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FOREWORD  
FROM THE HONOURABLE MARIE-CLAUDE BIBEAU, 
MINISTER OF INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND LA 
FRANCOPHONIE, GOVERNMENT OF CANADA

September 2018

While conflicts between states have declined 
dramatically in past years, conflicts within states 
– frequently involving non-state actors – are on 
the rise. The result is human displacement, leaving 
millions of people with few opportunities, limited 
access to services and an uncertain future.

It is well known that humanitarian crises exacerbate 
gender inequalities, and emergencies are 
experienced differently by women, men, girls and 
boys. Women and girls shoulder a heavier burden of 
care for both families and the community at large. 
They are also at higher risk for abuse, exploitation 
and violence – including sexual violence – with little 
protection and limited legal recourse. 

As part of Canada’s Feminist International Assistance 
Policy, we have committed to developing and 

implementing our international assistance in ways that improve gender equality and empower 
women and girls. We believe that this is the best way to eradicate poverty and drive progress 
toward achieving the Sustainable Development Goals.

Canada recognises the important role that cash-based assistance can play in humanitarian 
response. It is an effective and dignified way for crisis-affected families to meet their most basic 
needs in contexts where the local markets continue to function. Canada continues to advocate for 
the routine use of cash, and encourages its partners to consider cash assistance when and where 
appropriate, including by carrying out a gender analysis of any proposed cash activities.

However, the role and impact of cash based assistance on gender equality and women’s 
empowerment is still not well understood. There is an urgent need to address this blind spot, share 
and apply what we know about the relationship between gender and cash based assistance, and 
find ways to fill the gaps in our understanding. 

Canada is pleased to have supported this volume of collected research papers that are the outcome 
of CaLP’s Gender Symposium that was held in Nairobi, Kenya on February 21, 2018. This research 
represents a critical early step to building our understanding of how to deliver humanitarian 
assistance that is inclusive and effective. I encourage all humanitarian actors to take stock of the 
learning which is gathered here, apply it and share new learning so that evidence gaps are closed 
and humanitarian action is made more responsive to the needs of all populations. I look forward to 
seeing the addition of new research as the collection grows, and with it, our shared understanding. 

The Honourable Marie-Claude Bibeau
Minister of International Development and La Francophonie,  
Government of Canada
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SETTING THE STAGE: WHAT WE KNOW 
(AND DON’T KNOW) ABOUT THE 

EFFECTS OF CASH-BASED INTERVENTIONS 
ON GENDER OUTCOMES IN 

HUMANITARIAN SETTINGS 

Prepared for UN Women by Claire A. Simon

September 2018 

 

ABSTRACT
Rigorous studies from the development sector provide evidence that well-designed cash transfer 
programmes directed to women can positively impact women and girls across a range of protection 
and empowerment dimensions. In this context, cash transfers have been linked to reductions 
in intimate partner violence, early and forced marriage, and negative coping strategies. Social 
cash transfer programmes also demonstrate promise in improving a woman’s income security, 
bargaining power and decision-making capabilities. However, less is understood around the effect 
of cash-based interventions on gender outcomes in humanitarian settings. The evidence base in 
this context is much more limited and mixed. Yet the use of cash in emergency settings is on the 
rise. Without proper gender considerations, the concern is that cash-based interventions (CBIs) 
may fail to reach those left furthest behind and possibly limit rather than create the opportunity 
for greater gender-transformative change. This paper examines the emerging evidence of the 
effects of cash-based interventions on protection and empowerment outcomes in humanitarian 
settings. With a gender lens, it explores the opportunities and risks of CBIs on gender outcomes, 
highlighting outcome areas that have yet to be clearly proven in emergency and crisis settings. 
Finally, it examines how programme design features (e.g. targeting, complementary programming, 
the size and duration of the transfer, etc.) may be made more gender-responsive in different 
humanitarian contexts.
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1. INTRODUCTION
With humanitarian crises increasing in number, depth and severity, new approaches to humanitarian 
action are needed to meet mounting needs and reach those left furthest behind. The situation for 
women and girls is particularly acute as they are often differently and disproportionately affected 
by crises. Gender inequalities increase women’s and girls’ vulnerability, so that when a crisis takes 
place, they are often more exposed to greater loss of livelihoods, security and even lives, both 
during and in the aftermath of the event.1 In crisis situations, women and girls also experience an 
increased risk of gender-based violence (GBV). One study indicates that at least one in five female 
refugees and internally displaced persons in countries affected by conflict are victims of sexual 
violence.2

Humanitarian financing, already stretched to its limits, lacks critical investment in gender equality 
and women’s empowerment. Yet gender-responsive humanitarian assistance has the potential to 
lead to more sustainable outcomes for women, their dependants and the wider community. Indeed, 
emerging research shows that the active participation of women in economic life can make peace-
building and recovery efforts more sustainable.3 Crisis situations may also present opportunities 
for new and more progressive gender roles and relationships to emerge, creating space for 
humanitarian action to foster progress on broader gender equality and women’s empowerment 
goals.4 Within this context, the use of cash-based interventions (CBIs) in humanitarian response is 
on the rise. Since 2014, there has been a twofold increase in relief funding directed towards cash-
based programming.5 The rise is due, in part, to a recognition that cash can offer greater flexibility 
for donors and implementers, and greater dignity and choice for beneficiaries. However, one 
concern is that without appropriate gender considerations, CBIs may fail to reach those left furthest 
behind and may possibly limit, rather than create an opportunity for, greater gender-transformative 
change.

Rigorous evidence on cash and gender from the development sector suggests that well-designed 
CBIs targeting women can improve a woman’s bargaining power, increase her decision-making 
capacity and reduce intimate partner violence.6 There is also evidence from this sector to suggest 
that cash transfers can improve the school attendance rates – and delay marriage and pregnancy 
– of adolescent girls.7 How cash transfer programming in humanitarian settings effects gender 
outcomes, however, remains largely under-researched and not adequately understood. This paper 
serves as a starting point for understanding gender dynamics in this context by reviewing the 
evidence to date at the intersect between cash transfer programming, humanitarian action and 
gender outcomes. After a discussion of methods, the paper organizes the evidence by outcome 
area, first discussing findings related to protection outcomes, and then addressing broader 
empowerment outcomes. The paper concludes with a discussion of lessons learnt to inform future 
programming and action.

“Without proper gender considerations, the concern is 
that cash-based interventions may fail to reach those left 
furthest behind and possibly limit rather than create the 
opportunity for greater gender-transformative change.”

1 CARE International (2017)
2 OCHA (2016)
3 UN Women (2015) 
4 Brady, C. (2011)
5 CaLP (2018)
6 Bastagli, F. et al (2016)
7 Bastagli, F. et al (2016)
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2. METHODS
This literature review focuses on the evidence of cash-based interventions and gender outcomes 
in the humanitarian sector. Most of the findings from the humanitarian context come from grey8 
literature, using programme evaluations, monitoring reports and studies that use a variety of 
evaluation methods that often do not include – both by design and necessity – a comparative 
control group.9 Given the limited set of robust evidence from this sector, the review also draws 
on evidence from the development context, which has been comparatively well studied.10 The 
review is not meant to represent an exhaustive search of the literature; nor were the studies 
herein included or excluded against a set of rigorous methodological criteria. Indeed, this review 
purposefully includes a broad range of studies and reports to demonstrate emergent findings that 
may serve as a springboard for discussion about where further research and analysis are required. 

Articles were identified through searches carried out via the University of Colorado Libraries journal 
access point, Google Scholar and the websites of many donor and implementing organizations. 
Additional resources were identified from the bibliographies of the most relevant articles. These 
articles were then reviewed and culled based on the following criteria:

� a discussion of gender-sensitive indicators and outcomes

� the use of cash-based programming in humanitarian settings

� the age of the article – most are less than 10 years old

� a clear discussion of methods.

Finally, this literature review was peer reviewed by several researchers and practitioners in the field.

3. EVIDENCE

8 Grey literature refers to reports, materials and research from government and other institutions that are produced and disseminated 
outside of traditional academic and commercial publishing channels.

9 Limiting the evidence base in this sector is a unique set of circumstances that makes such studies a challenge to design and implement. 
First, within the context of an unfolding crisis, using a treatment/control design where some are denied benefits can be unethical. 
Second, in emergency settings where events are rapidly changing and where populations are in transit, it is challenging to keep track of 
beneficiaries to monitor over time.

10 In years preceding this study, there have been several, large, empirical, quantitative multi-year studies of social cash transfer programmes 
that discuss, in detail, the evidence of its impact. These reviews examine the evidence from studies that use randomized control trials 
(RCTs) or rigorous quasi-experimental methods to evaluate programme outcomes. In this review, the evidence of impact of cash-based 
interventions on gender outcomes for the development context is drawn primarily from these papers, most notably the ODI paper by 
Bastagli, F. et al, 2016: ‘Cash transfers: what does the evidence say? A rigorous review of programme impact and of the role of design and 
implementation features’.

Celestine, a refugee at the Lusenda camp, leads a dance performance organized by youth at a 
multipurpose centre in October 2015. The centres also serve as safe spaces for women to feel 
comfortable and express themselves, without the fear of judgement or harm.
Photo: UN Women/Catianne Tijerina
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In the context of this paper, cash-based interventions are defined using the Cash Learning 
Partnership (CaLP) definition, which, in the context of humanitarian assistance, refers to ‘the 
provision of cash transfers or vouchers given to individuals, household or community recipients; not 
to governments or other state actors. CBI covers all modalities of cash-based assistance, including 
vouchers. This excludes remittances and microfinance… The term can be used interchangeably with 
Cash Based Assistance and Cash Transfer Programming.’11 The section is organized by outcome area, 
beginning with protection issues and followed by dimensions of women’s empowerment. Each 
outcome area starts with a brief discussion of the broader evidence from the development context, 
and then goes on to discuss emerging evidence in the humanitarian context.

“In emergency contexts, pre-existing gender inequalities 
tend to intensify women’s and girls’ vulnerability, where 
they are at an increased risk of engaging in poorly paid 
work or sex work, exposure to gender-based violence, 
and have less access to protection and health services.”

3.1 Protection outcomes
In emergency contexts, pre-existing gender inequalities tend to intensify women’s and girls’ 
vulnerability, where they are at an increased risk of engaging in poorly paid work or sex work,12 
exposure to gender-based violence,13 and have less access to protection and health services.14 Yet 
most of the research to date in this sector focuses on ‘do-no-harm’ reporting, where implementers 
strive to ensure that CBIs do not create additional risk exposure. This section examines the evidence 
around cash transfer programming and several areas of protection, including gender-based 
violence, early and forced marriage, early pregnancy and negative coping mechanisms.

3.1.1. Intimate partner violence
A cash transfer can potentially contribute to reducing intimate partner violence (IPV) by relieving 
overall stress within the household or by strengthening a woman’s position within that household, 
giving her more choices.15 These dynamics, however, are potentially influenced by a complex set 
of local social norms, such as perceptions of male authority, a man’s role as provider and ideas of 
shame around divorce, all of which may contribute to overall levels of violence in a household.16 
Therefore, depending on the context, a CBI that targets women may either increase or reduce the 
effect of these norms on the risk of violence.

In the development context, cash transfers have been largely associated with a reduction in 
reported physical violence against women by male partners, although the effects on emotional 
abuse and spousal controlling behaviour, however, are more mixed,17 with some studies reporting 
greater abuse while others reported a fall or no change.18 The precise pathway in which cash 

11 ‘Glossary of Cash Transfer Programming’, CaLP website (2017). Available at: http://www.cashlearning.org/resources/glossary [Last accessed 
December 2017].

12 Save the Children (2014)
13 OCHA (2016)
14 World Humanitarian Summit (2016)
15 Bastagli, F. et al (2016)
16 Heise, 2011
17 Bastagli, F. et al (2016)
18 Ibid.

http://www.cashlearning.org/resources/glossary
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transfers may increase non-physical abuse is poorly understood.19 Some researchers posit that the 
size of the transfer matters, that with smaller transfer values, the male partner is still likely to be 
perceived as the primary provider for the family and he is, therefore, less likely to see the cash 
transfer as a threat.20 However, when the size of the cash transfer increases to the extent that it 
represents a significant source of income, discord may rise, increasing the possibility of a backlash.21

Within the humanitarian context, there has been little substantive research to date on the risks 
of intimate partner violence and the protective factors associated with the provision of cash. 
Indeed, intimate partner violence is rarely considered in a systematic way in programme design, 
implementation and evaluation.22 Some initial findings in this area, emerging from the humanitarian 
sector, are summarized below.

� The studies reviewed tend to report from a do-no-harm perspective rather than looking 
at how cash may promote gender-equitable relations that minimize the risks of IPV. For 
example, studies of emergency response cash transfer programmes in Swaziland and Malawi 
noted little evidence of increased IPV resulting from the transfer.23 However, such reports 
indicate little about the potential for cash to reduce violence in these settings. One interesting 
study of a programme in Uganda did have an explicit goal to reduce gender-based violence. 
This economic empowerment programme included both a cash component and GBV awareness 
programming. However, on evaluation, the study found no evidence of a reduction in GBV nor of 
any improvements in gender-equitable relations.24 The evaluator concluded that the programme 
design had failed to adequately engage men.25 However, a subsequent reviewer noted that the 
evaluator had not considered how the GBV awareness activities might have had a positive impact 
in reducing the potential for an increase in violence that a cash transfer could possibly trigger.26

� A few studies suggest that the coping behaviours of women can obscure the relationship 
between cash transfers and the reported incidence of abuse. Women use many coping 
mechanisms to limit the potential for physical and emotional abuse by a male spouse. For 
example, in several studies, women anecdotally reported various ways of diffusing potential 
violence, such as quickly spending the transfer, giving their partners a portion of the income 
or reporting issues of GBV to programme staff.27 These mitigation strategies make it difficult 
to measure the extent to which cash transfers positively or negatively impact intra-household 
relations. Exacerbating this issue is that gender-based violence tends to be under-reported.28 
Therefore, how the study is set up to answer this question is of critical importance.

“Several studies reported temporary improvements in 
household harmony as the extra income relieves the 

ongoing stress associated with providing for the family. 
This outcome tends to hold true, regardless of which 

gender is targeted for the cash transfer.”
19 One idea is that increased female bargaining power, which serves to limit physical abuse, can in turn provoke emotional abuse (Eswaran, N. 

and Malhotra, M., 2011, in Bastagli, F. et al, 2016). Rather than violence that could prompt the women to leave, the partner seeks other less 
conspicuous ways to either channel frustration or to influence how the money is spent. This behaviour may be why some studies report 
increased emotional abuse in the absence of increased reports of physical abuse (see Bobonis, G. et al, 2013, and Angelucci, M., 2008, in 
Bastagli, F. et al, 2016).

20 Angelucci, M., 2008, in Bastagli, F. et al, 2016
21 Ibid.
22 Berg, M. and Seferis, L., 2015
23 Devereux, S. and Jere, P., 2008, in Bell, E., 2015
24 Sengupta, A., 2014
25 Ibid.
26 Browne, E., 2014
27 Wasilkowska, K., 2012; Brady, C. (2011)
28 Berg, M. and Seferis, L., 2015
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� More consistent in the humanitarian literature is the potential for cash to reduce 
household tensions. Several studies reported temporary improvements in household 
harmony as the extra income relieves the ongoing stress associated with providing for the 
family.29 This outcome tends to hold true, regardless of which gender is targeted for the cash 
transfer.30 A few studies have reported that cash transfers can increase tensions in polygamous 
households. For example, a review of four emergency cash transfer programmes in Indonesia, 
Kenya and Zimbabwe reported rising tensions in polygamous households when only one co-
wife was targeted for the programme.31 In such cases, tensions rose when the distribution of 
the benefit within the household was thought to be unequal.

� Some studies raise concerns that the purposeful targeting of women can result in men 
being marginalized, thereby increasing the risk of negative outcomes. For example, 
a study of emergency cash transfer programmes in Zimbabwe and Kenya noted that men 
questioned why the implementers ‘preferred’ women and did not want to work with them.32 
The authors go on to caution that ‘the marginalisation of men is a serious obstacle to programmes 
seeking to take steps towards gender equality and sustainable social change’.33

3.1.2. Early and forced marriage, pregnancy and negative coping strategies 
Theory and evidence from the development sector suggests that regular cash transfers directed 
to women and girls may help reduce early pregnancy, early and forced marriage, and sexually 
transmitted diseases by addressing the vulnerabilities that lead adolescents and young people 
living in poverty to apply negative coping strategies.34 Programme design components, such as the 
duration of the programme and the imposition of conditions, are thought to influence the strength 
and scale of these effects, although there are few studies that test this assumption.35

How cash transfers in humanitarian settings affect negative coping mechanisms, such as 
engaging in survival sex, is also largely unresearched and not well understood. A few studies 
reported anecdotal evidence that suggests cash can help reduce the incidence of sex work. 
For example, studies from Kenya and Swaziland noted scattered reports by key informants of a 
reduction in sex work among women and girls.36 In contrast, a study of a cash transfer programme 
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) noted the opposite effect. In this latter case, some 
beneficiaries reported that the cash transfer, one component of an income-generation project, was 
not enough to stop them from engaging in sex work.37 In none of these studies, however, was the 
effect of cash on women’s and girls’ vulnerability to sexual exploitation systematically assessed.

3.2. Women’s empowerment outcomes
In practice, the process of women’s empowerment is based on a range of factors, such as societal 
norms (e.g. perceptions on the roles of women and men), individual attitudes and personalities, 
access to resources as well as social networks of support and existing legal structures.38 A regular 
cash transfer is, therefore, just one of many factors that may influence this process. Given these 
complexities, the impact of cash transfers on gender equality and women’s empowerment 
outcomes is not well understood. This section examines the links between CBIs and women’s 

29 Brady, C. (2011); Wasilkowska, K., 2012; Tabbara, H., 2016
30 Browne, E., 2014
31 Brady, C. (2011)
32 Ibid.
33 Brady, C. (2011), p. 18
34 Kennedy, C. et al, 2014; Handa, S., Halpern, C.T., Pettifor, A. and Thirumurthy, H. (2014); Cluver, L. et al, 2014
35 One exception is a study of the Zomba cash transfer programme in Malawi, which targeted adolescent girls. This study directly compared 

impacts of conditions on outcome areas related to education, marriage, pregnancy and health. The girls receiving the unconditional 
cash transfer experienced greater, significant reductions in the above-mentioned outcomes than those who received the transfer with 
conditions. However, the authors posit the differences may have more to do with the study design than the cash transfer. (See Baird, S. et 
al, 2013.)

36 Brady, C., 2011, and Devereux, S. and Jere, P., 2008, in Berg, M. and Seferis, L., 2015
37 Thompson, S., 2010, in Berg, M. and Seferis, L., 2015
38 DFID, 2015
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empowerment outcomes related to women’s decision-making, the burdens on women and 
psychosocial well-being.

3.2.1. Women’s decision-making
In the development context, most of the reported improvements in women’s decision-making 
remain in the realm of household expenditures and the reported effects are often small and 
insignificant.39 Only a few studies show significant results around other domains of decision-making, 
such as family planning, healthcare and a woman’s right to work outside the home; and the results 
are also mixed.

In the humanitarian context, there is some evidence that cash improves women’s decision-
making, although it too is mostly in the household arena. Studies reveal that, in many fragile 
contexts, there remains a widespread belief that men are the primary decision-makers.40 For example, 
a study of a cash transfer programme in Somalia found improvements in the decision-making 
capacities of women beneficiaries around household expenditures, but only because control over 
this realm was considered part of the existing social fabric: ‘Men own the decision-making authority, 
but women are the household managers.’41 Similarly, a study in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
found that while monitoring surveys indicated that 83 percent of beneficiaries report that decisions 
are made jointly, focus groups participants (both men and women) noted that men most often 
made the final decision.42

“The literature on women’s empowerment cautions that, 
given the responsibilities women face in coping 

with the burden of poverty, targeting them for any 
type of programming has the potential to increase 

this burden, adding responsibilities both inside 
and outside of the home.”

3.2.2. Additional burdens and gender stereotypes
The literature on women’s empowerment cautions that, given the responsibilities women face in 
coping with the burden of poverty, targeting them for any type of programming has the potential 
to increase this burden, adding responsibilities both inside and outside of the home.43 Cash transfers 
are no exception. For this reason, programme design choices may play a key role in determining 
the size and direction of impact. Rich, qualitative research emerging from Latin America suggests 
that conditional cash transfers (CCTs)44 can place an undue burden on women in the form of extra-
official requirements, such as requiring hospital births and the use of state-run day care services.45 
The findings underscore the need to clearly understand the underlying drivers of gender inequality 
and women’s unpaid work within a given context in order to best adapt programming.

There is a growing recognition in the development sector that for CBIs to effect broader 
transformative change in gender relations, including traditionally ascribed gender roles, they must 

39 Bastagli, F. et al, (2016)
40 Brady, C. (2011); Browne, E., 2014; Berg, M. et al, 2013
41 Wasilkowska, K., 2012, p. 26
42 Bailey, S., 2013
43 Chant, S., 2008
44 CCTs are cash transfer programmes where the receipt of the transfer is linked to conditions such as regular visits to the health clinic for 

immunizations or school attendance.
45 Cookson, T.P., 2015
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necessarily include men and boys. With the support of UN Women, Promundo, a global leader in 
promoting gender justice and preventing violence, developed a pilot programme linked to the 
Bolsa Família cash transfer programme in Brazil that directly engages men and boys. Emerging 
evidence from the pilot suggests this type of programming is helping to drive more transformative 
gender-relational change. The intervention included workshops with spousal partners on topics 
such as violence prevention, women’s autonomy and decision-making, caregiving and economic 
empowerment. Findings from the pilot evaluation noted substantial changes in the attitudes of 
both partners towards more equal decision-making about household investments, reproductive 
decisions and parenting. The study also found that men were spending more time with their 
children, both in caregiving and in play.46

In the humanitarian context, literature emerging from CBIs in emergency relief is consistent with 
that of other types of programming, reporting mixed results.

� Some studies have found that cash-based initiatives can impose additional burdens 
on women.47 These burdens often relate to travelling long distances to collect payments 
or, in the case of cash-for-work programmes, taking time away from family and household 
duties, such as caring for children or preparing meals. These types of issues are not unique to 
cash programmes, and some authors argue that they can be mitigated through thoughtful 
programme design choices.48 For example, programmes can increase the number and location 
of pay points by working with multiple service providers, or offer complementary services, 
such as childcare. Furthermore, ongoing improvements in technology, for example, delivering 
cash transfers via mobile phone, may help mitigate many of these burdens.

� Cash transfers are often found to reinforce existing gender stereotypes. These stereotypes 
emerge in several ways. First, both men and women tend to view women as household 
managers. Several studies noted that the small amount of the transfer was viewed within this 
household purview as a way of helping women perform their regular tasks; so, directing this 
money to women met with little resistance from men.49 A second stereotype focuses on the 
men where they are viewed as more self-serving and lazy. In this case, it is assumed that men 
are more likely to spend the money on different priorities that don’t necessarily benefit the 
family. It should be noted that few studies found any systemic evidence of what is termed 
‘antisocial spending’.50 However, of concern is the fact that targeting women without clearly 
communicating the targeting rules may, inadvertently, perpetuate these stereotypes.

� The evidence to date on how cash transfers influence the safety of women is limited, largely 
anecdotal and mixed. In a study of a cash transfer programme in Nairobi’s informal settlements, 
some beneficiaries reported improved safety.51 Beneficiaries attributed this increased sense of 
safety to the choice of transfer modality: SMS via mobile phone. Since the amount and the 
timing of the transfer were not ‘advertised,’ recipients could collect the funds according to their 
own schedules.52 In contrast, a study of a cash transfer programme in Mogadishu indicated that 
20 percent of female respondents reported threats of violence.53 For this latter study, authors 
point to a flaw in programme implementation, where the distribution of cash transfers was not 
systematically coordinated with other ongoing protection programmes.54

46 Antonio, C. (2016)
47 Berg, M. et al, 2013; Sengupta, A., 2014; Bailey, S., 2013
48 Berg, M. and Seferis, L., 2015
49 Wasilkowska, K., 2012; Brady, C. (2011)
50 Antisocial spending in this case is defined as spending on alcohol, drugs, cigarettes, prostitutes, or other expenditures deemed by society 

to cause harm to individuals. (See Berg, M. and Seferis, L., 2015, p. 21.)
51 Smith, G. and Mohiddin, L., 2015
52 Ibid.
53 Hedlund et al, 2013, in Smith, G. and Mohiddin, L., 2015
54 Smith, G. and Mohiddin, L., 2015



COLLECTED PAPERS ON GENDER AND CASH TRANSFER PROGRAMMES IN HUMANITARIAN CONTEXTS

13

3.2.3. Psychosocial well-being
Cash transfers have the potential to give recipients more choice and a greater sense of control, 
often improving the overall well-being and self-esteem of the beneficiary. These effects are well 
evidenced and reported in the development literature.55 In the humanitarian context, there is 
also ample evidence to demonstrate a positive link between CBIs and the improved well-being of 
beneficiaries – however, with gendered differences. These findings are summarized below.

� Overall, most studies situated in a humanitarian context reported positive or neutral 
impacts of cash transfers on psychosocial well-being, for both men and women. Well-
being, expressed in terms of a greater sense of dignity and self-worth, were commonly 
reported among cash recipients of both genders.56 Beneficiaries often attributed these good 
feelings to being more able to provide for their families. At the same time, the studies revealed 
some interesting gendered differences in expressions of well-being. For example, a study of a 
cash transfer programme in Somalia reported improvements in social status for both men and 
women beneficiaries manifested through a greater ability to give qaaraan, a form of charity 
that involves sharing resources with extended family.57 These feelings of improved social 
status, however, tended to be reported along gendered lines: women through social functions 
and men through religious functions.

� In a cash transfer programme linked to safe spaces, women beneficiaries reported 
positive improvements in social well-being related to relief from isolation. In certain 
social contexts where women traditionally have limited freedom of movement, life in a refugee 
camp can become very isolating. Estranged, and without family ties and social networks, and 
confronted with concerns around camp safety, women are often unable to leave their homes. 
Cash transfers connected to safe spaces have been found to help reopen social networks. 
For example, in a review of the cash transfer programme linked to safe spaces in the Za’atari 
refugee camp in Jordan, women and girls overwhelmingly reported that the cash transfer had 
helped regenerate community bonds, rebuild social networks and provide relief from isolation 
and boredom.58 The opportunity to earn a small amount of cash served as an enticement to 
bring women to the safe space.

� Evidence emerging from studies of cash transfers in emergency settings shows that 
community tensions can be exacerbated by poor programme design and implementation. 
Several studies reported that failures in the communication of programme goals, most notably 
targeting and eligibility requirements, led to increased community tensions between those 
selected for the programme and those left out.59

“In a review of the cash transfer programme linked to 
safe spaces in the Za’atari refugee camp in Jordan, women 

and girls overwhelmingly reported that the cash transfer 
had helped regenerate community bonds, rebuild social 

networks and provide relief from isolation and boredom.”

55 Arnold, C. et al, 2011
56 Wasilkowska, K., 2012; Brady, C. (2011)
57 Wasilkowska, K., 2012
58 Tabbara, H., 2016
59 Brady, C. (2011); Wasilkowska, K., 2012; Bailey, S., 2013
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3.2.4. Women’s economic empowerment
Evidence from the development sector on the link between CBIs and women’s economic 
empowerment remains mixed. Positive examples pair the transfer with complementary 
programming. For example, a pilot CBI in Egypt found evidence of a positive and potentially 
transformative nature by coupling the cash transfer with sessions on citizenship and employment 
training.60

Within the humanitarian context, few studies of CBIs in emergency settings systematically 
report on outcome areas related to labour participation, access to finance, credit, savings 
and investment. One reason is that, in the context of an emergency, cash transfers more often 
focus on food security rather than longer-term economic empowerment. There is some limited 
evidence to suggest that the size of the transfer may be important in realizing economic gains, with 
small transfers being of limited use as a tool for savings and investment. For example, a study of 
an emergency cash transfer programme in Somalia found that few recipients reported the ability 
to save and invest, noting that the amount of money distributed was too small for any meaningful 
investment.61 Similar results were noted in a review of an emergency cash transfer programme at 
the Za’atari camp in Jordan, where 87 percent of women reported being unable to save.62

60 Sholkamy, H., 2011
61 Wasilkowska, K., 2012 
62 Tabbara, H., 2016

Yusra came to the Za’atari refugee camp in 2013 and is enrolled in UN Women’s Oases programme 
as an administrative assistant, working to earn money to buy her family meat and vegetables, 
and to save money for her children’s education. 
Photo: UN Women/Christopher Herwig
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4. LESSONS LEARNT
Evidence from the development sector and limited evidence emerging from the humanitarian 
sector suggests that programme design and implementation features may strongly influence 
gender protection and empowerment outcomes. For gender-responsive programming in 
humanitarian settings, where conditions on the ground may change rapidly, these considerations 
are perhaps of even greater importance. Some lessons learnt, or perhaps better described as ‘things 
to consider for future programming and research’, are summarized below.

� Rapid emergency assessments should include a gender component to help identify 
local social and cultural norms around gender relations that may be critical to the 
implementation of gender-responsive programming. The roles and responsibilities of men 
and women within households and communities need to be better understood in order to 
ensure that CBIs enhance rather than restrict gender equality and women’s empowerment 
opportunities and goals.

� Targeting women for CBIs is not in itself gender-responsive. The key challenges around 
targeting for cash transfer programmes are twofold: how to define programme eligibility 
criteria and how to accurately identify beneficiaries for inclusion. In emergency settings, these 
challenges are often amplified as nearly everyone is in need and living in rapidly changing 
conditions. This review found that many programmes use some form of categorical targeting 
(e.g. elderly, female-headed households, households with orphans or vulnerable children) to 
identify households for inclusion. Programmes use these categories as they tend to be highly 
correlated with income poverty and are much easier to apply than a more complicated proxy 
means test. Yet this review found little research on whether this type of targeting works well 
in emergency settings to reach the most vulnerable. Furthermore, depending on the specific 
objectives of the programme, this type of targeting may not be appropriate. For example, 
one study of a cash-for-work programme in the Democratic Republic of the Congo reported 
categorical targeting resulting in the inclusion of a large number of elderly and disabled 
women. The work programme, however, centred on building roads, which required heavy 
labour and was, therefore, inappropriate for the beneficiary pool.63

� Conditionality, where the receipt of the benefit is linked to certain requirements (e.g. 
keeping children in school), may not make sense in emergencies where the situation 
on the ground is changing rapidly. In humanitarian contexts, using strong messaging may 
be a more effective way of positively influencing gender outcomes. Combining cash-based 
programming with awareness-raising messaging and complementary activities around topics 
such as intimate partner violence and joint decision-making may positively improve female 
equality and women’s empowerment outcomes.

“Combining cash-based programming with awareness-
raising messaging and complementary activities around 
topics such as intimate partner violence and joint 
decision-making may positively improve female equality 
and women’s empowerment outcomes.”

63 Bailey, S., 2013
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� How the size, frequency and duration of a cash transfer influence gender protection and 
empowerment outcomes in humanitarian settings is still unclear and needs more research. 
A key question in humanitarian settings revolves around the purpose of the transfer. If the primary 
goal is food security, the size, frequency and duration of the transfer may be best considered along 
the lines of other in-kind programmes: small, frequent and linked to the protraction of the crisis. 
However, if the objective is to move beyond short-term immediate response to long-term solutions 
that bridge the humanitarian development divide, then more gender-transformative changes 
supporting women’s economic empowerment may be crucial, calling for other considerations. 
For instance, a larger, less frequent transfer combined with complementary programming. 

� More research is needed on how best to link cash transfers to complementary 
programming in different contexts. There are several examples of successes with linked 
programming such as that from the Za’atari camp in Jordan, where combining cash for work 
with safe spaces resulted in less social isolation.64 The use of such add-on programming has 
the potential to enhance the impact of the transfer and lead to greater gender-transformative 
change and, arguably, improved development outcomes. For example, a cash transfer 
programme in Lebanon targeted at Syrian refugees linked the transfer with training in 
budgeting, debt management and banking services. A review of the programme found some 
evidence that cash paired with financial management training allowed women to save money 
and better manage debt – thereby reducing reliance on negative coping strategies.65

� The use of technology in the delivery of cash has the potential to improve gender 
protection and empowerment outcomes, but remains largely under-researched. There 
is limited emerging evidence that electronic transfers can improve some aspects of women’s 
decision-making. A study of an emergency cash transfer programme in Niger compared the 
delivery mechanisms of direct cash and mobile transfers, and found that women receiving 
mobile transfers were more likely to independently collect the transfer and go to weekly 
markets.66 However, there remains a concern that the use of technology for payments may 
unduly exclude vulnerable groups who traditionally have lower numeracy and literacy rates. 
Some studies suggest that with programme attention to outreach, training and help desk 
services, these challenges can be mitigated,67 but more research is required.

64 Tabbara, H., 2016
65 Berg, M. and Seferis, L., 2015
66 Aker, J. et al, 2016
67 Berg, M. et al, 2013



COLLECTED PAPERS ON GENDER AND CASH TRANSFER PROGRAMMES IN HUMANITARIAN CONTEXTS

17

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Aker, J., Boumnijel, R., McClelland, A. and Tierney, N. (2016) ‘Payment Mechanisms and Anti-Poverty 
Programs: Evidence from a Mobile Money Cash Transfer Experiment in Niger’, Research Paper. 
Available at: http://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/publications/4277_Payments-
Mechanism-and-anti-poverty-programs_Aker_Nov2016.pdf [Last accessed December 2017].

Alam, A. and Baez, J. (2011) ‘Does cash for school influence young women’s behavior in the longer 
term? Evidence from Pakistan’, Policy Research Working Paper 5669, World Bank, Washington, DC.

Alloush, M., Taylor, E., Gupta, A. and Gonzalez-Estrada, E. (2017) ‘Economic Life in Refugee Camps’, 
World Development, vol. 95, pp. 334–347.

Ambler, K. and de Brauw, A. (2017) ‘The Impacts of Cash Transfers on Women’s Empowerment: 
Learning from Pakistan’s BISP Program’, Social Protection and Labor Discussion Paper No. 1702, 
World Bank Group, Washington, DC.

Antonio, C. (2016) ‘Envolvendo mulheres e homens em programas transformativos de gênero de 
transferência direta de renda com condicionalidades – Bolsa Família’, Promundo (unpublished 
report).

Arnold, C., Conway, T. and Greenslade, M. (2011) ‘DFID Cash Transfers Literature Review’, Department 
for International Development (DFID), London.

Bailey, S. (2013) ‘Evaluation of Concern Worldwide’s Emergency Response in Masisi, North Kivu, DRC 
(2012-2013)’, Concern Worldwide. Available at: https://www.concern.net/sites/default/files/media/
resource/evaluation_of_concern_worldwides_emergency_response_in_masisi_north_kivu_drc.
pdf [Last accessed December 2017].

Baird, S., Chirwa, E., de Hoop, J. and Özler, B. (2013) ‘Girl Power: Cash Transfers and Adolescent 
Welfare. Evidence from a Cluster-Randomized Experiment in Malawi’, NBER Working Paper No. 
19479. 

Baird, S., Chirwa, E., McIntosh, C. and Özler, B. (2010) ‘The Short-term Impacts of a Schooling 
Conditional Cash Transfer Program on the Sexual Behavior of Young Women’, Health Economics, 19, 
55–68, September 2010.

Bastagli, F., Hagen-Zanker, J., Harman, L., Barca, V., Sturge, G., Schmidt, T. and Pellerano, L. (2016) 
‘Cash transfers: what does the evidence say? A rigorous review of programme impact and of the 
role of design and implementation features’, Overseas Development Institute (ODI), London.

Bell, E. (2015) ‘Violence against Women and Cash Transfers in Humanitarian Context’, VAWG 
Helpdesk Research Report No. 68, VAWG Helpdesk, London.

Berg, M., Mattinen, H. and Pattugalan, G. (2013) ‘Examining Protection and Gender in Cash and 
Voucher Transfers’, World Food Programme, Rome. Available at: http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/
groups/public/documents/communications/wfp260028.pdf [Last accessed December 2017].

Berg, M. and Seferis, L. (2015) ‘Protection Outcomes in Cash Based Interventions: A Literature 
Review’, UNHCR and the Danish Refugee Council. Available at: http://www.cashlearning.org/
resources/library/590-protection-outcomes-in-cash-based-interventions-a-literature-review [Last 
accessed December 2017].

http://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/publications/4277_Payments-Mechanism-and-anti-poverty-programs_Aker_Nov2016.pdf
http://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/publications/4277_Payments-Mechanism-and-anti-poverty-programs_Aker_Nov2016.pdf
https://www.concern.net/sites/default/files/media/resource/evaluation_of_concern_worldwides_emergency_response_in_masisi_north_kivu_drc.pdf
https://www.concern.net/sites/default/files/media/resource/evaluation_of_concern_worldwides_emergency_response_in_masisi_north_kivu_drc.pdf
https://www.concern.net/sites/default/files/media/resource/evaluation_of_concern_worldwides_emergency_response_in_masisi_north_kivu_drc.pdf
http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/communications/wfp260028.pdf
http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/communications/wfp260028.pdf
http://www.cashlearning.org/resources/library/590-protection-outcomes-in-cash-based-interventions-a-literature-review
http://www.cashlearning.org/resources/library/590-protection-outcomes-in-cash-based-interventions-a-literature-review


COLLECTED PAPERS ON GENDER AND CASH TRANSFER PROGRAMMES IN HUMANITARIAN CONTEXTS

18

Björkman Nyqvist, M., Corno, L., de Walque, D. and Svensson, J. (2015) ‘Using Lotteries to Incentivize 
Safer Sexual Behavior: Evidence from a Randomized Controlled Trial on HIV Prevention’, Policy 
Research Working Paper No. 7215, World Bank Group, Washington, DC.

Brady, C. (2011) ‘Walking the Talk: Cash Transfers and Gender Dynamics’, Concern Worldwide and 
Oxfam GB, London. Available at: https://www.concern.net/sites/default/files/resource/2011/05/
cash_transfers_in_gender_relations.pdf [Last accessed December 2017].

Browne, E. (2014) ‘Evidence of impact of emergency cash transfers on gender and protection’, 
GSDRC Helpdesk Research Report No. 1091, GSDRC, University of Birmingham, Birmingham.

CaLP (2018) ‘The State of the World’s Cash Report: Cash Transfer Programming in Humanitarian 
Aid’, Cash Learning Partnership (CaLP). Available at: http://www.cashlearning.org/downloads/calp-
sowc-report-web.pdf [Last accessed February 2018].

CARE International (2017) ‘Suffering in silence: The 10 most under-reported humanitarian crises of 
2016’, CARE International.

Chant, S. (2008) ‘The ‘feminisation of poverty’ and the ‘feminisation’ of anti-poverty programmes: 
Room for revision?’, The Journal of Development Studies, 44(2): 165–197.

Cluver, L., Boyes, M., Orkin, M., Pantelic, M., Molwena, T. and Sherr, L. (2013) ‘Child-focused state cash 
transfers and adolescent risk of HIV infection in South Africa: a propensity-score-matched case-
control study’, Lancet Global Health, 1 (6): e362–e370.

Cluver, L., Orkin, M., Boyes, M., Sherr, L. (2014) ‘Cash plus care: social protection cumulatively 
mitigates HIV-risk behaviour among adolescents in South Africa’, AIDS, vol. 28, July 2014.

Cookson, T.P. (2015) ‘Rural Women and the Uneven Process of Inclusion: An Institutional Ethnography 
of Peru’s Conditional Cash Transfer Programme’, Doctoral Thesis, University of Cambridge, 
Cambridge.

De Walque, D., Dow, W.H., Nathan, R. et al (2012)  ‘Incentivising safe sex: a randomized trial of 
conditional cash transfers for HIV and sexually transmitted infection prevention in rural Tanzania’, 
BMJ Open 2012;2: e000747. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2011-000747. 

DFID (2015) ‘A theory of change on gender equality and women’s and girls’ empowerment’, DFID 
PPA Learning Partnership Gender Group, London.

Doocy, S., Tappis, H. and Lyles, E. (2016) ‘Are cash-based interventions a feasible approach for 
expanding humanitarian assistance in Syria?’, Journal of International Humanitarian Action (2016) 1:13.

Gentilini, U. (2016) ‘The Other Side of the Coin: The Comparative Evidence of Cash and In-kind 
transfers in Humanitarian Situations’, World Bank Group, Washington, DC.

Goodman, M., Kaberia, R., Morgan, R. and Keiser, P. (2014) ‘Health and livelihood outcomes 
associated with participation in a community-based empowerment program for orphan families in 
semirural Kenya: a cross-sectional study’, Vulnerable Children and Youth Studies, vol. 9, issue 4, 2014.

Hagen-Zanker, J., Pellerano, L., Bastagli, F., Harman, L., Barca, V., Sturge, G., Schmidt, T. and Laing, 
C. (2017) ‘The Impact of Cash Transfers on Women and Girls’, ODI Briefing, March 2017. Available 
at: https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/11374.pdf [Last accessed 
December 2017].

https://www.concern.net/sites/default/files/resource/2011/05/cash_transfers_in_gender_relations.pdf
https://www.concern.net/sites/default/files/resource/2011/05/cash_transfers_in_gender_relations.pdf
http://www.cashlearning.org/downloads/calp-sowc-report-web.pdf
http://www.cashlearning.org/downloads/calp-sowc-report-web.pdf
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/11374.pdf


COLLECTED PAPERS ON GENDER AND CASH TRANSFER PROGRAMMES IN HUMANITARIAN CONTEXTS

19

Handa, S. and Davis, B. (2006) ‘The experience of conditional cash transfers in Latin America and the 
Caribbean’, Developmet Policy Review, 24 (5): 513–536.

Handa, S., Park, M., Darko, R., Osei-Akoto, I., Davis, B. and Diadone, S. (2013) ‘Livelihood Empowerment 
Against Poverty Program Impact Evaluation’, Carolina Population Center, University of North 
Carolina. 

Handa, S., Seidenfeld, D., Davis, B., Tembo, G. and the Zambia Cash Transfer Evaluation Team (2014) 
‘Are Cash Transfers a Silver Bullet? Evidence from the Zambian Child Grant’, Innocenti Working Paper 
No. 2014-08, UNICEF Office of Research, Florence. 

Handa, S., Halpern, C.T., Pettifor, A. and Thirumurthy, H. (2014) ‘The Government of Kenya’s Cash 
Transfer Program Reduces the Risk of Sexual Debut among Young People Age 15–25’, PLoS ONE, 
9(1): e85473. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0085473.

Heise, L. (2011) ‘What Works to Prevent Partner Violence: An evidence overview’. Available at: http://
strive.lshtm.ac.uk/system/files/attachments/What%20works%20to%20prevent%20partner%20
violence.pdf [Last accessed December 2017].

Independent Evaluation Group (2011) ‘Evidence and Lessons Learned from Impact Evaluations on 
Social Safety Nets’, World Bank, Washington, DC.

Kennedy, C. et al (2014) ‘Exploring the potential of a conditional cash transfer intervention to 
reduce HIV risk among young women in Iringa, Tanzania’, AIDS Care: Psychological and Socio-medical 
Aspects of AIDS/HIV, 26:3, 275–281, 2014.

Lehmann, C. and Masterson, D. (2014) ‘Emergency Economies: The Impact of Cash Assistance 
in Lebanon’, International Rescue Committee. Available at: https://www.rescue.org/report/
emergency-economies-impact-cash-assistance-lebanon [Last accessed December 2017].

Molyneux, M. and Thomson, M. (2011) ‘Cash transfers, gender equity and women’s empowerment 
in Peru, Ecuador and Bolivia’, Gender & Development, 19:2, 195–212.

OCHA (2016) ‘World Humanitarian Data and Trends 2016’.

Ormhaug, C. (2009) ‘Armed Conflict Deaths Disaggregated by Gender’, PRIO Paper, 23 November 
2009, International Peace Research Institute, Oslo (PRIO). Available at: https://gendertruce.files.
wordpress.com/2014/07/international-peace-research-armed-conflict-deaths-disaggregated-by-
gender.pdf [Last accessed December 2017].

Pellerano, L., Jakobsen, M., Moratti, M., Bajgar, M. and Barca, V. (2014) ‘Lesotho Child Grants 
Programme impact evaluation’, UNICEF-Lesotho, Maseru, and Oxford Policy Management, 
Oxford. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/dfid-research-outputs/child-grants-programme-impact-
evaluation-follow-up-report [Last accessed: December 2017].

Rawlings, L. and Rubio, G. (2005) ‘Evaluating the Impact of Conditional Cash Transfer Programs’, The 
World Bank Research Observer, 20 (1) 29–55.

Save the Children (2014) ‘State of the World’s Mothers 2014: Saving Mothers and Children in 
Humanitarian Crises’, Save the Children, Westport.

http://strive.lshtm.ac.uk/system/files/attachments/What%20works%20to%20prevent%20partner%20violence.pdf
http://strive.lshtm.ac.uk/system/files/attachments/What%20works%20to%20prevent%20partner%20violence.pdf
http://strive.lshtm.ac.uk/system/files/attachments/What%20works%20to%20prevent%20partner%20violence.pdf
https://www.rescue.org/report/emergency-economies-impact-cash-assistance-lebanon
https://www.rescue.org/report/emergency-economies-impact-cash-assistance-lebanon
https://gendertruce.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/international-peace-research-armed-conflict-deaths-disaggregated-by-gender.pdf
https://gendertruce.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/international-peace-research-armed-conflict-deaths-disaggregated-by-gender.pdf
https://gendertruce.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/international-peace-research-armed-conflict-deaths-disaggregated-by-gender.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/dfid-research-outputs/child-grants-programme-impact-evaluation-follow-up-report
https://www.gov.uk/dfid-research-outputs/child-grants-programme-impact-evaluation-follow-up-report


COLLECTED PAPERS ON GENDER AND CASH TRANSFER PROGRAMMES IN HUMANITARIAN CONTEXTS

20

Sengupta, A. (2014) ‘Understanding the Interaction between Women’s Economic Empowerment 
and Gender Based Violence: Study on ACF’s Cash Transfer Programme in Northern Uganda’, Action 
Against Hunger and Development Pathways. Available at: http://www.cashlearning.org/resources/
library/447-understanding-the-interaction-between-womens-economic-empowerment-and-
gender-based-violence-study-on-acfs-cash-transfer-programme-in-northern-uganda 
[Last accessed December 2017].

Sholkamy, H. (2011) ‘How can Social Protection Provide Social Justice for Women?’, Pathways Policy 
Paper, October 2011, Pathways of Women’s Empowerment RPC, Brighton.

Smith, G. and Mohiddin, L. (2015) ‘A Review of Evidence of Humanitarian Cash Transfer Programming 
in Urban Areas’, IIED Working Paper, International Institute for Environment and Development 
(IIED), London.

Tabbara, H. (2016) ‘Restoring Dignity and Building Resilience: Monitoring Report on UN Women’s 
Programming in Za’atari Refugee Camp, June–October 2015’, UN Women, New York.

Todd, J., Winters, P. and Stecklov, G. (2012 ‘Evaluating the impact of conditional cash transfer 
programs on fertility: the case of the Red de Protección Social in Nicaragua’, Journal of Population 
Economics, 25(1): 267–290.
UN Women (2015) ‘The Effect of Gender Equality Programming on Humanitarian Outcomes’, UN 
Women, New York.

Wasilkowska, K. (2012) ‘Gender Impact Analysis: Unconditional Cash Transfers in South Central 
Somalia’, The Somalia Cash Consortium. Available at: https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/
resources/Somalia%20Cash%20Consortium%20Gender%20Study%20Dec%202012.pdf 
[Last accessed December 2017].

World Bank (2015)  ‘The State of Social Safety Nets 2015’, World Bank Group, Washington, DC. 
doi:10.1596/978-1-4648-0543-1.

World Humanitarian Summit (2016), ‘Women and Girls: Catalysing Action to Achieve Gender 
Equality’, High-Level Leaders’ Roundtable, World Humanitarian Summit, Istanbul, 23–24 May 2016.

Yoong, J., Rabinovich, L. and Diepeveen, S. (2012) ‘The impact of economic resource transfers to 
women versus men: A systematic review’, EPPI-Centre, Social Science Research Unit, Institute of 
Education, University of London, London.
 

http://www.cashlearning.org/resources/library/447-understanding-the-interaction-between-womens-economic-empowerment-and-gender-based-violence-study-on-acfs-cash-transfer-programme-in-northern-uganda
http://www.cashlearning.org/resources/library/447-understanding-the-interaction-between-womens-economic-empowerment-and-gender-based-violence-study-on-acfs-cash-transfer-programme-in-northern-uganda
http://www.cashlearning.org/resources/library/447-understanding-the-interaction-between-womens-economic-empowerment-and-gender-based-violence-study-on-acfs-cash-transfer-programme-in-northern-uganda
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Somalia%20Cash%20Consortium%20Gender%20Study%20Dec%202012.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Somalia%20Cash%20Consortium%20Gender%20Study%20Dec%202012.pdf


COLLECTED PAPERS ON GENDER AND CASH TRANSFER PROGRAMMES IN HUMANITARIAN CONTEXTS

21

 GENDER AND CASH-BASED PROGRAMMING 
IN MALAWI: LESSONS FROM CONCERN 

WORLDWIDE’S HUMANITARIAN AND 
DEVELOPMENT EXPERIENCE
Caoimhe de Barra, Concern Worldwide,  

and Elizabeth Molloy, C12 Consultants 

September 2018 

ABSTRACT  
The use of cash transfers for development and humanitarian programming has expanded rapidly 
in Malawi in the last 5–10 years. Malawi is a highly patriarchal context. Gendered social norms 
rigidly prescribe women’s roles and severely affect women’s agency. Gender-based violence (GBV) 
is highly prevalent. Concepts of masculinity are deeply tied to social norms around men having 
control of household assets and income.
 
There has been a lack of analysis of the impact of cash transfers on power dynamics and gender-
based violence in Malawi. In response to this gap, Concern Worldwide has investigated:

� the impact of short-term humanitarian cash transfers on intra-household power dynamics
� the implications of gender norms for the design of livelihoods and resilience programmes that 

use cash and asset transfers.

In both cases, the research used qualitative methods and was carried out in 2–3 distinct geographical 
areas with a mix of matrilineal and patrilineal systems. 
 
The first research paper found that short-term emergency cash transfers temporarily improve joint 
decision-making between women and men at household level, and do not result in increased GBV 
where cash transfers were made to the usually male head of household. However, changes to intra-
household economic decision-making power are typically short-lived, unless a means of continuing 
to embed such response in longer-term transformational gender norm work can be found.  
 
The second research paper found that where a programme targets the wife as principal 
beneficiary for long-term and high-value cash and asset transfers, there is a potentially 
high risk of increased GBV, abandonment and other negative impacts on the household. 
This is because interventions that empower women to be economically independent are 
deeply threatening to traditional norms of masculinity in Malawi. However, such long-term 
programmes can offer an opportunity to implement transformational gender norm change 
interventions, which are required to address deep-rooted issues around masculinity and power. 
 
This paper therefore asserts that cash transfers can have a life-saving impact, supporting women 
and men’s basic needs for food and other necessities during a disaster situation, without necessarily 
increasing GBV. It goes on to argue, however, that programmes such as the long-term Graduation 
model, which integrate cash-based assistance into wider resilience-raising interventions, provide 
a means of promoting social norm change and attitude change in the long term, when issues of 
gender equality are explored and addressed throughout the programme. 
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1. INTRODUCTION
Concern Worldwide was a pioneer in the use of cash transfers in humanitarian programming 
and in its application in long-term development programming. Concern undertook the first ever 
emergency cash transfer programme in Malawi, in Dowa district, in 2005–2006, in the face of 
significant scepticism.1 Since then, cash has become widely accepted and the commonly preferred 
tool in humanitarian response. It is also increasingly being seen as an important component of 
long-term development programmes, such as the Graduation model, which targets ultra-poor 
households with cash transfers, as well as the life and technical skills required for sustainable 
livelihoods development. 

Building programmes around cash transfers also enables stronger links to be made between 
development, humanitarian and social protection programmes. Effective shock-sensitive social 
protection (SSSP) is increasingly possible when stakeholders using cash in development and 
humanitarian programmes recognize the need to build common platforms for targeting, delivery 
and monitoring. This facilitates the potential use of the vertical and horizontal expansion of social 
protection in times of emergency.2

However, underpinning the rise in the use of cash in development, humanitarian and social 
protection programming lie assumptions in relation to gender, which are often poorly analysed 
and weakly supported by evidence. A recent literature review on gender and cash transfers, 
commissioned by Concern Worldwide,3 identified some of the key gendered implications of cash 
transfers, noting that: 

� There is little research available on the impact of cash transfer programmes on gender dynamics. 

� Cash transfer programmes are often based on the assumption that the provision of cash has a 
positive impact on gender equality. 

� Targeting women, rather than men, for cash transfers helps women access basic needs; however, 
it risks normalizing the stereotype that men are untrustworthy and that they misuse money.

� While cash can increase both women and men’s agency and social status, and reduce stress, 
there is no evidence that cash transfers, as commonly implemented, are transformative for 
gender relations. 

� Women are supported to improve their performance in delivering their traditional roles as 
caregivers and household managers. Male and female social status was improved, but within 
traditional gender norms only, e.g. with both being able to increase their role in community 
functions assigned to either men or women. 

� Gender-related objectives in emergency cash transfer programmes can be tokenistic and 
unrealistic, as empowerment is a long-term objective beyond the scope of most short-term cash 
transfer programming.

The report of the High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers4 states that most humanitarian aid 
is spent in protracted crises. Longer-term cash transfers underpinned by strong gender analysis and 
resilience-building approaches will, logically, have more impact than stop–start interventions. Malawi 
offers unique insights due to its current context, where annual humanitarian cash transfers are being 
gradually transformed into longer-term approaches to resilience-building in recognition of the need 
to address the chronic poverty underpinning spikes in food insecurity during crisis periods.

1 Devereux, S., Mvula, P. and Solomon, C. (2006) ‘After the FACT: An Evaluation of Concern Worldwide’s Food and Cash Transfers Project in 
Three Districts of Malawi, 2006’, Institute of Development Studies (IDS), University of Sussex, and Concern Worldwide.

2 Holmes, R. et al (2017) ‘Towards a Shock Sensitive Social Protection System for Malawi’, Overseas Development Institute (ODI) and Red Cross 
Red Crescent Climate Centre.

3 Molloy, E. (2016) ‘Inception Report for Gender Analysis on the MVAC Emergency Cash Transfer Programme’, submitted to Concern 
Worldwide, April 2016 (unpublished).

4 Overseas Development Institute (ODI), Center for Global Development (2015) ‘Doing cash differently: How cash transfers can transform 
humanitarian aid’, Report of the High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers, ODI.
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In addition, in Concern’s experience, there is a lack of solid analysis that analyses the different 
impact of cash transfers on women and men in the context of multiple religious and social systems 
in one country, e.g. polygamous communities and matrilineal/patrilineal social systems. Malawi 
has a variety of social systems in a relatively small geographical area and offers an opportunity 
to understand how the design, implementation and outcome of cash transfer programmes are 
affected by these dynamics.

The research reports on which this paper is based have sought to understand how short- and 
longer-term cash transfers can inhibit or support transformation in gender relations. We argue that 
addressing social norms on gender is essential as part of any programme that uses cash transfers as a 
tool for livelihoods protection (emergency), or livelihoods and social transformation (development).  

 

2. METHODOLOGY
This paper explores the results of two pieces of research commissioned by Concern Worldwide on, 
firstly, the impact of short-term humanitarian cash transfers on intra-household power dynamics in 
2016,5 and, secondly, the implications of gender norms for the design of livelihoods and resilience 
programmes using cash and asset transfers in 2017.6

During the 2015–2016 response to a significant hunger crisis, the INGO Cash Transfer Consortium, 
of which Concern Worldwide is a member,7 delivered cash transfers to 450,000 of the 2.8 million 
people estimated as requiring food assistance.8 As part of the response, Concern Worldwide 
commissioned C12 Consultants to conduct a gender analysis of the short-term emergency cash 
transfer programmes in Mchinji and Nsanje districts, which were implemented respectively by 
Concern and by consortium partner GOAL. The gender analysis sought the perspectives of 218 
beneficiaries and key informants (108 men and 110 women) through focus group discussions, 
interviews, a participatory ‘decision tree’ tool, and a survey exploring gendered attitudes in the 
project context.

5 Molloy, E. (2016) ‘Gender Analysis for MVAC Emergency Cash Transfer Programme’, Concern Worldwide Malawi.
6 Molloy, E. (2017) ‘Formative Research to inform Concern Worldwide’s Engaging Men methodology with the Graduation Programme,’ 

Concern Worldwide Malawi (unpublished).
7 INGO Cash Transfer Consortium members: Concern Worldwide, GOAL, Oxfam, Save the Children and United Purpose.
8 Malawi Vulnerability Assessment Committee Report, 2015.

Programme participants receive emergency cash transfers using mobile phones, 2016,  
Chazuka Village, Mchinji, Malawi. Photo: Concern
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The analysis was rooted in the Moser Framework’s analysis of roles and the distinction between 
practical and strategic needs, and borrowed from Longwe’s Women’s Empowerment Framework, 
examining the intervention’s impact across five levels of empowerment: welfare, access, 
conscientization, mobilization/participation, and control.

In 2017, Concern began implementing a long-term Graduation model in Mangochi and Nsanje, 
including cash transfers and asset distribution, as well as a component on transforming inequitable 
gender norms. To inform the development of a methodology to engage men in addressing 
inequitable gender relations at household level, a formative research study was conducted by 
C12 Consultants in August and September 2017 in three districts (Mangochi and Nsanje, as well as 
Phalombe, where Concern Worldwide has programmes but is not implementing the Graduation 
model), with a total of 261 participants (127 men and 134 women). The participants were consulted 
through focus group discussions, a decision tree tool, and an ‘ideal man’ activity that examined 
masculinities, gender norms and roles and the consequences for women and men of deviating from 
community norms and binary gender identities. This research focused on gender dynamics and 
masculinities in the private sphere, on the micro-environment of the man himself, on marriage, and 
on intra-household gender dynamics, exploring issues of gender inequality from the perspective of 
how masculinity influences these inequalities.

As well as informing the development of training materials to be used throughout the 
implementation of the Graduation model, this research also had implications for a comprehensive 
randomized control trial research programme around the Graduation programme that focuses on 
acknowledged shortcomings in the Graduation model literature – specifically, on the role of gender 
dynamics – being conducted in partnership with Trinity College Dublin. This research programme 
will involve three treatment arms of beneficiaries, all of whom will get the basic Graduation 
package, and a control arm. The first sees the intervention being targeted at an adult woman in 
the household (meaning that she will receive the cash component and the subsequent business 
training etc.), the second sees the intervention being targeted at an adult man in the household, 
while the third sees the intervention being targeted at an adult female in the household, but both 
she and an adult male (probably her husband) will be provided with training using the Engaging 
Men and Boys methodology. 

This paper combines and explores the findings from both of these reports – i.e. an analysis 
conducted at the close of a short-term emergency response programme and formative research 
conducted before the commencement of a longer-term resilience programme – to explore the 
ways in which the use of cash-based assistance affects and is affected by dominant gendered 
norms and behaviours. The paper aims to contribute to a wider discussion on how the design, 
implementation and outcome of both short- and long-term cash transfer programmes are affected 
by gender dynamics, as well as informing the implementation and design of Concern’s Graduation 
model.
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3. EVIDENCE AND LESSONS

3.1. The impact of cash on male and female gender roles and identities 

3.1.1. Men’s power and control of cash
Gender roles are extremely rigid and policed within Malawian society. In the household, men 
construct and provide, while women utilize and maintain. Men hold control and power over assets 
and resources within the family and are expected to provide the family’s basic needs, while women 
are expected to accept the decisions of their husband and are responsible for the vast majority of care 
work. A man’s provision and control of money was seen as the main way in which a man maintains 
the upper hand in a household, and underpins his identity as a man: ‘The biggest responsibility of the 
man is to bring money into the family.’9 

The 2016 analysis on short-term cash transfers (CTs) found that CTs contributed to meeting 
men’s practical needs by helping them to fulfil their traditional role as provider. Men described 
how receiving CTs allowed their communities to view them positively as they were fulfilling their 
normative roles as men. However, they also emphasized that this improved status was temporary: 
‘They look at us as providers… Man is considered a provider. If you get CT, you are providing. Everyone 
looks at you and is happy. But now it [the cash transfer programme] has ended, quarrels may start.’10 
However, this occurred in a situation where these men were the targeted recipients of the CT as 
head of household.

When implementing cash-based assistance, it is necessary to be cognizant of the inherent 
gendered symbolism attached to cash within Malawian culture. Transactional relationships are 
ubiquitous, with the physical transfer of cash from a man to a woman loaded with symbolism 
and meaning, denoting control and dominance. A 2016 study conducted by C12 Consultants for 
Christian Aid, exploring the gendered dynamics of VSL interventions,11 found that the very act of 
a man handing cash to a woman, even in a situation where she is a vendor in the market and he is 
purchasing goods from her, bestows on him a certain level of control and power over her.12 Cash, 
in itself, is not neutral, but conveys power – a means of control over women.

3.1.2. Fragile masculinity
Cash-based assistance interventions that bypass a man and directly target women may subvert 
traditional rigid gender roles, having both an intentional positive impact (e.g. giving women 
greater awareness – and possibly control – of household income), as well as an unintentional 
negative impact (e.g. violence resulting from a man’s need to assert his dominance). Following the 
2017 formative research, concerns have been raised within the Graduation programme regarding 
whether directly targeting women for CTs, and channelling assets and cash into the household 
through a woman rather than a man, will diminish a man’s status in that household, resulting in 
backlash, possible violence or even abandonment. The programme will attempt to target this risk 
through its Engaging Men and Boys training programme, which will explore how men can safely 
express alternative masculinities and exercise power in their homes and communities in a positive 
and transformative manner.

“When implementing cash-based assistance, it is 
necessary to be cognizant of the inherent gendered 

symbolism attached to cash within Malawian culture.”
9 Male participant, , Phalombe, August 2017.
10 Male direct cash transfer beneficiary, Nsanje, May 2016.
11 Molloy, E. (2016) ‘Gender Analysis of Village Savings and Loans’, Christian Aid Malawi.
12 A woman who earns money is expected to present it to her husband, by getting on her knees and presenting the cash with both hands, in 

a gesture of submission.
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3.2. The influence of diverse marriage practices

3.2.1. Implementing cash transfers in patrilineal and matrilineal communities
Malawi has a wide variety of social systems in a relatively small geographical area, with marked 
differences in cultural practices noted, in some cases, from village to village, depending on the ethnic 
group and traditions of the inhabitants. Within Concern’s target districts, significant differences in 
gendered attitudes exist between areas that follow patrilineal inheritance and marriage practices 
and those that follow matrilineal marriage practices.

The differences in gendered attitudes between areas can be noted in the statistically significant 
difference in responses between participants in Nsanje (predominantly patrilineal) and Mchinji 
(predominantly matrilineal) to the statement ‘Children belong to a man and his family’. In the 
2016 study, 61 percent of men and 79 percent of women in Nsanje agreed with this compared 
with only 25 percent of men and 36 percent of women in Mchinji.13 This difference in attitudes has 
implications for the level of responsibility that a man feels for his children and, consequently, for 
the likelihood that a man will invest financially in his children. It also has important implications for 
our understanding of the term ‘household’ when targeting cash-based assistance. For example, in 
matrilineal Lomwe communities, where a maternal uncle is seen as having more responsibility and 
decision-making power over his sister’s children than the actual father of these children, targeting 
men for CTs may result in a lower likelihood that the cash will be used to meet children’s needs. 
In these contexts, targeting women directly may also contain a risk, as her husband may feel less 
obligated to remain with the family if he feels he is not necessary as a provider – resulting in family 
abandonment.

3.2.2.  Cash-based assistance and the risks of increased polygamy14 and multiple 
relationships
Polygamy is widely prevalent in Malawi, with 98 percent of communities reporting that polygamy 
exists in their community.15 Polygamy is formally sanctioned in many areas, particularly in the 
Muslim Yao-populated district of Mangochi, and also occurs informally in the form of men having 
multiple ‘girlfriends’ or additional families in other areas. The 2017 research raises concerns about 
there being a link between the targeting of women for CTs and an increase in polygamy or 
multiple relationships. If a man feels he is not necessary as a provider in the home, then he may 
look for alternative ways of asserting his masculinity by demonstrating his virility with girlfriends 
or additional wives. The risk of encouraging polygamy or multiple relationships is not diminished, 
however, when men are targeted to receive cash. Women in Mangochi reported that men frequently 
use income earned as a household through farming to fund additional marriages or relationships, 
indicating a risk that cash transfers could be used for a similar purpose.

A 2008 evaluation of cash transfer programmes in Mchinji district also noted a risk of widows or 
divorced women benefiting from CTs being targeted for remarriage by men who wished to gain 
control of their CT income,16 demonstrating further how CT programming can interact with and 
influence polygamous practices.

3.2.3. Targeting polygamous households for cash-based assistance
The 2016 research raised practical issues relating to the targeting of polygamous households for 
CT programming. General humanitarian practice for cash-based assistance recommends that each 
wife of a polygamous family be targeted, where they are eligible. However, communities in Malawi 

13 Molloy, E. (2016) ‘Gender Analysis for MVAC Emergency Cash Transfer Programme’, Concern Worldwide Malawi.
14 While polygamy is illegal in Malawi under the 2015 Marriage, Divorce and Family Relations Act, polygamous marriages still commonly 

occur under customary law. 
15 Malawi Human Rights Commission (MHRC) (2006) ‘Cultural Practices and their Impact on the Enjoyment of Human Rights, Particularly the 

Rights of Women and Children in Malawi’, MHRC.
16 Miller, C., Tsoka, M. and Reichert, K. (2008) ‘Impact Evaluation Report: External Evaluation of the Mchinji Social Cash Transfer Project’, USAID, 

Boston University and UNICEF.
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viewed polygamous families as a single unit and ruled that it would be unfair for each ‘branch’ to be 
targeted, as the husband would be viewed as benefiting several times, through each of his wives. 
In general, polygamous men were viewed as better off. The ability to marry more than one woman 
was considered a marker of wealth, and so they were viewed as less in need of CTs, although this is 
not always the case, with first wives frequently being abandoned in favour of a newer wife, or with 
family dynamics in combined families leaving younger wives with little power. Power and control 
over cash transfers in polygamous families was seen to lie with the man, who would be responsible 
for sharing the CT between the family branches. Using community-based targeting17 as a targeting 
approach limits any changes to this approach, as community members considered it right and fair 
to target a polygamous family just once, regardless of the number of wives and children in that 
family. 

There are deep-rooted cultural connections between polygamy and the use and control of cash, as 
formal polygamy was justified in many communities on financial grounds. The argument is that a 
man will have multiple sexual partners, but that by marrying these additional partners, rather than 
having girlfriends, he retains control of the money he gives them: ‘Man who has several girlfriends, 
he spends a lot on these girlfriends. Wives, he doesn’t spend so much, when he spends, he spends 
“within”. [With] several wives, [he has] control of money.’18 The exchange of money was ubiquitous 
in relationships. However, a man retains control of the money he gives to his wife but not of the 
money he gives to his girlfriends. CT income means men can afford to have more girlfriends and 
transactional sexual relationships. It is possible that if CTs are a longer-term ongoing intervention, 
then men may be encouraged to marry these additional girlfriends to maintain control of CT 
income. The above points demonstrate the need to understand fully the gendered context of 
target communities in order to address possible challenges and mitigate against any unintentional 
consequences. 

“There are deep-rooted cultural connections 
between polygamy and the use and control of cash, 

as formal polygamy was justied in many communities 
on financial grounds.”

3.3. Gendered impact of short-term cash transfers

3.3.1. The impact of cash transfers on women and men’s practical needs
The gender analysis of the 2016 short-term cash transfer programme found that CTs helped women 
and men meet their practical needs, giving men a sense of purpose as a provider and allowing 
women to fulfil their traditional roles as wife and mother. Some female participants reported 
improved standing within their communities. CTs helped them contribute to community events 
and allowed them to share with their neighbours – a social coping strategy that allows them to 
leverage support from friends and family if their situations are reversed in the future. Men reported 
that they were looked upon more favourably within the community as they were seen to be 
fulfilling their masculine role of provider. Male and female participants said they no longer needed 
to beg their families or neighbours for support, and were less reliant on doing ganyu (daily hired 
labour) in their wealthier neighbours’ fields. However, these changes to their status were found to 
be temporary and did not last beyond the CT period.

17 As is the common practice in Malawi, mandated by the Government of Malawi’s JEFAP (2010) guidelines.
18 Male participant, Nsanje, August 2017.
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3.3.2. The impact of cash transfers on household decision-making
In the research on short-term CTs, both women and men mentioned that joint decision-making took 
place when deciding how to spend CTs: ‘It is a joint decision. Money comes in, we do programming 
as a pair’;19 ‘We make a joint decision after the money is in.’20 However, significant disparities existed 
between women and men’s perceptions of who has the final say about decisions, including food 
and clothing purchases and large investments. Some 83 percent (Nsanje) and 48 percent (Mchinji) 
of men stated that decisions regarding food and clothing purchases were made jointly with their 
wives. In contrast, only 50 percent (Nsanje) and 22 percent (Mchinji) of women reported the same 
thing. This could indicate that women and men have different ideas about what constitutes a 
joint decision. Qualitative data indicated that while discussion does take place between husbands 
and wives, the final say rests with the husband. Husbands may perceive a decision that has been 
preceded by joint discussion as a joint decision even when it is they, themselves, who have the final 
say, while women may see it not as a joint decision, but, rather, as their husband’s.

When commenting on short-term CTs, women and men said they were more likely to engage 
in joint discussions about how to spend CT money than income from other sources. The interim 
period between selection and distribution contributed to this by giving families an opportunity 
to plan for their spending, while sensitizations by Concern prior to distributions emphasized joint 
decision-making at household level. Informing both women and men of the value of CTs in financial 
terms meant that women were aware of the amount of money coming into the household (which 
is not always the case with other sources of household income), thereby allowing them to make 
suggestions to their husbands as to how the money should be spent.

Greater exploration of what constitutes a joint decision is required, as many CT programmes 
are rooted in the assumption that CTs increase joint decision-making without unpacking the 
complexity of suggestion, negotiation, compromise and power within decision-making processes 
between husbands and wives.

19 Male indirect cash transfer beneficiary, Nsanje, May 2016.
20 Female indirect cash transfer beneficiary, Nsanje, May 2016.

Smart and Mage Minezhi promote gender equality in their community, Nsanje, Malawi.  
Photo: Kieran McConville, Concern.
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3.3.3. The impact of cash transfers on women and men’s strategic needs
In terms of the impact on women and men’s strategic needs, the study found that CTs promote 
dialogue in decision-making in the home, with beneficiaries reporting that food had to be prioritized 
by the household when they received CTs, reducing the likelihood of the cash being subject to 
negotiation and compromise. In the short term, CTs were found to have helped to improve husband 
and wife relationships by reducing stress, encouraging joint decisions and allowing men to spend 
more time with their families and less time seeking casual labour elsewhere.

The research found evidence that there is truth in some of the stereotypes around CTs regarding 
women and men’s behaviour, with both women and men able to pinpoint examples of the misuse 
of cash by men, and the responsible use of cash by women. While these stereotypes are over-
simplistic, ignoring them entirely could reduce the positive impact that CTs have on households. To 
counteract this, village-based targeting committees developed an informal system where village 
civil protection committees (VCPCs) decided whether the husband or the wife should be the named 
beneficiary, based on an assessment of the man’s reliability and use of alcohol. This system was 
implemented implicitly and allowed the men whose wives were selected to cite benign reasons as 
to why they themselves were not selected, e.g. not having an adequate ID card, or being likely to 
be away from home seeking work. This allowed them to save face, thereby minimizing pushback 
about directly targeting the women in these households. The VCPC’s subjective assessment of 
men’s reliability, while controversial, maximizes the utility of cash transfers at household level, 
while ensuring that harmful stereotypes regarding men’s misuse of cash are not normalized. As 
with the targeting of polygamous households, discussed above, this finding further demonstrates 
the influence that the gendered beliefs and attitudes of community members, in this case VCPC 
members, can have over the targeting process in CT programming. 

The above point demonstrates some of the complexities of whether to target men or women 
within a household, as the delicate dynamics of balancing men’s traditional role as provider with 
the desire to promote women’s control over household assets can come into conflict. Short-term 
or rapid-onset cash transfer programming has gendered implications, and addressing social 
norms on gender is essential. In the Malawian context, annual food crisis emergencies have been 
occurring each lean season for many years, and so most organizations delivering short-term CTs 
tend to be based in Malawi in the long term, delivering repeated short-term programmes year-
on-year. This means that CT implementers have opportunities to take long-term approaches to 
short-term interventions, considering issues of social norm change on gender within repeated 
cycles of short-term programming.

“Short-term or rapid-onset cash transfer programming 
has gendered implications, and addressing social norms 

on gender is essential.”

3.4. Potential gendered effects of longer-term CTs in development 
(Graduation) programming
While research has been carried out on the gendered impact of short-term CT programming, less 
is known about the effects of long-term CT programming on gender relations and dynamics at 
household and community level in development programming, including the Graduation model 
developed by BRAC in Bangladesh. The randomized control-trial-based research on Concern’s 
long-term Graduation model in Malawi will provide an opportunity to explore the ways in which 
long-term cash-based assistance in development programmes can influence gender relations.

The formative research for the Graduation model conducted in 2017 found that men suffer 
intense approbation from the community, in the form of mocking or name-calling, if they fail to 
fulfil their role as provider. Men whose wives were considered to be the family breadwinner were 
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viewed unfavourably and described as ‘useless’ and ‘not a man’. Research conducted for Christian 
Aid in 2016 found that when women are seen as providing for the family through VSL-related 
business activities, it can be emasculating and threatening to men’s sense of themselves. A 
threatened sense of masculinity can result in a need to express other culturally acceptable forms 
of masculinity, such as demonstrating physical strength or being seen to ‘control’ one’s wife, 
manifested through violence. It may also result in a loss of position in the family for men and, 
ultimately, family abandonment. As assets and cash will be channelled through the wife in two 
out of three treatment arms in the Graduation programme, the risk of violence or abandonment 
for women whose husbands feel that their dominant role in the household is threatened must 
be considered. Provision will made within programme design to address this issue, such as 
by including intensive training on transformative norm change for women and men, and by 
strengthening linkages to reporting, referral and response systems within the community and 
district to deal with any violence that does occur.

This long-term programme is deeply rooted in an understanding of the way in which cash and 
masculinities interact, through the formative research, and is taking steps to invest in a man’s 
understanding that the cash and assets transferred through the programme are resources for 
the household. By investing in thorough gender analysis and considering the implications that 
gender norms have for programming, this intervention avoids basing its approach on assumptions 
and stereotypes about men’s behaviour, i.e. that men are untrustworthy and misuse money. It aims 
instead to empower both members of a couple to explore the ways that rigid gender norms or 
identities limit them, providing transformative ways of being a man or a woman.

Owing to the randomized control trial (RCT) taking place with the Graduation model in Mangochi 
and Nsanje, Concern does not have the freedom to implement this intensive social norm change 
programme with all Graduation beneficiaries. In the treatment arms that are not receiving the 
intensive training, Concern is adopting a response-based mitigation strategy, forming better 
linkages to GBV and social support services, to counter negative consequences such as violence 
and abandonment. However, the RCT will enable Concern to determine whether a gender-
transformative approach to cash-based assistance works, or whether the response-based mitigation 
strategy is enough, as men are afraid of the consequences of committing GBV. The formative 
research conducted prior to the commencement of the programme has flagged the challenges 
relating to gender dynamics that this programme faces, and Concern now has the opportunity to 
address these challenges within the constraints of the programme design.

4. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Changes in gender norms will often be met with resistance in households and communities. Cash-
based assistance can disrupt the balance of gender roles in households and communities resulting 
in pushback as communities and individuals attempt to preserve traditional gender norms, 
hindering or even reversing progress made towards gender equality. Implementers of cash-based 
assistance must take account of the ways in which their interventions will subvert or alter traditional 
power structures, and provide support to mitigate against unintended, negative consequences, 
such as increased gender-based violence, increased polygamy/multiple relationships, and family 
abandonment, while exploring opportunities to promote gender equality in a sustainable manner 
through programming.

Programme planners should be aware of the ways in which the specific cultural context will influence 
the effectiveness of cash transfers and the extent to which cash is used to benefit the family. Cash 
transfer programming should acknowledge and consider the different vulnerabilities faced by 
women and men in patrilineal and matrilineal marriages, as well as the different vulnerabilities 
faced by women in communities where polygamy is either formally or tacitly accepted. 

Generalizations about polygamous households, e.g. about a husband’s responsibility to each of his 
wives, and about the family’s perceived wealth, may prevent members of vulnerable polygamous 
households, particularly women, from accessing cash transfers despite stringent targeting criteria 
developed by programme planners. Programmes need to recognize and be prepared for the fact 
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that planned interventions may run contrary to the intentions of the programme planners as they 
are filtered through existing values,21 demonstrating the need to fully examine the ways in which 
traditional gendered attitudes and assumptions can influence targeting procedures and limit the 
effectiveness of CT programming. 

Cash transfers can have a life-saving impact, supporting women and men’s basic needs for food and 
other necessities during a disaster situation. Short-term CTs can also result in a temporary boost in 
women and men’s standing within their homes and communities, and provide entry points for 
discussion on, and promotion of, joint decision-making. However, to achieve substantial change 
requires long-term approaches, such as the Concern Graduation programme, which integrate cash-
based assistance into wider resilience-building interventions and which address gender equality 
with both women and men using a transformative norm change approach.
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ABSTRACT
Food Assistance for Assets (FFA), a programme of the World Food Programme (WFP), addresses the 
immediate needs of women and men, and their communities, through food and/or cash-based 
transfers, while building or rehabilitating productive assets to realize long-term food security and 
resilience to shocks and stressors. In 2016–2017, WFP conducted a five-country study to explore 
the potential for WFP’s FFA programmes to support women’s empowerment. Using qualitative 
methods, the study documented changes experienced by women and men as a result of their 
engagement in WFP’s FFA programmes. The study countries included Niger, Kenya and Zimbabwe.

Seven domains of change, from the individual to community spheres, were reported. For women, 
empowerment was experienced through:

1. better organization, social cohesion and mutual support

2. a recognition and strengthening of their roles in the public sphere

3. improvements in intra-household dynamics, including decision-making

4. reduced workload and hardship

5. improved skills and confidence

6. improved livelihoods and increased income

7. a greater understanding of, and ability to exercise, their rights.

Changes occurred due to several FFA and complementary actions working synchronously, rather 
than as one single intervention. The cash (and food) transfers were necessary but insufficient in 
themselves to lead to women’s empowerment. The transfers needed to be combined with assets, 
work, the establishment of committees, awareness raising, technical training and other actions. 
Transfers provided both immediate relief and space for women and men to invest efforts in their 
livelihood productivity, in order to realize sustained food security and improved livelihoods.
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1. INTRODUCTION
From June 2016 to April 2017, a five-country study to explore the potential for WFP’s Food Assistance 
for Assets programmes to empower women and improve women’s nutrition was conducted. The 
aim of the study was:

� to assess changes (outcomes or impacts)1 related to women’s empowerment and women’s 
nutrition, and to what extent they occurred

� to examine the causal linkages that may explain how and why these changes occurred in the 
lives of women

� to identify the key success factors, be they FFA programme actions, complementary actions or 
contextual factors, which led to the observed changes.

The study also examined how FFA may contribute to the protection of women by avoiding harm 
and having a positive effect on people’s safety and dignity, on household dynamics and on social 
cohesion.

This study was not designed to be an impact evaluation or a performance assessment. Instead, it 
was an exploratory exercise to understand the potential of how FFA and complementary actions 
can empower women and improve their nutrition. To achieve this, qualitative methods inspired 
by the Participatory Impact Assessment and Learning Approach (PIALA) and the Most Significant 
Change (MSC) technique were employed to understand why and how the complex transformative 
processes of women’s empowerment and improved nutrition occurred in each context. This paper 
presents two arguments for the CaLP symposium, ‘Gender and Cash-Based Programming in Africa’, 
summarizing findings from the three African case studies, from Niger, Kenya and Zimbabwe.2 
While the study examined nutrition-sensitive actions and outcomes, this paper only discusses the 
women’s empowerment actions and outcomes.

2. ARGUMENT
For the symposium, ‘Gender and Cash-Based Programming in Africa’, two main arguments were 
presented:

1. Cash-based transfers, provided through programmes such as FFA, can contribute to empowering 
women. While transfers and the assets created are necessary to provide immediate relief and 
space for women and men to invest efforts in realizing sustained longer-term food security and 
livelihoods, they are more effective when combined with other actions. Examples of actions 
studied include the establishment of committees, awareness raising, technical training, savings 
groups and value chain facilitation.

2. Inappropriately determined transfer values can influence the participation ratios of women 
and men in FFA programmes. When transfer values were low and insufficient to meet the 
household’s food needs, men were less likely to participate in the FFA programmes. A high ratio 
of participation by women in FFA programmes may not be a sign of gender transformation or 
women’s empowerment; rather, it signifies pre-existing cultural norms where a lower value is 
placed on women and their labour relative to men.

1 Intended and unintended, and positive and harmful changes were examined.
2 Countries are listed in the order that they were studied.
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3. METHODOLOGY AND EVIDENCE METHODOLOGY 
This study used a case study approach covering five countries (three are discussed here), employing 
qualitative methods and drawing on secondary data. The primary information sources were:

� semi-structured interviews

� focus group discussions (FGDs)

� site visits to FFA assets3

� observations of FFA processes

� sub-national multi-stakeholder participatory workshops in each country

� a global sense-making workshop

Data from these information sources contributed towards four main areas of work:

(i) contextual analysis

(ii) process analysis

(iii) analysis of changes and causal links

(iv) recommendations

Each country case study covered three sites.4 The countries were selected based on the WFP 
country office’s willingness and resources to participate. Each country office was asked to select 
three sites where results had been observed in empowering women. A ‘positive deviance’ approach 
was applied, given the focus on understanding what actions and factors needed to be in place 
for successful cases to occur. Given this purposive sampling, rather than being representative, the 
study sites were often the ‘best’ or ‘better’ examples of FFA programmes.

The five study countries were Niger, Kenya, Zimbabwe, Guatemala and Sri Lanka. The following are 
summaries from the three study areas in Africa:

 � Niger – West Africa. Zinder, near the Nigerian border, is an agro-pastoralist area that is 
currently experiencing typical to good years following drought years. The programme, which 
started in 2014, has a focus on resilience. The communities visited were predominantly Hausa-
speaking and Muslim. While men had typically migrated to Nigeria each year for work, this 
practice had markedly decreased at the time of the study. 

 � Kenya – East Africa. Kilifi county, in coastal Kenya, is a low-potential mixed farming area with 
entrenched poverty. The programme, implemented since 2009, focuses on building resilience. 
At the time of the study, the area had experienced two consecutive poor or failed harvests. The 
study sample was predominantly Christian, and polygamy was a common practice.

 � Zimbabwe – Southern Africa. Mwenezi district in southern Zimbabwe is a low-potential mixed 
farming area with cattle and rain-fed maize and beans. The area is one of the poorest districts in 
Zimbabwe. The communities studied were predominantly Christian. Many young able-bodied 
men in Zimbabwe migrate to the cities and to South Africa to work, returning once or twice a 
year. The programme, which is implemented in annual cycles, focuses on building resilience. 

3 Examples of FFA assets examined in this study include soil-water conservation structures (e.g. zai pits, bunds, troughs), water infrastructure 
(e.g. water pans, micro-dams, irrigation tanks and canals, laundry wash basins), livelihood assets (e.g. cattle dip tanks, vegetable gardens, 
agroforestry) and community roads. 

4 The study sampled three sites, comprising three women-only FGDs and three men-only FGDs, as analysis has found that 80 to 90 
percent of themes are discoverable in three FGDs. See Guest, G. et al (April 2016) ‘How Many Focus Groups Are Enough? Building an 
Evidence Base for Nonprobability Sample Sizes’, Field Methods, vol. 29, issue 1, 2017. Available at: http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/
abs/10.1177/1525822X16639015.

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1525822X16639015
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1525822X16639015
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The scope of the study included FFA and complementary actions. FFA actions included planning 
processes, such as the Three-Pronged Approach (3PA5), the establishment of asset management 
committees, participation in asset creation activities, technical training, transfers and productive 
assets. Where there were complementary actions that were implemented in parallel with FFA, 
whether by WFP or by other actors, these were also studied for their contribution to changes. 
Examples of complementary actions in the study include awareness raising,6 agricultural extension, 
training in food preservation, cooking classes, group farming, value chain facilitation, enterprise 
development, savings and loan groups, latrine construction, and linkages with health services and 
women’s services.

EVIDENCE
Argument 1, presented at the symposium, is that cash-based transfers, provided through 
programmes such as FFA and complementary actions, can contribute to empowering women. 

The study observed seven domains of women’s empowerment changes, from the individual to 
community spheres. For women, empowerment was experienced through:

1. better organization, social cohesion and mutual support

2. a recognition and strengthening of their roles in the public sphere

3. improvements in intra-household dynamics, including decision-making

4. reduced workload and hardship

5. improved skills and confidence

6. improved livelihoods and increased income

7. a greater understanding of, and ability to exercise, their rights.

The extent to which each of these changes varied from country to country, and how they were 
influenced by FFA and complementary actions and contextual factors, is outlined in Table 1. The 
results here reflect findings from a sample of three sites in one geographical area of each country 
case study. They do not necessarily reflect changes across WFP’s work across the country. It is 
also important to note that many of the documented changes were also experienced by men. 
Women’s empowerment is not a zero-sum game. Where FFA programmes empowered women, 
they empowered men too.

5 3PA refers to the Three-Pronged Approach to resilience building. It brings people, governments and partners together to identify the 
context-specific actions required, using converging analyses, consultations and participatory approaches. It is made up of three processes 
that take place at different levels: Integrated Context Analysis (ICA) at the national level, Seasonal Livelihood Programming (SLP) at the 
sub-national level and Community-Based Participatory Planning (CBPP) at the local level.

6 Awareness raising was conducted on a wide range of topics. Examples include women’s rights, sexual and reproductive health and rights, 
gender-based violence (GBV), nutrition and diet, hygiene and the use of mosquito nets.
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Table 1. Women’s empowerment changes and the extent to which they were reported in each 
country case study

Changes Niger Kenya Zimbabwe

1. Women are better organized and experience better social 
cohesion, mutual support and solidarity 

üüü üüü

2. Improvements in the recognition of women, women’s roles 
and leadership in the public sphere

üüü üüü

3. Improvements in intra-household dynamics
üü ü üüü

4. Reduced women’s workload and hardship
üüü ü üüü

5. Women have improved skills and confidence, and changed 
perspectives

ü üüü üüü

6. Women have improved livelihoods, earn more income, and 
have reduced financial dependence

üü üü

7. Women have a better understanding of their rights and can 
exercise them üü

Note: No tick indicates that no change occurred; ü indicates that the change occurred to some extent (i.e. changes occurred 
for a small proportion of women participants, or limited change was experienced by most women); üü indicates that change 
occurred to a moderate extent (i.e. changes occurred for many but not all women, or moderate change was experience by 
most women); üüü indicates that change occurred to a significant extent (i.e. significant change occurred for most women). 

Figure 1. Overall women’s empowerment impact pathway for FFA and complementary actions

Please note: Given the multiple interactions between and among the various factors and effects, 
detailed arrows have not been drawn in.

Actions
• Women in committees
• FFA work in work groups
• Transfers
• Assets
• Technical training
• Complementary livelihoods support and financial 

services
• Awareness raising 

Enabling factors
• Women able to participate in FFA or have livelihoods

Actions and enabling factors  »

• Women are better organized and experience better 
social cohesion, mutual support and solidarity 

• Improvements in women’s roles and leadership in the 
public sphere 

• Improvements in intra-household dynamics, including 
decision-making, roles and workload, recognition and 
harmony 

• Reduced women’s workload and hardship 

• Women have improved skills and confidence, and 
changed perspectives 

• Women have improved livelihoods 
• Women have a better understanding of their rights 

and can exercise them, for example, in relation to 
freedom from violence, and sexual and reproductive 
health and rights

» Immediate effects »

• Changes in gender norms
• Women have improved status in the public sphere
• Women have improved status in the household 

• Women earn more income and reduce financial 
dependence 

• Women have freedom from violence and better sexual 
and reproductive health

» Flow-on effects »

Women are socio-economically empowered

» Goal
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From the information collected through this study, seven key success factors were identified, 
including both FFA programme and/or complementary actions, which led to the observed 
changes. Put another way, women were empowered when this factor, or a combination of these 
factors, were in place. 

Table 2. Key success factors and their occurrence in the study

Women were empowered when the FFA programme  
(and complementary actions): Occurrence in the study

1. actively supported the free and fair participation of women in FFA 
activities In some programmes

2. used the 3PA to analyse the context and ensure that programming 
was gender-transformative and empowers women In most programmes

3. actively promoted women’s social cohesion and organization In some programmes

4. actively promoted women’s leadership and engagement in 
community decision-making In some programmes

5. reduced women’s workload and hardship In some programmes

6. supported women’s livelihoods and reduced women’s financial 
dependence In some programmes

7. supported women’s access to information on rights and referrals 
(for gender-based violence and sexual and reproductive health and 
rights) and the ability to exercise their rights

In some programmes

The second argument presented at the symposium is that transfer values can influence the 
participation ratios of women and men in the FFA programme. Cash-based transfers, provided 
through programmes such as FFA, can contribute to empowering women and improving their 
nutrition. Across the three countries, the transfer values (in US dollars) were compared to women’s 
participation. Acknowledging imperfections7 in the country comparisons and the small sample 
size,8 the evidence suggests that the lower the transfer value, the less likely it is that the men will 
participate in FFA work (see table below). 

Table 3. The relationship between transfer value (for each day of participation in asset creation) 
and women’s participation across the three study countries

Country case study9
Transfer value per day of participation in 

asset creation 
Women’s participation

Niger Equivalent to US$8.10 per day10 Under 5 percent

Zimbabwe US$3.67 per day x 15 days per month Over 50 percent

Kenya Equivalent to US$0.97 per day11 About 70 percent

 

7 Imperfections in this comparison include not taking into account purchasing power parity or local wage rates in each context.
8 Despite the small sample size, qualitative results support the argument that men are more likely to participate if the transfer value per day 

of FFA participation is higher. 
9 These transfer values are from one geographical area of each country case study. They do not necessarily reflect transfer values across WFP’s 

country portfolio.
10 As per project reporting, the work requirement in Niger was 13 days per month for seven months. A transfer of US$67 per month was 

provided for 11 months of the year (4 months unconditional transfer). This is the equivalent of US$737 for 91 days of work, or US$8.10 per 
day of work.

11 At the time of the study, the work requirement in Kenya was 12 days per month for 12 months of the year (a total of 144 days). A transfer of 
US$20 was provided for only 7 months of the year, coinciding with the food gap. This is the equivalent of US$140 for 144 days of work, or 
US$0.97 per day of work.
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For example, among the three countries presented, Kenya had the lowest rate of male participation as 
well as the lowest transfer value; and it was this reason, coupled with delays in payment, that was cited 
by men in focus groups as a key reason for not participating in the programme. In addition, many of 
the men who participated in FFA programmes (particularly elderly men) do so because they are unable 
to obtain other higher-paying work. In fact, men had indicated that a dual approach of having men 
working for a daily or weekly income further away from home, and for women on FFA activities closer to 
home for a lower but regularly paid income, was part of many households’ livelihood strategy.

When the transfer value is relatively low, a high ratio of participation by women in FFA may not be 
a sign of gender transformation or women’s empowerment, but, rather, it may signify pre-existing 
cultural norms where a lower value is placed on women and their labour relative to men. A higher 
rate of participation by women may indicate that most men are not interested in participating in the 
FFA programme, as it is perceived as being inferior due to the availability of better-paying alternatives. 
In some countries in the study, women participated because they felt they had no other prospects 
nearby. Women may have participated so that the community could benefit from the asset, and this 
reflects a social norm that places a different value (evidenced through the quantity and nature of the 
compensation) on women and men’s labour and time. 

In Kenya, men indicated, in focus group discussions, that they would increase their participation if 
the transfer value also increased. This highlights another risk: that if transfer values are raised, women 
may be pushed out of the programme. This may, in turn, reduce women’s control over the transfer, 
in addition to the many other benefits of their participation. For example, in the sites visited in Niger, 
where the transfer value was relatively high, fewer than 5 percent of FFA participants were women.

Transfer values are typically set to fill a food gap or to ensure parity with social protection instruments, and 
WFP and other actors are not always able to change the transfer value. However, as the evidence in this 
study suggests, there is an inverse relationship between the transfer value and women’s participation. 
This creates a dilemma for development practitioners, who seek, amongst other objectives, to ensure 
the sufficiency of the transfer and women’s empowerment. 

Consequently, this raises three questions for future research:

� Is there an optimum transfer value where both women and men participate, and no one group is 
effectively excluded, while still addressing the competing demands of adequacy, efficiency and 
appropriateness?

� How would this optimum transfer value be determined?

� If the transfer value is relatively low, are there other non-monetary incentives or benefits that can be 
provided for women to improve their longer-term food security and livelihoods, such as technical 
training, soft skills training, access to credit and access to markets? 

The WFP study recommended further research to identify and understand the actions and contextual 
factors that support fair transfer values and women’s participation. In the absence of such research, 
actions to be taken include:

� promoting women’s fair participation in FFA activities

� establishing transfer values in line with the WFP ‘Cash and Vouchers Manual’ and the FFA 
programme guidance manual 

� providing non-monetary incentives and benefits for participating women, such as technical 
training, soft skills training, access to credit and access to markets

� monitoring gender participation ratios and, as necessary, understanding the dynamics and 
decision-making behind who participates; if required, take corrective action to promote women’s 
participation.
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4. LESSONS

Conclusions
The aim of the study was to explore the potential of how FFA and complementary actions can 
empower women. This study found that FFA programmes can indeed transform gender dynamics 
and empower women. FFA supported women’s empowerment through the following actions:

� Gender-transformative planning processes, such as the 3PA, including Integrated Context 
Analysis (ICA), Seasonal Livelihood Plan (SLP) and Community-Based Participatory 
and Planning (CBPP). Good planning and quality assets were critical to achieving women’s 
empowerment outcomes. Planning resulted in women’s empowerment outcomes when 
women and men were equitably involved in CBPP (or other planning processes), and when the 
plans were developed with strong gender equality and empowerment elements in mind.

� Committees. Women were empowered when they held key leadership positions in community 
committees that oversaw FFA works (Kenya) or asset management (Zimbabwe). Leadership in 
FFA can result in women having a greater role in community decision-making and governance. 
When committee members are trained in skills such as leadership, management and conflict 
resolution, it increases women’s confidence in carrying out their leadership roles (Zimbabwe).

� Participation in asset creation activities. The process of bringing women and men together 
to work on a shared (group or community) asset provided valuable opportunities for women 
(and men) to form new friendships, to establish and be part of support networks, and to 
reinforce their sense of self-efficacy and self-worth (Niger, Kenya and Zimbabwe). Women 
reported using new networks to support each other in times of crisis and to seek or provide 
advice. Workplaces can model gender relations, with women and men working together as 
equals (Zimbabwe). Work arrangements need to be mindful of women’s needs, particularly of 
the nutritional and health requirements of pregnant women and lactating mothers.

� Assets. Assets, when strategically selected to reflect the needs and priorities of women and 
men, can significantly reduce women’s workload and hardship – particularly in relation to 
unpaid domestic work, such as carrying water – create opportunities to generate an income, 
and improve diet. Water-harvesting assets, such as dams and ponds, can reduce a woman’s 
workload by up to three hours a day. When layered with additional assets, such as wash basins 
and nutrition gardens, this can create an ‘asset package’ that yields significant change for 
women’s lives (Zimbabwe).

 When women and men’s long-term and equitable access to the assets are secured, they are 
more likely to be able to invest their energies and resources in them (Kenya and Zimbabwe).

“The process of bringing women and men together to 
work on a shared group or community asset provided 
valuable opportunities for women (and men) to form 

new friendships, to establish and be part of support 
networks, and to reinforce their sense 

of self-efficacy and self-worth.”
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“This study has found that women’s participation in 
FFA activities is a necessary precondition, but not a 
guarantee, of women’s empowerment. Greater effort and 
understanding is required for WFP to realize its ambition 
for its food assistance programmes, including FFA, to be 
gender-transformative and to empower women.”
� Transfers. Transfers provide immediate relief and provide space for women and men to invest 

efforts in their longer-term food security and livelihoods. Transfers can reduce men’s migration 
for work (Niger). As men’s migration significantly increases women’s workload, the transfer 
therefore indirectly reduces women’s workload and hardship. Cash transfers may be used 
differently when provided to a man or a woman (Zimbabwe). Messaging around the use of the 
cash increases the chances of joint decision-making between women and men (Zimbabwe).

� Awareness raising. Awareness raising on gender equality and sexual and reproductive health 
and rights for both women and men can, potentially, improve knowledge and change attitudes 
and practices (Niger and Zimbabwe). Awareness raising can be used to promote joint decision-
making in households, as well as a redistribution of unpaid care and domestic work within 
households (Zimbabwe). FFA can serve as a platform from which other actors provide messaging, 
referrals or service delivery, for example on GBV and sexual and reproductive health and rights 
(Niger, Zimbabwe). When women and men are introduced to other actors – government 
entities, health centres, civil society organizations – FFA programming builds their networks and 
enhances their ability to seek services beyond the life of the programme (Zimbabwe).

� Technical training. Many women and men identified the technical training they received, for 
example, in agriculture, soil-water conservation and construction, as being the most significant 
FFA action to bring about changes in women’s empowerment. As well as providing the 
opportunity to develop knowledge and skills, training has empowering, confidence-building 
and resilience-building effects.

� Complementary actions. Agricultural extension, group farming, value chain facilitation, 
savings and loan groups and latrine construction are just some of the complementary actions 
with reported success in empowering women. 

Recommendations
While the study confirmed the potential for FFA programmes to empower women, there remain areas 
for improvement across WFP’s FFA programmes globally. Over the past years, FFA has focused on 
promoting women’s participation and leadership. This study has found that women’s participation 
in FFA activities is a necessary precondition, but not a guarantee, of women’s empowerment. 
Greater effort and understanding is required for WFP to realize its ambition for its food assistance 
programmes, including FFA, to be gender-transformative and to empower women.12 

12 ‘WFP Gender Policy 2015–2020’ (available at: http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/communications/wfp276754.
pdf?_ga=2.13531316.2050382093.1500368287-1922240214.1488375611), also citing ‘Summary Evaluation Report of the WFP Gender 
Policy (2008–2013)’, ref. WFP/EB.1/2014/5-A*.

http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/communications/wfp276754.pdf?_ga=2.13531316.2050382093.1500368287-1922240214.1488375611
http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/communications/wfp276754.pdf?_ga=2.13531316.2050382093.1500368287-1922240214.1488375611
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To advance women’s empowerment, the following issues need to be addressed:

1. Promote women’s participation, social cohesion and leadership. Women’s participation in 
FFA activities, including FFA work, technical training and complementary services, is a precondition 
for their equitable benefit and empowerment. This study found that women’s participation in FFA 
activities brought many benefits, including better social cohesion, women’s organization, women’s 
leadership, improved skills and transformed gender dynamics. 

Further action is required of FFA programmes to promote women’s participation, social cohesion 
and leadership. Examples include ensuring that women are not overburdened (e.g. ensuring flexible 
and appropriate work times, tailored and appropriate work norms), women’s work teams, women’s 
group assets, supporting women’s membership of FFA committees and providing training to FFA 
committee members to foster leadership skills. Further work is required to systematize and take 
these actions to scale across FFA programmes globally.

2. Use appropriate transfer values. Across the programmes studied, the transfer value seemed 
to impact the participation ratios of women and men in FFA work. When transfer values were low, 
men were less likely to participate in the FFA work. In these situations, a high ratio of participation 
by women in FFA may not be a sign of gender transformation or women’s empowerment; rather, it 
could signify pre-existing cultural norms where a lower value is placed on women and their labour 
relative to men. Therefore, although the transfer value is generally based on other considerations, 
and is not designed to impact gender participation, it may, inadvertently, do so. When setting the 
transfer value, there needs to be careful consideration and monitoring.

Action is required to ensure women’s place in FFA activities, even when the transfer value is 
increased. Alternatively, action is required to ensure that women receive other non-monetary 
incentives or benefits to improve their longer-term food security and livelihoods, such as technical 
training, soft skills training, access to credit and access to markets.

3. Promote women’s skills, livelihoods and income. Across many communities, women and men 
described the skills gained from the FFA programme as leading to lifelong change. Livelihoods and 
income were high priorities for women across the five countries. It was particularly important for 
women heads of household, who are usually solely responsible for providing for their families. 

FFA has significant potential to improve women’s skills, livelihoods and income through both FFA 
and complementary actions delivered by partners. Supportive FFA actions include assets that 
support women’s livelihoods or save labour, and technical training. Supportive complementary 
activities include training (e.g. livelihoods and financial management), value chain facilitation 
and access to credit. This is a nascent area of work within WFP’s programming toolbox, and the 
study highlighted both successes (e.g. brokering relationships with agricultural exporters and FFA 
groups) and pitfalls (e.g. confining women’s livelihood options to small-scale and unprofitable 
ventures). Further work is required to develop WFP’s capacity and partnerships in this area and 
linkages with FFA programmes.

4. Use FFA as a platform for messaging and awareness raising on rights and referrals. The 
study highlighted the potential for using FFA programmes as a platform for awareness raising on 
a wide range of topics, including women’s rights, GBV, sexual and reproductive health and rights, 
malaria prevention, diet, hygiene, care practices, infant and young child feeding (IYCF) and child 
growth monitoring. WFP can potentially act as an enabler, with awareness raising delivered by 
partners such as government or other service providers. This appeared to be most successful when 
partners provided awareness raising to both women and men – and not only to women.

Despite the potential benefits, only a few FFA programmes currently deliver awareness-raising 
initiatives. Further work is required to document good practice and develop guidance and 
partnerships to take this to scale.
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5. Impact pathways and measurement. Although WFP staff have a clear vision of how their FFA 
projects contribute to women’s empowerment, the study found that FFA projects currently do 
not universally have project-level impact pathways documenting how FFA (and complementary) 
actions empower women. Mechanisms to measure changes in women’s empowerment are limited. 

To improve the quality of programming, with tangible and empowering impacts, putting in 
place impact pathways and indicators is essential. Findings from monitoring during the life of the 
programme can inform adjustments to implementation.
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Existing gender inequalities mean that disasters and conflicts impact women, men, girls and boys 
differently. Cash based assistance is one of the most significant developments in humanitarian assistance 
in recent years. But the relationship between gender and cash based assistance in humanitarian 
contexts is poorly understood.

All too often, interventions are designed based on assumptions rather than evidence. As a result, many 
cash based interventions fail to capitalise on opportunities to foster positive gender impacts or, worse 
still, have unintended negative consequences.

To address this challenge, there is a need for dialogue and information exchange between cash, gender 
and protection actors. This collection of research papers aims to build the evidence base for gender 
and cash transfer programming. It will help humanitarian actors to share the latest and best evidence 
and address the multiple gaps that still exist.
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