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IntroDuCtIon
 

The primary objective of this research is to increase the confidence of practitioners in the humanitarian shelter 
and settlements sector who must choose among modalities. these modalities may include technical advice or 
essential items or construction materials provided in kind. the evidence provided by this research is intended 
to enable humanitarian shelter and settlements practitioners to provide more appropriate support, resulting 
in more successful outcomes for those affected by crises. this research contributes to the evidence base 
for supporting those who have lost their shelter and settlements in humanitarian crises. the purpose is not 
to produce a guidance note or a tool, but rather evidence that can underpin guidance and tools that may be 
subsequently developed. 

after two consultations on research priorities commissioned by the global shelter cluster, or gsc, “cash 
and markets” approaches were identified as a top research priority. Shelter cluster coordinators, in particular, 
were concerned about a lack of evidence to support decisions between modalities and a lack of ability to 
advocate for or against cash and markets approaches1 in their specific contexts. The lack of research into the 
use and impact of cash assistance to support shelter and settlement interventions leaves practitioners, and 
to some extent affected households, without the foundation of evidence they need to make decisions about 
cash assistance or to inform advocacy for or against the use of cash assistance. shelter and settlements 
practitioners are more familiar with the use of conditional cash for reconstruction but have indicated that there 
are more questions about using cash for rental assistance or for multiple purposes. Based on the results of 
these consultations, a short, focused piece of research was agreed upon as a starting point for the gsc cash 
and markets community of practice2 to address the criteria necessary for deciding when and where cash 
programming is appropriate.

this report summarises the responses provided during interviews with 21 shelter practitioners with extensive 
field experience in a range of geographic locations and types of emergencies. The sample group of interviewees 
included a balance of genders, a range of organisations, those who have worked as programme managers 
as well as cluster coordinators or donors, those who have worked in many geographic locations, and those 
whose experience has been predominantly in one country or region. The findings from the interviews are 
accompanied by a summary of guidance resources. The findings are discussed in terms of the criteria used to 
make decisions, the influences which affect that decision-making in the field, and the constraints on being able 
to make evidence-based decisions.

1 Babister L. (2022). “Global Shelter Cluster: Research Priorities Baseline 2022.” Global Shelter Cluster, Geneva. Available at https://sheltercluster.s3.eu-central-1.ama-
zonaws.com/public/docs/gsc%20research%20Baseline%20report%20Final.pdf?versionid=iB4apkar1pt15mds8slnm4ujxkzrsQef (Accessed 19 July 2023).
2 global shelter cluster. “shelter cash and markets community of practice.” available at https://sheltercluster.org/community-practice/shelter-cash-and-
markets-community-practice (Accessed 19 July 2023).

ExECutIvE 
SummAry
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KEy fInDIngS

Cash decision-making criteria

Shelter practitioners indicated that they use a wide range of criteria in the field to inform the decision whether 
to use cash assistance in support of shelter and settlement programming. these criteria have a notable 
correlation with the criteria generally listed in guidance resources — functioning markets, security issues, and 
the capacity of an organisation to implement cash programming — but in many cases, practitioners expanded 
on those lists, highlighting criteria specific to the shelter sector, such as the ability to reach safe and dignified 
shelter outcomes and the need to consider the impact of cash and shelter on longer-term shelter programming 
and outcomes. the additional criteria often involved consideration for the local context, engagement with diverse 
actors, and above all, the practitioners’ own practical experience.

The complete list of decision-making criteria identified by practitioners in this study is summarised in the table 
below.

standard cash decision-making criteria in shelter and settlements programming

CRItERIa dEFInItIon oF how CRItERIa wIll BE FulFIllEd

1
Functional and accessible 
markets with the capacity 
to meet demand

rental, material and labour markets must have capacity to meet 
the shelter priorities of affected communities, with particular 
consideration for local sheltering/housing standards and 
construction practices.

2

Functional, accessible and 
timely cash transfer and 
distribution mechanisms 
with strategies to manage 
financial risks

the transfer and distribution of predictable cash assistance 
payments must be feasible. in other words, transfer and distribution 
mechanisms must be functional, accessible and timely, with 
strategies available to manage identified financial risks. 

3
safety for communities 
and humanitarian staff, 
with strategies to manage 
security risks

cash must be safe to deliver, obtain, possess and use, with 
strategies available to manage identified security risks.

ExECutIvE 
SummAry
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4 organization, national society 
and/or partner capacity

the organization, national society and/or partners must have the 
capabilities to effectively implement the cash modality.

5

Feasibility within the 
political context and 
existing legal frameworks, 
including housing, land and 
property rights

the policies and legal frameworks of government and local 
authorities must support the use of cash modalities. 

6
Complementary shelter 
technical support, 
conditions or restrictions

practitioners must be able to complement the cash modality with 
appropriate technical support, conditions or restrictions necessary 
to generate safe and adequate shelter outcomes.

7
Compatibility with or 
flexibility within humanitarian 
systems and policies

the cash modality must align with current organizational, donor 
and sectoral policies and strategies, or the decision-maker has 
the ability to implement or advocate for the cash modality within 
these systems.  

8 Being the most cost-efficient 
and cost-effective option

the cash modality must be able to effectively secure the intended 
shelter outcome while also maximizing the program’s reach when 
compared with alternative modalities.

9
alignment with community 
needs, preferences and 
capacity

The selected cash modality must align with the identified preferences 
and shelter priorities within the community, and the community must 
have the capacity to engage in meeting the program’s objectives.

10 Clear communication 
channels with communities

organizations must be able to develop communication pathways to 
deliver information and training, and receive feedback relevant to 
the cash modality.

11
Compatibility with the 
longer-term needs of 
recovering communities

the cash modality must be compatible with or support anticipated 
recovery needs, longer-term shelter outcomes, and the plans of 
affected communities.

12
Protection for the local 
environment and natural 
resources

the cash modality must support the local environment and natural 
resource protection while aligning with humanitarian shelter objectives.

ExECutIvE 
SummAry

Informing Decisions on Cash Programming Approaches 8



with regard to the criteria listed above, practitioners stated clearly that supporting households with cash does 
not necessarily secure an adequate shelter outcome, as “choice doesn’t necessarily equate to access” (17). 
they described cash as an effective tool to use within shelter programmes rather than cash constituting a 
shelter programme by itself. at times, the decision to implement cash was even cited as taking place before 
each of the relevant criteria was confirmed and in place. As such, Go/No-Go decision-making frameworks were 
not practiced so evidently in the field, so the context-specific requirements of shelter programming mentioned 
above could be overlooked.

Influences on decision-making criteria

Internal and external influences on how criteria were assessed could lead practitioners to decide not to include 
cash assistance in programming, while other influences could push practitioners toward the use of cash. For 
instance, many accounts stated that one key influence which shaped the decision-making was a multisectoral 
decision to at least generally consider using cash, made before the involvement of the shelter practitioner. 
Generally, the local context was always considered to hold the primary influence, with practitioners highlighting 
questions about local communities and how they have accessed shelter. Other important influences cited were 
the nature of the emergency, the shelter intentions of the affected communities (in terms of where to have 
shelter and when to construct, repair or occupy that shelter), and the current or potential barriers for accessing 
shelter for those affected communities. Sectoral strategies were also seen as key, framed by questions about 
organisational and donor policies, the modalities planned by other actors, and the availability of any strategic 
guidance resources. A third more informal key influence was the shelter practitioners’ interpersonal networks, 
overlapping with formal coordination. 

Constraints on the decision-making process

A number of constraints were experienced at the field level during the response, including limits posed by 
donor policies or a lack of relevant data. this often resulted in being forced into making decisions based on an 
incomplete picture of the situation or having to defer that decision-making for the same reason. other constraints 
could be experienced away from the field and before the onset of any specific emergency. In this regard, a 
lack of training opportunities not just for the shelter practitioners themselves but also for their colleagues was 
highlighted. many of those interviewed also highlighted tensions between shelter and cash actors regarding 
the uses of multipurpose cash and the lack of resolution to those tensions before humanitarian responses 
needed to be undertaken. Context-specific shelter practitioners are often hired after the modality decision 
takes place, and practitioners acknowledge feeling constrained when they perceive that sectoral decisions 
about the use of cash are being made by cash working groups without incorporating shelter technical input 
and recommendations. another systemic challenge is the structure of short-term deployments, which makes 
it difficult to gauge criteria from a longitudinal perspective and prevents organizations within the sector from 
achieving progress toward more informed decision-making. 

ExECutIvE 
SummAry
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rECommEnDAtIonS

this research puts forward eight recommendations for enhancing sectoral strategies on the use of cash in 
shelter programming. these recommendations were developed based on the decision-making constraints 
practitioners identified in this study, including the last two criteria, which practitioners noted often get missed 
during the decision-making process. each recommendation must be strategically targeted at multiple levels to 
strengthen shelter decision-making capacities, processes and — ultimately — outcomes.

For shelter practitioners, cash practitioners, humanitarian managers and donors: 

Ensure there are strong avenues of communication between donors and organizations that facilitate 
advocacy pathways to undertake the most contextually appropriate decision. also ensure 
appropriate flexibility within proposals to allow for modality decisions to evolve as the context 
develops or changes. 

ensuring that shelter practitioners are part of a core programme-development team will also ensure that 
shelter practitioners have a key role to play in engagement with donors.

For humanitarian managers:

Increase the number of shelter practitioners with cash expertise and ensure that practitioners are 
deployed in a timely manner so that they can support informed decision-making in all cases.  

have the participation of shelter practitioners with cash expertise present during the programme design and 
funding proposal activities, even before programme implementation begins, and for all phases of the response.

For humanitarian managers and meal teams: 

develop a more systematic framework for the use of evaluations, institutionalizing sectoral 
learning and retaining knowledge in more visible ways. 

ensure also that evaluations and other learning tools are designed to highlight the many different aspects 
of cash and shelter programmes and outcomes.

For humanitarian managers and meal teams: 

Work on cash and shelter policies that support practitioners in the creation of flexible and agile 
programming that accounts for early recovery and intersectoral needs, and do so with a more 
developed intersectoral understanding around the role and constraints of quantitative and 
qualitative data collection in time-sensitive decision-making. 

provide the strategic guidance for all other initiatives through a process which is practitioner-focused and 
takes into consideration the flexibility needed for having cash as a component of shelter programming.

ExECutIvE 
SummAry
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For shelter practitioners, cash practitioners and humanitarian managers:

Establish more opportunities for dialogue between shelter and cash actors and set clear standards 
for that collaboration. 

emphasise the need to have such dialogues present at the local level and, where possible, taking place 
before the onset of any new emergency.

For humanitarian managers:

make trainings and information on cash and shelter easy to locate and digestible for practitioners. 

work with the gsc shelter cash and markets community of practice to both develop and act as a platform 
for this work.

For shelter practitioners, cash practitioners and development actors: 

Engage with practitioners to develop more comprehensive action plans on how to integrate shelter 
cash assistance with sustained recovery for communities. 

These might include resources which are specific to transition and to the wider range of potential longer-term 
shelter and settlements support, as well as better addressing issues of sustainability, and the implications of 
exit and hand-over strategies.

For shelter practitioners, cash practitioners and environment practitioners: 

Expand decision-making practices around shelter, cash and the environment to better address all 
environment-related issues, including those arising from climate change. 

this can be supported by further research into informal markets, sustainable access to local shelter materials, 
and a greater highlighting of the potential for market assessments to go beyond the availability of materials 
in local retail markets, and to look at larger questions of long-distance supply chains.

ExECutIvE 
SummAry
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Here are the definitions of key terms used in this paper. 
Definitions in quotes are from the CALP Network.

 shEltER and sEttlEmEnts PRogRammIng 

the range of programming from emergency shelter 
material and essential household item support to
the repair and reconstruction of housing. this also
includes humanitarian settlements programming 
ranging from the construction, maintenance, up-
grading and eventual closure of planned camps, 
along with interventions related to spatial planning 
and shared infrastructure in unplanned settlements.

 shEltER PRaCtItIonER 

humanitarian agency staff members who have a 
decision-making role with regard to shelter and 
settlements programming. in addition to shelter 
programme managers for individual organisations, 
this may include members of shelter cluster teams, 
global or regional shelter advisors for either indivi-
dual organisations or for the global shelter cluster, 
and those who have shelter-related responsibilities 
as staff members or consultants for donors.

 Cash assIstanCE 

“assistance provided in the form of money — either 
physical currency or e-cash — to recipients (individuals,
households, or communities). Cash transfers are 
unrestricted by definition, which means recipients can 
choose how to use the assistance. as such, cash is 
distinct from restricted modalities including vouchers 
and in-kind assistance. The terms ‘cash’ or ‘cash 
assistance’ should be used when referring specifically 
to cash transfers only (i.e., ‘cash’ or ‘cash assistance’ 
should not be used to mean ‘cash and voucher assis-
tance’). ‘Cash’ is here applied broadly to include both 
physical currency and different forms of e-cash/digital 
payments, but typically in regular use ‘cash’ refers 
only to physical currency (coins, notes).” 3

2 the calp network. “glossary of terms.” available at https://www.calpnet-
work.org/resources/glossary-of-terms/?letter=c (Accessed 19 July 2023).

 CondItIonalIty 

Conditionality refers to prerequisite activities or 
obligations that a recipient must fulfil to receive 
assistance. conditions can be used with any kind of 
transfer (cash, vouchers, in-kind, service delivery) 
depending on the intervention design and objectives.
Some interventions might require recipients 
to achieve agreed outputs (which can include 
purchasing specific goods or services) as a condi-
tion of receiving subsequent tranches.”4 

 REstRICtIon 

“restriction refers to limits on the use of assistance 
by recipients. restrictions apply to the range of 
goods and services that the assistance can be used 
to purchase, and the places where it can be used. 
the degree of restriction may vary — from the 
requirement to buy specific items, to buying from a 
general category of goods or services.”5 

 CRItERIa 

The key conditions which must be fulfilled in order 
for cash assistance to achieve successful shelter and 
settlement outcomes. shelter practitioners investigate 
these criteria to decide whether to use cash assis-
tance in support of the shelter programming.

 InFluEnCEs 

elements of a response which have the capacity 
to affect both the decision-making process and the 
ultimate decision. these are interactions with other 
actors, awareness of existing guidance resources, 
awareness of organisational policies, and assessments 
of the situation on the ground. these provide a 
shelter practitioner with the information with which 
to decide whether the necessary criteria are being 
met in order to include cash assistance as part of 
shelter and settlements programming.
  

4 ibid. 
5 ibid.

Key Definitions

Informing Decisions on Cash Programming Approaches 12

https://www.calpnetwork.org/resources/glossary-of-terms/%3Fletter%3DC
https://www.calpnetwork.org/resources/glossary-of-terms/%3Fletter%3DC


 dECIsIon-makIng 

the process, including the distinct steps to be taken, 
to commit resources to implementing shelter and 
settlements programming. this decision-making 
takes into account the designing of the programme, 
which informs and then also follows on from the 
decision. although this mainly refers to operational 
resources — staff, shelter materials, cash, etc. — it 
can also refer to committing the resources needed 
for cluster strategies and advocacy.

 ConstRaInts 

Factors which actually might prevent shelter prac-
titioners from being able to make a decision them-
selves or from being able to make a fully informed 
decision. This is differentiated from the “influences” 
listed above, which are those things which then 
influence the direction of the decision to use or not 
use cash assistance and how it might be used.

Key Definitions
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A displaced person withdraws financial assistance, which she receives 
as part of a cash assistance programme in Turkey, from an ATM.
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Introduction 

1.1  purpose and scope oF the research

The primary objective of this research is to increase the confidence of practitioners in the humanitarian shelter and 
settlements sector who are faced with making decisions between modalities. these modalities may include technical 
advice or essential items or construction materials provided in kind. the evidence provided by this research 
is intended to enable humanitarian shelter and settlements practitioners to provide more appropriate support, 
resulting in more successful outcomes for those affected by crises. the purpose is not to produce a guidance 
note or a tool, but rather evidence that can underpin guidance and tools that may be subsequently developed. 

The central research question is:

 What are the criteria for deciding when and where cash programming approaches 
 are appropriate in support of those who have lost their shelter and settlements 
 in humanitarian crises and what influences these decisions? 

The research included a range of geographical contexts, crisis contexts such as conflict and disasters, and 
modalities. the populations of interest to this research are communities who are affected by crises and 
seeking support for their shelter and settlements. the modalities of concern were those which demonstrated 
successful outcomes in support of shelter and settlements: cash transfers; hybrid modalities, which include 
cash and essential items provided in-kind; or cash and technical support. vouchers are outside the scope of 

1
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this research. data has been collected via interviews with and surveys of shelter practitioners who have been 
involved in “go/no go” decisions which consider the use of cash programming. the key informants of this 
research are humanitarian organisations that seek to provide support using cash programming approaches, 
including ngos, united nations and red cross agencies. Because of the short amount of time and resources 
available, the scale and breadth of these interviews were data-driven. 

Findings will be shared widely with humanitarian practitioners, donors and academics to increase awareness 
and understanding of the key considerations when using cash programming to achieve sheltering outcomes.

1.2. Background

who commissioned the proJect, and why?

the global shelter cluster commissioned two consultations to inform a baseline for work on research and 
to establish research priorities. The first consultation in 2020 included 11 Strategic Advisory Group, or SAG, 
members6, and the second in 2022 included 20 cluster coordinators7. cash and markets approaches emerged 
as a top research priority from both consultations. cluster coordinators in particular were concerned with 
evidence which demonstrates which criteria indicate cash programming will work well for those who have 
lost their shelter and settlements, in comparison with other modalities. without such evidence, coordinators 
expressed a lack of confidence in decisions between modalities and a lack of ability to advocate for or against 
cash and markets approaches8.

the research was then discussed with focal points from the cash and markets community of practice9 to 
initiate next steps. a short, focused piece of research addressing the criteria necessary for deciding when and 
where cash programming is appropriate was agreed upon as a starting point. this research seeks to contribute 
new knowledge specific to the support of shelter and settlements to inform these decisions.

What is the nature of the problem? 

the use of cash transfers to support those who have lost their shelter and settlements in humanitarian crises 
has a long track record,10 and shelter practitioners have often programmed cash assistance in coordination with 
local financial institutions and national governments. Despite this, the source of much of the documentation 
which frames cash programming in humanitarian crises — including programming principles, guidelines and 
evidence of impact — originates from the food security sector.11 

the lack of research into the use of cash assistance to support shelter and settlements leaves practitioners 

6 Parrack C. (2020). “Research Priorities for Humanitarian Shelter and Settlements.” Global Shelter Cluster, Geneva. Available at
Shelter Cluster Research Priorities final report for publication final October 2020 | Shelter Cluster (Accessed 19 July 2023). 
7 Babister L. (2022). “Global Shelter Cluster: Research Priorities Baseline 2022.” Global Shelter Cluster, Geneva. Available at gsc research Baseline 
report Final | shelter cluster (Accessed 19 July 2023).
8 ibid. 
9 global shelter cluster. “shelter cash and markets community of practice.”
10 For example, in response to the south asian tsunami: ODI/UNDP Cash Learning Project (calpnetwork.org) and external evaluation report on the cash 
for repair and reconstruction project sri lanka — the calp network (Accessed 19 July 2023).
11 For example, the calp network library contains 488 resources that mention shelter and 1,899 that mention food. available at https://www.calpnetwork.
org/search/ (Library search conducted 30 October 2023).
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without the foundation of evidence they need to make programming decisions or to inform advocacy for or 
against the use of cash assistance. this is especially so where there may be pressure on practitioners for or 
against cash assistance or particular modalities. research conducted for this study indicates that practitioners 
are familiar with conditional cash for reconstruction but have more questions over cash for rental and 
multipurpose use.

the lack of evidence to inform the use of cash assistance sits within a wider evidence gap in humanitarian 
response for shelter and settlements. This lack of evidence is detrimental to the quality of humanitarian response, 
since a “lack of evidence makes humanitarian action less effective, less ethical and less accountable.”12 good 
evidence enables “thinking beyond the short term, the avoidance of repeated mistakes and adaptation to local 
context.”13 humanitarian practitioners, and to some extent affected households, lack the evidence base to 
have confidence in making effective decisions because shelter and settlements in humanitarian crises remain 
an under-researched aspect of humanitarian response.14 where these decisions should be informed by up-to-
date data and a range of research findings, there is no critical mass of relevant research. Access to data and 
research findings is often restricted, and research is undervalued in humanitarian response processes. 

what is the current landscape oF cash and shelter?

The current status of cash programming in humanitarian response

although cash has been used in some form for humanitarian responses since at least the 1970s,15 the 
establishment of the CALP Network (previously the Cash Learning Partnership) in 2009 and the establishment 
of the first cash working group as part of the Pakistan 2010 floods response coordination can be seen 
as benchmarks for raising the profile of cash across all humanitarian sectors. The CALP Network Annual 
report 2021-22 states that, “it is estimated that in 2020, cva made up almost 20% of the total international 
humanitarian spending.”16 the majority of humanitarian technical sectors can now claim to have some 
elements of response which can now be implemented using a cash component. much of the momentum 
since 2009 has involved a rise in the use of “multipurpose cash,” which cuts across different sectoral needs 
and has meant that cash does not belong in a particular sector. as noted by many of the interviewees for this 
project, this has in some instances created challenges for being able to use cash conditionally, for instance 
to ensure quality shelter programming, and for ensuring that there is still sufficient funding for shelter-specific 
programming activities. although the calp network in its current publications still uses the abbreviation cva 
(cash and voucher assistance), it also includes more documents which are critical of the use of vouchers 

12 alnap. “evidence.” available at https://www.alnap.org/our-topics/evidence.(Accessed 19 July 2023).
13 Quote take from a cluster coordinator contributor to the 2022 GSC Baseline for Research Babister, L. (2022). “Global Shelter Cluster: Research Priorities 
Baseline 2022.” global shelter cluster. available at gsc research Baseline report Final | shelter cluster. (Accessed 19 July 2023). .
14 Peacock, W.G.; Dash, N.; and Zhang, Y. (2007). “Sheltering and Housing Recovery Following Disaster.” Handbook of Disaster Research. Handbooks of 
sociology and social research. springer, new york, n.y. available at https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-0-387-32353-4_15; Twigg, J. (2002). 
“Technology, Post-Disaster Housing Reconstruction and Livelihood Security.” Benfield Hazard Research Centre, London, Disaster Studies Working Paper 
(Vol. 15) Available at https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228909210_technology_post- disaster_housing_reconstruction_and_livelihood_security; 
Maynard, V.; Parker, E.; and Twigg, J. (2017). “The Effectiveness and Efficiency of Interventions Supporting Shelter Self-Recovery Following Humanitarian 
crises: an evidence synthesis.” humanitarian evidence programme. oxford: oxfam gB. available at https://policy-practice.oxfam.org/resources/the-effec-
tiveness-and-efficiency- of-interventions-supporting-shelter-self-recov-620189/ (Accessed 19 July 2023).
15 Harvey and Bailey. (2011). “Cash Transfer Programming in Emergencies.” ODI. Available at https://odihpn.org/wp- content/uploads/2011/06/gpr11.pdf; 
Pepiatt, Mitchell and Holzmann. (2001) “Cash Transfers in Emergencies: Evaluating Benefits and Assessing Risks.” ODI. Available at https://www.unscn.
org/layout/modules/resources/files/Cash_transfers_in_emergencies.pdf.
16 The CALP Network. (2022). The CALP Network Annual Report 2021-22, p. 11. Available at https://www.calpnetwork.org/publication/the-calp-network-
annual-report-2021-22/ (Accessed 19 July 2023).
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as an option and, by implicit extension, critical of restricted modalities, as much of the criticism focuses 
on vouchers’ restrictiveness in terms of commodities which can be purchased. Other options for delivering 
restricted outcomes (such as restricted shopping lists or restricted vendor lists) have received little if any 
discussion in the CALP Network forums. Perhaps partly as a result of this, much of the CALP Network’s 
2021-22 report is devoted to discussions of challenges in the coordination of multipurpose cash in the field.17

The current landscape of cash assistance for shelter and settlements programming

shelter and settlements actors have been using cash since at least the late 1990s18 and have typically done 
so in order to support access to basic shelter materials, shelter or housing repair, or for rental support. as part 
of the knowledge gap which is the catalyst for this project, there is no clear set of global statistics to indicate 
overall what percentage of all shelter and settlements programming worldwide includes a cash component. of 
the current 52 “operations” listed on the global shelter cluster website, 27 explicitly include cash components. 
interviewees for this project stated that shelter programmes with a cash component generally fall into a number 
of modalities: vouchers or cash for essential household items, cash for shelter or housing construction or 
repairs (often combining cash for materials and cash for labour, and with technical oversight by implementing 
partners), and cash for rent. There also can be an option of cash for work to be used for the improvement of 
public spaces. in some operations, organisations have participated in joint market assessments which inform 
shelter programming in addition to assessments looking more specifically at shelter materials. Although a 
number of responses use information, education and communication, or iec, activities, there is generally little 
in the way of explanation about how, for instance, repair- or construction-related iecs might complement cash 
components of a strategy. Current key points of tension within the sector include questions about the uses of 
multipurpose cash and how to ensure construction quality in cash programming.

17 For more comprehensive discussions, see https://www.calpnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/literaturereviewofcashinshelter.pdf, https://shelter-
cluster.s3.eu-central-1.amazonaws.com/public/docs/wash_shelter_cash_advocacy_paper_-_final_version.pdf (Accessed 19 July 2023).
18 Shelter Projects. (2018). Shelter and Cash: 16 Case Studies Available at http://shelterprojects.org/shelterprojects-compilations/shelter-projects-cash-
Booklet-2018.pdf.
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Methodology 

the research has been implemented by a collaborative research team. the research design was developed by 
an interagency study team that included members from habitat for humanity international and catholic relief 
Services, while the main researchers took on specific responsibility for data collection and analysis.

The central research question is:

 What are the criteria for deciding when and where cash programming approaches 
 are appropriate in support of those who have lost their shelter and settlements 
 in humanitarian crises and what influences these decisions? 

During the subsequent interview process, two sub-questions emerged to guide the research:

    How are decisions made?

What are the influences on the process?

the main data sources were documentary data from grey literature and primary data from semi-structured 
interviews of key informants. 

2

1
2

One of the beneficiary households receiving cash transfers 
from the Malawi Red Cross through a mobile phone
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guIdanCE REvIEw

during the inception phase of this project, 63 different documents were reviewed to identify the extent of 
documented tools, guidance and examples available to practitioners who are deciding whether to use cash 
assistance in support of shelter and settlements. these included resources which shelter practitioners would 
be expected not only to know, but also to use as capacity-building and advocacy tools in the field, such as 
the Sphere Handbook or the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees’ Emergency Handbook. The 
list also included case studies and technical guidance from single-country responses, along with a number of 
articles or discussion papers from academic journals. the documents were sorted into four general groups:

Shelter sectoral documents (31 documents).

Cash documents without a specific sectoral focus (16 documents).

Academic documents (11 documents).

other, e.g., documents from other humanitarian sectors but related to cash, materials and decision-
making (four documents).

kEy InFoRmant IntERvIEws

key informants were those who either responded to alerts through organisational or community of practice 
mailing lists or were contacted directly by the study team. They were then selected specifically because they had 
direct practical experience in making the decisions about whether (and how) cash components would be used 
in support of shelter and settlements. sampling was balanced between those who had experience working as 
national and international staff members and between male and female participants. all of the interviewees had 
experience in multiple countries, the vast majority in multiple different regions of the world. this meant that the 
research as a whole had a wider geographic range than might otherwise be expected from just 21 interviews, and 
also meant that the interviewees were able to bring a lot of comparative analysis to their responses. 

The questions in the interviews were designed to be open-ended and to invite narrative, explanatory responses 
from the interviewees. The questionnaire was designed with follow-up prompt questions in order to further 
encourage this mode of discussion between interviewer and interviewee. it was not intended that the results of 
the interviews would be limited to purely quantitative data points, but rather would provide analysis and insights 
into the “how” and “what” aspects of the research sub-questions. The use of an ellipsis (…) within the quotes 
indicates that text has been redacted, usually to protect anonymity. although the research design was not 
given an academic ethics review, advice was sought from academic partners to design the consent form and data 
management. Quotes derived from interviews are numbered in the document text in an ellipsis (X).

the interview phase lasted roughly six weeks in march and april 2023. once the interviews were completed, 
the researchers analysed the data in collaboration with the study team to write up the findings in an academic 
paper for submission to a sector publication (Shelter Projects, 9th Edition) and a peer-reviewed journal. Selected 
findings were also the basis of presentations made in both the Humanitarian Networks and Partnerships 
week in april 2023 and the u.k. shelter Forum in may 2023.19 in this way, the study contributes to various 
knowledge-sharing products for different stakeholders.

19 more information is available at https://www.shelterforum.info/category/united-kingdom/ (Accessed 19 July 2023).
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Findings 

The findings presented in this research include a brief guidance review of humanitarian cash resources 
before shifting focus to examine the decision-making criteria shelter practitioners use when considering cash 
modalities. The findings are separated according to the following three themes: “Guidance Review on Cash 
decision-making criteria in shelter,” “cash decision-making criteria according to shelter practitioners,” and 
“shelter and settlements cash decision-making in practice.” 

3.1  guidance review on cash decision-making criteria in shelter

The main finding of the guidance review is that existing guidance includes relatively little information on how to 
evolve cash assistance specifically for shelter support. Important gaps include guidance on how to use cash 
assistance over time toward transition and recovery, how to do so while doing no harm, and how to do so with 
a realistic assessment of the realities on the ground.

assEssmEnt oF ExIstIng guIdanCE REsouRCEs

A review of sectoral guidance identified 63 resources20 from a range of geographical areas that were subsequently 
assessed as to whether they included reference to (a) cash, (b) shelter and settlements, and (c) guidance on 
decision-making. the main themes of each document also were reviewed, and those which listed actual criteria 
(or equivalents) for decision-making were further analysed and included in Annex II of this report.

20 these resources have been included in the references section.
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only six of the 63 humanitarian cash guidance resources refer to all three assessment categories: shelter, 
cash and decision-making. Five of the resources come from the group of shelter sectoral documents, and one 
of the resources came from academic documents. though these six resources each discuss cash decision-
making in shelter contexts, they did not all identify decision-making criteria for use by practitioners.

Among the reviewed resources, five provided guidance on cash modality decision-making criteria. These 
five documents include the UNHCR Emergency Handbook’s “Cash Based Interventions” section,21 UNHCR’s 
“operational guidelines for cash-Based interventions in displacement settings”,22 IFRC’s “Shelters, 
settlements and cash: a manual on cash and voucher assistance”,23 the ICRC’s “Guidelines for Cash Transfer 
programming”,24 and Catholic Relief Services’(CRS) “Cash and Voucher Assistance Feasibility Checklist”.25 of 
these five resources, only the IFRC’s “Shelters, Settlements and Cash Manual” provides a criteria list tailored 
for use in shelter decision- making contexts. the criteria content within these resources ranges from relatively 
short and simple checklists (for instance the one included in the UNHCR Emergency Handbook), to umbrella 
resources which then provide links to further guidance resources as a form of toolkit (such as the checklist 
section of the UNHCR’s Operational Guidelines for Cash-Based Interventions in Displacement Settings). Both 
the iFrc and the icrc resources listed the criteria as the overall conditions to be observed for assessments 
to inform programme decision-making. the crs resource is in essence an expanded checklist, containing 
explanations for the inclusion the criteria, along with common follow-up questions.

IdEntIFIEd gaPs In ExIstIng guIdanCE REsouRCEs

A common gap among many of the resources is a lack of clearly defined checklists that either provide key 
questions to answer or outline the information to obtain before initiating a shelter programme with cash 
components. guidance on how to then analyse the information is also lacking, in terms of either go/no-go 
decisions or how to combine both cash and non-cash components of a shelter programme. with one or two 
exceptions, there is no guidance on how to quantify any of that information (e.g., in terms of approximate 
measurements for stockage capacity or capitalisation of rural small traders in shelter materials). There is also 
little or no guidance on how to weigh or allocate importance to different questions in a checklist, depending 
upon the context, regarding go/no-go considerations.

a further common gap is in guidance on assessing the mandates, postures, concerns or capacities of key 
stakeholders, including local authorities, and the steps which might be taken to engage those key authorities 
in the assessment and planning for shelter programmes with cash components. additionally, there is a lack 
of sustained discussion about issues of do no harm” and what to do and how to move forward if either 
the checklist or other assessment tools result in “no-go” conclusions or if other stakeholders are imposing 
any limitations on decision-making about how cash could be used in support of shelter programming. lastly, 
there is little or no discussion in national cluster strategy resources of the necessary steps to be taken by 
humanitarian agencies supporting shelter and settlements (e.g., needs and capacities assessments, market 

21 uNHCR Emergency Handbook. (2018). “Cash Based Interventions (CBIs).” Available at https://emergency.unhcr.org/emergency-assistance/cash/cash-
based-interventions-cbis (Accessed: 19 July 2023).
22 unhcr. Operational Guidelines for Cash Based Interventions in Displacement Settings. available at https://reliefweb.int/report/world/operational-guideli-
nes-cash-based-interventions-displacement-settings (Accessed 19 July 2023).
23 IFRC Shelter Research Unit. (2019). Shelters, Settlements and Cash: A Manual on Cash and Voucher Assistance. available at https://cash-hub.org/
resource/shelters-settlements-and-cash-a-manual-on-cash-and-voucher-assistance/ (Accessed 19 July 2023).
24 ICRC and IFRC. (2007). International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement Guidelines for Cash Transfer Programming. available at https://www.
calpnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/icrc_cash-guidelines-en-1.pdf.
25 Catholic Relief Services. (2020). Cash and Voucher Assistance Feasibility Checklist. available at https://efom.crs.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/cva-
Feasibilityguidance.pdf.
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assessments, technical guidance and training) in anticipation of funding streams of unconditional cash being 
coordinated by cash working groups or by clusters other than the global shelter cluster. 

addItIons to ExIstIng guIdanCE CRItERIa PRovIdEd By shEltER

PRaCtItIonER IntERvIEws 

after the guidance review, the research team analysed data from interviews with experienced shelter practitioners 
to develop a list of the decision-making criteria practitioners use to assess the feasibility of cash-based modalities. 
Practitioners apply the same criteria to decision-making in both disaster and conflict responses and in internal 
and international displacement settings.

The criteria outlined by practitioners aligns with the criteria lists identified during the guidance review, though 
no guidance resource fully captured the complete range of criteria cited by practitioners.26 while practitioners 
affirmed the criteria available in existing guidance, they also discussed the use of several shelter-specific decision-
making criteria that were not clearly captured by these resources. the table below highlights the additional 
decision-making criteria discussed by practitioners, along with the overlap with existing criteria guidance on 
cash-based interventions. 

shelter practitioner additions to cash decision-making criteria

overlapping themes between criteria in existing 
guidance and criteria provided in shelter 
practitioner interviews

additions to decision-making criteria 
provided in shelter practitioner interviews

Functional and accessible markets with the capacity 
to meet demand.

Functional, reliable and timely cash transfer and 
distribution mechanisms with strategies to  manage 
financial risks.

safe for communities and humanitarian staff, with 
strategies to manage security risks.

organization, national society and/or partner capacity.

political feasibility.

Cost-efficient and cost-effective.

need for conditionality or restrictions.

compatibility with community needs, preferences 
and capacity.

clear communication with communities.

alignment with donor policies.

complemented by appropriate technical 
support.

compatibility with organisation, cluster 
and working group policies or ability to 
implement or advocate for this decision.

Consideration for the location’s legal 
frameworks and practices that impact 
shelter access for affected populations, 
including housing, land and property 
rights.

compatibility with the needs of recovering 
communities (with less mention of 
withdrawal strategies).

protection for the local environment and 
natural resources.

26 see annex ii for comparative table of decision-making criteria resources for cash-Based interventions.
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3.2  cash decision-making criteria according 
to shelter practitioners 

the information collected from interviews with shelter practitioners is organized into a list of cash decision-
making criteria. the purpose of this list is to outline the standard assessment practices that shelter practitioners 
use to determine the viability of implementing a cash approach. each of the criteria included in this list is 
considered necessary to making an informed decision on the use of cash. The order in which specific criteria 
are obtained varies with each context, and practitioners express reviewing criteria simultaneously, often within 
a compressed time frame. practitioners did distinguish between standard criteria they routinely consider and 
criteria they want to see more frequently integrated into decision-making. For the purposes of this discussion, 
the criteria are separated into these two sections and are numbered to facilitate easy reference, but they are 
all of equal importance for decision-making.

 
 standard decision-making criteria 

  Functional and accessible markets with the capacity to meet demand  

For this to be fulfilled, rental, material and labour markets must have the capacity to meet the shelter priorities 
of affected communities, with particular consideration for local sheltering and construction practices.

“Whatever cash we are providing, it’s going to be used in a market, whether that’s a rental 
market or a construction materials market or a labour market ... as much as we understand 
the markets and the market dynamics and the market stakeholders from the beginning, the 
better we are able to reach and estimate what is the better modality to use.” (Interview 7)

Market assessments can take several forms: information collected by the practitioners firsthand in person, through 
surveys, or via information-sharing partnerships with other organizations. practitioners emphasize the utility of 
all three approaches and specifically cite the importance of in-person market visits for identifying local sheltering 
practices, construction methods, and the type and quality of locally available goods and services. There is 
concern that labour and informal dimensions of markets are historically underrepresented in assessments. 
one practitioner recounted an instance in which labour demand was not properly assessed before cash 
distribution. this resulted in local carpenters pulling their children out of school to support their businesses. 
practitioners also take into account how rapidly markets are likely to shift and recover when considering 
modalities. They note that markets in areas of heightened insecurity experience the most difficult recovery.  

  Functional, accessible and timely cash transfer and distribution mechanisms with strategies  
  to manage financial risks  

For this to be fulfilled, the transfer and distribution of predictable cash assistance payments must 
be feasible. In other words, transfer and distribution mechanisms must be functional, accessible and 
timely, with strategies available to manage identified financial risks. 

“There’s an assumption that cash is easier because you give people money, but it isn’t. … 
You manage maybe a bit less the logistics of transporting materials from ‘A’ to ‘B,’ but you 
have to manage the logistics of making sure that the money goes from ‘A’ to ‘B,’ so in this 
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sense, it’s the same. But it’s true that there is somehow an assumption that it’s cheaper and 
quicker to do cash, and this is what I often tell my colleagues and my team and my manager 
and donors. Cash is not the easier option, not necessarily.”(Interview 10)

the feasibility of cash transfer and distribution is a focal point for practitioners assessing cash modalities. 
Financial infrastructure is critical to supporting cash and must be functional, reliable, accessible and timely. 
Financial service providers must be able to facilitate consistent transfers of cash at the quality and scale 
necessary for the intervention. Issues with incorporating cash can arise if government or financial service 
providers have large fees and poor conversion rates that significantly impact the costs of getting money in-
country. In locations with severe inflation, transfer value can heavily fluctuate and make it difficult for beneficiaries 
to consistently meet their shelter needs. Contextual concerns for financial risks, such as fraud, can also constitute 
barriers to cash approaches if avenues for mitigation are not available. In addition to facilitating the financial 
transfer, practitioners must ensure distribution options are accessible and compatible with communities and 
those with specific vulnerabilities. This can demand innovative approaches to make cash modalities possible, 
particularly in contexts where affected communities are unfamiliar with the use of mobile money.

  safe for communities and humanitarian staff, with strategies to manage security risks  

For this to be fulfilled, cash must be safe to deliver, obtain, possess and use, with strategies available to 
manage identified security risks.

“Can we safely provide this to people? Can they safely withdraw it  … whether it is the money 
exchanger or the bank?” (Interview 2)

In both conflict and non-conflict settings, practitioners need to be certain that cash approaches are safe for 
communities and humanitarian staff. Viable avenues for delivering money can be difficult to establish where 
theft, extortion and other risks to security are high. Cash may also label beneficiaries as members of a particular 
group or foment tensions between communities and targeted households. one practitioner took steps to design 
a distribution method around popular gift cards available from local shops to mitigate concerns about increasing 
the visibility of beneficiaries who were targeted for deportation. Cash modalities are not appropriate for contexts 
when practitioners suspect that security risks cannot be effectively managed or mitigated. 

  organization, national society and/or partner capacity  

For this to be fulfilled, the organization, national society and/or partners must have the capabilities to 
effectively implement the cash modality.

“The average, for one of the agencies I’ve been supporting, to actually put a financial service 
provider in place to be able to deliver cash assistance is four months. So where that agency 
in country hasn’t undergone cash preparedness activities, they might not really be able to do 
things very quickly.” (Interview 13)

cash readiness and the capacity to scale up programming is a pivotal determinant for practitioners, particularly 
in time-sensitive responses. Cash is often perceived as quick to distribute, but working alongside financial 
institutions to set up cash distribution and transfer mechanisms can take months. If the country offices, 
national societies or partners involved in an organization’s response are unfamiliar with using cash at all or at 
the scale needed, the investment in training and monitoring to strengthen capacity represents an important 
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consideration. actors who proactively engage in cash readiness activities before a crisis, such as determining 
local financial practices and arranging agreements with service providers, have improved ability to rapidly and 
effectively implement cash programming. Consideration for capacity also includes being equipped to effectively 
communicate with and deliver important information to communities as they have an active role in their shelter 
recovery through cash. ultimately, practitioners stress the importance of recognizing organizational strengths 
to determine whether a cash modality can add value.  

  Feasibility within the political context and existing legal frameworks, including housing,  
  land and property rights  

For this to be fulfilled, the policies and legal frameworks of government and local authorities must 
support the use of cash modalities. 

“If selecting cash will mean that you cannot give to unregistered refugees, even if there is 
mobile money and ATMs, then you will not go for that.” (Interview 3)

The political landscape highly influences cash modality determinations. The liquidity of cash can make it a 
highly controversial modality with unfavourable support from host communities, host governments or local 
authorities. practitioners are unable to proceed with cash assistance in contexts where the government or 
local authorities are not willing to allow its use or where its implementation is highly restricted. in these cases, 
practitioners are limited to assessing the viability of advocacy for cash assistance. there may also be active 
parties to conflict in the region, and cash could be perceived as being at risk for diversion to armed groups or 
jeopardizing principles of neutrality. even in contexts where the use of cash is not banned outright, practitioners 
take into account the potential for cash to foment tensions with the host community and review mitigation 
strategies. alternatively, the host government and local leaders may be actively involved in the delivery of 
shelter support. one practitioner noted that the government of pakistan effectively distributed large numbers of 
cash grants to households affected by recurring floods. Humanitarian organizations then focused on providing 
corresponding technical assistance. considerations for whether countries have upcoming elections can also 
be important to evaluate whether cash modalities can adjust to these contextual changes. practitioners identify 
and navigate contextual circumstances to determine if cash will fill the gaps in service provision or help build 
the government’s capacity to provide cash support.

in addition to the political and regulatory environment surrounding the use of cash, other legal frameworks 
or common practices routinely inform the feasibility of cash modalities. For shelter practitioners, the most 
prominent among these are often housing, land and property rights, or hlp, which fundamentally shape shelter 
access for affected populations. These and other rights can significantly change based on the legal status or 
identity of the affected population. practitioners indicated it was important to understand legal frameworks and 
their implications on hlp and shelter access when making cash modality decisions. 

  complemented by appropriate shelter technical support, conditions or restrictions   

For this to be fulfilled, practitioners must be able to complement the cash modality with appropriate 
technical support, conditions or restrictions necessary to generate safe and adequate shelter outcomes.

“If you’re doing post-earthquake reconstruction giving people cash — you’re not going to 
necessarily have more seismically resistant buildings.” (Interview 4)
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there is consensus among practitioners that cash must be accompanied by shelter technical support to 
empower households to achieve safe and adequate shelter outcomes. Examples of technical support include 
training and information on construction techniques, guidance on the selection of quality construction materials, 
and rental agreements or other tenure arrangements. in some cases, cash alone can be appropriate for short-
term shelter assistance during the initial phase of a crisis if shelter technical support or construction programs 
take additional time to put in place. 

the use of conditions or restrictions can be important tools to ensure cash modalities achieve the intended 
shelter outcome. Assessing the need for conditions or restrictions requires accounting for the wider range of 
needs to which households might divert cash. Households frequently face compounding immediate needs 
and may prioritize funds to address food, health care or schooling or to pay off crisis-related debt. diversion 
can be particularly prevalent in responses where household debt levels are high. when assessing the use 
of cash with conditions or restrictions, these measures must be balanced and reasonable. one practitioner 
shared that the request for physical receipts in one of their programs ultimately added hardship to both the 
beneficiary, who may not be able to secure the best deal for the materials, and to the organization, as it takes 
time to process the receipts.

  Compatibility with or flexibility within humanitarian systems and policies    

For this to be fulfilled, the cash modality must align with current organizational, donor and sectoral 
policies and strategies, or the decision-maker must have the ability to implement or advocate for the 
cash modality within these systems.

“We follow behind Global Shelter Cluster guidance, and we follow as much as possible behind 
individual country — you know, individual cluster at country level — guidelines as well, as 
much as possible. It’s not always possible.” (Interview 17)

as with political feasibility, practitioners are accountable to internal and external policies that impact the decision 
to move forward with a cash modality. internal organization policies, donors, cash working groups, the cluster, and 
strategic advisory groups all have different perspectives which inform the decision-making space. practitioners 
describe considering guidance from the cluster or strategic advisory groups as well as investigating the modality 
decisions of other actors to review whether cash is contextually appropriate or could fill a void in the humanitarian 
response. Some internal or donor policies can require or push practitioners toward cash modalities, while other 
policies may be completely cash averse. in contexts where a cash working group is active, the decision to include 
or exclude shelter as part of the minimum expenditure basket27 determines whether and how a cash modality 
is included in a shelter sectoral approach. Practitioners discuss working to influence the decision of the cash 
working group to best align with their technical assessments of shelter needs.

if practitioners want to include a cash modality but encounter obstacles either internally or externally, they 
stress the need to feel empowered to advocate for their decision when mechanisms in place are conducive 
for dialogue. upwards advocacy is seen as essential to continuing the sector along the pathway to increasing 
contextually appropriate shelter support.  

27 the meB is a tool used by humanitarian organizations to determine the amount of cash provided to households through multi-purpose cash assistance. 
It is defined as “what a household requires to meet basic or essential needs, and the overall cost.” Nathalie Klein and Nynne Warring. (2021). “Demystifying 
the minimum expenditure Basket” calp network. available at https://www.calpnetwork.org/blog/demystifying-the-minimum-expenditure-basket/ (Accessed 
19 July 2023).
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  Most cost-efficient and cost-effective option  

For this to be fulfilled, the cash modality must be able to effectively secure the intended shelter outcome 
while also maximizing the program’s reach when compared with alternative modalities.

“These global corporate strategies that you see from big agencies, they’re pushed by the 
efficiency side, not so much the effectiveness side.” (Interview 5)

the “if not, why not cash?” approach is pervasive throughout the shelter sector as a result of the grand Bargain, 
in what practitioners describe as “top-down” pressure. practitioners believe cash modalities are important for 
shelter support but push against the idea that cash is always the easiest and most cost-efficient modality choice. 
Cash programs can be efficient because of the ability to reach large numbers of households, but practitioners 
indicate that basing a modality decision on this underlying assumption may not result in the best shelter outcomes 
for communities. in order to determine when cash is appropriate, practitioners discuss the need to consider a 
balance between cost efficiency and cost effectiveness. This can be achieved through reviewing whether cash 
(or a mixed-modality approach of combining cash with labour, materials or technical assistance) is suitable to 
provide both support for recovering markets and meaningful support toward shelter outcomes.  

  alignment with community needs, preferences and capacity  

For this to be fulfilled, the selected cash modality must align with the identified preferences and shelter 
priorities within the community, and the community must have the capacity to engage in meeting the 
program’s objectives.

“You’re passing a lot of responsibilities to the community and to the people, so you need to 
see … technical skills or if people are able to do that.” (Interview 12)

The modality preferences of affected communities will be unique to each context. Tools such as town halls, 
focus groups and discussions with key informants can be used identify communities’ urgent shelter priorities 
and their preferences for addressing them. the reasons communities may prefer a certain modality are also 
important to understand. in some cases, community preferences might be based on their needs, capacity, 
practices or knowledge of misappropriation risks. in other cases, communities may be open to using cash 
modalities, but may raise concerns that require knowledge sharing or additional discussion, such as preferences 
for particular service providers or distribution mechanisms. 

affected communities each bring distinct knowledge, skills and capacities with them to a given response. 
modality decisions involve identifying these capacities to ensure that cash is well suited to the skills present 
within communities and to review if further capacity building is needed. cash modalities may not be perceived 
as adding value in cases where large-scale investment in technical training would be required to secure shelter 
through cash. There may also be limited capacity to participate in a cash modality if it requires participants 
to have underlying technical knowledge or digital access to facilitate their recovery. program expectations 
for travel and time investments can impose financial barriers to access or prevent caretakers and those with 
disabilities from effectively engaging in cash to meet their shelter needs.  
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  clear communication channels with communities   

For this to be fulfilled, organizations must be able to develop communication pathways to deliver information 
and training, and receive feedback relevant to the cash modality.

“I advocate for the decision-making to be oriented towards making people more empowered 
in navigating the markets using cash … to enhance their knowledge about the market to 
enhance their confidence in the market.” (Interview 7)

when using cash approaches, communities may have to navigate unfamiliar materials or markets to address 
shelter needs. This requires shelter practitioners to deliver timely corresponding technical guidance and messaging 
about markets. one practitioner discussed the seasonality and nuances between distinct bamboo species, which 
highly impact suitability for construction. this type of information may not be widely known at the household 
level. the potential for poor reconstruction is heightened if technical knowledge is not effectively transferred to 
communities by shelter actors when using a cash approach. in some cases, the transfer mechanism itself may 
be unfamiliar to users. one practitioner spoke about the absence of strong communication with communities 
when distributing cell phones as a transfer mechanism for cash. This resulted in beneficiaries having to travel 
long distances to get cell phone service or selling the cell phones without accessing the funds. decisions on the 
use of cash should include consideration for whether the appropriate communication, messaging and feedback 
channels can be put in place to ensure successful outcomes. 

 Criteria that are often missed 

The following criteria are described by practitioners as essential to choosing the most contextually 
appropriate modality. While practitioners speak about the importance of these criteria, they indicate 
that constraints on the decision-making process make it difficult to ensure these criteria are effectively 
incorporated into decisions.

  compatibility with the longer-term needs of recovering communities  

For this to be fulfilled, the cash modality must be compatible with or support anticipated recovery 
needs, longer-term shelter outcomes, and the plans of affected communities.

“It’s not enough … just to be physically safe and not be evicted. You would want to see people 
maybe investing in the housing solution. You would want to see them with their kids in school. 
You would want to see them pursuing economic opportunities.” (Interview 18)

decisions at the onset of an emergency have a transformative impact on long-term shelter needs and the 
ability of affected communities to recover. humanitarian funding and household reach are at their highest 
at the start of a crisis and the selected modality shapes subsequent avenues for self-recovery. While cash 
often can be the most agile support available to address wide-ranging needs, practitioners discuss reviewing 
whether the modality is compatible with the recovery plans of a community by investigating:
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• if displacement is likely to be long-term, and how any modality may need to evolve over time to meet 
changing or protracted needs.

• If the current location of displacement is the final destination for affected people or if people will continue 
to be on the move.

• if the current location of displacement is connected to markets, schools, health care and community 
networks or if people will need to relocate to meet these needs.

• if safety or natural hazard risks are associated with damaged structures, emergency/transitional structures 
or the location of displacement.

despite an emphasis on the importance of accounting for recovery, incorporating early recovery planning into 
modality decisions is challenging and not consistently practiced during the initial phase of a crisis. practitioners 
experience organizational and donor pressure to implement the modality with the highest immediate coverage 
in numbers. in some cases, they have limited authority over the selection or the design of more technical shelter 
programs until later into the response, when funding is generally less available. while practitioners want to see 
more thought being put into supporting sustained shelter outcomes post-program, few practitioners discuss 
identifying clear exit strategies when determining their modality. there was a sense that ensuring sustained 
shelter outcomes is particularly difficult in rental markets. Nonetheless, practitioners indicate the importance 
of creating flexible programs that provide space for adjusting the modality as the context evolves and recovery 
needs can be identified and integrated into programming. 

  protection for the local environment and natural resources  

For this to be fulfilled, the cash modality must support the local environment and natural resource 
protection while aligning with humanitarian shelter objectives.

“If you’re giving money to people to buy often wooden materials, there is an incentive for 
people just to go and chop down local forests to have materials to sell, and that happened in a 
couple of cases.” (Interview 16)

the shelter sector has a responsibility to consider how climate adaptation and greening can be incorporated 
into their response. as land and shelter materials are in high demand after a crisis, practitioners discuss the 
importance of mitigating damage to the local environment and creating sustainable supply chain pathways. 
they suggest reviewing locally available resources to identify the formal and informal supply chains that 
may develop with increased market demand on shelter materials. with this information, practitioners are 
better equipped to consider whether cash can support the use of sustainable materials and mitigate long-term 
environmental damage to recovering communities. universal consideration for this criterion is not yet widely 
integrated into decision-making processes in the humanitarian shelter space.
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3.3  shelter and settlements cash decision-making in practice 

there is agreement across practitioners that cash decision-making in the shelter sector has evolved and improved 
over the past 20 years. the decision-making space is now much more oriented around designing cash-based 
modalities as opposed to determining whether to use cash. practitioners nearly always consider — and include — 
cash approaches in their responses. they often use cash along with technical support as part of a hybrid or mixed 
approach. practitioners are clear in expressing that cash support to households does not necessarily secure 
an adequate shelter outcome, as “choice doesn’t necessarily equate to access.”(Interview 17) they describe 
cash as an effective tool to use within shelter programs rather than cash itself constituting a shelter program.  

as cash is consistently used as a component of programming across responses, “go/no-go” decision-making 
frameworks are not practiced so starkly in the field. At times, the decision to implement cash is even cited as 
taking place before each of the relevant criteria is confirmed and in place. This occurs if there is a strong push for 
cash by certain influences or if the modality decision is time-sensitive and it is assumed that strategies to address 
criteria can be identified at the implementation stage. Because of time limitations in the context of humanitarian 
response, modality decisions about using cash are often described as being made “on the go,” with the need 
to verify assumptions and adapt programming when relevant data becomes available down the line.

although the sector does continue to learn and innovate, there is still stagnation brought on by several 
core constraints within the decision-making process. Even the term “cash” is seen as loosely defined, with 
practitioners indicating the term was widely associated with “multipurpose cash assistance” rather than with 
“cash-based” sectoral technical programming.

the following portion of this research discusses how cash modality decisions are made by practitioners, 
separating key influences on this process into three sections: “The Foundation of Decision-Making Expertise,” 
“Influences on Decision-Making Criteria,” and “Constraints on the Decision-Making Process.”

thE FoundatIon oF dECIsIon-makIng ExPERtIsE

the process of honing decision-making expertise is largely described as the result of practical experience with 
acknowledgment of the smaller role written resources can occupy in this development. the following section 
discusses these two factors and their contribution toward assisting practitioners in gauging the presence of 
necessary criteria in a variety of responses.   

 the role of practical experience in the shelter sector 

shelter practitioners report that the knowledge gained from practical experience constitutes the foundational tool 
they rely on to make a modality determination. as shelter needs and conditions change with each context, the 
prior knowledge that practitioners bring with them proves essential to making the most strategic decision given the 
information available. whether modality decisions are being made at the start of a crisis or in protracted settings, 
they often have to be made quickly in environments with rapidly changing needs and unforeseeable challenges. 
as one practitioner stated, “Your internal knowledge is really useful somehow, because that’s what you have — 
that’s what you can grasp in a week.” (Interview 12) Practitioners reflect that experience allows them to draw on 
the distinctions and parallels between contexts, enabling them to better identify and assess criteria, navigate the 
influences and constraints on the decision-making process, and foresee the potential for unintended consequences. 
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 the role of written guidance resources 

practitioners rely heavily on their experience to develop competencies around criteria. as one practitioner 
stated, “There’s obviously a lot of tools out there … it’s expertise ... that’s the key thing.” (Interview 6) written 
guidance resources are often seen as too difficult to sort through, too long, or unable to fully anticipate the 
contextually nuanced and nonlinear process of decision-making. For these reasons, written resources are not 
universally cited as integral to the decision-making process. the integration of more practical written tools for 
cash decision-making appears to be new and developing. 

many practitioners have participated in the production of internal or sectoral guidance materials. although 
practitioners do not always use written resources to guide them through a particular decision, there is 
consensus that written resources can play a significant role in standardising best practices. Practitioners 
acknowledge time constraints when leveraging these resources and underscore the need to be familiar with 
relevant documents before entering the decision-making process. one practitioner stated: 

“I’m sure if you delve through the resources you probably find guidance on everything. … It’s 
just where that bit of guidance is and … how you get to the right paragraph (which is what you 
actually need to know at that time) is the difficult bit.” (Interview 4)

there is an overall hesitancy to engage with particularly lengthy documents and there is a common belief 
that it is hard to create a universal resource without producing something too general or too lengthy. one 
practitioner stated that often when the aim is to produce something universal, “It’s too detailed, and so it takes 
too much effort for the countries to use it.” (Interview 2)

The most frequently cited written resources were internal guidance documents used by practitioners to obtain 
general familiarity with the organizational policies and procedures relevant to modality decisions. practitioners 
also view it as essential to thoroughly understand donor policies and to be aware of their positions on cash 
modalities and guidelines for proposals. Only some practitioners mentioned specific sectoral resources, 
including the calp network, the global shelter cluster shelter projects, the IFRC’s Cash in Emergencies 
toolkit, the IFRC’s Step-by-Step Guide for Rental Assistance, and the sphere handbook. practitioners 
ultimately focus on the importance of having good communities of practice and advisory groups for support on 
difficult modality decisions. 

InFluEnCEs on dECIsIon-makIng CRItERIa

Practitioners report a variety of influences on the decision-making process. The dynamics generated by these 
influences can either push practitioners toward or away from meeting the criteria necessary to use cash 
modalities. For the purpose of this research, influences are defined as those elements of a response which 
have the capacity to affect both the decision-making process and the ultimate decision. Influences result 
from the context of a response, from prevailing sectoral strategies, and from informal consultations with other 
shelter peers. Influences provide a shelter practitioner with the information necessary to determine whether 
the criteria can be met for cash assistance as part of shelter and settlements programming.
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 Contextual influences 

Contextual influences pertain to the socio-dynamics and geographic setting of a given response. These factors 
impact whether practitioners can attain the criteria necessary to move forward with cash. Contextual influences 
must be continually reviewed, as particular elements may be dynamic and subject to change. practitioners 
consider such contextual questions as:  

How are communities and households organized within the affected population? Who are particularly 
vulnerable members?

How have affected households traditionally accessed shelter? How are affected households accessing 
shelter now? Are they engaging in rental markets?

Is the affected population displaced within a host community? How are communities and households 
organized within the host community? How would a cash modality impact tension between the affected 
households and host communities? 

Where is displacement occurring geographically? Is it urban or rural? What are the geographic or 
climatic characteristics of this area? How will these characteristics impact shelter access or livelihoods 
throughout the year? 

What are the present or anticipated barriers to shelter access? What is the role of housing, land, and 
property frameworks and practices? What is the legal status of the affected population?

 Sectoral strategy influences 

the shelter sector and the individual organizations it comprises have strategy recommendations, policies or 
practices that influence the positioning of criteria. Some sectoral strategies may be context-dependent, while 
others are part of a general humanitarian strategy, such as the core humanitarian standard and principles.28 
While consideration for compatibility or flexibility within humanitarian systems and policies has been included 
as a criteria in this research, it is important to recognize sectoral strategy as an overarching influence on criteria 
and the decision-making process as a whole. Practitioners consider sectoral strategy questions such as:

How does my organization’s policy on cash apply to this response? Is there an internal push to use a 
specific modality? Why? 

How do donor policies on cash apply to this response? Are they pushing for a specific modality? Why? 

Who are the lead agencies in this response? What actors are present? What modality are they planning 
to use? Where are they working, and whom are they targeting?

Is sectoral guidance developed or being developed? How can I have a role in its development?

Does the private sector have capacities that could contribute to this response? 

28 Sphere. (2014). “Core Humanitarian Standard.” Available at https://spherestandards.org/humanitarian-standards/core-humanitarian-standard/ (Accessed 
19 July 2023); and OCHA. (2022). “OCHA on Message: Humanitarian Principles.” Available at https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/OOM_Humanitari-
an%20principles_eng.pdf.
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additionally, the grand Bargain29 influences decisions across organizations and responses. The Grand Bargain 
and its commitment to scale up the use of cash requires that a significant portion of humanitarian funding be 
strictly dedicated to cash modalities. As one practitioner stated, the influence of the Grand Bargain constitutes 
“a huge shift towards cash … it’s basically a topic that’s coming top-down rather than bottom-up.” (Interview 7) 
practitioners indicate there could be pitfalls to the extreme push for cash, as this restricts the decision-making 
space to carefully consider criteria before moving forward with a determination. 

 Interpersonal network influences 

Informal professional networks are a key influence that support practitioners’ decision-making process. 
practitioners individually leverage their network of shelter peers to discuss modality decisions and obtain 
different perspectives, regardless of whether these peers are involved in the current response. when 
constricted by cash-averse policies at their own organization, one practitioner even discussed recommending 
a cash modality approach to peers at other organizations. the ability to build strong interpersonal relationships 
is influential in shaping informed decisions, with one practitioner noting, “They’re not part of the official 
decision-making process, but I think they affect it a lot.” (Interview 12) the process of informally consulting 
with other shelter professionals and possessing the interpersonal skills to work effectively with relevant actors 
was seen as highly beneficial when engaging in important modality decisions. It was even mentioned that the 
rise of virtual work during the covid-19 pandemic reduced the number of casual opportunities to have these 
conversations about modality choice. 

ConstRaInts on thE dECIsIon-makIng PRoCEss

In the field, decisions often must be made in time-sensitive contexts without the optimal conditions for criteria 
analysis. in addition to these challenges, practitioners identify several constraints that impact their ability to 
adequately assess criteria and make informed cash modality decisions. These constraints are tied to donor 
policies and processes, sectoral reflection on lessons learned, hiring the right technical specialists at the right 
time, the type and quantity of data required to make a decision, tension between cash and shelter actors, 
integrated multisectoral decision-making, and the availability of cash and shelter training. they have been 
numbered for ease of reference. 

FlExIBIlIty wIthIn donoR PolICIEs and PRoCEssEs 

 Practitioners stress the importance of presenting proposals to the “right” donors, building flexibility 
 into proposals, and advocating directly with donors on preferences regarding assistance methods. 

practitioners cite several constraints they experience with modality determination when donors provide little 
flexibility. At the donor proposal stage, practitioners are tied into a modality decision before there is sufficient 
time to thoroughly assess certain criteria, particularly in-depth market assessments and community preferences. 
Although donors are aware of the accelerated timeline for proposals, it is difficult to alter or change the selected 
modalities as practitioners collect additional information on criteria. one practitioner stated, “Even if it’s an 
18-month project, you need to have a donor approval for any variants,” making it especially important to be able 

29 Inter-Agency Standing Committee. “The Grand Bargain (Official Website).” Available at https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/content/grand-bargain-
hosted-iasc (Accessed 19 July 2023).
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to build in modality flexibility at the proposal stage”. (Interview 3) another practitioner emphasized, “We don’t 
have that information back on how households would like us to help them meet their needs before we are having 
to budget and make and design the program.” (Interview 13) a better outcome from modality decisions can be 
achieved when donors are particularly flexible around proposal adjustments and understand the need for agility 
as criteria are further assessed, the context develops, and needs change.

additionally, donors each have their own perspective on cash assistance, with distinct policies on the use of 
these modalities. In this way, donors are able to predetermine a practitioner’s modality choice, removing the 
decision from the practitioners in the field. Avenues for advocacy and dialogue with donors were especially 
important to practitioners when donor modality preference did not align with their own criteria assessment. 

sECtoRal REFlECtIon on lEssons lEaRnEd 

 there is a desire from pracitioners to see more growth in the use of evaluations, institutionalizing 
 sectoral learning, and retaining knowledge in more visible ways. 

Practitioners emphasise that there are significant constraints to relying on practical experience for modality 
determination when considering long-term outcomes and recovery. one systemic challenge is that the structure 
of short-term deployments prevents practitioners from seeing the long-term implications of their decisions. this 
makes it difficult to gauge criteria from a longitudinal perspective and prevents organizations within the sector 
from achieving progress toward more informed decision-making at the same pace. one practitioner stated, 
“We don’t really know what exactly were the consequences of that program that was implemented … we know 
that we finished.” (Interview 2) practitioners pointed to impact evaluations and strong monitoring, evaluation, 
accountability and learning, or meal, strategies as ways to balance this constraint, but these accountability 
mechanisms are also limited in their current form. as one donor indicated, “When cash is actually proposed, 
sometimes there’s a tendency for that framework to be a lot weaker. Sixty percent of the cash was actually 
used for shelter purposes. What kind of shelter purposes? We don’t know whether it’s cash for rental, whether 
it’s to buy household equipment, or for repairs … that’s not really being monitored because we don’t have 
another shelter component.” (Interview 17)

even when thorough evaluations are conducted, practitioners stated that the lessons learned are not well-
integrated internally or across the sector. 

hIRIng thE RIght tEChnICal sPECIalIsts at thE RIght tImE 

 practitioners discuss the importance of reviewing hiring strategies to ensure they facilitate 
 appropriate technical input to support informed decision-making. 

One of the sectoral constraints on decision-making is that context-specific shelter experts are often hired after 
the modality decision takes place. this happens because of the need to secure funding for the position through 
a donor proposal. shelter experts then have little control over the modality being implemented regardless 
of their own assessment of the context. similarly, one practitioner noted that early recovery specialists are 
essential but frequently absent at the decision-making stage.

other practitioners noted that shelter experts often have construction or architecture backgrounds and 
may not be as well suited to make cash modality decisions as practitioners who can contribute strong 
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cash technical expertise. Organizations sometimes forgo hiring shelter-specific experts altogether. One 
practitioner stated: 

“In place of hiring actual shelter experts, they sometimes hire distribution or emergency response 
managers … then when we’re trying to stress the importance of technical assistance for shelter 
programming … the manager doesn’t know about these basic principles.” (Interview 5) 

thE tyPE and quantIty oF data REquIREd to makE a modalIty dECIsIon 

 practitioners say there is room to develop more intersectoral understanding around the role and 
 constraints of quantitative and qualitative data collection in time-sensitive decision-making. 

Practitioners express that there is a lack of uniformity when it comes to what constitutes sufficient market data 
to make a modality decision. this creates challenges when cash modality determinations hinge on support 
from cash working groups. Practitioners state that oftentimes a quick, even informal, market assessment 
can determine the feasibility of a cash approach when combined with other criteria. during one market visit, 
a practitioner discovered that western-sourced saw blades were incompatible with local carpentry practices 
because of the structure of the teeth. Expectations on quantitative data collection can also result in constraints 
and delays on modality choice when practitioners already feel confident proceeding with a decision. In the 
example below, one practitioner discussed being blocked from a multipurpose cash approach despite being 
well-versed on the context. 

“One of the challenges we did have … is that the cash working group were using the lack of 
available data on shelter to exclude shelter from the minimum expenditure basket. … They 
wanted quantitative data to justify this, and they were not happy to use the qualitative data 
that I had from my cluster members and from my knowledge of the context. And so, this is 
where I think sometimes there’s an overemphasis on data and/or on quantitative data, which 
can be as biased as qualitative data.” (Interview 10)

CollaBoRatIon BEtwEEn Cash and shEltER aCtoRs 

 practitioners say there is a need to form critical partnerships and develop stronger working 
 relationships with cash actors in addition to gaining more technical cash expertise as a sector. 

effective communication and collaboration between shelter and cash actors is necessary to make informed 
decisions about whether and how to include support for shelter as part of intersectoral multipurpose cash 
assistance programs. practitioners acknowledge feeling constrained when they perceive that sectoral decisions 
about the use of cash are being made by cash working groups without incorporating shelter technical input 
and recommendations. as one practitioner articulated, “Some of the decisions that would have been made by 
program technical people have been delegated or taken over by the cash working groups, and that is a bit of a 
worry.” (Interview 2) another described feeling as if “you’re trying to wrestle bits of programming so you actually 
can design them and have a bit more input.” (Interview 13) practitioners recognize that cash and shelter actors 
have distinct technical expertise. thoughtful communication to bridge these gaps is necessary to navigate any 
resulting tension or constraints that arise with understanding or engaging in dialogue.
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Despite these friction points, practitioners see the utility of multipurpose cash and the benefit of including 
a meaningful contribution toward shelter in the minimum expenditure basket. practitioners report the best 
collaboration between the shelter sector and cash working groups occurs when there is an environment of 
active dialogue and consultation. as one donor emphasized, “The cash discussion has to take place within 
the sector. It should not be driven by the cash sector; it should be supported by the cash sector.” (Interview 17) 

multIsECtoRal IntEgRatIon at thE dECIsIon-makIng stagE 

 practitioners report that at the decision-making stage there is an absence of clear collaboration 
 standards that could facilitate movement toward more harmonized and integrated shelter responses. 

the decision to implement a cash modality usually occurs outside of an integrated multisectoral approach. 
Practitioners primarily consult with their shelter, finance and logistics teams during the decision-making 
process. conversations with other sectors are primarily used to update colleagues on modality choice, as 
opposed to incorporating them in the decision-making process. limited intersectoral collaboration among 
decision-makers is reported as being pervasive among decision-makers across sectors, with one practitioner 
saying that in the available forums, “They tend to be much more about reporting than planning, and therefore we 
don’t necessarily end up with a joined-up or a prioritized response. We end up with clusters kind of competing 
for resources.” (Interview 6) making modality decisions without incorporating them into an integrated approach 
is acknowledged as a constraint, particularly in the context of livelihoods. practitioners recognize that strong 
social support is essential to sustaining shelter outcomes with every modality choice, but integrating shelter 
assistance with livelihood development is not consistently incorporated into decision-making across actors. 
one practitioner shared, “You cannot have housing without a financing mechanism. … We don’t talk about 
that financing mechanism … in a meaningful way in terms of what we really need to accomplish.” (Interview 9)

avaIlaBlE and uPdatEd tRaInIng on Cash and shEltER    

 practitioners are interested in seeing an increase in available up-to-date shelter trainings on cash 
 assistance methods to further inform the decision-making process. 

Practitioners indicate that although there is significant training material on cash-based interventions, few 
trainings that merge cash and shelter are available. One practitioner reflected on the benefit of the CALP 
Network’s free online trainings and suggested that creating a similar library for cash in the shelter context could 
“help to translate … some of the guidelines into knowledge and practice.” (Interview 10) trainings are seen by 
practitioners as a practical alternative to reviewing long and complex written resources. another practitioner 
reflected that the trainings they received on cash had an informative impact, but the materials available online 
rapidly became outdated. practitioners suggest focusing on keeping training materials both available and up-
to-date, particularly for immediate use in challenging contexts where innovative decisions on cash and shelter 
modalities are necessary. 
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Conclusion 

the practitioners who were interviewed for this research indicated that they use a wide range of criteria for their 
decision-making. Each criterion was described as having its own set of influences — and in many cases its own 
constraints — in terms of being able to make fully informed decisions. practitioners showed that through their own 
practical experience in the field they had needed to expand upon the lists of criteria given in current sectoral guidance 
resources. In addition to criteria shared by all cash programmes (such as functioning markets, security issues and 
organisations’ own capacities to implement cash programming), shelter practitioners were more likely to highlight 
some criteria specific to the shelter sector, such as the ability to reach quality shelter outcomes and the need to 
consider the impact of cash and shelter on longer-term shelter programming and longer-term shelter outcomes.

The influences on how the criteria were assessed could be either positive or negative. Negative influences 
could include red-line issues, with the potential for practitioners to decide not to include cash assistance as a 
result. One key influence which shaped the decision-making in many accounts was multisectoral decisions to 
generally considering or going with cash being made before the shelter practitioner became involved. generally, 
the local context was always considered to hold the primary influences, with practitioners highlighting questions 
about local communities and how they have accessed shelter, along with the nature of the emergency and the 
shelter intentions and current or potential barriers for accessing shelter in the affected communities. sectoral 
strategies were also seen as key, framed by questions about organisational and donor policies, the modalities 
planned by other actors, and the availability of any strategic guidance resources. a third more informal key 
influence was the interpersonal networks overlapping with formal coordination. 

4
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Constraints were more often ascribed as a subset of influences rather than limitations on the individual 
practitioner’s own capacities to analyse and employ strategic thinking, all of which highlighted important areas 
for the shelter sector to work on to strengthen the ability of practitioners to make decisions they feel confident 
with in future. A number of key constraints were experienced at the field level during the response, such as any 
limits posed by donor policies or the lack of relevant data, and these constraints have often forced practitioners 
to either make decisions based on an incomplete picture of the situation or defer making a decision altogether. 
Other constraints could be experienced away from the field and before the onset of any specific emergency. 
in this regard, a lack of training opportunities not just for the shelter practitioners themselves but also for their 
colleagues was highlighted. many of those interviewed also highlighted tensions between shelter and cash 
actors regarding the uses of multipurpose cash, along with the lack of resolution to those tensions before 
humanitarian responses needed to be undertaken.

Throughout the research done for this project, significant lessons arose from what practitioners were not 
talking about, as much as the points which they did highlight in their responses. one example was the lack 
of reference to forms of market assessment apart from those concerning physical construction materials. 
guidance resources for labour market assessments for the shelter sector remain much less developed than 
the equivalent assessment resources for physical shelter materials. Another example is that there was little if 
any discussion about what undertaking preparedness for using cash might mean for any of the organisations 
involved. while a number of interviewees discussed organisational and staff capacities, fewer of them talked 
about what might be needed in terms of training or capacity-building which could be done in between responses. 
none mentioned concepts like the crs “cash ready” for emergencies. thirdly, the majority of the interviewees 
did mention environmental concerns, but this was consistently described in terms of the environmental impact 
of the shelter interventions, and there was no real discussion of the challenges for mitigating the effects of 
climate change rather than just reducing environmental impact.

this study has provided an initial framework to support discussions and information analysis necessary for 
decision-making, presented as a series of pointers for interpreting decision-making criteria at the field level. The 
expansion of the criteria for cash and shelter decision-making should also act as a support to further efforts 
to increase the evidence base for shelter practitioners in the future and to guide sectoral resources analysing 
the increasing number of programmes choosing to include cash assistance as a component. a number of key 
recommendations can be made to address the identified gaps. The table below reviews the constraints to 
decision-making and the criteria that are often missed in the process, laying out corresponding recommendations.

                     IdEntIFIEd ConstRaInt                  RECommEndatIons

practitioners stress the importance 
of presenting proposals to the “right” 
donors, building in modality flexibility to 
proposals, and advocating directly with 
donors on modality preferences. 

1

donors, humanitarian managers, and shelter and 
cash practitioners: ensure there are strong avenues 
of communication between donors and organisations 
that facilitate advocacy pathways to undertake the 
most contextually appropriate decision. also ensure 
that there is appropriate flexibility within proposals to 
allow for decisions to evolve as the context develops 
or changes.
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practitioners mention the importance of 
reviewing hiring strategies to ensure they 
facilitate appropriate technical input to 
support informed decision-making.

2
humanitarian managers: increase the number of 
shelter practitioners with cash expertise and ensure that 
practitioners are deployed in a timely manner so that 
they can support informed decision-making in all cases.

there is a desire from practitioners to see 
more growth in the use of evaluations, 
institutionalizing sectoral learning, and 
retaining knowledge in more visible ways. 

3
humanitarian managers and meal teams: develop 
a more systematic framework for the use of impact 
evaluations, institutionalizing sectoral learning, and 
retaining knowledge in more visible ways.

practitioners say there is room to develop 
more intersectoral understanding about 
the roles and constraints of quantitative 
and qualitative data collection in time-
sensitive decision-making. 

4

humanitarian managers and meal teams: work on 
cash and shelter policies that support practitioners in the 
creation of flexible and agile programming that accounts 
for early recovery and intersectoral needs, and do so 
with a more developed intersectoral understanding about 
the role and constraints of quantitative and qualitative 
data collection in time-sensitive decision-making.

practitioners report an absence of clear 
collaboration standards at the decision-
making stage that could facilitate 
movement toward more harmonized and 
integrated shelter responses. 

5
humanitarian managers and shelter and cash 
practitioners: establish more opportunities for dialogue 
between cash and shelter actors and set clear 
standards for that collaboration.

practitioners are interested in seeing an 
increase in available, up-to-date shelter 
trainings on cash modalities to further 
inform the decision-making process. 

6
humanitarian managers: make trainings and 
information on cash and shelter easy to locate and 
digestible for practitioners. 

practitioners discuss the need to form 
critical partnerships and develop stronger 
working relationships with cash actors in 
addition to gaining more technical cash 
expertise as a sector. 7

development actors and shelter and cash practitioners: 
develop more comprehensive action plans on how to 
integrate shelter and cash assistance with sustained 
recovery for communities.

compatibility with the longer-term needs 
of recovering communities. 

protection for the local environment and 
natural resources. 8

shelter, cash and environment practitioners: expand 
decision-making around shelter, cash and the 
environment to better address environment-related 
issues, including those arising from climate change.
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Annex I: Interview questions 

Two lists of questions were developed for this project: the main list of questions for those shelter practitioners 
who were interviewed verbally, and a second shorter online question list that was completed in writing by 
others who expressed interest in the project but who were not selected for the interview group.

Along with the central research question — “What are the criteria for deciding when and where cash programming 
approaches are appropriate in support of those who have lost their shelter and settlements in humanitarian crises 
and what influences these decisions?” — six questions were used to frame the actual research interviews:

what are considered the indicators of success for cash programming in support of shelter and settlements?

how are decisions made concerning whether or not to use cash programming in support of shelter and 
settlements?

which criteria are taken into consideration when deciding whether or not to use cash assistance?

who is involved in decisions concerning whether or not to use cash programming?

What influences the decision whether or not to use cash programming?

what are the barriers to choosing cash programming?

lEaRnIngs REgaRdIng thE mEthodology 

In addition to the findings described in Section 4 below, it was possible to gain some findings about the research 
methodology itself, and in which aspects it best supported the research objectives.

 Flexibility of tools   The method of having a rolling series of interviews, with frequent internal reviews of 
progress within the project team, meant that it was possible to rapidly adapt how questions were put or 
clarified to the interviewees.

 Flexibility of selection process   the proactive engagement with multiple shelter practitioner networks 
meant that even in the middle of the data-gathering phase, the project team were able to newly find 
shelter practitioners who fitted the interviewee profile, in order to adjust the overall balance of all 
interviewees in terms of gender, geographic location and types of responses experienced.

 Breadth of experience   all of the interviewees had experience in multiple countries, the vast majority in 
multiple different regions of the world. this meant that the research as a whole had a wider geographic 
range than might otherwise be expected from just 21 interviews, and also meant that the interviewees 
were able to bring a lot of comparative analysis to their own interview responses.

 Time constraints for follow-up contacts   In some cases, topics of interest emerged only after the first 
interviews had been completed. the time constraints of both the project and the individual interviewees 
(many participating from field locations), meant that it was not possible to do follow-up discussions on 
the newly emerging topics.
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Annex II: Comparative table of decision-making criteria resources 
for cash-based interventions Interventions 

CRItERIa
Extracted from: unhCR CBI “areas 

of analysis” and “Components 
of a Response analysis”

Extracted from:
CalP/ICRC Cash based response 

“Conditions”

Extracted from:
IFRC shelter and settlements key 

“assessments”

Extracted from:
CRs Cva Feasibility “Criteria”

markets

market access and capacity:  
are local, regional, and national 
markets accessible? can they 
provide the goods or services that 
are required? Can they do so at 
an appropriate price? if demand 
increases following the introduction 
of a cBi programme, can markets 
respond?

• a functioning market.  

• availability of products regionally 
and/or nationally.  

• surplus production available 
within a reasonable distance of 
the affected population.  

• geographical accessibility of 
shops/markets to recipients and 
a certain freedom of movement.  

• no excessive taxation of goods 
(which may lead to increased prices 
or hamper the ability of the market 
to provide necessary items).  

• Local context (including traditional 
construction techniques and state 
of the built environment, but also 
resilience and recovery capacity) 

• Functionality of relevant markets 
(housing, rental, construction, and 
labour markets) 

• Availability and quality of 
construction materials and rental 
properties in local markets 

• availability of skilled labour 

• availability of established 
construction companies 

• cost of priority services and price 
trends within relevant markets 

• Accessibility (physical, financial, 
social) of relevant markets, such 
as housing, rental, construction and 
labour) for affected populations 

markets: is the economy 
monetized? does the population 
usually use markets to access its 
needs? are markets physically, 
socially and financially accessible 
to all people after the emergency? 
are needed items available in 
sufficient quantity, quality and 
at acceptable prices in the local 
markets? are traders able and 
willing to adapt to an increased 
demand?. are prices likely to 
remain stable in the coming 
weeks/ months? 
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Cash transfer 
and distribution 
mechanisms

transfer mechanisms and delivery 
options: which organizations 
provide financial services? What 
is their coverage and how reliable 
is the service they provide? how 
long might it take to contract and 
establish the required services? 
what is the regulatory environment?

• a functioning and reliable system 
through which payments can 
be made to traders (voucher 
programmes) and/or recipients.  

• A reliable recipient identification 
system.  

geographical and social coverage of 
cash transfer mechanisms and their 
capacity, including liquidity 

• Infrastructure and services: 
are the infrastructure and 
services needed to transfer 
cash to beneficiaries available? 
Consider financial and 
technological requirements 
(banks, microfinance 
institutions, mobile phone 
coverage, etc.). 

• timeliness: is it possible to set 
up and implement a cva with 
the necessary speed and at 
the intended scale? consider 
the time that might be required 
to roll out the different delivery 
mechanisms. 

Risk 
assessment 
and 
management

• Protection risks and benefits: 
what are the protection risks and 
benefits of using CBIs compared 
with the alternatives? what are 
the protection implications for 
individuals, households and 
communities? how can these 
risks be mitigated and managed? 

• Financial risks and benefits: 
What are the potential financial 
risks and benefits of using CBIs? 
how can risks be mitigated and 
managed?   

acceptable security levels and 
awareness of possible threats to staff 
and recipients 

• damage and risk potential of the 
built environment

• risks around the implementation 
of cash-based interventions 

Risks: are the risks associated 
with cva acceptable or possible to 
mitigate? Consider beneficiary and 
staff security, as well corruption 
issues. 
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organization, 
national 
society, and/
or Partner 
Capacity

skills and capacity: what skills 
are available in the operation that will 
assist delivery of cBi? what level 
of commitment is there? consider 
a range of functions, including 
information technology (IT) and 
budgeting and accounting. what 
additional internal capacity is needed? 

capacity of national societies 
(NSs), organisations or agencies to 
implement cash-based interventions 

organizational capacity: 
does the agency have the 
internal capacity (programmatic, 
financial, logistical) to implement 
a cva intervention? consider 
previous experience and potential 
partnerships 

Political 
Feasibility

Political context/feasibility: what 
is the host government’s position on 
providing cBis to poc, nationally or 
locally? what are other cBi actors, 
including the government, doing? 
what is the regulatory environment? 

political acceptance
capacity of national societies 
(NSs), organisations or agencies to 
implement cash-based interventions 

government policies and 
regulatory environment: is cva 
in accordance with national and 
local government policies? ensure 
that there is no prohibition. 

Community 
Capacity

Traders willing to participate (in 
a voucher programme) and with 
the financial capacity to purchase 
goods and the logistical capacity to 
transport them into the region.  

Local context (including traditional 
construction techniques and state 
of the built environment, but also 
resilience and recovery capacity) 

Cost-efficient 
and 
Cost-effective

Costs, cost efficiency, and cost-
efficiency: what is the cost of 
delivering cBis, relative to alternative 
options? what are the costs of 
different transfer mechanisms? what 
is the cost of providing a good/service 
and achieving a result? is intervention 
unsustainable or supporting existing 
systems and markets? 
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Conditionality 
and 
Restrictions

Conditionality: If needed to require 
behavioural change, generally related 
to health and education, to create 
household and community assets 
(e.g. soil and water conservation, 
roads, etc), to target additional 
income to those willing to work, to 
afford recipients dignity through 
exchange of assistance for work. 

Community 
needs and 
Preferences

• needs to be met by the 
intervention: can the needs 
be met through specific 
commodities and/or services? 

• Beneficiary preferences: 
is cva a preferred option for 
the beneficiaries? Consider 
empowerment, dignity issues 
and beneficiary capacity to use 
technology (mobiles, cards, etc.). 

Clear 
Communication 
with 
Communities

clear communication with 
communities. 

withdrawal 
strategy

existence of a clear withdrawal 
strategy.  

donor Policies
Funding: Is CVA within donors’ 
funding policies and framework? 
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