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Key insights

iii

1. Refugees are ordinary people facing extraordinary circumstances. 

Whilst their circumstances are extraordinary, many of the concerns of refugees are 
ones that would be familiar to people everywhere - finding a job, paying rent, 
dealing with health bills and accessing education.

2. The majority of assistance that refugees receive comes from within their social 
networks and communities. 

Networks of self help or, as we refer to them, mutual aid are a fundamental part 
of how refugees survive day-to-day. They employ sophisticated social systems 
that range from the formal to the informal, from two-party agreements to large 
and highly coordinated group action. The sharing, giving, and pooling that these 
networks facilitate are nearly ubiquitous among the refugees we interviewed.

3. Financial pooling is one of the most powerful examples of mutual aid.

This practice, ranging from the highly structured to the informal, is widespread 
amongst those we interviewed and served as a source of gifts, loans and savings.

4. Despite its many strengths mutual aid also presents a number of challenges. 

Participating in mutual aid can be very time consuming. Misaligned expectations 
and breaches in trust are a significant cause of distress and people with poor 
social networks struggle to access its benefits. Financial pooling is made 
more difficult by its heavy reliance upon cash.

5. Digital technologies are failing to support systems of mutual aid.

Despite the prevalence of mutual aid among vulnerable populations  very little effort
has been directed toward building digital technologies that strengthen and support 
these networks. 

6. There is an opportunity to develop new solutions. 

There is a unique opportunity to combine the best practices in human-centered 
design with informed technology choices to build new products that map over 
the social technologies of mutual aid in ways that empower individuals and 
strengthen communities. 
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I.     Introduction

1

People helping people: it is a simple and intuitive proposition, one that will likely have the 
familiar ring of a campaign or an organisational slogan. It is an ideal that many organisa-
tions aspire to but frequently fall short of. Increasingly it does not have to be so. 

We live in the midst of a digital technological revolution that is transforming human rela-
tions, opening possibilities for connecting and empowering people on a scale and in ways 
unimaginable only a decade ago, and offering new opportunities to solve old problems. 

Virtually every field of endeavour is being disrupted by this revolution. New and emergent 
technologies have combined with increased connectivity to open up whole new worlds of 
possibility. Financial and communication technologies, digital IDs, mobile money, artificial 
intelligence, internet of things (IOT) and blockchain technology are not only transformative 
in and of themselves but are creating an infrastructure and ecosystem for further innova-
tion.  

Around the world combinations of these technologies have launched entirely new ways of 
doing business. In many countries in Africa, for example, mobile money has had a trans-
formative economic effect. Yet in the world of humanitarian assistance and protection, the 
potential of these technologies has only begun to be explored.

Empowering refugees

Where digital technologies have positively impacted refugees’ lives it has often been in-
cidental, a by-product of broader technological changes rather than the result of targeted 
endeavour. Mobile applications like WhatsApp, Facebook and Google Maps have come 
to play a central role in the lives of many refugees. But none of these technologies was 
designed primarily with refugees in mind and whilst they can solve critical problems (such 
as communicating with family and becoming familiar with one’s surroundings) there is so 
much more that could be done.  

The intentional development of digital technology products to empower refugees means 
first understanding both the problems refugees face and then working closely with them 
to co-design solutions. This is not only an exciting and powerful way to help people disad-
vantaged by circumstance, but has the potential to offer up innovations that could benefit 
people more widely. 

Refugee communities are innovating out of necessity, in order to survive. Figuring out how 
to get money to family in a refugee camp without access to mobile money, making a living 
while lacking the right to work, or making ends meet when the cost of living simply out-
strips income all require ingenuity.
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Identifying opportunities

Inspired by these possibilities, aidx is exploring areas in which the revolution in digital 
technology can be brought to bear on the challenges facing refugees in new, tailored and 
innovative ways. Our biggest challenge is to understand where and how digital technolo-
gy can be applied to best meet the needs of refugees as customers. For this there can be 
no substitute for listening deliberately and carefully to refugee voices. 

Guided by the tools and frameworks of human-centered design, aidx has designed and 
conducted research in Turkey, Sudan and Kenya amongst Syrian, South Sudanese and So-
mali refugees, respectively. We also conducted numerous analysis and ideation sessions 
and engaged experts in the fields of business, law and digital technology.

The purpose of this research was to try to see the world through the eyes of the people 
and communities whom aidx seeks to serve. The research sought to put their needs and 
interests front and centre so that we could identify problems that might be addressed 
with emergent digital technology and co-design solutions. This report presents the find-
ings from the first phase of these efforts conducted between March 2017 and February 
2018

The paper is divided into seven sections, including the introduction. In section two we 
provide the background to our work, in section three we present our approach and re-
search method, in sections four, five and six we layout our findings. Section seven con-
cludes with some observations about future opportunities. 

Introduction



II.     Background: The refugee crisis, the 
humanitarian model and the technology revolution
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The refugee crisis is one of the defining crises of our age. In 2016, the United Nations 
Refugee Agency (UNHCR) reported that wars and persecution have driven more people 
from their homes than at any time since the agency began keeping records.1 By the end 
of 2016, there were 65.6 million persons worldwide who had been displaced from their 
homes; of these, 22.5 million were recognised as refugees.2 During 2017, there were 11.7 
million new displacements worldwide due to conflict and violence and 18.8 million new 
displacements worldwide due to disasters.3 

The reality of the refugee crisis

The popular image of refugees is dominated by the story of “the journey”: terrified souls 
fleeing the horrors of a bombed out city, boats full of women, children and men bobbing 
precariously on the open sea, temporary camps in Kos, Lesbos and Calais.

This, however, is a small albeit heart-wrenching part of a larger story. In practice the ma-
jority of refugees are displaced for years, with a full 50% in exile for five years or more. 
Most people forced to flee their country escape to neighbouring countries, and today half 
of all refugees actually live in towns and cities.4

Of the top ten countries hosting refugees, Germany is the only European nation.5 The 
top three on this list, Turkey, Pakistan and Lebanon, together host 30% of all refugees.6 
Furthermore, 84% of refugees are in the developing world.7

Current systems of humanitarian assistance

It is a set of circumstances for which current systems of humanitarian assistance are 
ill-suited. Instead of focussing on how people can live and prosper in the long run, they 
tend towards dealing with short-term needs. Shortfalls in funding make it more challeng-
ing to take the long-term view. In 2016 the UN estimated a 15 billion dollar funding gap 
for humanitarian action, and the refugee crisis in Europe has drawn an increasing amount 

1  Adrian Edwards, Global forced displacement hits record high, (UNHCR, 2016).
2   United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). World Humanitarian Data and Trends 
2017. New York: United Nations, 2017. Available at: http://interactive.unocha.org/publication/datatrends2017/ [Ac-
cessed 4 August 2018]. 
3   Data drawn from the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) Global Internal Displacement Database 
(GIDD). Available at: http://www.internal-displacement.org/database/displacement-data [Accessed 4 August 2018].
4   Betts, Alexander and Paul Collier, Refuge, Transforming a Broken Refugee System, (Allen and Lane, 2017), 140.
5   See https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2017-countries-of-asylum-for-migrants/
6   See https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2015/10/global-refugee-crisis-by-the-numbers/
7   See https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/06/eighty-four-percent-of-refugees-live-in-developing-countries/
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of money away from the majority of people who are displaced in their regions of origin.8,9 

This funding gap has real world implications. In October 2017, for example, rations in the 
Dadaab refugee camp in Kenya were reduced by 30%, followed by a further 50% reduction 
in December that same year.10 Refugees where given the choice between remaining in 
Dadaab and accruing debt in order to purchase food to survive or receiving a per person 
cash bonus of US$ 150 to voluntarily return to Somalia.11 The fact that many chose to stay 
is testimony to the difficulty of the choice presented to people and to the networks of mu-
tual support that this report explores. 

The need for new solutions

The need for new solutions is increasingly recognised and there is growing momentum 
behind attempts to rethink policy, redesign processes and adopt new technologies that 
are better suited to address this growing crisis.

The outcomes of the United Nations-convened 2016 World Humanitarian Summit, for 
example, recognized the need to reduce forced displacement and to address large flows 
of refugees in a “more comprehensive manner.”12 The Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) encapsulated in the Agenda 2030 framework reflect the need for displaced per-
sons and other vulnerable groups to be empowered and included.13 

Scholars such as Alexander Betts and Paul Collier have made the case for a radical rethink 
of the refugee system, arguing that there is a need to reassess priorities, redirect funds 
and introduce policies that empower refugees by providing them with more opportunities 
for work.14 In a similar vein, research by the Oxford Humanitarian Innovation Project has 
noted that many refugees are engaged in business, innovation and entrepreneurship, and 
proposed ways in which this can be encouraged.15

The potential of digital technologies 

In the digital technology space there are a number of exciting developments. The global 
explosion in the use of new information and communication technologies has affected 

8   High Level Panel on Humanitarian Financing, Report to the United Nations Secretary General, Too Important to Fail, 
Addressing the Humanitarian Financing Gap, January 2016.
9   Betts and Collier, Refuge, 129.
10   See https://www.wfp.org/news/news-release/wfp-cuts-food-rations-refugees-kenya-amidst-funding-shortfalls 
11   See https://af.reuters.com/article/commoditiesNews/idAFL4N1OJ3RS
12   United Nations General Assembly, Outcome of the World Humanitarian Summit: Report of the Secretary-General, 
UN Doc. Ref. A/71/353 (New York: United Nations, 23 August 2016). Available at: http://undocs.org/A/71/353 [Ac-
cessed 4 August 2018]. 
13   United Nations General Assembly, Transforming our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
UN Doc. Ref. A/RES/70/1 (New York: United Nations, October 2015). Available at: https://sustainabledevelopment.
un.org/content/documents/21252030%20Agenda%20for%20Sustainable%20Development%20web.pdf [Accessed 4 
August 2018].
14   Betts and Collier, Refuge.
15   Betts, Bloom, Kaplan and Omata, Refugee Economies Forced Displacement and Development, (Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 2017).
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every community in some way.16 Connectivity is widely seen by refugees as essential to 
survival. Although Internet connectivity rates in refugee communities remain significantly 
below the global average, the penetration of web-enabled mobile technologies has been 
increasing rapidly.17 A number of products and services are being developed on the back 
of these changes.

In Jordan for example, the Canadian non-profit PeaceGeeks has created a mobile app 
called Services Advisor to help refugees navigate the services available to them.18, 19 UN-
HCR has used biometric technology to enable more effective assistance to refugees, and 
the World Food Program (WFP) is testing, trialling and expanding direct cash transfer 
models using blockchain technology.20

Private sector companies such as AidTech and Disberse are using blockchain technolo-
gy to provide resources that help to increase efficiency and transparency in the delivery 
of humanitarian aid.21 In Europe companies like Moni and Tykn are working on providing 
access to financial services and robust, distributed digital identification to refugees.22 In 
Canada, Compass is developing an application that helps refugees access the govern-
ment support available to them by figuring out what they are entitled to, finding service 
providers, and even booking appointments.23 

But whilst exciting, the focus of these innovations is largely on the existing humanitarian 
value chain, which, although necessary, ignores a far larger landscape of potential inno-
vation: the social innovations that refugees have developed to help themselves.  

Systems of mutual aid

The particular systems of assistance that refugees use can feel nebulous and complicat-
ed to outsiders and, for many of the larger companies driving technological change, deep-
ly unfamiliar. The way that people support each other through financial pooling groups, 
for example, is not common practice in many countries. This form of mutual aid is under-
pinned by values and expectations that may not be immediately discernible to the outsid-
er. Moreover, there are very real and well-articulated needs in the traditional humanitarian 
value chain that are easier to build products around. 

There are a small but increasing number of people starting to think about systems of 
mutual aid. It is this thinking, for example, that is driving the work of the Bill and Melinda 

16   See https://www.bcg.com/publications/2015/telecommunications-technology-industries-the-mobile-revolution.
aspx
17   See https://www.accenture.com/gb-en/insight-refugee-connectivity-unhcr
18   See http://www.unhcr.org/innovation/using-biometrics-bring-assistance-refugees-jordan/
19   See https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/2016/nov/16/refugees-syria-greece-technology-un-
hcr-services-advisor-app
20   See https://innovation.wfp.org/project/building-blocks
21   See https://aid.technology/; http://www.disberse.com/ 
22   See https://tykn.tech/;  https://moni.com/ 
23   See http://edel.io/compass/ 
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Gates Foundation around financial self help groups,24 and the development of Chamape-
sa by Solidius.25 It is also an area of growing interests at some development agencies.26

With thoughtful design and development, this emerging area of interest could benefit 
from the broader social and technological transformation that is profoundly changing the 
way that we relate to one another, organise ourselves, collaborate, and create together. 
New digital technologies, if properly designed, have the potential to strengthen commu-
nities and empower individuals by putting value back into their hands, removing interme-
diaries and reducing costs.27 

In addition to the possibilities for decentralized exchange and transparency offered by 
blockchain technology, companies such as AirBnB and Uber have developed new ways 
of sharing existing resources. Micro-tasks are being organized and distributed online, 
offering new opportunities for work and crowdfunding platforms like Kickstarter and 
M-Changa are providing a new twist on traditional practices of collaboration.28 In the field 
of financial services companies such as BABB are working on systems for transnational 
peer-to-peer micro-loans, 29, 30 and blockchain technologies are being utilized to develop 
secure and robust digital IDs with powerful implications for the unbanked.31

It is a set of circumstances that offers enormous opportunities for social and technolog-
ical innovation.

24  See https://qz.com/1220879/melinda-gates-when-money-flows-into-the-hands-of-women-everything-changes/
25   See https://chamapesa.com/
26   See https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2015/oct/07/what-transforma-
tion-in-aid-and-development-really-looks-like-ethiopia
27   See https://www.ft.com/content/c1cbe5cc-bfcb-11e7-823b-ed31693349d3
28   See https://www.mturk.com/
29   See http://changa.co.ke/
30   See https://getbabb.com/
31   See https://www.civic.com/ http://www.banquapp.com/learn-more/articles/
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III.     Approach and methodology
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aidx is about people helping people. We put our customers squarely at the centre of 
our work. One of the ways in which we deliver on this commitment is by employing the 
tools and frameworks of human-centered design. This has helped us understand people’s 
hopes and needs and, as best as possible, see the world through their eyes. 

Human-centered design

The power of human-centered design is in the name. It is an approach that puts people’s 
needs, wants and preferences front and centre in product development.32 The approach 
fosters understanding of the people whom the product developer seeks to serve. It com-
bines interviews, observation, participatory design, research into existing products, pro-
totyping, and testing to identify and solve real problems for real people in powerful ways. 
It is an approach used by, amongst others, IDEO and Google Ventures. 33

The iterative process of human-centered design

32   See https://www.wired.com/insights/2013/12/human-centered-design-matters/
33   See http://www.gv.com/sprint/; https://www.ideo.com/eu; http://designabetterbusiness.com/about-the-bestsell-
ing-book-design-a-better-business/ http://www.designingforgrowthbook.com/

Approach and methodology
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01 Primary research to 
understand people’s lived 
experiences, needs and 
solutions combined with 
secondary research across 
multiple fields.

RESEARCH

02 Deep analysis of the 
research outputs, developing 
insights and connections 
and honing in on key 
findings.

IDEATION

03 An iterative participatory 
process that integrates 
findings from research, 
results from ideation and 
insights/input from end 
users. 
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Research methodology

aidx completed two rounds of qualitative research in the summer and autumn of 2017. 
The purpose of the research was to understand the challenges that refugees faced and 
explore the ways in which they sought they sought to overcome them.

The initial round of research took place in April and May 2017 in Kenya, Sudan and Tur-
key, amongst Somalis, South Sudanese and Syrian refugees respectively. This phase was 
designed to elicit a sense of people’s day-to-day lives, to give interviewees the space to 
articulate what they saw as their most pressing needs and the ways in which they current-
ly coped with them. We aimed for a balance of ages (ranging from teenagers through to 
older refugees) gender, a mixture of different places of origin (within South Sudan/Syria/
Somalia), refugee status, profession and education. The focus of this report, however, 
is on the Somali refugee community in Kenya, where we conducted the majority of our 
interviews.  

The most powerful insights from this first phase of research were the extent to which 
people helped one another to get by. This became the focus of the second round of re-
search and subsequent ideation sessions. 

In the second phase of research, our objective was to gain a granular understanding of 
the value exchange eco system amongst Somali refugees in Kenya in particular. We in-
vestigated how systems work, where they succeed and where they fail. We gained insight 
into peoples articulated and unarticulated needs and understand how people act and feel 
in relation to value exchange systems that they have built.

In addition to primary research we ran three week-long ideation sessions to analyse the 
data generated by the qualitative interviews. In all we interviewed over 50 refugees, which 
generated over 100 hours of audio recordings, and we spoke to numerous business and 
technology experts.

We also conducted extensive secondary research across multiple fields including busi-
ness, technology, and humanitarian response. We found some excellent work in refugee 
and development studies and in research and reports from financial inclusion organiza-
tions such as the Consultative Group to Assist the Poor (CGAP), the Oxford Humanitarian 
Centre, GSMA, UNHCR, the Cash Learning Partnership (CaLP) and Accenture, to mention 
but a few. 

Approach and methodology



IV.     The refugee experience: ordinary people facing 
extraordinary challenges

9

Already struggling with the trauma of loss and displacement, the refugees we interviewed 
often found themselves in a twilight zone of uncertainty, unable to return home but de-
nied the ability to fully participate in the host society.

Extraordinary circumstances

Despite the length of the typical refugee experience, the opportunity to work is almost 
universally restricted, and Kenya is no exception.34 The support provided by the interna-
tional community is often parsimonious, and is often contingent upon living in a refugee 
camp. These camps are sealed off from the opportunities that can be afforded by a fully 
functioning society, and life in many of these camps is marked by overcrowding, poverty 
and frustration.35

Dadaab Camp, for example, was established in 1992 and is the oldest and largest refugee 
camp in Kenya. It was originally intended to house 90,000 refugees. By 2012 it was home 
to 463,000 people.36 It is effectively a quasi-city administered by the UN, where the oppor-
tunities for formal work are absent for most people. Many of the inhabitants of Dadaab 
are now third-generation refugees.37

It is conditions like these that are driving refugees out of the camps and into urban areas, 
where it is easier to circumvent restrictions on work by engaging in the opportunities of a 
larger informal economy, or lay the ground work for a brighter future by pursuing further 
education.38 

Moving to urban areas might afford some freedom, but it is paid for with the coin of 
insecurity. For many of the refugees we interviewed, leaving the camp meant leaving 
the security of an internationally-funded aid system and a community of support for the 
uncertainty and often short-lived opportunities of city life, where jobs remain insufficient. 

“I have been looking for a job since coming to Nairobi. I have applied very many 
places and nothing – it has been very difficult to find something. I wanted to work 
in a pharmacy as a cashier or assistant, but I will continue to look for something. 

34   Uganda is one of the few countries where refugees are afforded generous rights to work.
35   Mental health in refugee camps is a significant problem. See Basheti IA, E A Qunaibi and R Malas, “Psychological 
Impact of Life as Refugees: A Pilot Study on a Syrian Camp in Jordan,” Tropical Journal of Pharmaceutical Research  
14, no. 9 (September 2015): 1695-1701.
36   See http://www.unhcr.org/4f439dbb9.html
37   See http://www.unhcr.org/4f439dbb9.html
38   Betts, Alexander, Naohiko Omata and Olivier Sterck, Refugee Economies in Kenya, (Oxford, Oxford University 
Refugee Studies, 2018).

The refugee experience
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I need to make money. I came to Nairobi because I thought it would be easier to 
get a job here... Maybe I have to go to Somalia to find a job, but I don’t want to live 
there – I have grown up in Nairobi”39

In Nairobi, there is the added risk of harassment by unscrupulous law enforcement offi-
cials, which is a constant fear expressed by all of the people whom we interviewed. Even 
when their paperwork is in order refugees may face challenges with police questioning. 

“Last month a student with all of the appropriate documents was arrested on the 
way back to Nairobi and he was beaten and his documents were taken away and 
destroyed. We contacted [United Nations] to assist with the situation, and we were 
told to wait and see if anything could be done through the police. We couldn’t leave 
the student in the cell to suffer for days without food and the ability to practice his 
faith, so we bought his freedom. Many Somalis in Nairobi constantly fear this.” 40

Ordinary people 

Notwithstanding these extraordinary circumstances, what was striking about many of the 
concerns of the people we interviewed was their everyday nature. During our in-depth 
interviews with refugees the issues that arose time and again were ones that would be 
familiar to people in far more favourable conditions: finding work, paying the rent, dealing 
with health bills, getting an education, settling down, raising children, looking after family 
and friends.

To get by in these circumstances people rely, above all else, upon one another. It was no-
table in our interviews how little people referenced institutions and how often they talked 
about networks of family and friends when asked who they turned to for help.41 When 
people found work in the informal economy, for example, they often found it via family 
connections. The sense of responsibility that people felt for family, friends and the broad-
er community was a theme that came up repeatedly. 

Our research illuminated these networks of mutual aid. 42 Everyone we interviewed point-
ing to highly nuanced and complex systems of people helping people. This is not new, yet 
despite its long history it is often overlooked. 

39   aidx interview.
40   aidx interview.
41   This is an observation supported by Alexander Betts, Naohiko Omata and Olivier Sterck in Refugee Economies in 
Kenya.
42   The phrase ‘mutual aid’ is taken from the title of the book Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution by Peter Kropotkin. 
See https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/petr-kropotkin-mutual-aid-a-factor-of-evolution

The refugee experience



V.     Mutual aid
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Zeinab is a twenty-five year old Somali refugee and scholarship student. She lives with 
four friends in a cramped flat in Nairobi. Early in 2018 she fell off the back of a motorbike 
and injured her leg. With no insurance and no money to spare, she was only able to afford 
her hospital bills by reaching out via WhatsApp to a group of friends who had come togeth-
er to help each other in just this kind of emergency.
Thanks to her network she was able to get the treatment she needed and is now back on 
her feet and back at school. Not everyone in her situation is so fortunate, but our research 
found that the support system that she turned to in her time of need is extremely common.
One of our fundamental research findings was that in circumstances of prolonged dis-
placement, denied the right to work, absent sufficient institutional support, motivated by 
need, habit, culture and faith, people in our interviews did what they have done since time 
immemorial: they helped themselves and they helped one another.

“We were raised this way. It’s part of our culture to be generous, to share – you 
don’t feel good if you see someone who is struggling and you don’t help.”43

Whilst not all the people we interviewed had equal access to these systems of support, 
everyone was involved in a helping arrangement of some type, either financial or in-kind, 
which was key to their survival. These mutual aid arrangements included sharing, borrow-
ing and loaning, pooling, and giving.44 

Sharing

The majority of interview participants adopt cost-saving mechanisms to manage. Many 
of these mechanisms involve sharing resources.

Many Somali refugees in Nairobi opt to live in Eastleigh, where the rents are less expen-
sive and where many people who share simple one-room apartments to cut costs. People 
eat meals together, typically twice per day, so that food costs can be shared. Several peo-
ple explained that it was not possible to eat three times a day, and that they would often 
try and remain indoors to study until mid-day, when they will take their first meal. One 
apartment may provide shared Wi-Fi for many people, a service which is necessary and 
more economical than each individual buying data bundles for his or her phone. 

Students we interviewed shared clothing and accommodation, and in one instance the 
same bed. Mothers helped to look after each other’s children and young men pooled their 
money to deal with the police fines that they would inevitably have to pay. 

43   aidx Interview.
44   See https://blog.super.global/the-amazing-world-of-mutual-aid-b5e2d86c34e3

Mutual aid
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“We share everything with each other – food, household items, money, phones.”45

Sharing, whether it was living spaces, clothes, food, mobile phones, laptops, Wi-Fi or mon-
ey, allowed people to stretch their resources further. 

Confidence in this collective practice meant that some refugees were willing to move 
from the camps to Nairobi with no money and no clear plans for getting by beyond having 
family, friends or acquaintances to whom they could turn for support. Family was cited 
by most interviewees as the most reliable source of support. In several cases, young men 
and women left Garissa, Dadaab or Somalia to journey to Nairobi without clear means of 
support and were taken in when they arrived. Their intention was to find employment and 
become self-sufficient, however that often did not happen as expected and months later 
they still survived off of the generosity of others.

In one particular case, three young female friends from Somalia paid a trafficker to get 
them to Garissa. They were confident that they would find work when they arrived. None 
was able to do so and opted to marry as a failsafe. Each moved with their husbands to 
Nairobi seeking work opportunities, but unfortunately their husbands were not able to 
find work. One divorced and moved in with relatives in Eastleigh, while the other two sur-
vive on limited remittances sent by one woman’s relatives from the UK. These two women 
share everything, selling and trading what they have to make ends meet for one another. 
On one occasion, when one of their babies became ill and needed to go to hospital, the 
other sold her cell phone to pay for the fees and medication.

Borrowing and loaning 

Borrowing and loaning money was naturally one of the most common ways in which peo-
ple helped one another. The vast majority of people to whom we spoke had informal ar-
rangements for borrowing and loaning.46 For most of our interviewees this behavior was a 
constant feature of day-to-day life, and was essential to just getting by. 

“One week ago I was short of funds. I borrowed 1,000 KES from a friend for trans-
port for the week because I did not have the funds. I really trust this friend to help 
when I need it.” 47

When it came to asking for loans, people first turned to the people they knew best: close 
family and friends. Our interview subjects often said that privacy was an important rea-
son for this.

Loans were a common way to close a financial gap, such as when money was expected 
to arrive from a family member living abroad, but was needed immediately. We also heard 
several accounts of people who borrowed money from a close connection and then gave 

45   aidx Interview. 
46   Formal pooling systems are referred to as chamas amongst Kenyans. Somalis refer to them ayutos. 
47   aidx Interview.

Mutual aid
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away or loaned part of that money to people who needed it more.

Most loans were zero interest, and some interview participants stated that interest was 
haram or forbidden by Islamic law. We did hear several examples of loans specifically to 
start a business that included interest, or a fee to avoid the potential conflicts with Islamic 
law.

Pooling

Although more complicated and less private than borrowing and loaning arrangements, 
pooling of financial resources was widespread among those we interviewed.48 Pooling 
groups served two important functions for unbanked or underbanked refugees: as a 
source of loans and as a method of saving.

In some pooling groups monthly contributions to a pool of funds can be accessed by a 
group decision to loan to a group member in need. Typically a timeframe is established 
for repayment, and an interest rate is set. In other pooling groups, people make weekly or 
monthly contributions into a pool that is wholly distributed to each member in rotation. 
This is described as a saving strategy that provides people with a sum of money much 
greater than what they typically have access to, for making larger purchases or accruing 
capital for small businesses. 

Arrangements ranged from the highly structured to the informal. Members of one financial 
pooling group whom we interviewed had gone so far as to produce a written constitution, 
while others made contributions on a more ad hoc basis. Regardless, all of these sharing 
arrangements were underpinned by explicit and implicit rules and norms designed to in-
stil trust, encourage reciprocity and mutual support. Examples of explicit rules included a 
specified objective and/or a fixed contribution amount. Implicit rules included balancing of 
ad hoc contributions over time so that everyone had contributed about the same amount.

Some of the arrangements we learned about were relatively simple. One group of young 
men and women had formed a WhatsApp group that combined the social function of 
keeping in touch with a forum where people could ask for help in emergencies. Although 
there were no fixed or regular contributions it was expected that people would help out 
as and when necessary. An elected chairman kept track of who asked for help and who 
responded, and would gently and discretely encourage people if he saw that there was an 
imbalance. 

Other systems were more structured. Formal pooling groups are called chamas in Kiswa-
hili and ayutos in Somali. The groups typically feature regular financial contributions, mul-
tiple elected positions, clear rules and shared records of transactions.49

48   Note: Pooling systems are not unique to the refugee community. Formal pooling groups, for example, are a com-
mon phenomenon throughout Africa. Across Sub-Saharan Africa average participation in informal community pooling 
groups among adults ranges between 50 and 95 percent. 
49   See http://www.startupacademy.co.ke/blog/chamas-and-table-banking-a-viable-source-of-funding/
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“When people are facing challenges, it is common for them to put money together 
to help. I am part of a group of ten people who pool money together and save it in 
case someone is in an emergency. Each person contributes what they can – typ-
ically 100 KES to 200 KES per week. There is a treasurer who keeps track of the 
amounts that each person contributes, and there are rules in place to ensure that 
all members of the groups are making contributions regularly.”50

Although health emergencies were one of the most common reasons for pooling money, 
we found pooling groups set up for a whole range of different goals. For example, some 
were organized to help set up a business or pay school fees.

“I am part of a SACCO (Savings and Credit Cooperative Organization), which I 
joined when I was at the university. There are 15 students in the SACCO. We raise 
money every month – we must pay 500 KES per person – and this money is being 
saved to be able to register as a company…. “ 51

Others created a pooling group to help each other out with the costs of fees and fines. 
Interviewees described frequent police fines, sometimes regardless of whether there was 
a legal transgression.52 Mitigating the risk of such fines involved a number of strategies 
including, for example, avoiding certain localities and travelling only during certain times 
of the day. 

Giving 

Supporting those in the community who were less well-off was considered a responsi-
bility by interviewees. Giving, sharing and loaning behaviours frequently overlap and are 
widespread – everyone relies on someone, and is similarly relied upon. 

As an example how these behaviours can overlap, pooling money was sometimes a way 
to give to people outside the pooling group. One group of students at the University of 
Nairobi contributed money on a monthly basis to raise a scholarship fund for fellow refu-
gees, which they duly advertised on Facebook. Applicants were interviewed and a recipi-
ent was chosen using clear criteria agreed by everyone. 

“People have a responsibility to help one another, and God rewards you for the 
help that you offer to others… When I see a friend or past student of mine suffer-
ing, and I can do something to make them succeed, it makes me feel happy. If I am 
unable to help financially, I will find another way. I was in Dadaab for 25 years and 
I understand how life there is and how people struggle.” 53  

50   aidx interview.
51   aidx interview.
52   For further corroboration of this standard payment system, see Betts, Alexander, Naohiko Omata and Olivier 
Sterck, Refugee Economies in Kenya.
53   aidx interview.
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Giving also occurred through religious community groups, with some depending heavily 
upon the charity available to them through their local mosque.

“I was robbed by thugs in Eastleigh’s suburbs and sustained serious injuries in the 
process in 2014. Because I cannot pay the rent due to the injury, colleagues have 
pledged to support me. Sometimes I go to the mosque to ask for help, sometimes 
well-wishers give me something, and other times I don’t go. I feel bad. I want to 
stand on my own.” 54

Giving was also an extremely common behaviour among family and friends, especially in 
small amounts to help meet short-term needs. In general, if a person felt that someone 
else needed the money more than they did, they felt it was right to give money to the more 
needy person, especially as this related to food and other essentials. “Repayment” of 
gifts was often expressed as an indirect process where receiving a gift meant that in the 
future, when circumstances improved, the person would help out a different person who 
was less fortunate. 

Asking for money came with a psychological burden for many of the interviewees. They 
expressed the anguish of being in need and being refused help, and the humiliation of 
having to sell personal belongings when money could not be found via other methods. 

The challenges of mutual aid

Whilst essential to their survival, interview participants noted that informal systems of 
financial assistance are not without their problems. Often they simply didn’t provide the 
necessary support. We heard multiple examples of people asking for help but none was 
forthcoming. Some people simply did not have social networks they could rely on in this 
way, and others struggled to understand how pooling worked. 

“I often need to borrow money. When the monthly money runs out, which it does a 
lot, I ask if anyone might loan or give me some money. Most often, people do not 
help. There was a time I had to sell my jewellery to buy food.” 55

Pooling in particular could be very time consuming. One particularly large pooling group 
insisted on meeting regularly to make decisions, requiring the organisers to bring togeth-
er as many as 30 people to vote on financial decisions. The preference of using cash over 
M-Pesa to avoid mobile money transaction costs added to this burden.56

For many of the people we spoke to there was a palpable sense of emotional distress 
about the regular misalignment of expectations and occasional breaches of trust. These 
problems were exacerbated by people’s lack of resources.

54   aidx interview.
55   aidx interview.
56   See https://edition.cnn.com/2017/02/21/africa/mpesa-10th-anniversary/index.html
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Some people were better connected to networks of mutual aid than others, and some of 
our interviewees were clearly struggling to access networks of support. Those with strong 
social capital and extensive social networks fared better than those without. Some people 
had no one to turn to or reached out to people who could not, or would not, help them.

          “When I first arrived in Nairobi, no one knew me and no one would help me. I moved    
          to Eastleigh, where there are more Somali people. People there also did not know  
          me well, and at first I did not know where to find help. In time when people learned
          about my difficulties with my children and husband, they told me to go to a comm
           nity member who connects those who need help with people in the community who  
          give donations.” 57

The systems that we observed operated on a spectrum of value exchange that ranged 
from gifting to clear commercial transactions. With gifting there was no expectation of 
immediate bilateral reciprocity. In a commercial transaction equivalence was expected – 
i.e. “if I loan you 100 KES, I expect 100 KES to be paid back.” (See examples of Mutual Aid 
and Pooling Groups below).

Multiple interviewees said it was not always clear what type of transaction was happen-
ing, and that this was often difficult. Sometimes this uncertainty could be helpful (typical-
ly for the receiver) and was to some extent accounted for by the parties involved. More 
frequently it was described as a source of frustration. People loaned money to others and 
it was not clear if and when they could be repaid. 

Throughout these networks of mutual aid digital technology played an important role, but 
our interviews also revealed areas where certain behaviours were not supported by tech-
nology, and sometimes actively disincentivized. The next section details these findings.

57   aidx interview.



17Mutual aid

Student Sponsorship
Scholarship recipients that receive 
money from agencies that provide the 
highest levels of support come together 
and donate a portion of their scholarship 
income towards peer scholarships. 
These students created a formal 
application and adjudication process, 
interviewed applicants and selected 
students they felt were the best 
candidates.

Medical Emergencies
Groups that form in advance or 
spontaneously to tackle medical 
emergencies. Healthcare costs are 
prohibitively expensive for the majority 
of people, whose incomes are stretched 
thin in support of day to day needs.

Business Investments
In some (rare) cases, individuals pool 
money towards collecting a large 
enough sum to begin, or grow, a small 
business.

Urgent Support
Groups of students come together to 
form pooling groups that avail money to 
fellow students in times of crisis. These 
groups are typically governed by a 
chairman and secretary general, and 
communication occurs through 
WhatsApp groups.

Police Fines
Members of the Somali community 
spoke of having to pay fines to the police 
regularly. Similar to the pooling groups 
for medical emergencies, groups tend to 
either form in advance of these 
incidences, knowing they are 
commonplace, or spontaneously when a 
peer or friend is detained.

Charitable Giving
Although many of the pooling groups 
may be understood as charitable, there 
are also groups explicitly formed to 
gather money for those in crisis in 
Somalia.

Pooling Groups

People overwhelmingly share – they live together 
to make living costs more affordable, they share 
personal belongings such as cell phones, laptops, 
books and clothes. They also share food and other 
necessities.

Sharing

People want to save money, and will set aside 
small sums for the future whenever possible, but 

find this difficult. Long term pooling groups are 
often seen as a way of saving.

Saving

Supporting those in the community who were less 
well-off was considered a responsibility.

Giving

People participate in pooling groups that are 
formed specifically to address emergencies or 
operate as long-term groups with particular 
structures and rules to govern contribution 
amounts, timeframes and order of receipt. There is 
an appointed chairperson that administrates the 
group, and often a treasurer who disperses and 
tracks funds. 

Pooling
People lend and borrow within trusted 

relationships and circles. Borrowing and lending is 
fraught with difficulty because of misalignments 
around expectations in terms of repayment, and 

problems of trust.

Borrowing and Loaning

Mutual Aid
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Mobile phone use amongst refugees and IDPs remains significantly lower than the global 
population average. According to a recent report, 29% of refugee households globally 
have no phone at all.58 Even with lower penetration rates, in our research and in secondary 
sources mobile phone technology was frequently cited as an important tool for survival, 
helping refugees to  access vital  information and remain connected with friends and 
family.59 

Increasing access to mobile technology 

Despite the challenge of affordability, mobile phone penetration and service coverage 
is significant and growing, with important variations amongst different refugee popula-
tions depending on context.60 Some refugee populations are well covered. For example, in 
Sub-Saharan Africa mobile phone use is already widespread and it is estimated that 90% 
of refugees who live in urban areas are covered by 3G networks.61, 62 In practice these com-
munities tend “to have similar access to mobile networks as other urban populations.”63 
Amongst Somali refugees in Kenya, 72% of refugees have access to 3G networks.64

Only three of the 50 participants whom we interviewed did not have mobile phones, and 
there was a widespread view that mobile technology was essential to day-to-day life.

“Cell phones are part of human life these days… Everyone 17 years and above 
has a smart phone. They are expensive but people find a way to have them - some 
have relatives in other parts of the world who send them phones. People who have 
jobs can buy phones on instalments from traders in Eastleigh.”65

58   UNHCR and Accenture. Connecting Refugees, How Internet and Mobile Connectivity Can Improve Refugee 
Well Being and Transform Humanitarian Action. New York: UNHCR, 2016. Available at: https://www.accenture.com/
t20170224T025129Z__w__/us-en/_acnmedia/PDF-30/Accenture-Connecting-Refugees.pdf [Accessed 5 August 2018].
59   “In the world we live in today, internet connectivity and smart phones can become a lifeline for refugees, provid-
ing an essential means for them to give and receive vital information, communicate with separated family members, 
gain access to essential services, and reconnect to the local, national and global communities around them,” said 
Filippo Grandi, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. Most importantly, connectivity can help broaden the 
opportunities for refugees to improve their own lives and pursue a vision of a future that would otherwise be denied 
to them.” See https://newsroom.accenture.com/news/unhcr-accenture-study-finds-internet-mobile-connectivity-a-life-
line-for-refugees.htm
60   GSMA. The Importance of Mobile for Refugees, A Landscape of New Services and Approaches. 2017, 4. Available 
at: https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/The-Importance-of-mobile-fr-refu-
gees_a-landscape-of-new-services-and-approaches.pdf [Accessed 5 August 2018].
61   Two-fifths of the population now have a mobile phone, up from one in ten in 2002 In South Africa and Nigeria 
mobile phones are as commonplace as they are in the United States. See 
http://www.pewglobal.org/2015/04/15/cell-phones-in-africa-communication-lifeline/ https://www.economist.com/
blogs/graphicdetail/2017/11/daily-chart-5
62   GSMA. The Importance of Mobile for Refugees.
63   UNHCR and Accenture. Connecting Refugees.
64   See http://www.elrha.org/hif-blog/innovating-mobile-solutions-refugees-east-africa/
65   aidx interview.
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Internet access and digital services

Internet access levels were also very high amoung interviewees. All participants with 
phones had direct access to the internet via pre-paid mobile data bundles or by utiliz-
ing Wi-Fi hotspots. Those without phones described having indirect access by borrowing 
smartphones or laptops from friends periodically. 

Mobile data was prioritized over voice call airtime as many people chose to communicate 
through applications such as WhatsApp rather than by phone calls, as the cost was typi-
cally lower for internet-based communication tools. 

WhatsApp and Facebook were commonly used as coordination and communication tools. 
For example, financial pooling groups created chat groups to coordinate their activities. 
For most of our interviewees WhatsApp was the preferred method of communication.

Connectivity was so crucial to people that they prioritised purchasing airtime and data 
bundles over other necessities, naming these items as the first things that they spent 
money on. We believe that this is because people rely so heavily on their personal net-
works for daily survival. It is also difficult for people to meet in person at night as a result 
of safety concerns, which increases their dependency on mobile communication. 

Financial services

Somali refugees in Kenya have a relative wealth of options for sending and receiving mon-
ey. M-Pesa and Dahabshiil are among the most well-known. Our interviewees expressed 
substantial frustrations with these services. For those who could open or access M-Pesa 
accounts the charges were frequently described as being too high and often hard to pre-
dict. Sending and receiving money internationally was not only costly, but also difficult 
and time consuming. It was also sometimes risky, requiring trips to money transfer offic-
es while risking a police stop or theft.

If people could avoid using M-Pesa they did, choosing instead to use cash. The most 
common reason given for this was the transaction cost. One interviewee explained this 
cost to us in relation to the cost of a meal. The transaction cost to send 1,000 KES is 27 
KES (as of April 2018). It would only take three transactions to add up to the cost of a 
shared meal. A few people also complained about disruptions to the Safaricom service 
that could happen unexpectedly, sometimes at very inopportune times.

Challenges accessing services

By dint of their legal status many of the refugees whom we interviewed struggled to ac
cess financial products and services. When they did the services were often complicated, 
slow and expensive to use. As a result the social and organisational technology that peo-
ple employ to help one another is far more advanced than the digital services available to 
support it. 

The role of digital technology
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A number of interview participants talked about the problems of having their M-Pesa 
accounts locked by Safaricom. Officially setting up a phone line in Kenya requires formal 
identification, either a Kenyan government issued ID or a passport.66 All but four of those 
interviewed lacked both. Getting an M-Pesa account unlocked requires visiting an agent 
and showing formal ID. Mobile phone agents based in the refugee camps were said to 
be more flexible and willing to accept approved refugee ID cards. But because of travel 
restrictions, travel back to the camp can present a major challenge if you have moved 
to the city. As a result, refugees we interviewed in Nairobi would try to find sympathetic 
agents who were willing to be flexible about ID requirements. When this failed, interview 
participants would share a phone line, or even an ID and related M-Pesa account, with 
someone whose service had not been disrupted.

These challenges and problems, including lack of formal identification, gaps in financial 
services, and inaccessible mobile phone technologies contributed to the widespread use 
of networks of mutual aid. But these networks are not perfect, and themselves present 
many challenges which we discussed above, including asymmetric expectations, lack of 
transparency, and difficulty of access. 

66   Note that refugees with refugee ID cards issued in Nairobi technically can also get a mobile phone line, although 
this is not always guaranteed in practice, with some service providers refusing to accept this form of ID.
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The strength of mutual aid networks, the systematic and structured nature of financial 
pooling, the ubiquity of these social systems, and the transformation of the technologi-
cal landscape have combined to create new opportunities to help people to help them-
selves.

Technologies are now available and being developed that could help build a peer-to-peer 
system of support for people in crisis. The challenge is to develop and apply them to the 
specific circumstances faced by refugees. Doing so would help facilitate the exchange 
of value between people, both within a country and across national borders, and could 
build upon, strengthen and scale systems of mutual aid. 

Today the challenge is less the technology and more about gathering the necessary re-
sources, creativity, and political willpower to design solutions for, and with, refugees and 
IDPs that help these communities strengthen their existing networks of mutual aid while 
overcoming the regulatory hurdles that surround refugee communities. These are signif-
icant but not insuperable challenges. 

At aidx we are exploring a range of exciting new technologies with the goal of tack-
ling some of the specific challenges that we identified through our research, including 
blockchain enabled identity verification, digital currencies, no-fee mobile money pool-
ing, smartphone-based lending agreements, and social network recommendation algo-
rithms. 

In the next phase of our work we will be researching, testing, and prototyping a number 
of ideas using some of these innovations. We will be looking specifically at ways we can 
reduce the friction involved in international transfers, lower the costs associated with 
in-country financial exchanges, improve financial transparency, and test a mobile appli-
cation that supports and scales some of the mechanisms of mutual aid.

We see an opportunity to combine best design practices with informed technology choic-
es to build new products that solve major problems and create new opportunities for the 
networks of mutual aid maintained by vulnerable populations. 

Conclusion
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