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Abstract
Community livelihood programs can provide relief, but an activity is not viable merely
because participants receive training, equipment, or start-up capital. This conceptual
review proposes a Livelihood Viability Ladder that moves from household stabilization
to capability, a tested market offer, a workable operating system, financial control, and
resilient transition. Evidence through 2021 suggests that crisis programs fail when they
begin with a standard product, count distribution as success, ignore care and health
constraints, or provide debt before demand and cash flow are understood. The
framework recommends participatory screening of household goals and constraints,
small market tests, transparent group roles, unit-cost and cash-horizon tools, buyer and
supply alternatives, and predefined continuation or exit decisions. Community
institutions are positioned as coordinators and accountability structures, not substitutes
for customer demand. The article distinguishes social protection from enterprise
finance and warns against shifting market risk to vulnerable families. It does not
estimate income effects or evaluate a named program. Its contribution is a staged
method for determining whether support should stabilize, test, strengthen, scale,
redesign, or stop a livelihood activity.
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Introduction
Families affected by lockdowns may need food, rent, health care, debt relief, or

income replacement before they can absorb enterprise risk. A livelihood package can
be harmful when urgent consumption needs force participants to sell productive assets
or borrow for a market that has not been tested.

Training completion and kit distribution are program outputs, not proof of demand,
profit, control, or household improvement. Viability depends on the relationship among
capability, customer need, operating conditions, cash flow, and risk.

Purpose of the Article
This article asks which stages should precede scaling and what evidence allows a

community program to choose between stabilization, enterprise support, and an
honorable exit.

Conceptual Approach
Design and Source Base

The review integrates livelihood-recovery guidance, microenterprise research,
social-protection principles, and early pandemic evidence through 2021. It
distinguishes short-term relief from an investment expected to generate returns.
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The ladder does not assume every participant should become an entrepreneur. Wage
placement, cooperative work, public employment, skills recognition, and social
assistance may better fit household goals and constraints.

The Livelihood Viability Ladder
Stabilize and Screen

Programs should identify urgent needs, debt, care responsibilities, health and
disability, assets, skills, location, risk tolerance, and preferred livelihood route.
Screening must not become a barrier to essential assistance.

Social protection should be sufficient to prevent enterprise capital from being
consumed immediately. Participation should remain voluntary, with clear terms and a
complaint route.

Build Capability Around a Task
Training should correspond to an actual production, service, selling, recordkeeping,

or safety task. Demonstration provides better evidence than attendance alone and
reveals where coaching or adaptation is needed.

Programs should recognize prior knowledge and local practice. Requiring all
participants to repeat generic entrepreneurship seminars consumes time without solving
the specific operating bottleneck.

Test the Market Offer
A small test should identify a reachable customer, problem solved, specification,

price, cost, order route, payment, and feedback. Expressions of interest are weaker than
paid or otherwise verifiable demand.

The program should examine competition and saturation before assigning many
families the same product. Community demand is finite, and oversupply can shift
losses across participants.

Build the Operating and Cash System
A viable offer needs inputs, schedule, quality control, fulfillment, customer

recovery, roles, and backup arrangements. Group enterprises require transparent
authority and rules for labor, assets, revenue, and withdrawal.

Simple records should show unit cost, cash received, obligations, stock, household
withdrawal, and cash horizon. Credit is appropriate only when repayment is linked to
tested cash flow and explained risk.

Decide, Adapt, and Transition
Programs need decision triggers for continuation, redesign, scale, temporary pause,

and closure. Keeping an unviable activity alive to protect program statistics can deepen
household loss.

Transition support may include buyer linkage, supplier negotiation, savings,
insurance, formalization where useful, wage referral, or transfer of shared assets.
Graduation should reflect reduced vulnerability and functioning capability, not the end
of funding.
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Table 1
Livelihood viability ladder

Rung Minimum evidence Decision

Stability Urgent needs and enterprise risk
separated

Relief, referral, or proceed

Capability Relevant task can be demonstrated Coach, adapt, or recognize

Market Reachable customer confirms an offer Test, revise, or stop

Operations Cost, fulfillment, roles, and cash are
visible

Strengthen or finance carefully

Transition Resilience and next support are defined Scale, graduate, pause, or exit
Note. The table is an analytic tool proposed in this article; it does not report field measurements.

Discussion
The ladder protects families by requiring evidence before additional risk is added. It

also gives program managers permission to change routes when an enterprise is not the
right recovery mechanism.

Scope and Research Agenda
This review does not measure income, survival, or household welfare effects.

Successful participants are easier to observe than people who withdraw. Future
evaluations should follow all entrants, compare alternative support routes, document
household withdrawals and unpaid labor, and measure resilience after assistance ends.

Conclusion
Community livelihood programs should stabilize before they capitalize, test before

they scale, and decide before losses compound. The goal is not the largest number of
enterprises launched but a defensible improvement in household capability and
security.
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