
How do cash 
transfers 
compare to food 
distribution in 
humanitarian 
emergencies?

	 Key Findings

	� Cash transfers, vouchers, and food 
distribution all improve household food 
security by about the same amount.

	� Cash transfers cost less to implement 
than food distribution or vouchers.

	� Direct food transfers led to a greater 
increase in per capita caloric intake.

	� Unconditional cash transfers led to 
greater improvements in dietary diversity.

	� In Niger, the poorest cash transfer 
recipients spent some of  the 
transfer on agriculture and other 
productive assets, not food.

	� In Niger, the modality of  transfer – cash 
versus mobile money – affected 
household gender dynamics.

	 Key Recommendations

	� As long as food is available in markets, 
cash transfer programs should be 
implemented rather than food 
distribution because they work equally 
well at improving food security, cost 
less to administer, and stimulate local 
economies. When the supply of  food is 
limited, for example following 
disasters, there may be a case for food 
distribution instead of  cash transfers.

	 In humanitarian emergencies, cash 
transfers, vouchers, and food 
distribution programs are among the 
most common interventions to improve 
food security. During the COVID-19 
pandemic, governments around the 
world have expanded either cash 
transfer programs, food distribution or 
both. This document presents 
evidence comparing these 
interventions’ cost-efficiency and 
effectiveness at improving food 
security. Most of  the findings in 
 this document are drawn from a  
high-quality systematic review which 
combined the evidence from 10 
studies on cash transfer and  
food distribution programs. The 
programs provided cash transfers, 
either via physical cash or mobile 
money, to vulnerable populations, such 
as internally displaced people in the 
Democratic Republic of  Congo or 
drought-affected communities in Niger. 
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