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INTRODUCTION
In 2016, approximately 815 million people were chronically 
undernourished globally. In recent years, food security 
has worsened in some parts of the world, including sub-
Saharan Africa. In Zimbabwe, latest estimates show that 
about 45% of the total population are undernourished1. To 
address the challenge of growing food insecurity, effective 
social protection programmes must be implemented and 
scaled-up. Cash transfers are one such programme, the 
primary objectives of which often include poverty alleviation 
and food insecurity reduction. This research study utilized 
longitudinal data collected for the impact evaluation of 
Zimbabwe’s Harmonized Social Cash Transfer Programme 
(HSCT), an unconditional cash transfer that targets ultra-
poor, labour-constrained households. It accomplishes two 
things: (1) it provides evidence on the relative merits of 
using an aggregate consumption expenditure measure 
versus a food security scale, to assess household 
vulnerability and food insecurity; and (2) it contributes to 
a growing literature on the effects of state-sponsored 
unconditional cash transfers in Africa on household 
behaviour and food security.

THE HARMONIZED SOCIAL CASH TRANSFER 
PROGRAMME 
Zimbabwe’s HSCT Programme was introduced in 2011 
and is the country’s primary social protection programme. 
It is an unconditional cash transfer programme, whereby 
beneficiary households receive a bi-monthly cash transfer 
that varies with household size. On average, the transfer 
value is about 20% of total pre-programme household 
consumption expenditure. Beneficiary eligibility criteria are 
two-fold: food poverty and labour-constrained status of 
households.  Eligible households were identified through a 
detailed targeting census, whereby all households are  

1 FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO. 2017. The State of Food Security and 
Nutrition in the World 2017. Building resilience for peace and food security. 
Rome, FAO: http://www.fao.org/3/a-I7695e.pdf 

 
screened using the targeting survey fielded by Zimbabwe’s 
national statistical agency, ZIMSTAT. The HSCT is gradually 
being rolled out and it is anticipated that eventually it will 
eventually cover the entire country. 

STUDY DESIGN 
The phased roll out of the HSCT allowed those households 
which were scheduled to enter the programme at a later date 
to be used as a potential comparison group. The programme 
operates at an administrative unit level, known as a ‘ward’, 
which is one level below ‘district’ level. For the evaluation 
treatment group, wards were selected from Phase 2 areas, 
which entered the programme in 2013. For the comparison 
group, wards were selected from areas that were scheduled 
for Phase 4 expansion and that were geographically close to 
Phase 2 areas. Treatment wards were stratified across the 
three treatment districts (Mudzi, Mwenezi and Binga), and 
likewise comparison wards were stratified to areas adjacent 
to the three treatment districts (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Map of Zimbabwe - Treatment 
and Comparison Districts

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Constructed using Stata 13.1. The darker outlines in the map are 
province boundaries. Shape files obtained from http://www.gadm.org
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The study team selected comparison wards such that 
they match the treatment wards on five characteristics: 
forest cover; nearness to main roads; resistance to shocks; 
nearness to business centres; and water sources. The 
sample includes 60 treatment wards and 30 comparison 
wards. For each treatment ward pair with a given score, a 
comparison ward with the same score in the same stratum 
was selected to serve as the ‘matched’ comparison ward. 
Out of the identified eligible households, the evaluation 
team randomly selected 34–60 households in each ward, 
using the random number generator tool in Excel. This 
generated a sample of 3,063 households across 90 wards. 
Data were collected through a detailed household survey, 
conducted at baseline and 12-month follow-up. 

RESULTS 
Food security measurement has seen a shift from objective 
measures, such as food expenditure or consumption, 
to experiential measures such as the Household Food 
Insecurity Access Scale (HFIAS), developed by the Food 
and Nutritional Technical Assistance (FANTA) project of 
USAID.2 The HFIAS is an indicator of Food Security, and 
is a 9-item scale, with a reference period of the past four 
weeks where households are asked to rate their experience 
on a scale from ‘rarely’ to ‘often’, generating a total score 
from 0 to 27. It goes beyond a food expenditure measure 
by capturing not only present food consumption status but 
also the uncertainty and vulnerability associated with 

2 Coates, J., Swindale, A., and Bilinsky, P. 2007. Household Food Insecurity 
Access Scale (HFIAS) for measurement of household food access: indicator 
guide (v. 3). Food and Nutrition Technical Assistance Project, Academy for 
Educational Development, Washington, DC.

maintaining or improving that status. For ease of 
comparison with other indicators, HFIAS is positively coded 
so that higher scores indicate greater food security. 

The longitudinal sample was utilized to conduct an 
individual fixed effects model to estimate the impact 
of the HSCT on household food security. To control for 
attitudinal bias in the Food Security Score, we restricted 
the sample to only those households where the main 
respondent had not changed from 2013 to 2014. Table 1 
shows a statistically significant impact on Food Security 
and Diet Diversity3, which have increased by 1.7 points 
and 0.7 points (an approximate increase of 13% and 12% 
increase respectively over baseline averages). However, 
the impact estimate on per capita food consumption is not 
statistically significant. In addition, it was found that the 
number of households consuming individual components 
of the 12 food groups that make up the diet diversity score 
had increased. One reason why these increases are not 
consistently reflected in the food consumption measure 
is that it hides dynamic activity taking place within the 
household as the household makes choices to obtain food 
from different sources. Even though the treatment and 
comparison groups may on average spend roughly the 
same amount on food, the cash transfer beneficiaries have 
more cash available. This additional cash allows them to: 
(1) approach the market to diversify their food basket; (2) 
diversify own-production across food groups, and; (3) rely 
less on gifts as a source of food. 

3 Diet Diversity Score is a widely used indicator of diet diversity, which 
measures the number of different food groups consumed over a given 
reference period with a score ranging from 0 to 12, since there are 12 food 
groups recommended for inclusion. See: Swindale, A., and Bilinsky, P., 2006. 
Household dietary diversity score (HDDS) for measurement of household 
food access: indicator guide. Food and Nutrition Technical Assistance Project, 
Academy for Educational Development, Washington, DC.

TABLE 1. INDIVIDUAL FIXED EFFECTS MODEL:  IMPACT OF THE HSCT ON FOOD SECURITY MEASURES 

 
(1) 

Per Capita 
Food Consumption

(2) 
Household Food 
Security Score

(3) 
Household Diet 
Diversity Score

Impact Estimate
-0.452 1.790** 0.673***

(1.486) (0.700) (0.222)

Observations 4001 4001 4001

Adjusted R-squared 0.010 0.189 0.167

Notes: 
* p<0.10   **p<0.05   ***p<0.01 
Standard errors clustered at the ward level in parentheses. 
Estimations obtained from Individual Fixed effects OLS modelling. All estimations control for week of interview and a vector of cluster level prices
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Table 2 provides impact estimates disaggregated by source. 
Just as in Table 1, while there is no impact on value of 
aggregate food consumption, this result hides the 37% 
increase in food purchases and 25% decline in food gifts. 
This pattern is true across the different food categories. To 
take one example, though there is no significant impact on 
value of total cereal consumption, there is significant activity 
behind this aggregate measure. The cash transfer has led 
to a 19% increase in cereal purchaces. Almost all of this is, 
however, offset by a 22% reduction in gifts. Fruits, pulses 
and legumes, dairy, fats and sweets see a statistically 
significant increase in consumption, derived from own-
production and purchases. Interestingly, gifts as a source of 
food have significantly decreased across several foodstuffs. 

Additional analysis is conducted on the determinants 
of household food security and food consumption and 
shows that variables indicative of vulnerability (e.g. being 
labour constrained, not having planted a crop last season, 
relying on maricho (casual labour), or having suffered from 
an income shock), are important in explaining variation 
in the Food Security Score but do not explain variation in 
value of food consumption. The common theme across 
these variables is that they capture the uncertainty these 
households face with respect to food access. However, 
physical assets, household amenities, a steady wage, 
and monthly remittances, all factors that are relatively 
more stable, explained the variation in both value of food 
consumption and the Food Security Score. 

TABLE 2. IMPACT ESTIMATES ON HOUSEHOLD FOOD EXPENDITURE, DISAGGREGATED BY SOURCE (LOG OF USD)

 Total Own Purchases Gifts

Cereals
-0.010 -0.026 0.188** -0.220***

(0.047) (0.147) (0.089) (0.080)

Roots and Tubers
0.073 0.041 0.043 -0.006

(0.102) (0.072) (0.032) (0.039)

Vegetables
-0.102 -0.113 0.209** -0.102

(0.071) (0.111) (0.088) (0.106)

Fruits
0.266** 0.249** 0.059** -0.024

(0.115) (0.117) (0.023) (0.036)

Meats
0.033 0.006 0.079 -0.091

(0.109) (0.088) (0.066) (0.060)

Eggs
-0.040 -0.009 -0.020 -0.011*

(0.025) (0.022) (0.015) (0.006)

Fish
-0.009 -0.027 0.044 -0.013

(0.070) (0.030) (0.054) (0.031)

Pulses and Legumes
0.400*** 0.331*** 0.021 0.090

(0.111) (0.115) (0.029) (0.073)

Dairy
0.227** 0.122* 0.040 0.054

(0.096) (0.066) (0.040) (0.049)

Fats
0.314*** 0.056 0.322*** -0.050

(0.084) (0.040) (0.081) (0.041)

Sweets
0.207*** 0.007 0.286*** -0.082**

(0.058) (0.006) (0.059) (0.036)

Misc. (Condiments and Beverages)
0.116* 0.022 0.209*** -0.101**

(0.067) (0.052) (0.056) (0.041)

Total
0.079 0.063 0.367*** -0.251**

(0.054) (0.082) (0.070) (0.105)

Notes: 
* p<0.10   **p<0.05   ***p<0.01 
Attrition-adjusted weighted results. Standard errors clustered at the Ward level in parentheses 
Estimations use OLS difference-in-difference modelling among 5244 panel households. All estimations control for week of interview, baseline household size, main 
respondent’s gender, age, education and marital status, strata, household demographic composition, and a vector of cluster level prices
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For additional information, please see: Bhalla, G., 
Handa S., Angeles, G., and Seidenfeld, D. (2018). 
The effect of cash transfers and household 
vulnerability on food security in Zimbabwe. 
Food Policy. 2018; 74:82-99. 

The Transfer Project is a multi-organizational initiative 
of UNICEF, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO), Save the Children UK and the University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in collaboration 
with national governments, and other national and 
international researchers. For a full list of partners 
and funders for the Zimbabwe impact evaluations 
see: https://transfer.cpc.unc.edu/?page_id=1264

Finally, the baseline survey was implemented between 
April and June, so that some households were interviewed 
just prior to harvest, and others during or just after. This 
presented the opportunity to divide the sample according to 
initial vs. peak harvest period, to understand if the standard 
set of socio-economic and demographic factors influenced 
food security differently in a relatively worse-off vs. better-
off period. Being labour constrained weakened food 
security, but had no impact on value of food consumption 
in the pre-harvest period. This evidence supports the 
programme feature of the HSCT wherein eligibility of a 
household to become a beneficiary of the cash transfer is 
determined not just by poverty but also by its dependency 
ratio, a proxy for labour constraints status. 

CONCLUSION 
In summary, the two-period panel data used to evaluate 
impact of the HSCT in Zimbabwe found that household 
vulnerability correlates strongly with experienced food 
security. The cash transfer has strong positive impacts 
on Food Security and Diet Diversity Scores. However, 
there is no significant impact on aggregate value of food 
consumption. These labour-constrained and food-poor 
households depend on subsistence farming and gifts and 
aid to make up their total food basket. A disaggregated 
analysis by analyzing the three main sources of food 
consumption, own-production, markets, and gifts, finds that 
cash is used to obtain more food from the market and rely 
less on food gifts. 

The post-2015 Sustainable Development Agenda has 
declared ending hunger and achieving food security as the 
second of its 17-goal agenda, to be achieved by 2030. To 
accurately monitor progress, we need to rely on multiple 
measures of food security, which include measures that 
capture the uncertainty and mental stress associated 
with food access. Thus, we need to go beyond measures 
such as aggregate value of household food consumption, 
which do not provide us with the complete picture of the 
household’s vulnerability with respect to food. The findings 
also underline the important practice of utilizing labour-
constrained status as an attribute for identifying programme 
beneficiaries. 
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