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Providing Non-food Items Using the Restricted Voucher Method – Technical Guidance 

24th of October 2019 | Status: Final draft  

  

1. Introduction 

In a global context, non-food Items (NFIs) are typically issued to households either in kind or by use of 

a restricted voucher method. This document provides guidance for partners considering Shelter/NFI 

distribution for Rohingya refugees via restricted vouchers (note: the Bangladesh authorities do not 

generally permit cash as a form of assistance in this context). It sets out a proposed list of NFIs and 

details how voucher values are adjusted for household size. The key aims of this guidance are: 

 

1. Assist partners to direct their NFIs responses with sensitivity to the context. 

2. Ensure consultation of women, girls, men and boys, including all vulnerable groups, on their 

NFI needs, and provide refugees with freedom of choice when selecting NFIs. 

3. Ensure the Do No Harm principle1 is prioritised during voucher distributions. 

 

2. Definition of Non-food Items 

Non-food items, in the context of this guidance, are defined as household items not intended for 

personal hygiene. For information on personal hygiene items, the WASH Sector should be consulted.  

 

3. The Three Categories of Non-food Items  

 

1.0 NECESSARY ITEMS 
Identified using Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with all refugee groups, and Sphere standards. 

These are the items that need to be made available so households can choose from them. 
 

1.1 KITCHEN ITEMS 

Make available the kitchen items below in 
at least three sizes for each household 

Make available the kitchen items below in at 
least one size suitable for a household 

Aluminium colander  Aluminium pitcher  

Aluminium curry pot  Aluminium tava  

Aluminium curry pot cover  Masala smasher   

Aluminium disco handi  Boti (metal knife)  

Aluminium fry korai  Melamine soup/curry bowl  

Aluminium handi  Melamine rice plate  

Spoon/serving spoon Melamine serving dish  

 Cooking fork/spatula 

 Melamine glass/tea cup  

                                                           
1 Refer to Annex 3 for a link to more information on the Do No Harm principle. 
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1.2 BEDDING 

Blanket Pillow 

Bedsheet Floor Mat 

1.3 OTHER HOUSEHOLD ITEMS 
In FGDs, households identified these items as highly needed, which is why they are not optional.  

Umbrella (foldable) Plastic or metal storage watertight container 

Plastic water drum (20/50L) Padlock and chain 

Prayer mat Mosquito net (LLIN) 

Solar light (personal or household size)2  

1.4 CLOTHING 
Provide at least three sizes of each item and ensure to provide for pregnant/lactating women. 

Lungi Bourka 

T-shirt/shirt (male, female, child) Headscarf 

Trousers (male, child) Skirt (adult, child) 

Underwear (male, female, boy, girl) Dress (adult, child) 

Thami Sandals (male, female, boy, girl) 
 

2.0 OPTIONAL ITEMS 
Any item not listed as Necessary or Restricted (see below) and falling under the sub-category 

below can be made available as an Optional Item.  
Note: Vendors must provide all Necessary Items before offering Optional Items. 

Cooking utensils Clothing 

Bedding  Storage 

Furniture Solar-powered fan 
  

3.0 RESTRICTED ITEMS 
Not considered suitable for an NFIs voucher programme. Note: solar lights are not restricted. 

Batteries and electrical appliances  Household cleaning products  

Mobile phones Livestock or pets 

Construction materials3 Medicine or medical accessories 

Construction tools Paint 

Cosmetics Phone charging or credit/top-up 

Drugs or alcohol  Plants or seeds 

Foods or condiments Jewellery 

Fuel (e.g. firewood, LPG, kerosene…) Services (e.g. work) 

Hygiene products Weapons and explosives 

Spare parts Toys 

Stationary or books Vehicles 

Note: Partners are encouraged to periodically consult refugees (women, girls, men, boys and all 
vulnerable groups) to determine whether additional items may be included in the categories above.  

                                                           
2 Refer to: www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/bangladesh/document/minimum-requirements-
household-lighting 
3 Construction materials, tools and LPG may be distributed using a voucher system, but not as NFIs. 

https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/bangladesh/document/minimum-requirements-household-lighting
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/bangladesh/document/minimum-requirements-household-lighting
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4. Voucher Value 

The voucher value is determined4 using market assessment, FGDs, the Light MSNA 20195 and with 

reference to the Minimum Expenditure Basket (MEB) value6. The amount is calculated to cover 

household needs for an entire year. As market rates change over time, the voucher value should be 

validated at least once per year.  

NOTE: The baseline voucher value for an average household of 5 people is 6,710.00৳ per year.  

 

 

Fig. 1: The calculation made to determine voucher values as a function of household size 

 

5. Voucher Disbursement Timeline 

Partners are advised to either disburse the full voucher value once per year or split the amount into 

equal disbursements made twice per year. If assistance is provided twice yearly, the process, location 

and timeline should be communicated to beneficiaries. When assistance is split in this way, it is crucial 

the organisation carrying out the distribution commits to providing the whole yearly value and there 

should be a strong follow-up mechanism in place to ensure the commitment is honoured.  

 

Fig. 2: Conceptual diagram of the disbursement timeline options 

                                                           
4 An explanation for how the value was calculated can be found in Annex 1. 
5https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/bgd_f
actsheet_light-msna-overall_june-2019-1.pdf 
6 The MEB was established at national level for the Bangladeshi population for the area of Cox’s Bazar and 

Chittagong in 2018 by WFP (REVA2) and is 8,681৳ per month per Household of 5 members. The value of MEB 

relevant for Shelter/NFI voucher is 7,176৳ per year.  

https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/bgd_factsheet_light-msna-overall_june-2019-1.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/bgd_factsheet_light-msna-overall_june-2019-1.pdf
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6. Voucher Type 

Option 1: Paper Voucher7 

Paper vouchers are simple to use and require a shorter lead time than electronic vouchers 

(described below). However, paper vouchers can be easily damaged, lost or stolen. Extremely 

Vulnerable Individuals (EVIs) among the refugee population may be particularly at risk of having 

vouchers stolen. The Sector encourages partners to explore putting in place a scheme whereby EVIs 

are partnered with a male or female volunteer who can go with them to and from the distribution 

site. Care should be taken to incorporate security and fraud-resistant features into the voucher 

design to reduce the risk of counterfeiting.  

 

Option 2: Electronic Voucher (E-voucher) 

An electronic-voucher system uses technology to record beneficiary data and provide vouchers that 

can be redeemed for use at approved merchants. E-vouchers potentially simplify the distribution 

process as the technology allows more timely and efficient data recording and progress-tracking than 

is the case with paper-based systems. The disadvantages are a comparatively high start-up cost and, 

according to circumstance, it may be difficult for organisations and beneficiaries to adapt to unfamiliar 

technology.   

 

If using an e-voucher method, partners are encouraged to adopt the UNHCR Global Distribution Tool 

(GDT) or the WFP SCOPE system. Interested agencies should contact UNHCR or WFP to discuss how 

these tools can be adjusted to meet their NFI programme needs and establish an implementation 

timeframe. For partners carrying out voucher distribution in two phases, these systems provide 

advantages when it comes to recording and tracking assistance provided to individual households.  

 

7. Ways to Exchange Vouchers for Goods 

Existing Markets 

Where markets exist within refugee camps, and vendors have the quantity and quality of materials 

required, they may be used as the mechanism through which beneficiaries exchange vouchers for 

goods. If a market exists, but some items are not available, it may be necessary to contract vendors 

who can set up a stall to overcome a shortfall.  

 

NOTE: The Bangladesh authorities do not permit refugees to access markets outside of the camps. 

 

                                                           
7 The term ‘Paper Voucher’ includes any type of voucher, whether plastic or paper. 
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Voucher Fairs 

A voucher fair is an organised event where vendors display products and beneficiaries exchange 

vouchers for the items of their choice. Such events are organised when beneficiaries cannot easily 

access a market. Voucher fairs generally limit beneficiaries to a specific range of items but allow choice 

as to what is purchased.  

 

In some circumstances, it may be appropriate to hold women-only voucher fairs. Gender-segregated 

fairs may take place in Women Friendly or Multipurpose Centres. Agencies should ensure that male 

vendors are accompanied by female volunteers or staff for the duration of a women-only fair. Refer 

to Annex 4 of this document for suggested criteria for selection of vendors.  

 

Other Implementation Options 

It may not be possible to find vendors in, or near, camps who can procure, store and distribute the 

required NFIs. Partners may need to take responsibility for procurement, warehousing and 

distribution themselves.  Vouchers can be used under such circumstances.  Each household selects 

items and information is collected on a “pre-order form”. The organisation leading the programme 

procures the items and distributes directly to beneficiaries at a location that they can easily access. An 

alternative strategy is for the lead organisation to set up a voucher fair with themselves as the vendor.  

 

If it is necessary to maintain beneficiary confidentiality, or households cannot access the fair due to 

impaired mobility, partners are encouraged to implement the “pre-order form” system described 

above (with the form packaged so it cannot be identified). Item descriptions on the form should be 

accompanied by pictures so that those who are illiterate can recognise the available goods.  

 

8. Targeting and Coordination 

Partners are encouraged to use a blanket targeting approach to minimise tension between groups of 

refugees. To avoid duplication, voucher programmes should be coordinated with the following bodies: 

 

- Shelter/NFI Sector  

- Camp in Charge (CiC) 

- Site Management Sector (SMS) 

- Cash & Market Working Group (CMWG) 

- Protection Focal Point when providing assistance to persons with specific needs (PSNs)/EVIs 
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Once a beneficiary group receives voucher assistance, there should be no in-kind provision of NFIs 

except if provided for PSNs/EVIs. Partners are encouraged to contact the Cash & Market Working 

Group for detailed information on implementing voucher programmes.   

 

9. Protection Considerations 

Voucher programming is considered to have a more positive impact on the dignity and self-esteem of 

beneficiaries than in-kind distributions, which provide little or no choice regarding the items received. 

The guidance below provides an outline of gender equality and protection points that partners should 

consider when programming their work: 

 

a) Analysis 

Analyse household and community gender power dynamics. Who makes financial decisions? 

Who will collect vouchers, attend fairs, select and collect goods? Will this interfere with other 

responsibilities?  

 

Consider whether a voucher program might increase tension or violence in the community? 

Will using traders from different ethnic groups create tension?  

 

Consider the needs of EVIs/PSNs. Is voucher programming their preferred assistance option? 

What additional assistance may be useful for this group? 

 

Consider whether there are barriers preventing women and girls, men and boys from 

accessing voucher-based assistance. These might include logistics, distance, timing, financial, 

household work, care work, security, technological, physical impairment, psychological or 

cultural barriers. 

 

b) Access, safety and dignity  

Consider how to design voucher distributions and voucher fairs to overcome access issues to 

ensure safety, dignity and meaningful access for all beneficiaries (with a focus on PSNs/EVIs). 

 

c) Information sharing and feedback system 

Communicate details of the agency and voucher distribution (where, when, how, who will be 

eligible, what will be available to buy) with households and women’s groups using the 

Rohingya language and pictorial communication.  
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Consult with people who have limited mobility or physical and mental impairments as they 

might need specific items to address their particular needs. They might also face challenges 

when it comes to accessing assistance through a voucher system, so it is crucial to carry out a 

comprehensive needs analysis to understand the priorities of such individuals.    

 

Ensure all those involved in the voucher programme know the details of the project.  

 

Provide ways for people to give feedback about selection criteria (if applicable), the 

programme and staff/volunteer behaviour. Consider how vulnerable individuals will 

communicate feedback. Post-distribution monitoring and anonymous complaint and 

feedback mechanisms should be made available and easily accessible to PSNs/EVIs, especially 

the elderly, people with physical and mental impairment and illiterate people.  

 

Train staff and volunteers to respond appropriately when sensitive complaints are received. 
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Annex 1: Calculating Voucher Values 

The baseline voucher value is calculated for a household of 5, which is the recognised average 

household size for the Rohingya response. This baseline value is derived from the consideration of: 

 

1. FGDs, Key Informant Interviews (KII) and an assessment of market prices for essential NFIs. 

2. Data from a multi-sector needs assessment (Light MSNA 2019). 

3. Observational analysis arising from within Shelter/NFI technical working groups.  

 

1: Focus Group Discussions and Market Assessment 

Focus group discussions with beneficiary representatives provided a means to identify which NFIs 

should be included on the list of Necessary and Optional items, as defined in section 3 of this 

document. A market assessment of a sub-category of goods from the Necessary category, termed 

Essential Items (i.e. extremely high priority items), was carried out in Ukhia and Cox’s Bazar. For each 

Essential Item, the mean price was calculated. These values were combined to generate a total cost 

for a) Essential Family Items, and b) Essential Personal Items. Essential Family Items are those 

extremely high priority items that every household needs to be able to choose in a certain quantity no 

matter the household size. Cooking pots fall into this category.  

 

 

FROM THE LIST OF NECESSARY ITEMS (ON PAGE 1), THE TOTAL COST OF THE ESSENTIAL FAMILY 
AND PERSONAL ITEMS BELOW WAS USED TO GENERATE THE VOUCHER VALUES PER HH SIZE 

 

 
ESSENTIAL FAMILY ITEMS 
   

 
ESSENTIAL PERSONAL ITEMS 

Aluminium colander Bedsheet 

Aluminium curry pot (wit handle) Blanket (thick and large) 

Aluminium curry pot cover Floor mat/sleeping mat (large, thick plastic) 

Aluminium disco handi Melamine  glass/tea cup  

Aluminium fry korai Melamine rice plate 

Aluminium Handi Melamine serving dish 

Aluminium pitcher Melamine soup bati/curry bowl 

Aluminium tava Pillow 

Boti (metal knife) Clothing and shoes 

Masala smasher  

 

Fig. 3: Table showing the two sub-groups of Essential Family Items and Essential Personal Items 
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Essential Personal Items are those extremely high priority items that need to be available to each 

individual in a household. So, for example, a household of 5 people receives five lots of Essential 

Personal Items (or, in this context, the equivalent allowance in voucher form). A family of 4 receives 

four lots, and so on. Plates or clothing fall into this category. 

 

The reason why these categories are important, is that the starting point for calculating voucher value 

for each size of household consists of two parts: 

 

Part 1: A fixed amount per household of 1,920৳ for the Essential Family Item cost 

Part 2: An allowance per individual of 1,150৳ for the Essential Personal Item cost 

 

These starting values are then modified with reference to the multi-sector needs assessment carried 

out in June 2019, as explained below. 

 

2. The ‘Light’ Multi-Sector Needs Assessment (MSNA) and NFI Technical Working Groups 

Households typically possess some items from previous rounds of assistance. Therefore, the need is 

for additional items to complement or replenish what beneficiaries have, rather than to provide 

everything on the Necessary Items list. Another factor in determining requirements at this stage of 

the response is data recording usage of common household items, extracted from the Light MSNA 

conducted in June 20198. Namely: 

 

1. 50% of households reported facing challenges preparing or serving food in the week before 

data collection due to a lack of kitchen utensils 

2. 85% of households did not have one or more floor mats per person 

3. 20% of households did not have two or more outfits per person  

 

This data supports the observation that not everyone needs everything. As in-depth analysis upon 

which to base a calculation is not yet available, it was agreed among the Shelter/NFI technical working 

group that the MSNA percentages provide a reasonable basis for determining what percentage of the 

full voucher value should be provided to each household. An average household of 5, therefore, 

receives a voucher value corresponding to 50% of the total cost of Essential Family Items. The same 

                                                           
8https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/bgd_f
actsheet_light-msna-overall_june-2019-1.pdf 

https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/bgd_factsheet_light-msna-overall_june-2019-1.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/bgd_factsheet_light-msna-overall_june-2019-1.pdf
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household receives 5 x 85% of total bedding cost and 5 x 20% of overall clothing cost, which fall under 

the Essential Personal Items category. 

 

Annex 2: Monitoring and Evaluating Voucher Programmes 

Suggested Indicators for the Programme’s Outputs 

1. How many beneficiaries were distributed to, and how does this compare with the target? 

2. Did the beneficiaries receive the distribution on time? 

3. Did beneficiaries receive the correct amount in the distribution? 

4. What is the community’s perception of the distribution timing, items, location and method? 

5. Was there consultation with households that include PSNs/EVIs? 

6. Were additional items provided in response to a request from a person with specific needs? 

7. Were PSNs asked about their level of satisfaction with items and services provided? 

 

Impact on Beneficiaries 

8. How did the beneficiaries use the NFIs? 

9. Was the voucher value sufficient to meet the beneficiaries NFI needs? 

10. Was the timing of the programme successful or otherwise, and why? 

11. How many essential/non-essential NFI’s do beneficiaries own after the programme? 

12. Did the beneficiaries face constraints in the way they use the NFIs? 

13. What was the impact on access to and control of cash and expenditure within the household?9 

 

Impact on Markets 

14. Did the programme have an impact on market prices, employment or labour availability? 

15. Did the programme affect the availability of goods in the local market? 

16. Did the programme have an impact on trader activity/trade in the market? 

 

Coherence and Coordination 

17. How was the programme coordinated with other similar activities by other organisations? 

18. How did the programme take account of assistance being provided by other agencies? 

19. To what extent did the community (including specific gender, age and disability groups) 

participate in assessment, planning, implementation, and monitoring?   

 

 

                                                           
9 http://www.cashlearning.org/downloads/voucher-distributions-2006.pdf 

http://www.cashlearning.org/downloads/voucher-distributions-2006.pdf
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Security 

20. Did the programme have an impact on security for the agency or the beneficiaries? 

21. What measures were taken to minimise security risks for staff and beneficiaries? 

 

Appropriateness 

22. How were the beneficiary needs assessed? 

23. Were beneficiaries/stakeholders involved in the needs assessment, selection criteria, and 

programme design? 

24. Were the selected NFIs the most appropriate in the context of beneficiary needs?   

 

Annex 3: Useful Links 

For:  

Paper vouchers design and printing 

Selection and contracting of vendors 

Voucher fairs 

Monitoring and evaluation 

https://www.mercycorps.org/sites/default/files/VoucherFairGuide.pdf 

http://www.cashlearning.org/downloads/voucher-distributions-2006.pdf 

http://rcmcash.org/toolkit/ 

 

For: 

Protection 

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/46156 

 

For: 

Do No Harm 

http://www.globalprotectioncluster.org/_assets/files/aors/protection_mainstreaming/CLP_Do_N
o_Harm_Handbook_2004_EN.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.mercycorps.org/sites/default/files/VoucherFairGuide.pdf
http://www.cashlearning.org/downloads/voucher-distributions-2006.pdf
http://rcmcash.org/toolkit/
http://www.globalprotectioncluster.org/_assets/files/aors/protection_mainstreaming/CLP_Do_No_Harm_Handbook_2004_EN.pdf
http://www.globalprotectioncluster.org/_assets/files/aors/protection_mainstreaming/CLP_Do_No_Harm_Handbook_2004_EN.pdf
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Annex 4: Sample Criteria for Selecting Vendors 

CRITERIA DESCRIPTION 

Variety Vendors should be able to provide all the required products.  

 

Quantity Vendors should be able to provide the required quantity of 

items.  

Quality Vendors should be able to provide the required quality of items.  

 

Hygiene and storage Vendors should be able to keep commodities in acceptable 

storage conditions (temperature, hygiene and cleanliness).  

Price Vendors should be able to provide competitive or agreed prices. 

  

Proximity Vendors should be located at a reasonable walking distance 

from beneficiaries and open at convenient times.   

Accessibility  

 

The voucher fair site should be accessible for persons with 

disabilities (PwDs). 

Literacy Vendors or shop attendants should be able to read, write and 

keep simple records. 

Legal requirements Vendors should abide by local regulations and ideally be 

registered and in possession of a trading licence. 

Willingness Vendors should be willing to take part in the voucher project 

and to abide by a formal agreement.  

Experience Ideally, vendors should have previous experience with voucher 

projects (this should not be an eligibility criteria). 

Humanitarian standards and 

agency mandate 

Vendors should comply with humanitarian standards and the 

agency’s mandate (e.g. no child labour, illegal trade). 

Integrity and honesty  Vendors should provide evidence of adherence to honest 

trading and transparent accounting practices.  

Availability of disability-friendly 

items (further research needed) 

Ideally, vendors should provide disability-friendly items to allow 

agencies to offer extra support to persons with disabilities10.  

                                                           
10 The Shelter/NFI Sector is working with the Protection Sector to define a list of contextually appropriate 
disability-friendly items. Contact the Shelter/NFI Sector Technical Coordinator or Sector Coordinator for more 
information.  
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Financial capacity Vendors should have enough liquidity, or access to credit, to 

receive later payment, ideally after the vouchers’ redemption 

and reconciliation. In most cases, vendors will be paid through 

bank transfers or checks. In the case of big suppliers, insurance 

against insolvency may be considered.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

END 


