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Summary

1.

Cash transfers in general appear to be more
effective than in-kind transfers or vouchers at
improving a range of outcomes, including decreasing
monetary poverty, improving health and nutrition,
and increasing food security, across diverse country
contexts, program objectives, and design features.

. However, identifying a superior modality

is challenging due to the heterogeneity in
context, program design, and objectives of the studies
reviewed, despite evidence generally favoring the
effectiveness of cash transfers and acknowledging
the enhanced effectiveness of a combination of
modalities, referred to as “cash plus,” in specific
cases.
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3. The cost of in-kind transfers, such as food,

presents a potential limitation to the
scalability of programs, despite evidence
suggesting their impact on outcomes; these transfers
tend to be more expensive than cash alternatives.

. Health, nutrition, and food security outcomes

are overwhelmingly the focus of the transfer
programs included in this review, although a few
studies also assess income and wealth outcomes.
Further evidence for other outcomes is needed.
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Evidence Overview

Studies reviewed focused on health, nutrition, and food
security outcomes, although a few examined income,
assets, labor, and education (Table 1). The review also
covered a wide array of contexts with evidence from

more than 10 countries ranging from Africa (e.g.,
Malawi) and Middle East and North Africa (e.g., Yemen)
to South Asia (e.g., Pakistan) and Latin America (e.qg.,
Mexico).

Table 1: Overview of Included Studies: Transfer Modality Brief

Country Program Scope of Outcomes measured
evaluation Assets | Consumption| Food Income & | Health | Education
& monetary | Security & | labor market
poverty nutrition | participation
South Transfers to the Cash vs livestock X X
Sudan Ultra-Poor
Bangladesh | Transfer Modality | Cash vs food vs half
Research Initiative | cash + half food vs X X
cash + BCC vs food
+ BCC
Pakistan Women and Cash vs vouchers
Children/Infants X
Improved
Nutrition in Sindh
Mexico Programa de Cash vs food basket X X
Apoyo Alimentario
Ecuador World Food Cash vs food basket
Programme vs vouchers X X
program
Rwanda GiveDirectly Cash vs livestock X X X X
DRC Social protection | Cash vs vouchers X X X
program
Yemen World Food Cash vs food basket
Programme X X
program
Niger Zinder Project Cash vs food basket X
Niger Acute malnutrition | Cash vs food vs X X
program cash + food
Ethiopia Productive Safety | Cash vs cash + food X X X
Net Program vs food basket
Uganda Early childhood Cash vs fortified
development food X X
program
Malawi Cash and Food for | Cash vs food basket X
Livelihoods Pilot | vs cash + food

Sources: Ahmed, Hoddinott, and Roy 2019; Aker 2017; Audsley, Halme, and Balzer 2010; Avitabile, Cunha, and Meilman Cohn 2019;
Chowdhury et al. 2017; Cunha, De Giorgi, and Jayachandran 2019; Cunha 2014; Gentilini 2016; Gilligan and Roy 2013; Hoddinott, Sandstrém,
and Upton 2018; Langendorf et al. 2014; Leroy et al. 2010; McIntosh and Zeitlin 2021; Sabates-Wheeler and Devereux 2010; Schwab 2019.
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Introduction

Three forms of transfer modalities are assessed in this
brief: cash, voucher, and in kind. Unlike cash transfers,
which allow beneficiaries to choose how to spend the
transfer, in-kind transfers supply people with food,
physical capital, assets, materials, or training. This review
considers only a subset of in-kind transfers—those that
provide a material good. Agricultural or other livelihood

training without the provision of inputs, for instance,
and other types of trainings, public works programs, and
subsidized goods are not included. Vouchers, also known
as near-cash transfers, have characteristics of both cash
and in-kind transfers; they allow for some level of choice,
similar to cash, but may be restricted to specific items
or shops (Gentilini 2015). This brief includes evidence
from 2010 onward to encompass the breadth of research
covering more than a decade (Table 1).

Key Questions

1. Do different modalities of transfers have different impacts, either at the individual or the household

level?

2. Is one modality more cost-effective than the others?

3. How could the evidence regarding modalities influence the design and implementation of transfer

programs?

4. What are the evidence gaps regarding the effectiveness of cash, in-kind, and voucher transfers?

Key Findings

For greater readability and comparability of modalities,
the key findings for this brief are organized according to
modality rather than outcome, in contrast to other briefs
in this series.

Across a wide range of country contexts, program
objectives, and design features, cash appears to have
a greater effect on health, nutrition, food security, and
economic outcomes than in-kind or voucher transfers.

In Rwanda, where child malnutrition is high, a
multidimensional in-kind intervention provided seeds or
livestock along with training or one of two sizes of cash
transfer (Mclntosh and Zeitlin 2021). The smaller cash
transfer (34 percent of mean annual consumption) had
no significant impact on any maternal and child health
and nutrition outcomes, whereas the larger cash transfer
(142 percent of mean annual consumption) had significant
impacts on household dietary diversity score, height-
for-age z-scores, weight-for-age z-scores, middle-upper arm
circumference, and child mortality. Both cash transfers had
significant impacts on consumption, savings, productive
and consumption assets, and house value, whereas the
in-kind transfer had a significant impact only on savings.


https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/214491507535162348/pdf/120313-JRN-WBRO-31-1-PUBLIC-Cash-versus-Food.pdf
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2106.00213.pdf

SOCIAL PROTECTION & JOBS

POLICY & TECHNICAL NOTE

MARCH 2024 No.32

Two additional studies revealed the advantage of
“cash plus” transfers, which provided cash and another
intervention, over in-kind transfers and vouchers.
In Pakistan, in combination with behavior change
communication (BCC), a larger cash transfer—twice the
amount of the smaller cash transfer and the voucher—
reduced the odds of children being wasted at six
months' and being stunted and reduced the risk of acute
respiratory infections, fever, and malaria (Fenn et al.
2017). Although the smaller cash transfer and voucher,
equally priced, reduced stunting, and the smaller transfer
reduced risk of fever and malaria, neither affected the
primary outcome of wasting (Fenn et al. 2017). Likewise,
in Bangladesh, although cash, food, or cash plus food
had no impact on children’s nutritional status, cash paired
with BCC decreased chronic undernutrition, with height-
for-age z-scores increasing by 0.25 standard deviations.
Cash plus BCC also increased children’s energy intake,
animal-source food consumption and improved childcare
practices, which were likely pathways to the effects on
nutritional status. In-kind food transfers paired with BCC
increased energy intake but did not decrease chronic
undernutrition. (See the size/value brief for further
insights).

Evidence from a program in Malawi found that cash
improved food security indicators, including food
consumption and dietary diversity, more than standard
in-kind food transfers (Audsley, Halme, and Balzer 2010).
Consumption scores also increased in the cash-only group,
by 23 percent more than the food group and 14 percent
more than the cash plus food group. The food recipients
had no significant change in dietary diversity. In addition
to children’s nutritional status, one study that assessed
early childhood development outcomes found cash to be
the most effective modality. In Uganda, micronutrient-
fortified food had no significant impacts on cognitive or
noncognitive scores, whereas cash significantly increased
cognitive measures for children aged three to five (Gilligan
and Roy 2013). Cash generated significant improvements
in children’s dietary quality and anemia status, which may

1 This effect did not persist after one year.

have led to the cognitive improvements, whereas food
rations were likely shared with other household members,
limiting the nutritional intake among target children.

In one study, cash proved more effective for certain
outcomes, whereas food demonstrated greater efficacy
for others (Schwab 2013). Given cash was cheaper to
deliver and administer (§4.09 [8.3 percent of the transfer
value], vs $10.37 [21.1 percent of the transfer value]) it
may have an advantage over food transfers though this
is dependent on the primary outcomes of interest. Cash
recipients in Yemen exhibited greater dietary diversity
while food recipients consumed a greater quantity of
food, e.q. calories per day. The transfers also had different
productive effects: in-kind food transfers encouraged
nonfood production and cash recipients purchased more
livestock, though study limitations prevent definitive
conclusions on the productive impacts of the transfers
(Schwab 2019).

In-Kind Transfers

In-kind transfers may be preferred when programs are
designed to influence behaviors, such as consumption
patterns, or provide basic needs in the face of crises.
Evidence also suggests that in-kind transfers may facilitate
targeting by inducing less-needy people to self-select out
of the program by offering a good that appeals only to
the intended target rather than cash, which is universally
appealing (Aker 2017). Within the broader category of
in-kind transfers, food is the most frequently provided
according to the available literature, although there
are considerable variations in the composition of food
transfers based on program targeting and objectives.
Programs targeting infants and young children may
provide specialized foods tailored to their nutritional
needs, such as lipid-based nutrients or micronutrient-
fortified foods, whereas programs targeting households
provide a broader range of foods. Food transfers and
agricultural transfers were examined.


https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1002305
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1002305
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1002305
https://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/newsroom/wfp225957.pdf
https://ageconsearch.umn.edu/record/149822/files/AAEA - Uganda ECD - Gilligan and Roy_ March 2013.pdf
https://ageconsearch.umn.edu/record/149822/files/AAEA - Uganda ECD - Gilligan and Roy_ March 2013.pdf
https://ageconsearch.umn.edu/record/150448/files/bschwab_yemen_AAEA_draft.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00220388.2019.1687880
https://academic.oup.com/wber/article/31/1/44/2897296?login=true
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Findings from two studies that provided specialized food
transfers tailored to the nutritional needs of infants and
young children suggest that these transfers were not as
effective as other modalities at improving nutrition. As
previously mentioned, micronutrient-fortified foods had no
impact on children’s cognitive and noncognitive outcomes
in Uganda (Gilligan and Roy 2013). A child-focused
acute malnutrition program in Niger conducted during
the lean season found that a transfer of supplementary
food plus cash had a much stronger preventive effect
on moderate acute malnutrition (half the incidence) and
severe acute malnutrition (one-third the incidence) than
cash or supplementary food alone (Langendorf et al
2014). Neither food nor cash alone was as effective as
the combined transfer.

Other food transfers included in the review provided
staples such as cereals and pulses, which anyone in the
household can consume. As seen above, in most studies,
food transfers were less effective than other modalities
and more expensive to implement (Cuhna 2014; Hidrobo,
Peterman, and Heise 2014; Schwab 2019), although
three studies found food to be more effective. A review
of Ethiopia's Productive Safety Nets Program found that
food and cash plus food increased income growth, asset
accumulation, and self-reported food security but food
transfers (59 percent) were slightly more effective than
cash plus food (45 percent) at increasing income (Sabates-
Wheeler and Devereux 2010). In a study in Niger, food
transfers had larger impacts on food consumption,
dietary quality, and food-related coping strategies than
cash transfers (Hoddinott, Sandstrom, and Upton 2018),
but while transfer amounts were equal, implementation
costs for food transfers were15 percent more than cash.
The Programa de Apoyo Alimentario in Mexico, which
provided food or cash transfers, detected minimal
difference in effects on overall food consumption but
food transfers led to significant increases in consumption
of vitamin C, iron and zinc by children and their mothers

(Cuhna 2014). Four to ten vyears later, while in-kind
transfers had no impact on standardized test scores, cash
transfers resulted in lower test scores than in controls
(-0.14 to -0.19 standard deviations) (Avitabile, Cunha,
and Meilman Cohn 2019). Both transfers led to increased
child labor, which is probably harmful to learning and
thus responsible for the poor outcomes. Food transfer
children’s increased consumption of zinc and iron, which
support brain development, likely lessened the adverse
effects of child labor on learning. Similarly to the Niger
evidence, food transfers in this setting have much higher
distribution costs than cash (18 percent higher) (Cuhna
2014).

In Ecuador, a transfer program featuring cash, food,
and vouchers was designed to address the food security
and nutrition needs of poor Ecuadorian households and
Colombian refugees (Hidrobo, Peterman, and Heise
2014). Food recipients had greater food consumption
and per capita caloric intake, but vouchers were more
effective at increasing dietary diversity. All transfers
reduced controlling behaviors and physical and sexual
violence equally. These findings support previous findings
that, rather than one modality being superior in all cases,
the most-effective modality depends largely on the
outcomes of interest. That said, food transfers were far
more expensive to deliver ($11.46, vs $2.99 to provide
cash and $3.27 to provide vouchers).

Of the studies reviewed, only two provided livestock or
seed transfers, along with training, and both had mixed
results. As noted earlier, the livestock transfer in Rwanda
affected savings but not other outcomes (Mclntosh
and Zeitlin 2021).2 With the goal of increasing asset
accumulation and food security for the poorest households,
a South Sudan pilot of Targeting the Ultra-Poor provided
training, asset transfers (livestock), food stipends, and
coaching. This was compared with unconditional cash
transfers (Chowdhury et al 2017). Although both transfers

2 Consumption, nutrition (household, maternal and child), health (maternal and child), and welfare outcomes.
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https://ageconsearch.umn.edu/record/149822/files/AAEA - Uganda ECD - Gilligan and Roy_ March 2013.pdf
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1001714
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1001714
http://faculty.nps.edu/jcunha/Cunha_Testing_Paternalism.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0304387813001715
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0304387813001715
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00220388.2019.1687880
https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/bitstream/handle/20.500.12413/2344/FAC_Working_Paper_004.pdf
https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/bitstream/handle/20.500.12413/2344/FAC_Working_Paper_004.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1093/ajae/aay019
http://faculty.nps.edu/jcunha/Cunha_Testing_Paternalism.pdf
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/33055/WPS9086.pdf?sequence=4
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/33055/WPS9086.pdf?sequence=4
http://faculty.nps.edu/jcunha/Cunha_Testing_Paternalism.pdf
http://faculty.nps.edu/jcunha/Cunha_Testing_Paternalism.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0304387813001715
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0304387813001715
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2106.00213.pdf
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2106.00213.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/58f90dbdb3db2be88860ccdc/t/5a8e67f18165f569cb07a793/1519282162445/TUP_BRAC_SouthSudan.pdf
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increased household consumption, only Targeting the
Ultra-Poor  significantly increased assets.> Because
agricultural assets were provided with training, it is not
possible to review the impact of the asset transfer alone.
Nonetheless, this reinforces that a “plus” component may
have more significant effects than cash alone, particularly
for poorer households.

Vouchers fall between cash and food transfers given that
they allow for some level of choice but may be restricted
to a predefined set of goods. Based on the available
evidence, vouchers may be inadequate to improve health,
dietary diversity, and nutrition outcomes.

In a program in Pakistan, which has a high prevalence of
child anemia and wasting, food vouchers could be used
for specified fresh foods (fruits, vegetables, milk, meat) at
specific shops (Fenn et al. 2017). The food vouchers had
no effect on nutritional outcomes in children under five
and did not reduce the risk of any disease. An unintended
outcome was observed in the voucher arm: a negative
intervention effect on mean hemoglobin, possibly because
of the restrictive nature of the vouchers. Because voucher
households could shop only at specific shops, what was
in stock at certain times may have limited what they were
able to purchase, resulting in a less-diverse selection of
foods. There were also anecdotal reports that vendors
overcharged for food items redeemed using the vouchers
to cover administrative fees for recovering voucher costs.
As such, the voucher value may have been less than the
face value.

In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, vouchers could
be spent only at a voucher fair on prearranged days. For
the first distribution, recipients could spend the voucher

3
financial assets.

on a variety of food and nonfood items including school
fees, clothing, agricultural inputs, and small animals. The
second and third vouchers could be spent only on food
items at the fairs. Although all items at the voucher fair
were available in local markets, some items were excluded
from the voucher fairs, such as meat, doughnuts, and beer.
Although cash and food vouchers resulted in different
purchasing decisions, this did not lead to differences in
food consumption, and cash transfers were found to be
more cost-effective (Aker 2017).

Cash appears to be more cost-effective, delivering similar
or better health, nutrition, and food security outcomes
than in-kind or voucher transfers. Cost information was
not available for all studies, but when it was, cash was
the least expensive to deliver and implement. In Niger, for
example, it costed $12.91 to make each transfer to a food
beneficiary, versus $4.00 to make each transfer to a cash
beneficiary (Hoddinott, Sandstrom, and Upton 2018). In
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, vouchers were
more expensive ($14.35 per recipient, for administrative
costs?), with cash involving only a one-time account-
opening fee of $8 per recipient (Aker 2017). In Malawi,
cash was more effective than food at increasing food
consumption, diversity, and threshold scores®, and was
more cost-effective (Audsley, Halme, and Balazar 2010).
Program costs to increase food security indicators by
1 percent of their baseline values are significantly lower
for cash.

Context will have implications for selection and
implementation of modalities. For instance, food transfers
may be preferable in situations in which markets are not
functioning or have limited stock and have shown more
promise for increasing daily caloric intake, which may be

The paper estimates treatment effects for total value of assets owned, total value of potentially productive assets, as well as land and

This includes staff time, materials, security, travel, and account and transfer fees.
A monitoring and evaluation system which describes households’ food consumption level. It was designed by the International Food

Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) to track changes in three food security indicators: the food diversity score; the food consumption score;

and the food consumption group.
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https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1002305
https://academic.oup.com/wber/article/31/1/44/2897296?login=true
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1093/ajae/aay019
https://academic.oup.com/wber/article/31/1/44/2897296?login=true
https://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/newsroom/wfp225957.pdf
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the primary outcome in emergency response. Targeted
nutrition impacts may be achieved through specific
supplementation to increase food consumption or caloric
intake. Security is also an important factor in choosing
transfer modalities. In the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, cash offered the greatest security to recipients
because it was more easily hidden, which reduced the
potential for theft, and did not require recipients to travel
long distances or wait for long periods of time to collect

intake. There are also gaps in assessing the effects of
different modalities on outcomes other than health,
nutrition, and food security.

. If vouchers are selected, decision makers should be

cautious about restricting food-based vouchers—in
terms of specific foods and where vouchers can be
redeemed—to ensure that a variety of food can be
obtained.

(Aker 2017).

3. If food transfers are selected, policy makers and
implementers  should consider whether specific
nutritional outcomes are desired to justify the costs of
implementation.

Emerging Insights

1. Further research is needed to better understand the
conditions under which different modalities—and their
composition—are more or less effective. For instance,
the composition of food transfers can significantly
affect outcomes such as dietary diversity and caloric

4. If cash transfers are selected, an enabling environment
must be in place such that households can access
available goods in the market.
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This note is part of thematic briefs in the series including:

e Evidence Briefs on Cash Transfers: Overview and Ten Key Messages

e (ash Transfer Size: How Much Is Enough?
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e (an Safety Nets Reduce Gender-Based Violence? How?

The series is launched with that aim that these be living documents. In that spirit, the team welcomes
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references for practitioners of social protection.
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