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‘Curing the Limbo — From apathy to active citizenship: Empowering refugees and migrants in limbo state to
ignite housing affordability’ is a project designed to tackle a double state of limbo — one experienced by the
refugees stranded in Athens and another faced by the city itself, impacted by years of austerity. The project was
launched in April 2018 and is expected to end in June 2021. It was designed with the aim of supporting refugees
who are granted asylum but offered no supportive services or structured opportunities for integration and
empowerment.

In winter 2017, when the project was designed, Athens was facing a significant influx of refugees travelling to
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Western Europe. The refugees perceived Greece as merely a transit country, having no plans of settling there
long-term. With the Greek borders closed, however, they were trapped in the country. The newly arrived
refugees were caught in a state of limbo, with no integration programmes offered, nor prospects for active
participation in local community life. The city of Athens, lacking experience in integration of refugees, was
spending resources on the reception of refugees and humanitarian lodgings, but no money was allocated to help
refugees settle into the Greek reality. At the same time, during the financial crisis, Athens had built over a decade
of experience in active citizenship. A web of informal, sometimes almost illegal, groups organised themselves to
tackle the most pressing local issues, offering solidarity and support. Some of these issues were related to the
increasing refugee and migrant crisis.

The idea of the project was to match active citizens with refugees trapped in a state of limbo leading to more
autonomy and a sense of belonging in the latter. The project provided refugees who were granted asylum with a
comprehensive set of complementary support services, including affordable housing (a lot of housing stock was
available in the city at the time), language courses and employment training. The plan was to establish a form of
exchange between the city and the refugees. It was hoped that having received support, the refugees would give
back to the city. Simultaneously, the project set to capitalise on the notion of strong, active citizenship in the city,
with groups of residents getting together to organise help for those in need.

Evaluation governance

The evaluation of Curing the Limbo was carried out by the five implementing partners: the Municipality of Athens,
Athens Development and Destination Management Agency S.A. (ADDMA), the National and Kapodistrian
University of Athens (UoA), the Catholic Relief Services (CRS) and the International Rescue Committee (IRC
Hellas).

Each entity was responsible for collecting and analysing data pertaining to the activities they implemented.
Consequently, for some time, implementing partners were carrying monitoring and evaluation of their respective
components and services, each in accordance with their own beneficiary data base. Such approach did not allow
partners to capture the impact of the project on the integration of the refugees. The latter required integration of
the evaluation processes across the different project components and different project partners.

Integration takes very long time; it takes twenty, thirty years. It was a very big challenge to see how we
can set up monitoring and evaluation for integration as a whole [...] Three years is not integration; it is
early support for having better access, but it is not truly integration.

Source: Curing the Limbo project hearing

While initially there was no clear leadership of the evaluation among the partners, this role was eventually taken up
by the quality assurance team. Originally tasked with ensuring the quality of project deliverables, activities and risk
management, the team took it upon themselves to integrate and standardise the evaluation approaches
employed by the five cooperating partners. This change was motivated by several factors, as follows.

Firstly, it was established that the project lacked a clearly developed, overarching evaluation approach. Rather,
each implementing partner was focused on collecting and analysing data specific only to their own line of
activities, in response to indicators relevant to their sesgment of the project. As such, the project lacked an
integrative evaluation framework where all data collected by various partners could be assimilated and analysed,
giving insight into the project’s impact in its totality. The quality assurance team took the lead in developing such
a framework through guiding a process of collaboration and consultation.

Secondly, all five of the partners in the project brought significant expertise in evaluation, each having their own
experiences, methodological approaches and understanding of the process. While such a rich combined expertise
was definitely an advantage, it also created divergences in the interpretation of certain methods or theoretical
approaches among evaluation actors. Here, the quality assurance team played an important role in arriving at
shared definitions and harmonised approaches to data collection and analysis.

Everybody had their own evaluation frameworks for each pillar, output and outcome; some had their
theory of change. We were all measuring what we were doing, but separately. Then we realised that
we were not measuring the common goal of the programme.

Source: Curing the Limbo project hearing
The process of developing a harmonised, integrated approach to evaluation was conducted in a consultative

manner, building on extensive discussions among the partners. This strong collaborative process was both an
asset and a great challenge. While the quality assurance team supported integration, arriving at a consensus was



time and energy consuming. On the one hand, such discussions were highly stimulating intellectually, enhancing
the quality of the final results and leading to the development of a strong learning culture among the
implementing partners. On the other hand, at times, partners felt tired by the process; when delays hindered the
collection of adequate baseline data, for instance. When reflecting on the process, the evaluation team wished
they had clearly defined an evaluation leader from the project’s outset.

The first thing to do was to go beyond the measuring indicators and to go deep into a more essential
way of evaluating. The words we usually used during the meetings such as ‘process’, ‘theory’, ‘culture’;
they don’t have the same, common meaning to all of us. Step one was to establish common
definitions.

Source: Curing the Limbo project hearing

The fact that the evaluation was carried out directly by the project implementing partners and in a close, frequent
dialogue allowed for efficient and effective integration of learning loops into project activities. The baseline
survey, for instance, revealed that the initially planned six months of housing support for refugees should be
extended to one year, and this was consequently applied. Similarly, close monitoring of community activities
showed that, in order for this element to be successful, more empowering work needed to be done in the first
instance. As a result, the project component was prolonged to ensure meaningful implementation. Such
adjustments were possible both due to the governance model and the choice of action research as the
evaluation’s governing principle. At the late stage of the project (November 2020), an external collaborator
National Centre of Social Research (EKKE) was contracted to provide expertise and contribute to drafting the final
evaluation report. EKKE will extensively utilise the collected data and will further conduct semi-structured
interviews and focus group discussions.

Evaluation process

General approach

The project’s overall approach to evaluation was based on the action research model for refugee social inclusion.
The approach was very experimental in nature and embedded in project implementation, meaning that activities
were introduced to the project, reviewed and adjusted based on the data collected. In essence, the focus was
placed on a continuous development loop and real time change. This approach offered a strong participatory
aspect, whereby the feedback from beneficiaries and a broader group of stakeholders could be accounted for.
This, in turn, helped to adapt and adjust implementation during its course, resulting in a circular design which
continuously assessed if new services were effective and useful for beneficiaries. Provision of safe housing became
the first step towards further support, for instance, as it was established that safety of abode was the precondition
for any integration and utilisation of other services. At every stage, attention was paid to feedback from
beneficiaries, but also from the broader spectrum of project stakeholders, such as landlords and teachers. Using
action research meant that beneficiaries had a meaningful say in how services were shaped, in terms of topics and
scope.

‘ Testing ‘

‘ Procedures ‘ ‘ Reviewing ‘

‘ Adjusting ‘

The action research paradigm proved adequate in Curing the Limbo’s evaluation for two key reasons. Firstly, it
promoted the participation and meaningful engagement of beneficiaries, which was in line with the project’s
overall aim of empowerment. Secondly, the project targeted a dynamic, heterogenous group and evolved in an
unstable socio-political environment. Action research supported the real time adjustment of activities and
immediate capturing of the partial effects of actions.



Action research

Action research means “research informed by social action and leading to social action. Action is taken to improve
practice and the research generates new knowledge about how and why the improvements came about.”

Source: Curing the Limbo Project, Evaluation Handbook (V.3.1), Athens, 2079.
To learn more about this approach, you can consult e.g.:
e Bradbury, H., The SAGE Handbook of Action Research, SAGE Publications Ltd., 2015.

e Coghlan, D., Doing Action Research in Your Own Organization, SAGE Publications Ltd., 2014, and the accompanying
website with tips and resources.

The partners started to measure progress towards common goals well into the project’s duration. The project
proposal did not elaborate on the common evaluation approach, albeit foreseeing the development of an
‘Evaluation and Monitoring Handbook’. The project did not benefit from a partner tasked exclusively with
evaluation nor a blueprint on how to evaluate, but such a role was taken on by the quality assurance team. When
the latter occurred, the evaluation approach was developed alongside the activities. It was first harmonised in
March 2019 in the draft ‘Evaluation and Monitoring Handbook’, which was further updated. The document
explained the overall evaluation approach, but also included indicators collectively developed through two co-
creation workshops, which involved all the evaluation partners and was led by the quality assurance team. The
indicators, outputs and results measured were aligned with the project’s overall objectives. All partners agreed on
a pattern of reporting regarding project evaluation. A questionnaire regarding beneficiaries was developed, and a
pilot study informed the final version. The harmonised and standardised approach greatly facilitated further data
collection and analysis, creating a basis for tackling the project’s key research questions.

Curing the Limbo’s evaluation approach displayed a nuanced and critical examination of what the key research
questions and lines of inquiry should be. The project was built around a notion of ‘exchange’ where beneficiaries
were given support by the city and, in turn, expected to give back. This definition, and consequently the ability to
evaluate the project’s impact, was verified during implementation, however. This was closely linked to the notion
of empowerment and integration and the bigger evaluative question of how it can be measured.

We had this lofty definition that this is going to be an exchange programme, where the refugees will
give back to the city. When we initially described this, it looked like a very good idea, but when we had
to really pin down what will they give back, what are we giving them and what are we expecting from
them, this became a big question that we grappled with along the implementation.

Source: Curing the Limbo project hearing

The project’s evaluation approach additionally offers a sophisticated understanding of power relations in
communities and breaks down the methodological question of what empowerment means and how to evaluate it.
This was specifically analysed in the case of the joint projects developed by collectives made up of Athenians and
refugees. The evaluation looked not only at the products of such initiatives, but also at the genuine relations
within the groups producing them, analysing who actually has a say in how they are shaped and how democratic
and inclusive the processes are.

The project team constantly faced the question of how much can be assessed within such a short time. To this
end, the development of the evaluation framework alongside the implementation of activities produced a
nuanced, realistic and meaningful way to account for and analyse the project’s impact. It supported reflection on
how the intervention’s shared objectives and desired impact were crystalising beyond the notions established at
its conception. The methodologies, best practices, results, lessons learnt and all collected data will be put
together in a relevant manual at the end of the third year of implementation.

Approach to data collection

The data collection is based on amixed-method approach, including both qualitative and quantitative methods.
Particular emphasis was placed on the application of qualitative evaluative methods, however. This was due to the
complexity of the project, its innovative design and the high mobility and dropout rates of refugees. The approach
was chosen to build an in-depth understanding of multi-layered processes and the different ways in which the
project created impact. Quantitative data was meant to reveal certain trends and patterns, providing a general
overview of progress. Qualitative data collection, in turn, facilitated in-depth understanding of why and how
effects came to be.
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We did a mixed model where we developed our indicators as we were implementing activities, seeing
what indicators would be the most reflective of the processes.

Source: Curing the Limbo project hearing

In terms of quantitative data collection, a baseline survey was designed and implemented from July 2019. It
consisted of descriptive statistics (e.g. age, sex, country of birth, socioeconomic status) and specific questions
relevant to understanding the respondents’ needs and capabilities in terms of the project objectives. The study
regarding beneficiaries’ evaluation was adapted to capture how the project facilitated their integration process,
since it was not possible to capture Time 1 (a baseline) during the first semester of their involvement in the
program.

We had people saying that during the lockdown “you were like family to us, you came into our houses
through cameras’. These are the elements that can never be anything but qualitative, they cannot be
measured in a statistical sense.

Source: Curing the Limbo project hearing

Qualitative data was gathered through observations, focus group discussions with refugees carried out on a
longitudinal basis and self-reporting provided by the beneficiaries. Beneficiaries were invited to co-shape and
reflect on the services they were receiving, and these were adjusted accordingly. Another source of information
came from diaries completed by teachers, creative reflective meetings, teacher supervision and interviews among
social stakeholders. Observation and reflection were the key elements of data collection. Equally important was
examination of the quality of the products and results produced during the project, especially those created by
the refugees.

Mixed-methods approach

Mixed-methods approach can be defined as “research in which the investigator collects and analyzes data,
integrates the findings, and draws inferences using both qualitative and quantitative approaches or methods in a
single study or a program of inquiry”.

Source: Tashakkori, A., Creswell, J.W., Editorial: the new era of mixed methods’, J Mixed Methods Res 1: 3-7,
2007.

Longitudinal research

“Longitudinal research refers to the analysis of data collected at multiple points in time. (...) in research that uses a
longitudinal design a single group of participants is followed and assessed at multiple points of time.”

Source: McKinlay A., Longitudinal Research” [in:] Goldstein S., Naglieri J.A. (eds) Encyclopedia of Child Behavior
and Development, Springer, 201].

Lessons learnt

Curing the Limbo offers a set of interesting lessons, particularly in relation to evaluation governance and the
applicability of action research as an approach to projects aimed at empowering beneficiaries:

e |tis highly desirable to appoint a person or organisation tasked with developing and overseeing evaluation from the
project outset. Such a person is especially important when evaluation is distributed across a number of project partners,
in which case they are required to lead the integrative process. Curing the Limbo benefited greatly from the fact that the
quality assurance team assumed a leadership role. Had this taken place earlier, the evaluation could have been made
easier.

e Timeinvested early on in reflecting on a shared understanding of the project’s common goal, as well as the creation of
common definitions, will pay off during the evaluation stage. This aspect is also related to the issue of governance,
particularly when evaluation partners bring their own significant expertise in evaluation and the project has various
components. Creating an integrative evaluation framework early on will help to align the data collected by various
partners and highlight ways in which it can be combined into a project, rather than component-level research. It is
essential to look at relationships between project segments and services rather than their cumulative results.

e The action research paradigm helps to create learning loops built on participatory principles. The project shows that
meaningful accounting for inputs and feedback offered by the beneficiaries can improve the overall design and
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implementation, and that beneficiaries can effectively express their needs and preferences through the co-designing of
services and activities.

Projects tackling the issues of integration and empowerment, particularly in relation to vulnerable beneficiaries, should
set realistic goals for what can be established during the evaluation. Since social processes take time and project
implementation periods (and consequently the data collection needed for evaluation) are limited, it is essential to define
realistic objectives and measurement instruments that can, at best, capture elements of integration or empowerment
rather than provide definite answers. Instead of trying to measure integration, empowerment and exchange, the project
set out to understand how it has impacted its beneficiaries and supported them in their individual journeys towards the
end goal (integration into Athenian society), which has previously been inevitably beyond its scope.

See on UIA website
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