table 3 rec 1b1, 3d6).

Addressing the social dimension
The fourth Key Area for Action is to address the social 
dimension of self-recovery programs. Although self-
recovery approaches have produced superior social out-
comes than traditional shelter response modalities, there 
are still issues relating to the understanding of the social 
dimension in post-conflict situations. The social dimen-
sion must be addressed in three areas: intended benefi-
ciaries, program goals, and further research.

Firstly, there is a current misunderstanding regarding 
the social characteristics of the intended beneficiaries of 
self-recovery programs in the post-conflict context. The 
literature that self-recovery has been based on is from 
the disaster context and the idea that homeowners have 
the skills and ability to rebuild their homes (Davis 1978). 
Although, to some degree, this remains true in post-
conflict situations, it does not appear to be as relevant as 
in natural disasters. This is because in post-conflict situ-
ations, many of the men are fighting, have fled, or have 
been killed, and men are often traditionally the ones to 
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do construction work (Corsellis and Vitale 2005, p. 50). 
This is the case in Syria, as the number of women-headed 
households is high. This means that many of the ben-
eficiaries of self-recovery programs in Syria are women, 
who often do not have the construction skills to complete 
repairs themselves (UNHCR 2014). This must be consid-
ered when implementing self-recovery programs in post-
conflict situations as these women-headed households 
will usually not conduct the labor themselves. In fact, 
participants noted that almost all women-headed house-
holds who were given cash decided to contract the work 
to local laborers.

Additionally, self-recovery programs in Syria are usu-
ally targeted towards vulnerable people which might be 
women with children, the elderly, or the disabled. These 
vulnerable people are also not likely to be able to com-
plete construction work themselves. This is an important 
social consideration specific to post-conflict situations 
which goes somewhat against the initial concept of self-
recovery as applicable in disaster contexts. The shel-
ter sector must reconsider its basic understanding of 
intended beneficiaries for self-recovery support in post-
conflict situations and must build this into program plan-
ning and design (Table 3 rec 3c2).

The social dimension must also be included within the 
determination of self-recovery program goals. As Barakat 
(2005) criticizes from other past conflicts, post-conflict 
housing programs tend to be project-driven, short-term 
focused, and output-driven rather than outcome-driven 
(p. 158). Post-conflict housing project goals are often 
overly focused on indicators, quantifiable metrics, and 
statistics rather than more social-oriented goals such 
as privacy, health, stability, livelihoods, and security. 
Barakat notes the requirement for not only physical shel-
ter interventions, but also for social ones, such as capac-
ity building (pp. 158-164). The Syrian case study shows 
that Barakat’s criticisms are still valid. Participants noted 
donors as being too output-focused, short-term in think-
ing, and placing too much importance on numbers of 
beneficiaries. One INGO participant indicated that 
sometimes to appease donors, implementing organi-
zations resorted to first conducting a superficial pro-
ject that could increase their beneficiary count, before 
they could actually focus on completing the work they 
believed would have the greatest impact to long-term 
outcomes. Additionally, participants noted the specific 
lack of capacity building initiatives paired with self-
recovery programs, especially regarding the training of 
laborers. There is a clear need for the social dimension to 
be included within self-recovery project goals to ensure 
they are outcome-driven and long-term oriented and 
include important capacity building initiatives (Table  3 
rec 1b4).

The social dimension must also be included in further 
research regarding self-recovery support. Participants 
noted the absence of research regarding the social ben-
efits of self-recovery interventions and the difficulties in 
proving the benefits of these projects to donors without 
this research. Some aid organizations conduct their own 
internal research and data collection regarding social 
benefits; however, this information does not seem to 
be shared widely within the sector. Additionally, it was 
noted by participants that social benefits are hard to 
quantify, which makes internal research difficult. Further 
research regarding methods of quantifying and identify-
ing the social benefits of self-recovery projects would be 
beneficial helping to educate all stakeholders, including 
donors (Table 3 rec 2C2).

Improving international coordination
The fifth Key Area for Action is to increase international 
coordination to support self-recovery in post-conflict 
situations. This means improving coordination at all lev-
els and among all stakeholders including universities, 
donors, NGOs, IGOs, the Global Shelter Cluster, and 
governments. Several areas in which enhanced interna-
tional coordination can improve self-recovery support 
are observed: standardization of self-recovery terminol-
ogy and guidelines, donor engagement, international 
operational networks, and private sector partnerships.

International coordination could assist in the standard-
ization of self-recovery terminology and processes, which 
is currently lacking. Many participants were not familiar 
with the concept of self-recovery until it was explained 
and they were able to understand based on their own 
organizational terminology. The term most used describ-
ing self-recovery in Syria was observed to be self-help 
since this is how it is phrased in the Global Shelter Clus-
ter guidelines. Although terminology is somewhat irrel-
evant in terms of operations, it does become relevant 
when information sharing is considered. It was noted that 
many organizations have internal self-recovery guide-
lines, standards, and case studies, but that these are not 
shared. With a standardized terminology in place, these 
could be more easily developed and shared (Table 3 rec 
6f1, 2c2). Additionally, as has been shown in this study, 
there are varying shelter responses in post-conflict situa-
tions that can be accommodated within the current defi-
nition of self-recovery. A clearer definition is required to 
determine exactly which post-conflict shelter responses 
are considered as self-recovery support. Additionally, if 
it is accepted that self-recovery support must be defined 
in terms of levels, as classified in the case study of this 
paper, these levels must be defined and accepted by 
stakeholders (Table 3 rec 3c1). This requires international 
coordination between universities, NGOs, and IGOs.
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Agreed-upon terminology and definitions will also 
facilitate the establishment of self-recovery guidelines. 
Although some self-recovery guidelines exist at the 
organization level and cluster level, there are none at the 
international/strategic level. Some organizations such as 
the Promoting Safer Building Working Group are work-
ing on such international guidelines. They acknowledge 
that currently “there are no guidelines, nor tools, nor 
even guiding principles to support the implementation 
of self-recovery projects” (Promoting Safer Building 
Working Group 2020). The scope of this working group 
is mainly in disasters, however, so further guidelines spe-
cific for post-conflict situations have yet to be addressed. 
Participants supported the idea of guidelines being cre-
ated, with 75% responding favorably to the idea. Other 
guidelines were also requested by the majority of par-
ticipants such as technical guidelines for repairing war-
damaged buildings and guidelines on long-term cash 
modality strategies in post-conflict contexts (Table 3 rec 
6b2). International coordination could facilitate these 
guidelines, to ensure standardization across universities, 
NGOs, and IGOs (Table 3 rec 3g3).

The next area for increased international coordination 
is in donor engagement regarding self-recovery projects. 
This should not be done with a view to promote self-
recovery over other methods, but simply to help donors 
to understand the real benefits and limitations of this 
modality. NGO participants noted the requirement to 
constantly convince donors of the effectiveness and mer-
its of self-recovery methods, due to the lack of knowl-
edge of donors regarding this modality. This was noted 
to vary between specific donors. International shelter 
sector stakeholders could be beneficial in this process 
by informing the perception of donors at a high level. 
This could occur through increased research into these 
modalities, through advocacy and increased discussion at 
the international level, and through direct donor engage-
ment and education (Table  3 rec 1b1, 2c). One partici-
pant noted that their donor was initially hesitant to fund 
self-recovery projects but that by bringing the donor to 
the site of one of these projects, the positive impact was 
immediately seen, and funding was granted. Further 
efforts such as this could be done at the international 
shelter sector level and would help with the donor com-
munity’s acceptance of these methods (Table 3 rec 1b4).

There is also an opportunity for the formation of inter-
national operational networks to facilitate self-recov-
ery support operations. These could include academic 
institutions, private companies, aid and development 
organizations, intergovernmental organizations, and gov-
ernment agencies. Participants noted the need for such 
networks due to the intersectoral nature of self-recovery 
work and the lack of international coordination bodies at 

lower levels. Intersectoral approaches are required since 
repairing a house in a post-conflict situation requires 
significant lateral coordination for rubble removal, 
repairing roads, reconnecting water and sewage lines, 
reconnecting electricity, and potentially UXO disposal. 
International operational networks could be formed to 
as a coordination mechanism between all stakeholders 
involved in these activities. Currently, various organiza-
tions are accomplishing this on their own without any 
coordination bodies in place. This act of connecting all 
actors involved in post-conflict response could also begin 
rebuilding connections and systems that could become 
the foundation for building capacity back into local insti-
tutions (Table  3 rec 3b1). As Barakat (2005) noted, this 
is the real area that international coordination can sup-
port post-conflict situations, through the strengthening 
of institutions and systems (pp. 159-164).

International coordination in the establishment of pri-
vate sector partnerships could also provide an opportu-
nity to increase support for self-recovery in post-conflict 
situations. Specifically, international private engineering 
firms could partner with implementing organizations 
to support self-recovery with specialized engineering 
work. Some participants expressed that they would not 
be comfortable with their organization leading structural 
repair work. These participants believed that structural 
work should not be  in the scope of aid organizations 
but should be completed by private engineering firms. 
It is possible that international private engineering firms 
could contribute great value to post-conflict situations, 
depending on the capacities of local engineers. The pre-
viously discussed barriers regarding structural repairs 
and the perceptions of who should lead reconstruction 
would have to be resolved before this could occur. If this 
issue can be addressed, though, international engineering 
firms such as Arup Group and Mott MacDonald could be 
good partners for NGOs since they already have interna-
tional development departments and have some experi-
ence in humanitarian engineering (Table 3 rec 6a1, 6b4).

As part of this study, one interview was conducted with 
Arup Group and determined that although these types of 
partnerships could be possible, there are significant bar-
riers from the perspective of engineering firms. These 
include security of their personnel, speed of response, 
financing, and normative constraints. One area identified 
which has immediate potential for collaboration is in the 
creation of IEC materials. These materials, which could 
take various forms such as pamphlets or manuals, could 
provide written and visual guidance to homeowners in 
conducting repairs themselves. Another potential oppor-
tunity identified was in online, or remote, engineering 
(Table  3 rec 5c2). Remote engineering is a burgeoning 
new field which consists of using technologies such as 
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drones and cameras to allow engineers to assess struc-
tures remotely. This is becoming especially relevant today 
as COVID-19 has recently forced engineering firms to 
rethink how work can be done at a distance. Innovations 
in international coordination such as this could help to 
close some of the gaps and break down some of the bar-
riers currently holding self-recovery back in post-conflict 
contexts.

Conclusion
This research has attempted to bring some clarity to the 
complex process of supporting self-recovery in post-
conflict situations and identify ways to improve this sup-
port. This was accomplished through the identification 
of common factors affecting the implementation of these 
projects and categorization of these factors into a frame-
work. From this framework, recommendations and Key 
Areas for Action were identified. These recommenda-
tions and Key Areas for Action are hoped to assist imple-
menting organizations, donors, and other stakeholders 
in their understanding of these projects and how best to 
enhance them.

The framework, recommendations, and Key Areas for 
Action within this study require further development 
from other contexts. Not all of the factors and recom-
mendations will be applicable to all post-conflict situa-
tions as some may be unique to the Syrian context. Due 
to the complexities inherent in post-conflict situations 
and in self-recovery programming as a modality, fur-
ther research from other contexts is required to prove 
the framework and recommendations. Additionally, the 
framework and recommendations should be expanded to 
include other stakeholders’ perspectives which were not 
able to be included here. This includes local authorities 
and governments as well as, the most important stake-
holder involved, the homeowners themselves. Although 
the limitations of this study placed the focus on imple-
menting organizations, there must be further work to 
understand homeowners’ perceptions about this type 
of support and to identify gaps in support from their 
perspective.

The case of Syria is important to continue studying. 
Self-recovery modalities are becoming increasingly uti-
lized in Syria, being propelled by a parallel trend in the 
sector towards increased returnees and increased cash-
based responses. Many organizations are currently strug-
gling with these projects against the barriers identified 
in this study; however, some are creating new innovative 
approaches and best practices which should be consid-
ered for other post-conflict responses. Other post-con-
flict contexts must also continue to be studied to broaden 
the understanding of post-conflict self-recovery to new 
contexts.

Further research is also required most urgently to 
address the social and technical considerations of post-
conflict self-recovery. Key social benefits of self-recovery 
support such as its impact to health, livelihoods, and 
social cohesion are important to highlight for the post-
conflict context, where these benefits would have a great 
impact to post-conflict recovery. On the technical side, 
key barriers continue to prohibit this modality due to the 
lack of understanding of the damage modality of hous-
ing due to ordnance. Further understanding of this will 
support more comprehensive repairs to damaged build-
ings for greater long-term outcomes for the affected 
populations.
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