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Executive summary 

 

Following the September 2015 release of the High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers 

report, Doing cash differently: How cash transfers can transform humanitarian aid, ACTED 

Yemen undertook this thorough review of its own historical and current cash programming.  

 

The central finding of this review aligns with that of the High Level Panel: give more 

unconditional cash transfers. Whilst giving recipients agency and freedom to self-prioritise their 

needs, ACTED evidence supports global findings that there can be a range of positive 

outcomes from giving cash.  

 

In sum, cash can: improve household dietary diversity; act as a protective measure against 

the increase use of negative coping strategies; be saved; support households in meeting their 

Minimum Expenditure Basket; and support markets and livelihoods. 

 

At the same time, conditional modalities should also be considered where appropriate, as 

these can provide secondary benefits that also give recipients agency, support dignity, and 

can add to the sustainability of the action. With programmatic safeguards in place, cash can 

also be more transparent, economical, accountable, speedy and flexible than alternative 

interventions. Finally, coordination is central to effective cash programming. 

 

Keynote recommendations 
 

How to design programs 

 

- Continue to target the most vulnerable households to receive cash. 

- Cash assistance is usually only a short-term intervention so attention should also be paid 

to longer-term, more sustainable activities to fully support vulnerable households. 

- Agencies should coordinate closely, quickly and regularly to establish cross-sector 

Minimum Expenditure Baskets and agree on the level of coverage. 

- Proposed cash or voucher interventions must account for the feasibility, security and 

cost of recipients reaching identified markets.  

- When vouchers are used, ensure that vendors are carefully selected, trained and 

monitored, and make investments in the provision of high-quality, secure vouchers. 

- Recognize that cash is not always appropriate and be alert to this. However, ask the 

questions, “why not cash?” and, “if not now, when?” 

 

Additional considerations for conditional cash 

 

- Work or training activities must be carefully organized to allow people to continue with 

their own livelihoods, home duties and childcare. 

- The rehabilitation of private assets should be considered, if there would be clear 

benefits on a community level.  

- Ensure that the use of a conditionality is actually meeting immediate needs and is not 

simply an extension of the agency’s mandate. 
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Steps to ensure transparency, economy, accountability, speed and flexibility 

 

- Pursue consortia/interventions at scale to reduce the cost of programmatic 

infrastructure. 

- Commit to increased monitoring and measurement of the actual $ value that directly 

reaches the recipient. 

- Install regular monitoring and evaluation activities at all stages of implementation.  

- Complete cash transfer agency mapping and regularly update this. Encourage 

sharing through the Cash and Voucher Technical Working Group. 

 

ACTED’s engagement with donors, clusters and cluster leads 

 

- Support the Cash and Voucher Technical Working Group to become a central 

knowledge-sharing institution and lead in cash programming at a country level. 

- Lobby key stakeholders to be sensitive to the fact that the delivery of cash still requires 

support infrastructure and associated costs to ensure successful delivery.  

- Allow flexibility and time for proposal development, which can lend itself to better 

coordination and the formation of consortia, which in turn can improve coverage, 

economy and efficiency. 

- Push to delink cash from particular sectors, to recognize the key advantage of giving 

recipients agency and the ability to self-prioritize basic needs, rather than fit neatly 

within wider indicators. Accountability can be supported through rigorous monitoring.   
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Introduction 
 

In September 2015, the High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers (hereafter, High Level 

Panel) released its report, Doing cash differently: How cash transfers can transform 

humanitarian aid.1 This report represents the outcome of months of discussions and a review 

of a vast body of relevant literature in relation to the utility, economy and impact of cash 

transfers. It can thus be taken as a keynote document in the current discourse on cash 

programming.  

 

To capitalise on this important research, ACTED Yemen undertook a thorough review of its own 

historical and current cash programming. The terms of reference of ACTED’s review were to: 

 

- Gain a clear overview of the outputs of all cash programming conducted by ACTED in 

Yemen (March 2012 - present). 

- Obtain insights into outcomes of this cash programming. 

- Draw key lessons learnt and recommendations. 

 

However, most importantly: 

 

- Situate ACTED’s experience of cash programming in Yemen within the framework of 

the key findings of the High Level Panel’s findings, so as to embed field evidence 

directly into the latest findings and recommendations. 

 

This review does not profess to be a comprehensive study of cash programming; it is instead a 

presentation of basic findings and field insights from a country-level. It is designed to offer 

insights and reflections on the latest findings from the High Level Panel’s global report, as well 

as suggest ways in which ACTED and indeed other partners can further improve the outcomes 

of cash programming in Yemen.  

 

ACTED hopes that this can be a starting point for increased discussion of cash programming in 

Yemen, led by the Cash and Voucher Technical Working Group (CVTWG). This is intended not 

only to support the delivery of impacting programs within Yemen to assist those in crisis, but 

also to stimulate the collection of a body of evidence to inform future cash programming in 

Yemen and beyond.  

 

ACTED’s history of delivering cash transfer projects  
 

Since March 2012, ACTED has transferred approximately USD2.5 million to vulnerable 

households in Yemen through a range of cash 

and voucher interventions in four 

governorates (Raymah, Al Hudaydah, Al 

Dhale’e and Ibb). These transfers are 

estimated to have reached over 70,000 people (>10,000 households). 

 

  

                                                           
1 Overseas Development Institute. (2015) Doing cash differently: How cash transfers can transform humanitarian aid, 

London: ODI. 

USD2.5 million to 70,000 people 

since 2012 



 Cash Programming review 

4 

 

Vulnerable households were reached through a range of modalities: 

  

- Unconditional cash transfers. 

- Unconditional food vouchers.  

- Conditional cash transfers: 

o Cash transfers for work (e.g. rehabilitation or reconstruction of community 

assets, providing literacy trainings, etc.); 

o Cash transfers for attendance at trainings (nutrition, health and hygiene 

promotion). 

- Conditional food vouchers: 

o Food vouchers for attendance at trainings (nutrition, health and hygiene 

promotion); 

o Food vouchers for work. 

 

Through conditional modalities, ACTED has provided temporary employment opportunities for 

almost 6,000 people (including skilled and unskilled workers) and provided trainings (nutrition 

and hygiene) to over 10,000 people. 

 

Recipient households are usually 

selected based on criteria that 

include (but are not limited to): low 

household income; female-headed; 

or containing pregnant or lactating 

women, elderly or disabled 

members, or children under 5. The 

primary objective of ACTED’s cash 

and voucher activities has been to 

increase economic access to 

markets and support households to 

meet their basic needs such as staple 

foods, and to improve short-term 

household food security and dietary 

diversity.  

 

While many of these projects were implemented prior to the current conflict in Yemen, some 

continued into its early months, or continue today. Together, all findings can provide a 

valuable body of evidence to inform current and future cash programs.  

  

Recipient household verification process (ECHO, July 2014-July 2015). 
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Why cash? 
 

The key recommendation of the High Level Panel is: 

 

Give more unconditional cash transfers. The questions should always be asked: 

“why not cash?” and, “if not now, when?”2 

 

This sets a clear path to follow and places cash transfers as central to emergency 

programming. Through its review of past and current cash programming implementation in 

Yemen, ACTED has observed on the ground many of the key findings of the High Level Panel 

in support of cash interventions. 

 

Cash gives people agency, allowing them to self-prioritise needs 
 

“People who receive cash use it for the goods and services that they value most, 

to the extent that these are available…The element of choice is critical…Rather 

than having aid agencies assess and decide what people most need, cash 

enables people to make their own choices, so greatly increasing its value.”3 

  

Donors and implementing agencies frequently turn to in-kind distributions in emergency 

contexts as these seem like the most obvious, impacting activities to respond to basic needs. 

However, there are limits to how much rapid assessments and then blanket distributions can 

accurately determine and then meet those 

needs, including: a) limited 

timeframe/budget to conduct assessments; 

b) organisations’ specific sectoral expertise; 

c) funding priorities; and d) access and 

transportation limitations. Cash interventions 

are a modality that can circumvent some of these challenges by allowing recipients to 

themselves prioritise their needs and expense the grant accordingly. The key element is 

choice.  

 

Cash transfers can have a range of positive outcomes 
 

“Cash allows for savings and can help families smooth their consumption. People 

tend to increase the amount of diversity of food that they eat. Cash can reduce 

the extent to which households resort to negative strategies to meet needs, such 

as dietary restrictions, child labour and dangerous work.”4 

 

A frequent argument against cash transfers is the concern that recipients will “misuse” 

received funds. Existing evidence actually suggests that cash is no more likely to be used 

irresponsibly than other kinds of assistance (for example, sale of unwanted inputs). In general, 

cash is followed up more intensely than input distributions and therefore the instances of misuse 

                                                           
2 Ibid., p. 6. 
3 Ibid., pp. 18-20. 
4 Ibid., p. 20. 

1 : 2.4 

Ratio of people who voted to keep livestock 

distributions: people who wanted reprogramming to 

unconditional cash in April 2015 (ECHO, July 2014-July 2015). 
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are more visible. ACTED’s interventions demonstrate that cash transfers are used to meet basic 

household needs, primarily food-related expenditures.  

 

In one ACTED project across four governorates (Al Dhale’e, Ibb, Al Hudaydah and Raymah), 

recipients spent their cash transfers on the following: purchase of larger quantities of food 

(44%); purchase of more diversified food (32%); repayment of debts (28%); and meeting other 

needs such as medical expenses, school fees, and clothes purchase (15%).5 In another in Al 

Hudaydah, 71% of households were found to invest money in food stocks (mainly staples), 

rather than keep cash in hand.6   

 

Furthermore, and returning to the High Level Panel’s other reported benefits of cash transfers, 

ACTED’s projects suggest gains in relation to Household Dietary Diversity Score (HDDS), ability 

to meet the Minimum Expenditure Basket (MEB), and the prevention of increased use of 

negative coping strategies. In addition, cash can have positive benefits on local markets, 

including the livelihoods of those providing goods and services. 

 

Cash improves Household Dietary Diversity  

 

Across all of ACTED’s cash projects of all modalities except one (see more on this particular 

case below), the HDDS of recipients increased from baseline to end-line.7  

 

The average HDDS increase across all projects was 0.9 points. In 

one project in Al Hudaydah, the percentage of households 

consuming less than six food groups fell from 39% to 20% from 

baseline to end-line stage.8 Evidence from one project in Al 

Dhale’e suggests that cash assistance also improves food security 

through the Household Hunger Score (HHS). There was a reduction 

from 2.2 (moderate hunger) to 1.3 (little to no hunger - moderate 

hunger) for target recipients.9 

 

What is noteworthy is that for every project, the increase in HDDS 

is larger amongst recipients who earn less than the average 

monthly income.10 This highlights the increased positive impact on 

dietary outcomes for the most vulnerable. Tangentially, how 

recipients are selected has often been historically based on Social 

Welfare Fund lists. Whilst certainly quick, this is not always the most 

accurate way of identifying the most vulnerable (e.g. those who 

have for whatever reason not made it on the list). Robust selection 

criteria based on a range of measures of household vulnerability 

can be extremely useful in successfully locating those most in 

need of assistance. 

 

                                                           
5 USAID, March 2013-March 2014. Note that %s do not equal 100 as recipients could expense and report against more 

than one option. 
6 ECHO, July 2013-June 2014. 
7 ECHO, May 2012-April 2013; USAID, June 2013-May 2014; ECHO, July 2013-June 2014; ECHO, July 2014-July 2015; 

OCHA, October 2014-March 20145. Exception: March 2013-March 2014. 
8 ECHO, July 2014-July 2015. 
9 OCHA, October 2014-March 2015. 
10 Of the total cohort of each sample in each project. 

Average increase in HDDS 

from baseline to end-line  
(All cash and voucher projects).  
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There is some evidence to suggest that conditional cash is more effective at improving HDDS 

than unconditional cash assistance as it is often tied to attendance at specific food 

security/nutrition/hygiene trainings. 

For example, in one case, the 

percentage of people reporting 

eating fruits on a regular basis rose 

from 25% to 82% after training across 

Al Dhale’e, Ibb, Al Hudaydah and 

Raymah, with a simultaneous 

decrease in the percentage reporting 

eating processed foods.11 This 

indicates a greater level of 

awareness, translating into more 

positive practices. The one case 

where HDDS did not improve overall is 

remarkable for its smaller number of 

trainings, as recipients could not 

commit to more due to heavy 

workloads.12  

 

The tied nature of conditional interventions is certainly strong logic in explaining a greater 

increase, although improvements across the board (for conditional and unconditional cash 

transfer recipients) may suggest that increased access (through increased purchasing power) 

is more significant in positive HDDS outcomes, than any diversity training.  

 

Where distribution of cash is tied to some kind of activity (cash for work or cash for training) 

and distributions are more frequent, there is some evidence to suggest that there are more 

marked improvements in HDDS as recipients can rely on a regular source of income for a 

prolonged period. In Ibb, Al Hudaydah and Raymah, recipients noted 100% satisfaction with 

biweekly payments for cash for work,13 whilst in the same locations, there was a particularly 

large improvement in HDDS following weekly payments.14 This suggests that more regular, 

smaller payments may assist in supporting smoother consumption patterns, and that high 

satisfaction rates and improvement in HDDS are also affected by the frequency of distribution, 

and not exclusively the modality (conditional or unconditional). This note on distribution 

frequency presents a worthy question for further research.   

 

Cash is a protective measure against the increased use of negative coping strategies 

 

ACTED has found compelling evidence from two cash transfer projects to support the idea 

that cash reduces the need for recipients to revert to negative coping strategies to meet 

immediate household needs.  

 

In the first case, across Al Dhale’e, Ibb, Al Hudaydah and Raymah, some 61% of project 

participants reported resorting to borrowing cash and 59% food every 1-2 days prior to the start 

of implementation. At end-line, there was a reduction in the % of people borrowing, with 55% 

                                                           
11 USAID, March 2013-March 2014. 
12 Albeit in the same project where an increase in positive practices were recorded: USAID, March 2013-March 2014. 
13 ECHO, May 2012-April 2013. 
14 USAID, June 2013-May 2014. 

A food voucher for training recipient reviews hygiene materials 

during a training session.  
(ECHO, July 2014-July 2015).  
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reporting borrowing cash on a regular basis, and 51% reporting borrowing food regularly.15 

Whilst these are helpful improvements, it must be noted in both cases that: a) still half of the 

respondents resorted to negative strategies; and b) cash assistance is only a short-term fix. This 

is the primary reason that ACTED aims to implement emergency food assistance activities in 

tandem with longer-term livelihoods interventions. 

 

In the second case, evidence was gathered following emergency cash distributions in Al 

Hudaydah immediately following the onset of the current crisis. This activity was a 

reprogramming from planned livestock distributions, to better meet immediate needs in a 

context of decreasing access to staple foods (decreasing incomes, rising prices of food and 

fuel). As such, the cash intervention was designed as a short-term protective measure against 

the increased use of negative coping strategies, which proved successful. Post-

implementation, there was a percentage point decrease in the proportion of households in 

the highest Coping Strategy Index (CSI) band, coinciding with an increase in HDDS.16 Whilst a 

marginal reduction, more of note is the fact that there was no increase in the use of negative 

coping strategies in such a wildly fluctuating and challenging context, and that the cash 

intervention allowed for an increase in the diversity of foods purchased. 

 

Cash can be saved  

 

Given that the distribution of cash is intended to support immediate needs, the ability to save 

is “added value”, and ACTED has found evidence to support that it does occur: 

 

- In a project in Al Dhale’e, 33% of recipients reported being able to save with the cash 

they received. Generally, money was saved to expense against foods they would not 

usually buy, or unexpected healthcare expenses.17 

- In an intervention that covered Al Dhale’e, Ibb, Al Hudaydah and Raymah, some 22% 

reported being able to save. In Ibb and Al Dhale’e, money was saved to repay 

anticipated debts and purchase additional food, in Al Hudaydah and Raymah, money 

was saved to buy more diversified foods.18 

 

Cash supports households in meeting the Minimum Expenditure Basket 

 

ACTED historically calculated the value of the MEB according to each project, given the 

location, time, demographic make-up of the target community, state of local markets, and 

the nature/duration of the activity. An intervention can be tailored so that cash payments 

match a certain % of MEB at project design stage, although reviewing project outcomes can 

be a useful way to learn lessons to inform future interventions.  

 

A case in point is a project ACTED delivered in Ibb, Al Hudaydah and Raymah, in which 

different MEBs were calculated for unconditional and conditional cash recipients. This was 

grounded in different selection criteria for those participating in each activity. However, 

dangers of making such distinctions (on relatively small samples), were borne out when the 

outcomes were realised. At end-line, unconditional cash recipients could on average meet 

82.7% of their MEB, whilst conditional cash recipients could meet 117.2% of theirs.19 Depending 

                                                           
15 USAID, March 2013-March 2014. 
16 ECHO, July 2014-July 2015. 
17 OCHA, October 2014-March 2015. 
18 USAID, March 2013-March 2014. 
19 ECHO, May 2012-April 2013. 
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on which way this is seen, the second % represents an opportunity missed, as more recipients 

could have been reached with a c. 80% coverage of MEB (anticipating that interventions 

would be unlikely to target 100% coverage, given social welfare top-ups or a conviction not 

to create dependence).  

 

The key message from this is the need for standardised MEBs, above and beyond simply food 

purchase, based on evidence obtained from a range of agencies to get a meaningful 

average value. This could be governorate specific and become increasingly valuable once 

the situation stabilises (it is a false exercise when prices fluctuate during crisis). At the same 

time, the value of $83 as set by the CVTWG early in the current conflict (and which focused 

solely on staple food items) could have benefited from revision earlier. The revision to $98 (or 

$107 when inclusive of a 10% add-on or fresh foods) after nine months represents a necessary 

update. 

 

Cash supports markets and livelihoods 

 

There is indicative evidence that 

supports cash realising benefits for 

local markets. For instance, in a 

project across Ibb, Al Hudaydah 

and Raymah, 56% of recipients 

reported that they spent their 

cash locally, at village level.20 

When the most vulnerable are 

targeted, transportation costs 

may be a significant outlay and as 

such, transportation to bigger 

market places are unlikely.  

 

Whilst good for local markets, 

agencies must remember that 

arguments for cash based on 

market supply should not ignore 

feasibility, security and cost of 

transport to those markets. 

  

                                                           
20 USAID, June 2013-May 2014. 

Food voucher for work recipients receive vouchers. With money earnt 

from rehabilitating communal assets spent in local markets, such 

interventions can have real positive impacts on a localized level  
(USAID, March 2013-March 2014).  

 



 Cash Programming review 

10 

 

How to deliver cash? 
 

The High Level Panel focuses mainly on unconditional cash transfers, as opposed to other 

modalities such as conditional cash and/or vouchers. This does not mean to say that the 

benefits as outlined above are applicable only to unconditional cash (as indeed, ACTED’s 

evidence presents a composite). In fact, the High Level Panel highlights: 

 

“Aid agencies must therefore be equally nimble and flexible in switching between 

cash, vouchers, and in-kind assistance and finding the right combinations of 

assistance.”21 

 

This section addresses some of the keynote differences first between conditional and 

unconditional cash, second cash and vouchers, and third some of the common challenges. 

 

Conditional cash potentially has added benefits 
 

ACTED has implemented a range of cash transfers with conditionalities, primarily: a) cash for 

work; and b) cash for training. Cash for work activities have ranged from labour in support of 

the (re)construction and rehabilitation 

of community assets and infrastructure 

to provision of literacy classes to 

women. Cash for training activities 

have targeted nutrition, health and 

hygiene promotion training.  

 

Aside from the anecdotal findings 

outlined above, ACTED found no 

strong evidence to suggest 

dramatically different outcomes 

between conditional and 

unconditional cash transfers, in terms of 

HDDS, HHS, CSI score and other 

relevant indicators.   

 

However, where cash is conditional, 

there are often clear additional benefits 

to the individual and/or community. These additional benefits get less attention in this review 

as they remain a secondary benefit, with the primary benefit of the intervention being 

households’ capacity to meet their most pressing needs.  

 

Nevertheless, if the context is suitable for a conditional intervention (for instance, high rates of 

unemployment, a willingness to work, viable projects appropriate for community 

participation), there are strong reasons to explore conditional cash.  

 

Cash for work projects can have the secondary benefit of improving assets for the community 

to support better health, education or livelihood outcomes. ACTED determines cash for work 

                                                           
21 Doing cash differently, p. 21. 

A female learner’s workbook shows her progress as part of 

food voucher for work activities in Al Dhale’e  
(USAID, March 2013 - March 2014).  
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sites in close consultation with target communities to ensure that the most beneficial assets, 

infrastructure or activities are selected. A particular consideration is developing the capacity 

of the community to maintain the sites post-project to ensure sustainability of the action. 

ACTED field teams also report that recipients feel that such activities can provide aid with 

dignity, particularly as it targets those who have lost livelihoods or sources of income.  

 

There are also arguments to be made for the rehabilitation of private assets that can still benefit 

the wider community, for instance terraces. Traditionally, focus has been on assets with shared 

ownership, but if a clear link can be drawn between privately owned assets and improved 

outcomes to the community (access to water, agricultural irrigation), these should be 

considered. 

 

As for cash for training, combining cash transfers with participation in specific courses can 

address gaps in knowledge about critical health and WASH practices that can further impact 

recipients’ food security and health outcomes. Alternatively, training can support other 

outcomes such as improved literacy.  

 

Why cash, why vouchers? 
 

The general stance of the High Level Panel review is that the greatest flexibility and power to 

recipients is achieved through unconditional cash, with vouchers too often simply representing 

the mandate or values of the giver.22 This is true in that there are no ties limiting how the value 

of cash is expensed. It is also noted that while vouchers are more effective at achieving 

specific dietary outcomes,23 ACTED’s evidence above suggests improvements irrespective of 

modality. 

 

ACTED’s body of information available to explore the differences between cash and vouchers 

as methods of delivering a dollar value to recipients is limited. However, a couple of interesting 

points worthy of further research can be highlighted: 

 

- Women’s Household Status: In a project across Al Dhale’e, Ibb, Al Hudaydah and 

Raymah, women targeted through vouchers felt it improved their status within the 

household; 98% of women in Ibb and 88% in Al Dhale’e reported that they had more 

of a say in how their households spent money by the end of the project.24 The majority 

stated they for the first time had a say in how their households should spend its income, 

as they were the ones who received and were to expense the vouchers. This was 

particularly apparent in Al Dhale’e and Ibb, where 76% and 72% respectively reported 

a positive change in terms of their status. Vouchers, when tied to the recipient, may 

present an advantage in this respect, compared to cash which is more easily absorbed 

into the household budget (for expensing by any household member).  

- Maintenance of assets: There is some evidence from Al Hudaydah, gathered since the 

onset of the current crisis, to suggest that recipients who received cash were more able 

to maintain owned assets than those receiving vouchers (33% compared to 23%).25 This 

could be explained by the fact that unconditional cash recipients could expense cash 

to cover unexpected costs (e.g. maintenance or repair of hard assets, feeding or 

                                                           
22 Ibid., p. 9. 
23 Ibid., p. 21. 
24 USAID, March 2013-March 2014. 
25 ECHO, July 2014-July 2015. 
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medical expenses for animals), whereas voucher recipients were restricted to 

purchasing food. However, this does not engage with the “freed-up” cash argument, 

whereby support to food purchase through vouchers frees up other household cash, 

and neither is there available data on how cash was spent to verify.  

 

Considerations for voucher distributions  

 

ACTED’s experience with voucher distributions has raised some key issues to be considered 

during implementation.  

 

- Selection and training of vendors: Vendors must be able to supply the necessary items 

on a regular basis and implement fair policies to allow voucher recipients to easily and 

fairly redeem them. Vendors can have a tendency to be competitive with one 

another, offering particular benefits (such as free transport for voucher recipients to 

come to their shops), which can be mitigated through training and monitoring (see 

below). 

- Location of chosen vendors: As outlined above for cash and here with vouchers, 

considerations with regards travel to vendors must be taken into account. Evidence 

from Al Dhale’e, Ibb, Al Hudaydah and Raymah indicates the further a household is 

from the selected vendor, the less frequently vouchers are expensed.26 This can be 

easily mitigated by careful selection of vendors, but the consequence of not engaging 

with this may be below-average outcomes in terms of supporting smooth consumption 

patterns.  

- Monitoring of vendors: Recipients reported some incidences where vendors did not 

comply with ACTED requirements, such as by attempting to raise prices or refusing to 

sell certain goods on item lists. Additionally, vendors may attempt to exchange the 

vouchers for cash of lesser value to recipients. These risks of course can be mitigated 

by a series of steps including but not limited to: a) careful vetting and sensitization of 

vendors; b) the installation of an easy-to-use an accessible complaints mechanism; 

and c) regular vendor checks/assessments.  

- Security of vouchers: ACTED identified some cases of forgery of vouchers by recipients 

and other community members. Adequate training of vendors and monitoring of used 

vouchers may mitigate the frequency of such incidences, as well as investments in 

preparing higher quality, secure authentic vouchers.  

 

In ACTED’s most recent food voucher distribution, vendors participated in several trainings 

throughout the project implementation period to ensure full understanding of ACTED 

requirements. These challenges highlight the increased complexity of dealing with vendors 

through food vouchers beyond the usual issues of whether they can provide the relevant items 

on a regular basis and have the capacity/willingness to engage in operating a voucher 

system. The level of monitoring and follow-up required with vendors may render food vouchers 

inappropriate in an emergency situation, although digital systems or pre-printed vouchers, 

along with regular vendors, can accelerate this process. On the other hand, should cash 

transfer agents have liquidity issues, a pre-established voucher system (e.g. printed vouchers, 

pre-selected vendors) predicated on reimbursement by bank transfer to vendor, could be a 

more flexible and efficient system.  

 

                                                           
26 USAID, March 2013-March 2014. 
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How to ensure transparency, economy, accountability, flexibility, 

and inclusion during cash transfers  
 

The High Level Panel identified a number of additional advantages, more related to the nature 

of cash delivery, in addition to those intrinsic advantages of cash as outlined above:27 

 

- Increase the transparency of humanitarian aid. 

- Reduce the costs of delivering humanitarian aid. 

- Increase accountability of humanitarian aid. 

- Increase the speed and flexibility of humanitarian response. 

- Increase financial inclusion. 

 

However, it must be noted that these benefits do not simply accrue by virtue of delivering a 

cash intervention; they must be built into the design and delivery of the program itself.  

 

Transparency, economy and accountability 

 

Transparency relates to the idea that in theory, with cash, it is much easier to see how much 

aid actually reaches target populations, in the sense that the $ value of the cash is clearly 

visible as a proportion of the overall project cost. Economy is a common demand from donors 

intended to extend the impact of limited budgets. Accountability is aligned with this and 

concerns both affected populations and donors/tax-payers.  

 

Two key examples that demonstrates all three in practice are given in the High Level Panel 

review: 

 

- A large-scale cash transfer project in 

Somalia operated at an efficiency of 85% in 

terms of total budget to recipient.28 

- A four-country study found that 18% more 

people could be assisted at no extra cost 

with cash as opposed to food.29  

 

Large-scale cash interventions can reach 

high levels of efficiency (albeit, 85% is 

exceptionally efficient), although it must be 

remembered that: a) agencies must cover 

essential support costs, often around 25% of 

any given budget; b) smaller-scale projects 

designed in response to Humanitarian 

Pooled Fund calls with limited budget 

ceilings require the same apparatus of 

                                                           
27 Doing cash differently, p. 8. In addition to those listed, other advantages considered in earlier sections include: align 

the humanitarian system better with what people need; support local markets, jobs and incomes; increase support 

for humanitarian aid from local populations; and provide people with choice and more control over their own lives. 
28 Humanitarian Outcomes. (2012) ‘Final evaluation of the unconditional cash and voucher response to the 2011-12 

crisis in Southern and Central Somalia’, UNICEF. In Doing cash differently, pp. 19-20. 
29 Margolies, M. and Hoddinott, J. (2014) ‘Costing alternative transfer modalities’, Journal of Development 

Effectiveness. In Doing cash differently, p. 8. 

Cost breakdown of unconditional cash and voucher 

distributions in Al Hudaydah, as a proportion of the total 

budget for these activities. (ECHO, July 2014-July 2015). 
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program and support staff to deliver; and c) for larger, single-agency proposals, it is perhaps 

unusual to have just one activity of cash assistance, making it complex to calculate efficiency 

from the cash transfer activity alone.  

 

This last point is the biggest barrier to ACTED calculating its own efficiency on previous cash 

assistance projects; in every instance, cash or vouchers have been given as part of a wider 

intervention and thus it would take an arbitrary division of program/support costs to calculate 

a per recipient value for cash alone. 

 

One clear action is finding a way to effectively and accurately measure the true efficiency of 

cash, particularly when parcelled with other activities. One clear message to donors, 

increasingly keen on the use of cash is that the delivery of cash assistance still requires finances 

for program and support infrastructure, and as such, unusually high %s of efficiency cannot be 

expected unless projects are of a sufficient size to benefit from an economy of scale. From 

experience, a particular barrier to efficient cash assistance projects is multi-governorate 

interventions under a limited budget, requiring the replication of this delivery infrastructure in 

each location. Consortia is one clear method of improving efficiency (as outlined in more 

detail below). 

 

Another key concern with cash is ensuring accountability with regards how cash is spent. 

Notwithstanding the evidence presented above against misuse, and showing its utility in 

meeting basic needs and contribution to savings, implementing agencies must commit to 

regular and rigorous programmatic monitoring. A proposed basic structure for appraisal, 

monitoring and evaluation of cash programming is included in Annex I and details a 

comprehensive range of activities that can support accountability to all parties: recipients-

agency; agency-donor; and donor-taxpayer. Through this level of in-project monitoring and 

the generation of a body of evidence to advocate for “appropriate” use of cash, it can be 

shown that cash recipients do expense cash to meet their most essential self-prioritised needs.  

 

A key element of cash assistance for further research is links with more sustainable actions. 

Whereas an investment in infrastructural rehabilitation, vocational program or similar can have 

clearly visible and long-lasting impacts, cash-based interventions represent a large scale 

transfer of cash for a short-term household-level injection that can leave little visible trace other 

than reported indicators demonstrating how essential this support was. This further reinforces 

the need for strong targeting of the most vulnerable households and similarly robust monitoring 

mechanisms to capture this information, as outlined above.  

 

At the same time, a clear and easily accessible complaints mechanism must be installed in 

order to allow recipients to communicate concerns, questions, and complaints to project staff, 

particularly given the potentially high-risk nature of distributing cash in conflict areas exhibiting 

widespread and high levels of vulnerability.  

 

Speed and flexibility 

 

If an agency has a good understanding of the available transfer mechanisms in any particular 

location, good relations and/or experience working with these institutions, and even 

framework contracts for quick disbursement of cash, it should be relatively easy to plan and 

start implementing a cash transfer project. In October 2015, ACTED completed a mapping of 

all cash transfer agencies across its areas of intervention, capturing: 



 Cash Programming review 

15 

 

- Name of the main transfer agent. 

- % commission charged. 

- Whether ACTED has distributed using this agent before. 

- Identification of a secondary transfer agent, if present + % commission charged + 

whether ACTED has distributed using this agent before. 

- Potential for direct cash distribution (by ACTED staff). 

- Key challenges to any direct cash distribution. 

 

This mapping allows for rapid identification of agencies in each location, should funding be 

sought or won, reducing lag time at the start of an intervention. This mapping needs regular 

updating, however, particularly in a case like Yemen, as a result of: 

 

- Widespread concerns and/or uncertainty with regards operational capacity/liquidity 

of cash transfer agencies in the early stages of crisis. 

- Decreased reach to previously accessible communities (either from agency to 

recipients, or recipients to agency) as a result of conflict. 

- Increases in the rates of commission in times of peak demand/external stresses.  

 

Additional key barriers to speed and flexibility arose at the start of the current crisis as a result 

of external issues, even if agencies had a solid platform to launch activities as outlined above. 

These included but were not limited to: 

 

- Retraction of pledged funds to implementing partners. 

- Constraints in physical access to communities (infrastructural or related to fuel supply). 

 

Financial inclusion 

 

The key element of financial inclusion is the potential for cash transfers to act as a method to 

link recipients into wider payment and banking systems. In Yemen at this time, it is unlikely that 

this would be an added benefit of a cash intervention, given the nigh on impossibility of rolling 

out, for example, a mobile cash transfer program.  

 

From ACTED’s side, emergency interventions have thus far been geared towards affording 

vulnerable recipients access to cash to meet immediate pressing needs, rather than seeking 

any sustainable structure of integrating community members into wider banking systems.  

 

The importance of coordinating on cash  
 

Aside from the economy of larger, multi-agency interventions, coordination is important to 

ensure that distributions do not overlap, that equitable amounts of cash are given based on 

the same logic in similar locations, and to guarantee that the most vulnerable are reached. 

The High Level Panel recommends: 

 

“A more logical approach is to have fewer, larger-scale interventions providing 

unconditional cash grants using common delivery infrastructure where possible, 

complemented by other forms of humanitarian aid, in sectors where cash is not 

appropriate.”30 

                                                           
30 Doing cash differently, p. 18. 
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This is the ideal case, but as seen in the context of Yemen, it is often difficult in practice to 

orchestrate multi-agency consortia in response to calls for proposal (often with restrictively tight 

deadlines), especially given a quickly changing context. Of course, this does not preclude the 

possibility of pre-planning or organizing speculative proposals, but donors must accept that 

this kind of organization is not necessarily possible or indeed appropriate at all times, unless the 

flexibility or time is afforded for development of quality multi-agency proposals.  

 

Coordination of all types, however, is essential. At the start of the current crisis, the CVTWG was 

relatively quick in establishing a standardised $83 rate for cash payments, based on pre-

conflict food basket price and on 

the principle that cash assistance 

should not meet 100% of needs. A 

major limitation was that this value 

only considered food and then 

later, firewood, but never a wider 

range of potential goods and 

services. Given the wide-ranging 

differences even between urban 

and rural locations within the same 

governorate or district, a national-

level standard was seen as a “best-

worse case” bet to establish a 

standard value to allow 

coordination between actors, and 

ensure that disproportionality higher 

rates were not being paid by 

different agencies in similar 

locations, potentially creating 

tensions. Thus, it was relatively easy to budget cash assistance at this rate in early proposals. As 

noted above, the proposed basic rate was revised to $98 in early December. 

 

Even with coordination between agencies, ACTED’s experience supports the High Level Panel 

conclusions that unconditional cash does not fit well within the current cluster system.31 In 

giving recipients the freedom to self-prioritise needs, it is difficult if not impossible to propose 

exactly what kinds of goods or services will be expensed against. It is also ACTED’s experience 

that if cash programming is tied to the food security cluster as is the case in Yemen, more time 

and resources should be put into coordination efforts to determine an accurate MEB through 

multi-sector discussion. Further to this, MEB can only be indicative, knowing it is impossible to 

accurately and comprehensively predict what households will choose to self-prioritise. 

 

Thus for example, in Humanitarian Pooled Fund applications, an agency may propose 

unconditional cash under the food security cluster, with the justification that households lack 

purchasing power for staple food items. In reality, there is a mutual realization that the cash 

can be expensed against medical expenses, school fees, non-food items or a range of other 

things, and thus the actual outcomes fall outside of the sector under which the activity was 

secured. In addition, these variable, unpredictable outcomes, however impacting they may 

be, fit uneasily within the “# of”, “% of” targets that are so typical of Humanitarian Response 

                                                           
31 Ibid., p. 9. 

Men in Al Hudaydah await payment after cash for work activities 

(ECHO, July 2013-June 2014). 
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Plans. Given this sector approach, there is a danger of fragmentation,32 un-necessary 

replicated delivery infrastructure, and ultimately, unfilled gaps. 

 

This is also true of donors, whereby the ability to apply for unconditional cash should be de-

linked from particular sectors, and specific attention paid to ways to effectively monitor use 

and determine a broad range of outcomes during- and post- intervention. This can still fit within 

the standard framework of proposal design and justification if: 

 

- Vulnerable people are targeted on the grounds of being unable to currently meet their 

household MEB/other similar indicator. 

- The activity is framed as aiming to support households meet their immediate needs, of 

any nature. 

- A clear system of post-distribution monitoring is proposed to ensure the early 

deployment of corrective action.  

- A comprehensive end-line evaluation is completed, which captures a range of 

outcomes from a varied use of cash across a significant sample of recipients, rather 

than the use of semi-proxy indicators (such as HDDS, HHS) that assume that the main 

outcome of cash will be improved food security.  

 

Sometimes, cash is not possible 
 

Sometimes, cash is not an appropriate option. The High Level Panel notes that sometimes: 

markets are so weak that they cannot respond; or government policies are impossible to 

navigate. However, both of these scenarios are most often rare and temporary.33 

 

The case of Yemen ably demonstrates that even in the most challenging environments, ways 

can be found - perhaps only in particular locations - to deliver flexible programming that allows 

recipients to extract the maximum benefit, according to their self-prioritised needs. Decisions 

on appropriateness of cash can be supported by regular market assessments, assessing supply 

and price. ACTED completed weekly price monitoring for the first months of the crisis to monitor 

the localized situation in likely areas of intervention; this data was fed into World Food 

Programme (WFP) Weekly Market Watch reports.   

 

After all, it has been logistically easier to deliver cash than inputs across destroyed roads, 

passing through multiple checkpoints, with limited access to expensive fuel, and with the real 

risk of becoming caught in airstrikes or ground-level conflict when transporting using large 

trucks. Coordination with local actors and communication with the de-confliction cell has 

been no guarantee of security.  

  

                                                           
32 Ibid., p. 18. 
33 Ibid., p. 8. 
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Conclusions and recommendations 
 

The central finding of this review aligns with that of the High Level Panel: give more 

unconditional cash transfers. Whilst giving recipients agency and freedom to self-prioritise their 

needs, ACTED evidence supports global findings that there are a range of positive outcomes 

from giving cash. At the same time, conditional modalities should also be considered where 

appropriate, as these can provide secondary benefits that also give recipients agency, 

support dignity, and can add to the sustainability of the action.  

 

The benefits of giving cash, unconditional or conditional, have been shown to be many: 

 

- Cash improves household dietary diversity. When cash is conditional (e.g. upon 

nutrition training), this can lead to more positive outcomes.  

- Cash is a protective measure against the increase use of negative coping strategies. 

- Cash can be saved. 

- Cash support households in meeting their MEB.  

- Cash supports markets and livelihoods. 

 

With programmatic safeguards in place, cash can also be more transparent, economical, 

accountable, speedy and flexible than alternative interventions. However, the capacity to 

deliver on all of these additional benefits requires significant steps putting in place by the 

implementing agency, and certain flexibilities affording on the part of donors.  

 

Finally, coordination is central to effective cash programming but currently, it does not fit well 

within the cluster system. This can be rectified by increased flexibility in proposals and donor 

sectoral constraints, recognizing that a central advantage of cash is allowing the recipient to 

self-prioritize their basic needs: by nature, this cannot fit within a predetermined, response-wide 

indicator. 

 

Recommendations for future ACTED cash 

programming 
 

How to design programs 

 

- Continue to target the most vulnerable households to 

receive cash, and bigger improvements in outcomes 

are likely to be seen (e.g. HDDS). 

- Cash assistance is usually only a short-term intervention 

so attention should also be paid to longer-term, more 

sustainable activities to fully support vulnerable 

households. In particular, how cash can be adapted to 

itself have longer-term impacts in the context of Yemen 

should be a subject for discussion and research. 

- Agencies should coordinate closely, quickly and 

regularly to establish cross-sector MEBs and agree on the 

level of MEB coverage, particularly when the situation 

(e.g. start of the conflict in March 2015) changes rapidly. 
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- Proposed cash or voucher interventions must account 

for the feasibility, security and cost of recipients 

reaching identified markets.  

- When vouchers are used, ensure that vendors are 

carefully selected, trained and monitored, and make 

investments in the provision of high-quality, secure 

vouchers. 

- Recognize that cash is not always appropriate and be 

alert to this. However, ask the questions, “why not 

cash?” and, “if not now, when?” 

 

Additional considerations for conditional cash 

 

- Work or training activities must be carefully organized to 

allow people to continue with their own livelihoods, 

home duties and childcare. 

- The rehabilitation of private assets should be 

considered, if there would be clear benefits on a 

community level. When considered adequate, this 

option should be discussed in detail with donors. 

- Ensure that the use of a conditionality is actually 

meeting immediate needs and is not simply an 

extension of the agency’s mandate (e.g. conditionality 

should provide a secondary benefit to the 

recipient/community, rather than be a hoop to jump 

through). 

 

Steps to ensure transparency, economy, accountability, speed 

and flexibility 

 

- Pursue consortia/interventions at scale to reduce the 

cost of programmatic infrastructure. 

- Commit to increased monitoring and measurement of 

the actual $ value that directly reaches the recipient. Be 

ambitious. 

- Install regular monitoring and evaluation activities at all 

stages of implementation.  

- Complete cash transfer agency mapping and regularly 

update this. Encourage sharing through the Cash and 

Voucher Technical Working Group.  
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Recommendations for ACTED’s engagement 

with donors, clusters and cluster leads 
 

- Support the CVTWG to become a central knowledge-sharing 

institution and lead in cash programming at a country level. 

- Lobby key stakeholders to be sensitive to the fact that the 

delivery of cash still requires support infrastructure and 

associated costs to ensure successful delivery. Simply giving 

cash does not mean that every project can deliver 85% 

efficiency in terms of $ to recipient, like some large-scale 

projects can manage.   

- Allow flexibility and time for proposal development, which can 

lend itself to better coordination and the formation of 

consortia, which in turn can improve coverage, economy and 

efficiency. 

- Push to delink cash from particular sectors, to recognize the key 

advantage of giving recipients agency and the ability to self-

prioritize basic needs, rather than fit neatly within wider 

indicators. Accountability can be supported through rigorous 

monitoring.  
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Annex 1: Proposed basic appraisal, monitoring 

and evaluation structure for cash programming 
 

Tool Description Rationale 

Pre-assessment Needs assessment in target areas. To facilitate the choice of the most 

effective intervention 

activity/modality. 

 

To identify humanitarian needs 

and basic updated information 

about the target areas.  

 

To include: 

- Market identification. 

- Gendered needs analysis. 

Market 

mapping/market 

appraisal34 

Mapping of local market 

locations; price monitoring and 

assessment of item availability on 

the market; mapping of other 

INGOs.  

To identify and verify appropriate 

modalities per location, based on 

price and availability, and allow 

the calculation of a tentative MEB.  

 

To identify appropriate agents for 

cash distribution if required. 

Household-level 

beneficiary 

verification and 

baseline survey 

Questionnaire used to determine 

household economic 

vulnerability, as well as to provide 

basic, relevant household 

information to inform other 

planning.  

To construct a score of household 

economic vulnerability, used to 

verify against beneficiary 

selection criteria. 

 

To collect baseline indicator data. 

Cash transfer 

monitoring 

Questionnaire delivered on the 

day of the transfer, after the 

recipient has received their 

money; process evaluation of the 

distribution modality and level of 

satisfaction with the delivery.  

To ensure quality in the delivery of 

cash and to gather data 

specifically on: 

- Recipient satisfaction with 

the distribution (modality, 

time, location, safety). 

- Verification of amount 

received. 

- Recipient understanding 

of the modality. 

 

To flag any issues that may require 

modification in the 

implementation prior to the next 

distribution. 

                                                           
34 Can be completed by program teams (no independent input required). 
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Post-distribution 

monitoring 

Questionnaire administered 

between 2-3 weeks after cash or 

voucher distribution. 

To provide a mid-term assessment 

on indicators. 

 

To obtain data on the use of cash 

and to verify availability of 

products on the market, where 

relevant.  

 

To access insights into the impact 

of the activity on household 

dynamics (particularly in the case 

of Cash for Work or other 

conditional cash). 

End-line survey The same questionnaire used at 

baseline stage to determine 

household economic 

vulnerability, to obtain information 

to measure indicators, as well as to 

provide further basic, relevant 

household information to inform 

other planning. Includes quality 

and satisfaction questions. 

To collect outcome and impact 

data. 

 

Can include qualitative back-ups 

(e.g. Focus Group Discussions, 

recipient profiles, success stories). 

Process 

evaluation 

Iterative process of obtaining 

feedback from staff, compiled in 

a lessons learnt report. 

To identify and analyse successes, 

challenges, best practices and 

lessons learnt throughout 

implementation. 

Regular market 

price monitoring 

Regular price monitoring and 

assessment of item availability on 

the market, throughout 

implementation. 

To flag significant changes in the 

context, with potential shifts in 

necessary modality. 

 

To highlight issues with vendors in 

voucher programs. 

Complaints 

mechanism 

Independent, neutral, accessible 

complaints platform, including the 

presence of agency staff at 

distributions (clearly marked focal 

points). 

To allow recipients and other 

involved stakeholders to contact 

the organization to ask questions, 

identify issues or raise complaints. 
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is working in six governorates (Ibb, Al Dhale’e, Raymah, Al Hudaydah, Sa’ada and Al Jawf) to deliver emergency 

water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH), and food security assistance to the most vulnerable households. 

 

www.acted.org | @ACTEDYemen 

http://www.acted.org/

