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A B S T R A C T

Cash and voucher assistance (CVA) has gained significant importance as a modality for disaster
response during the last decade. Research has shown its benefits and pointed out challenges for
implementation. This study focuses on how the shift in modality has transformed the humanitar-
ian organizations which have adopted CVA as a response mechanism and how that transforma-
tion evolved over time. The study is based on interviews with experts working with humanitarian
organizations who have witnessed the transformation during at least the past decade. Our re-
search shows that organizations have had to acquire new skills and redefine some roles. CVA im-
plementation has increased the focus on certain areas such as financial inclusion, data manage-
ment, post-distribution monitoring among others. Moreover, our research shows that the trans-
formation of the organization went through phases, some of which lacked proper management
and planning. Furthermore, local partners were not included in the development of practices of
the new modality. CVA has also affected external relations, particularly with financial service
providers. These effects are expected to keep changing in the future as the humanitarian sector,
the financial sector and the nature of disasters evolve.

1. Introduction
Globally, the modalities of disaster response have been changing along with the humanitarian needs. Cash and voucher assistance

(CVA) has progressively become the preferred approach by donors and humanitarian organizations in response to people's needs after
a disaster [1,2].

There are examples of CVA being used as a modality for aid but with different titles throughout history. In Europe, after World
War II, food vouchers were used [3]. In North America, the Red Cross has used cash after disasters for over a century [4]. Cash inter-
ventions have been used in the development sector to address poverty issues and for market support as direct aid or in the form of mi-
cro-loans [5,6]. In more recent times, the Indian Ocean tsunami of 2004 fundamentally brought in CVA as a formalized option for dis-
aster response [7]. Since then, this approach has only increased in importance and has become the preferred method for responding to
disasters by many donors and humanitarian organizations whenever feasible and appropriate [1,8].

While there has been a substantial discussion on the CVA as a modality of implementation and comparisons to the in-kind modal-
ity, there is very little research on how CVA has transformed humanitarian organizations themselves since the adoption of the modal-
ity. Therefore, this paper aims at analysing how the introduction of CVA in humanitarian action has affected and continues to affect
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the international organizations and their local partners. The analysis will take a long-term perspective and contribute to understand-
ing the development in organizations since the adoption of the CVA modality of response. This may serve as a basis to further analyse
the challenges and opportunities that CVA will bring to individual organizations in the future.

Humanitarian organizations have been undergoing different forms of transformation for a long time [9–10]. This is due to internal
forces and the changing environment that the humanitarian organizations operate in [11–10]. The transformation of international
NGOs in aid has been shown to foster larger global coalitions, innovate the partnerships with governments and the private sector and
move towards greater localization of aid [12].

In a background note for the High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers [13] questions were raised about whether cash im-
plementation would “help addresses weaknesses and promote transformation” and about the role of CVA for humanitarian organiza-
tions, the private sector and the localization agenda. These questions remain largely unanswered. Furthermore, the reviewed litera-
ture did not directly address the topic of the changes and transformations in the humanitarian organizations brought about by the im-
plementation of CVA. It is reasonable to expect that after more than a decade of using CVA as a preferred modality for disaster re-
sponse whenever feasible, the humanitarian organizations themselves may have experienced a transformation. Future development
of humanitarian organizations will rely on the learnings and improvements of past transformations.

2. Literature review
The research on CVA has primarily focused on the benefits of CVA and the effectiveness of the implementation related to a specific

sector such as logistics [14], to a geographic area or a specific country. This leaves a gap on how CVA has impacted the organizations
that implement it. Little literature has dealt with what changes the adoption of the CVA modality has produced in the humanitarian
organizations.

The following literature review illustrates the main areas that research has covered in the field of CVA. This is not meant to be an
exhaustive overview but only to introduce the gaps in the literature. It will be followed by the way changes and innovation normally
occur in humanitarian organizations.

2.1. Research on CVA
Many studies have revealed the benefits of CVA in emergencies [2,15,16], showing that the dignity of the affected population is

enhanced [17] and that CVA is a cost-effective way to provide support [18]. Specifically, after the Indian Ocean tsunami in 2004 [7],
the humanitarian sector as a whole started a shift toward accepting cash as the preferred modality for disaster response [19]. This was
accompanied by discussions on the appropriateness of CVA [20] and the appropriate ways of implementing CVA [21,22].

Studies have concerned themselves with comparing the effectiveness of different modalities’ response. The relative effectiveness
of CVA compared with in-kind interventions has been thoroughly studied [18]. Related to the implementation of Non-Food Items
(NFI) distribution by humanitarian organizations, a vast body of research has focused on the logistics of humanitarian interventions
[23–25]. Several studies have compared cash with other forms of aid [15], showing that in general, the affected population prefers
cash as opposed to NFIs [26] and that the distribution of cash has a lower cost [27].

A body of work related to CVA is aimed at clarifying concerns with the modality. It is not the intention to reiterate these discus-
sions here, but rather to present the main areas that CVA research has been concerned with. The main concerns were about misuse
and corruption [28]. Hence, some studies focused on this area and suggested that corruption had not been a serious issue [29,30], and
in particular, electronic transfers could reduce corruption through more transparent tracking [31]. Another area of concern was the
safety of the population and the organization's staff. Some studies indicated that it is possible to deliver cash safely after a disaster un-
der the right circumstances [7,16]. Furthermore, security challenges arise in conflict environments [32,33], which has engaged the
security units of the organizations more directly with the implementation of the programs [34].

With regard to the affected population, studies suggested that CVA may not create more dependence than in-kind aid [28] and the
affected population generally uses the given cash for the intended purpose of covering their basic needs [15,35]. Different studies re-
vealed no or negligible misuse of the distributed funds [15,36]. When studying what the population uses the distributed funds on, it
has been shown that the use is more focused on durable items when CVA is given in lump sum and more on food security when given
monthly [37].

Other challenges during the implementation of disaster response are not specific to CVA but very relevant during CVA implemen-
tation. Particularly the relationships of the humanitarian organizations with external partners. In this case, coordination has been
highlighted as a challenge [59–60, 40] including the coordination and relations with local actors [41,42]. Further, one of the limits to
coordination has been shown to be the fact that humanitarian organizations are competing for the same pool of funds [43].

Organizations are now discussing how technological developments give rise to new opportunities for response and for CVA in par-
ticular [44]. Mobile money is widely used as a mechanism in the countries that allow for it, but it presents challenges in countries
with limited connectivity [45], given that this mechanism can only be used when mobile phones have a stable connection to the net-
work.

2.2. The process of change in humanitarian organizations
The introduction of CVA as a modality for disaster response and its future developments are examples of innovation contributing

to transformations within the humanitarian sector [14,46]. In its Outlook to 2030, the Cash Learning Partnership (CaLP) suggests that
further development of financial assistance will be a major contributing factor to the evolution of the entire humanitarian ecosystem
over the next decade [47]. This will determine the transformations that humanitarian organizations will have to face in the future.



International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction 80 (2022) 103238

3

P.V. Holm-Nielsen et al.

Innovation has been studied in the private sector for decades [48–49] and many of these results are also valid to humanitarian or-
ganizations. The literature describes how new ideas gradually gain popularity and become the norm, under the impact of variables,
such as the particular characteristics of the organizations, pros and cons of innovation itself and a broader social and political context
[50]. Leadership and organizational culture are considered to be important factors contributing towards innovation within organiza-
tions [51].

Innovation has been shown to go hand in hand with organizational development and organizational change [52]. As Sandvik
points out, “How the humanitarian innovation discourse contemplates change says much about power, resource distribution, and hu-
manitarian governance” [46].

However, to retain the benefits of innovation, organizational learning is a crucial factor [53]. Organizational learning creates a
change in the organization's knowledge which occurs as a function of the gained experience [54]. The process is often one in which
“task performance experience is converted into knowledge that in turn changes the organization's context and affects future experi-
ence” [55].

The transformation of NGOs has been studied particularly in the development sector, showing that INGOs have globalized and
formed global coalitions [12] and new partnerships with both governmental and private actors [12,56]. This tendency has also been
noted in the donor community, which tends to favour the concentration of resources and at the same time, donors are getting more in-
volved in implementation [57].

Furthermore, organizational change has been studied in the humanitarian sector [53]. The studies show that humanitarian organi-
zations have “institutionalized a number of mechanisms to facilitate change. These include (but are not limited to) evaluations, learn-
ing and knowledge-management systems, policy development, training and internal communications activities” [11]. However, few
evaluations introduce real change [58,59], particularly when “findings challenged strongly held beliefs and behaviour embedded in
the organizations’ culture” [58]. The changes that humanitarian organizations make to themselves affect and alter the humanitarian
context [11] but are often met with strong emotional responses [11].

While witnessing the shift to implementation of CVA, it is interesting to note that the literature on changes in humanitarian orga-
nizations concludes that “humanitarian organizations are not sensitive to patterns of change” [60], that “leaders of humanitarian or-
ganizations give more credence to the opinions of each other and of donors than to those of beneficiaries” [58], and, that “many hu-
manitarian organizations find it hard to innovate and implement radical new ways of doing things” [11]. This contrasts with the
change that has happened in the sector toward CVA implementation.

Some factors that facilitate change in humanitarian organizations have been identified including the movement of the authority
closer to the field [61,62] and a certain degree of staff turnover used as an opportunity to develop organizational learning as long as
the continuation of activities is maintained [63].

When it comes to CVA some studies include the effects of CVA on a sectoral reform, but not on the individual organization [46].
While other reports identify the experiences of particular organizations with the implementation of CVA programs in emergencies
[64] concluding that there is a need for “increased experience and skills in areas such as assessments of markets and the analysis of
cash delivery mechanisms” [64]. The changes to the sector that are highlighted are the need for CVA guidelines by donors, the chal-
lenge to the role of in-kind aid and the “increases the freedom of beneficiaries to use assistance according to their own decisions”
[64]. These aspects make our study relevant to the transformations withing the organizations that the implementation of CVA has
produced.

3. Methodology
The study is based on qualitative research methods and data were collected through semi-structured interviews conducted online

during 2019. This method allowed collecting open-ended data to explore the respondents’ thoughts on the topic allowing them to ex-
pand on their particular expertise and provide valuable insights [65]. The research instrument was in-depth key informant inter-
views. In total, 16 respondents with more than 10 years of experience in CVA and representing various international and national or-
ganizations were interviewed. The respondents were selected to represent different organizations related to the implementation of
CVA. They were identified to represent experiences from both the global level and the local implementing field level and to be repre-
sentative of big organizations, local implementing partners and the donor community. All respondents were from different organiza-
tions and in some cases, they reflected on their experiences from different organizations they worked for during the past decade. The
respondents included.

- Five respondents from INGOs, agencies or worldwide organizations at headquarters or global level
- Five respondents from INGOs, agencies or worldwide organizations at field level
- Three respondents from implementing partners and local (national) NGOs
- Three members of donor organizations at global level

The sampling method for respondents was purposive snowballing sampling [66] in order to select the respondents that could pro-
vide relevant experience, insights, and knowledge. The respondents were first contacted based on their expertise and long engage-
ment in the field of CVA. Each participant was asked to suggest names for snowballing. Besides being part of the above-mentioned
groups, the respondents were selected if they had a decade or more of experience with CVA from one or several organizations. All the
respondents had experiences from several organizations and could answer questions about CVA at very high level on humanitarian
organizations and CVA.
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The respondents were hence identified based on their experience with the phenomenon under study [67]. The information was tri-
angulated with lessons-learned reports from disasters.

When conducting the semi-structured interviews [68] and to be open to their opinions, the interviewees were told that they would
be anonymous and that the study would not mention single organizations specifically. Since the interview was based on a semi-
structured guide, the actual questions were adapted to the sector and level of experience to which the participant pertained. The inter-
view guide consisted of topics relevant to organizational change resulting from the introduction of CVA implementation. It asked the
interviewees to explain their background and experiences with CVA, specifying their first experience with the modality; the changes,
and challenges brought about in the organization with CVA. The interview also covered the relations with donors, local actors, and
the private sector concerning CVA; and what CVA holds for the future.

The interview data were recorded, transcribed and analysed by coding and highlighting important statements, emerging issues
and concepts [69]. The codes were developed during the analysis process and were later categorized into themes by clustering those
pertaining to the same broad topics. These themes are presented in the findings of this article, where the statements are identified by
the respondent codes shown in Table 1. The code of the respondents will be used when referencing the quotes in the findings.

3.1. Research limitations
The current research is a snapshot of a single component of an ongoing transformation of the humanitarian sector at large. There-

fore, many of the topics are reflected elsewhere in literature as topics of research in their own right. The aim here is not to be exhaus-
tive with each theme that is brought to light, but rather to show how the different themes interact and influence the organizations
with the implementation of CVA.

The interviews took place in 2019 (before the Covid-19 pandemic) and the aim of the interviews was to look at the transformation
that CVA has had in humanitarian organizations with a long-term perspective in mind, without emphasizing any particular disaster.

4. Findings
The results of the interviews are presented in four themes (Table 2). The views differed in some cases mainly depending on which

type of organization the respondent belonged to.

4.1. Changes in individual organizations due to CVA
All respondents agreed that CVA has created a shift in mindset within the organizations. CVA has influenced the ways in which in-

dividual members of organizations discuss and plan for disaster responses. Most of the respondents stated that at the beginning of the
shift to CVA, some organizations viewed CVA as easier as it reduces logistics. However, it was soon realized that there were other ac-
tivities needed around the distribution of cash, such as market assessments, reconciliation, post-distribution monitoring, just to men-
tion a few. Hence the changes occurred organically in the organizations while the development of the modality was taking place.
Most respondents pointed out that the transformation that the changes created in the organizations went through stages. At different
points in time, the need for various tools and skillsets became more apparent.

The findings related to changes to individual organizations can be sub-grouped based on the source, the management and the con-
sequences of the changes as specified below.

4.1.1. Sources and resistance to changes
In INGOs, the wish for change came from staff working in the field who witnessed more directly the benefits of CVA. In many

cases, organizations influenced each other through staff rotation. [J] clarified: “In the humanitarian sector there is quick rotation, so
people came with new ideas from one organization to another”. The rotation of staff contributed to the rapid spread of capacity on
CVA in international organizations and the standardization of tools. Top management was convinced for different reasons such as
cost-effectiveness. However, in most cases, it was the middle management that was most reluctant to the change since they were re-

Table 1
Background of respondents in the study and corresponding codes used as reference to statements in the findings section.

Type Interviews Respondents' ID

Donors and global-level actors 3 A, B, C
INGO/agency HQ 5 D, E, F, G, H
INGO/agency field 5 I, J, K, L, M
Local NGO, implementing partner 3 N, P, Q

Table 2
Themes identified concerning the transformation of humanitarian organizations due to CVA implementation.
1. Changes in individual organizations

1.1. Source of the changes
1.2. Management of the changes
1.3. Consequences of the changes

2. Skill sets in humanitarian organizations
3. Relationship to the financial sector
4. Evolution of the transformation
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sponsible for making the existing processes work in practice. At the start of implementing CVA, there was push-back because disaster
response had been done in a specific way for a long time. The change was internally pushed top-down from management and bottom-
up from the field at the same time, while the middle layers of the organization often offered more resistance.

All respondents agreed that externally the shift towards CVA was greatly accelerated due to the pressure from donors who in many
cases realized the benefits early on and pushed for the modality to be used. One respondent [J] went as far as saying that “some
donors are becoming very directive in pushing for modalities of implementation”.

Most respondents stated that areas like finance needed an individual mind shift. One respondent explained: “Professionals in fi-
nance have been trained to keep the money and only release it when it is absolutely clear what the money is for. With the arrival of CVA, the
same professionals are told the opposite: release the funds quickly. It doesn't matter that we don't know how the money is spent” [E]. In the
view of the respondent, that goes against the core of their training and a major shift in mindset is often needed for this department.
The financial departments were most risk-averse when it came to the introduction of CVA.

It was pointed out that in some cases, logistics departments were initially reluctant due to the fear of losing their jobs or their
power in a given organization. In most organizations, the procurement department has generally not been involved in the develop-
ment of market assessment tools. They have, however, been involved in the contracting of financial service providers (FSP), which
has brought the procurement departments closer to the design of the programs.

INGOs are expected to cooperate with local implementing partners in their operations. Hence, an important part of the transfor-
mation related to the relationship between international organizations and local partners. The views and experiences of the local im-
plementing partners in the development of the CVA modality were different from that of the members of other organizations. Ini-
tially, there was no detailed discussion of why CVA should be implemented. Instead, the donors and larger INGOs with the funds ad-
vocated for CVA, which was the primary motivation for implementation. The trainings needed for creating a lasting change in the lo-
cal organizations were also lacking at the start of the shift towards CVA. The interviewed members of local implementing partners re-
ceived no training when CVA was adopted as a modality. Trainings were given at a later stage and were often only received by top
managers in the implementing organizations.

4.1.2. Management of the changes
All respondents agreed that initially, in INGOs, intense training programs took place for cash implementation. Cash teams were set

up within the organizations and a constant push was required to drive the change. At a later stage, a more predictable way of working
with CVA was established. However, arriving to that point required time and resources that often were simultaneously involved in re-
sponse operations.

From the donors’ side, there has been an acceleration in the willingness to fund CVA programs in recent years. All respondents
pointed out that donor pressure accelerated the change. The rapid change led to a situation where the INGOs were involved in the
changes that CVA brought to their own organizations, while at the same time influencing their local implementing partners to shift to
CVA.

The organizations were facing the challenge of change to CVA. Five respondents pointed out that small organizations are able to
change more rapidly due to their flexibility. Change management is slower in big organizations and agencies in many cases due to the
larger stability of their staff. In some cases, it was surprising to the interviewees, how long the change took. “Cash should be viewed as
a long-term initiative in the organizations, after 10 years it should be totally integrated, but as everything that calls for a change, it
takes time” [C]. The change in the organizations includes changing procedures, systems and profiles in the organization, as well as
changing the mindset of a lot of individuals that had been used to implement response in-kind for a long time. This required an invest-
ment for which management wished to see a return, given the pressure of saving money, to maximize the money that is given to the
beneficiaries compared to the money that is used for organization and modality development.

Change management was generally viewed as a skill that was and still is needed in humanitarian organizations. According to most
respondents, initially, the change came about in an unplanned way led by the push from donors. Recently, however, the modality has
matured into a normalized stage of working. At the same time, it was pointed out that innovation in the humanitarian system is natu-
rally slow because the work is guided by the “do no harm” principle, which limits the risk that can be taken when the consequence of
the innovation may affect the people in need.

4.1.3. Consequences of the changes
All respondents indicated that the introduction of CVA has created a shift of power within the organizations and in the relation-

ships between organizations and the people in need. Furthermore, all respondents from INGOs expressed that CVA has unlocked a
number of taboos within the organizations. There have been areas within the humanitarian organizations which had been known to
need revision for some time. CVA induced discussions within organizations about several subjects that had been avoided.

Three respondents pointed out that risk perception towards the programs is higher when implementing CVA. People are generally
more concerned with risks related to monetary funds, than with risks related to goods. Therefore, more accountability and stricter fi-
nancial procedures are now in place. Most respondents clarified that these changes in controls and procedures would probably have
happened anyway, but they happened more rapidly because of CVA. Two respondents stated that still, the perception that cash will be
misused exists amongst some individuals in many organizations (and in local partners or some governments). These perceptions still
create friction in the design of CVA programs.

One identified change was that when introducing CVA, working between teams happens in a different way. In some organizations,
internal Cash Working Groups (CWG) have been established to discuss how to work together. For example, as stated by one respon-
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dent: “[…] with CVA supply chain is involved earlier to a degree that should have happened before but didn't” [G]. This brought teams
within the organizations to work closer together than they had done before.

All respondents agreed that CVA was well established in different organizations and agencies to a larger or lesser degree depend-
ing mostly on the particular individuals that were in country offices. This was also a reflection of the organic manner that led the
change based on individuals taking the lead. Even in organizations that had embraced CVA, hiring local staff meant starting all over
with the needed changes in mindset. Thus, the culture within the organization had a large importance on the speed at which the
change came about. In some cases, the process is not concluded yet, as [K] pointed out “the cultural shift has not happened yet, and
there is still a need to drive the dialogue quite strongly”.

One of the bigger consequences of the shift to CVA recognized by most respondents was that it made the organizations think be-
yond sectors and basic needs; it led to an increase of accountability and placed the affected population in the centre, by shifting the
power of decision to them.

4.2. Skill sets in humanitarian organizations related to CVA
All respondents agreed that with the introduction of CVA, there have been new skill sets that the humanitarian sector has had to

develop or acquire. As the shift towards CVA progressed, different skillsets were identified as relevant or necessary. Some respondents
believed that most of these skill sets would have arrived in the humanitarian sector in any case, however, the introduction of CVA ac-
celerated the process. In the bigger INGOs, it was pointed out that the variation in relevant skills, leads to some individuals feeling
threatened by the change.

Initially, one of the obvious new skill sets that were identified by the respondents as needed was the assessments of local markets.
It was mentioned by one respondent, that this is a skill set that the development sector has had more experience with, but that the hu-
manitarian organizations had had less focus on. It was, however, also pointed out that this is something that should have happened
before CVA was introduced to the response options. “No one looked at the destabilization of markets when doing in-kind aid” [L].

As the implementation of CVA became more widespread, other types of skillsets were needed. One of these identified new skill sets
are data management and data protection. These include managing databases and finding ways to share the data contained in those
databases. It was emphasized by both INGOs and implementing partners that this skill set becomes more relevant with the creation of
consortia and in the cooperation between donor agencies and implementing partners. Respondents described how this emerging field
has led to several initiatives of global data centres, either as repositories or as collaboration platforms that include specialists from
data analysis and economists.

Looking back at their own experiences, many respondents identified change management as a skill set that had been needed
within their staff, given that the local organization they worked with had to undergo a change towards using CVA and using databases
in a new way. This was recognized as a skill set that the organizations are still lacking in.

It was remarked that monitoring, particularly post-distribution monitoring (PDM), is also an area that has increased its presence
during the shift to CVA in the humanitarian sector. The interest in knowing what people in need have used the CVA aid for has im-
pacted the monitoring activities considerably. “When distributing blankets or tarpaulins, we were mostly interested in how many had been
distributed and where. With CVA we have to go back and do a PDM to find out what the aid was used for. This gives the chance to complain
and enhances accountability. It should have happened before CVA, but it didn't” [M].

On how skill sets are developed within an organization, most respondents stated that in many cases, during the early days of CVA,
people learned by doing, which is not perceived as effective. There have traditionally been very few trainings on how to facilitate a
CVA program. The knowledge that still seems to be lacking is the basics of how to initiate a CVA program, contracting of FSPs and
general project management. Five of the respondents pointed at the challenge of “recycling experts” in the humanitarian sector.
Meaning that a person that is an expert in a particular field receives a one-week training and subsequently is called an expert in a dif-
ferent field. This imposes a limit to organizational learning in these organizations and one respondent [E] saw it as a practice that
“damages the sector”.

Most of the respondents pointed out that in the humanitarian sector, the mobility of the staff is relatively high. Therefore, it is im-
portant to realize that continuous investment in personnel training and development is needed if the organization wants to keep its
basic grasp of the capacities it has acquired related to CVA programming. Two of the respondents [B, F] identified that, even HR in
the organizations needs to get involved in the CVA discussion in order to understand what skill sets are needed for new recruitments
that have to design and implement CVA programs.

4.3. Relationship to the financial sector based on CVA
The implementation of CVA has brought a new dimension to humanitarian organizations with the relationship with financial ser-

vice providers (FSP). Negotiating with banks is viewed as an area that still needs to evolve within each organization.
Most of the respondents mentioned that the internal systems furthermore need to adapt in many organizations, given that tradi-

tional roles are inherited from the in-kind implementations. In many cases, internal standard operating procedures (SOP) define the
respective responsibilities between logistics, administration and technical departments that are involved in implementing the pro-
gram. For several organizations, it appears that while the administrators are only involved in the reconciliation of encashment, the lo-
gistics teams identify suppliers (in this case banks or traders). The way of dealing with these external entities is still very bureaucratic
in many cases. Tendering is traditional or conservative on some quality parameters and price and few negotiation skills are being ap-
plied. Often, the negotiation is done by the technical departments that identify the FSPs active in the field. These program officers
have often done this task with no former training nor experience.
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Two respondents explained how initially there was an attempt to make agreements with FSPs, while later it was recognized that
the agreements should be part of the preparedness phase before the disaster occurred. Almost all respondents from INGOs stated that
there is a need for longer-term collaboration with FSPs. The message from their collaborating partners is that for developing a product
that meets the needs of the humanitarian sector, the financial sector needs a longer and more dedicated partnership than merely dur-
ing the implementation of a specific disaster response. Working together on a long-term products or solutions, was described by one
interview as a disrupter of the procurement rules that are applied at the moment. This was clearly expressed by the FSPs to manage-
ment in the humanitarian sector: “The FSPs say that we need to revisit how we work with them. In the humanitarian sector, we often
use words like partnership or collaboration, but the FSPs say that to get effective partnership and collaboration, with a financial prod-
uct that is designed to meet what you need, I can't do that in a two-week window, which your procurement rules tell me. We can take
an off-the-shelf solution, but for the best solution, we need to work together” [J].

It was noted by the respondents of INGOs at HQ, that the programmatic dimension and the financial dimension need to be aligned.
Program staff with grounded experience from the field need to be complemented by people knowing the peculiarities of the FSPs. In
that sense, however, the view was that the sector doesn't need new skills, but we need better communication between the people that
have the different needed skills.

Five participants noted that this relationship with FSPs is also changing the way donors finance the international humanitarian
system. Some of the respondents from INGOs raised a concern that with the division of responsibilities requested by the donors, we
might be leading into a situation where the donors disburse the funds directly to an FSP and the humanitarian organization merely
identifies who the money should be transferred to. This leads to a further concern that through for-profit organizations, new capaci-
ties in collaborating countries would not be created or developed.

The interviewed donors said that it is unlikely that this would happen. The argument was that in emergencies efficiency is pre-
ferred, but not a must; and that the access to people in need and the humanitarian principles rest with the humanitarian organization.
There was, however, still a concern from the organizations stating that the private sector is good at marketing and lobbying as stated
by a respondent that “[..] if they see the opportunity, they will pressure hard and they will do it well” [K].

There was a consensus amongst respondents that the relationship to the financial sector will undoubtedly increase in the future,
given that both the financial technology and the nature of disasters will keep on changing, so there will be a need to engage in a con-
tinuous development of the modality and of the organizations involved in implementing it.

4.4. Evolution of the transformation
All respondents indicated that the transformation produced in the organizations is still an ongoing process. The sector has become

used to the modality as [I] pointed out “Learning by doing while introducing CVA in emergencies was a challenge. Now it is easier be-
cause the organizations are more used to it and have more experience and agreements in place.”

Most respondents explained that at the beginning, CVA was mostly linked to food security and livelihoods because this is how
many organizations felt comfortable in exploring the opportunities of implementing CVA. After the Grand Bargain in 2015, the push
was to include CVA in all sectors and standardize tools and conditions for the use of CVA. Whereas currently, the attention has shifted
to multi-purpose cash grants (MPCG) and the links to social protection, thus moving away from a sector based CVA approach. This
was agreed by donor respondents that have made efforts for reporting on MPCG and introduced the separation of roles in the CVA
process for enhanced accountability.

The respondents from INGOs identified a new stage in the transformation in which CVA is to be embedded in each department in-
stead of having its own team. [L] said “We've put a lot of effort over the last few years in the mainstreaming [CVA] across country
managers, program advisors and program managers. […] Initially, you had to bring in the technical specialists who knew everything.
That has changed now.”

Several respondents indicated that other developments in CVA are linked to the evolution of the financial sector and the develop-
ment of technical solutions for the use of financial products and data sharing. “If we want to know where cash programming is going 3
years, 5 years, 10 years, we just need to study the banking or the money transfer companies and see what they are doing now” [F].
This aspect of innovation was identified as the future innovation that the humanitarian sector will face in the coming years.

5. Discussion
The above findings suggest that CVA has indeed had a transformative effect in the organizations that have chosen it as the pre-

ferred modality of assistance. The experience with CVA in these organizations created a process where organizational learning cre-
ated a change in the organization's process and context which in turn will affect future implementation [54,55].

The humanitarian organizations that are leaning towards CVA implementation in disasters and emergencies during the last decade
had to undergo two separate processes: They had to learn a new way of working with aid and they had to change their internal and ex-
ternal processes which brought about the transformation. These changes have occurred in stages. In a first stage, the changes hap-
pened organically, in large part pushed by the donor organizations. Later stages of the transformation have led to a more standardized
approach to CVA.

The findings are based on a limited number of respondents which poses a limit to generalizability. However, the respondents were
all members of the humanitarian sector with more than 10 years of experience with CVA and with experiences from various organiza-
tions and agencies, giving them the possibility of a more generalized view on the topic. This helps us indicate analytical generalisa-
tions.
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The introduction of CVA as a modality is an example of innovation in the humanitarian sector [13]. The stages of innovation were
defined as introduction, fermentation and sustained change before a new cycle of innovation is introduced [48]. Based on the experi-
ences of our respondents, CVA has passed through these stages and can currently be defined as being in the third stage. This means
that sustained change has been achieved where the approach is standardized even though new developments are still happening. A
new phase of innovation could start if the developments of financial technology change the reality of the financial system [70,71].
How that will influence the humanitarian organizations can be designed with knowledge of how CVA has changed the humanitarian
organizations in the past.

5.1. The change in humanitarian organizations
Our findings indicate that CVA created a mind shift in many organizations in the humanitarian sector. CVA led the organizations

to look beyond sectors and enhance accountability by giving more power to the people in need. It also resulted a stronger relationship
with FSPs and a realigning of the cooperation between departments.

Humanitarian organizations operate in a complex domain [11]. Our findings suggest that the shift towards CVA was not only a
learning experience for a single organization but also a common exercise in which different organizations in the same context learned
at different levels and influenced each other by shared experiences. This was also suggested by the literature on organizational change
in humanitarian organizations [11]. Thus, donors who don't have direct implementing experience also learned from the evidence and
influenced the context that the organizations exist in. This was done by changing the expectation with regard to the employed modal-
ity in accordance with the trend of donors getting more directly involved in humanitarian issues [11,57]. In this sense, it was a shared
model for organizational learning that affected the whole sector.

Capacity development of the local actors has been shown to be a major challenge in the humanitarian sector [72,73]. In the expe-
rience of our respondents, this was also the case regarding CVA, where the capacity development was lagging. It appears from the
data that the motivation was largely the funds that international organizations and donors brought with the CVA modality. The local
implementing partners and local NGOs were not included in this shared organizational learning process. The local organizations were
confronted with a directive narrative and adopted the approach by requirement. According to the interviewed local partners, they
had to adapt more quickly to the working styles of INGOs and donors and didn't always have the chance of receiving the proper train-
ings for CVA implementation. The finding suggests that the implementation and adoption of procedures in these organizations hap-
pened much before the knowledge was absorbed by the organization.

In the larger humanitarian organizations and agencies witnessed by our respondents, the changes happened simultaneously with
the experiences from the field and with the realization of the benefits of the new modality. This is similar to earlier observed changes
in humanitarian organizations [9] and was equally initially met with reluctance [11]. The initial argument that convinced the field
practitioners was not to harm the markets, while higher levels in the organization were convinced by the cost efficiency. According to
our findings, the middle layers of many organizations were caught in between these two conflicting thoughts at different levels and
were more reluctant to learning and change. This is in agreement with the organizational learning knowledge transfer [11] since it is
in the middle layers of the organization that the traditional processes were created and where they are upheld. In these organizations,
support from leadership was instrumental to change. However, the shift to accepting CVA as a preferred modality has in many cases
meant a major shift in mindset for many individuals in the humanitarian organizations. Particularly, some departments like finance,
logistics and procurement found themselves in new territory. This further illustrates that humanitarian organizations are a complex
system composed of individuals with varied motivations [11,12].

The change that initially was accelerated by a strong push from donors, is now being affected by the donor's preference for MPCG.
While donor collaboration agreements on CVA are emerging, the presence of donors in the field has been increasing during the last
years. Hence and despite the efforts on the localization agenda [12], the sector still has a strong donor-driven component.

Our respondents indicated that the relationship with FSPs also happened in phases. Initially, there was an attempt to contract the
services while the response operation was taking place. In a second phase, the agreements with FSPs became part of the preparedness
process and it was recognized that the traditional procurement rules were not optimal for a negotiation with an FSP. Whereas cur-
rently, some organizations are taking steps towards establishing a longer relationship with FSPs which could define more relevant
products. Our data suggest that the developments in financial technology will imply the need for a stronger cooperation with FSPs.

The use of CVA brought important changes or at least accelerated the changes. The use and benefit of PDMs had been vastly ig-
nored in the distribution of in-kind aid. CVA has brought a shift of power toward the population in need. Other changes revealed in
our findings relate to the fact that more scrutiny is applied in evaluations and audits when using CVA. There seems to be a tendency to
perceive more risk when dealing with monetary help (which leads to less corruption due to higher levels of scrutiny [28,30]) and a
more relaxed view of missing items when dealing with in-kind. Therefore, auditing and finance are more in focus.

At later stages in the transformation, data management became an increasingly needed skill set in humanitarian organizations.
This need has been brought about by the combination of CVA implementation, use of technology and increased requirements for data
protection. The use of data management would most likely have happened in any case, however, the implementation of CVA has ac-
celerated the process, showing the transformative impact of the modality.

The respondents indicated that change in humanitarian organizations is ongoing and leading to new stages where the implementa-
tion of CVA has gained a level of normality and where the effort is now shifting into making CVA an embedded part of each sector, de-
partment or role; instead of having cash teams with experts in the matter.
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5.2. Management of change
Change in the humanitarian sector is a dynamic and continually evolving process, where many elements interact with one another

[11]. At the same time, organizations are systems composed of people that react differently to change [9]. Our respondents expressed
that in their experience, the shift to CVA in humanitarian organizations did not at first rely on a planned change management strat-
egy. It happened rapidly and was pushed by external factors such as donors and competition. In many cases, the changes were influ-
enced by the particular individuals that happened to be present at the time, influenced by leadership and organizational culture [51].
The organizations have a common narrative in which cooperation is essential and desirable. However, the truth is that organizations
are competing for resources and for power of influence. This puts a limit to how deep or truthful the cooperation can be [43].

At the time when most humanitarian organizations were adopting the CVA modality, change management was well established in
the private sector business management processes [74], but had not yet been well established in the humanitarian organizations expe-
rienced by our respondents. One particular point of interest is that most of the interviews ended with the respondent indicating that
they had not thought about the changes that CVA had brought to their organization in a systematic way before, which indicates that a
clear change management strategy could have been a stronger part of the process.

The transformation of the shift toward CVA happened in stages, as described in literature on innovation [48]. As indicated earlier,
the changes are still happening in many organizations as the implementation of CVA is evolving. After the initial exploratory develop-
ment of tools, came a phase where CVA was meant to be more sector specific. Recently unrestricted multi-purpose cash is favoured,
with the aim of linking it to social protection and a broader understanding of humanitarian action.

5.3. Retainment of the change
The results reveal that there were specific skill sets that were and, in some cases, still are needed and relationships that need to be

developed or strengthened. This indicates that the change to the organizations due to the shift to CVA is still for the most part ongoing
and more efforts need to be allocated to managing that change. In particular, the emergence of FinTech [71] will further accelerate
the change in the sector and enforce the relationship between the private and humanitarian sectors. At the same time, the increasing
size of interventions is challenging the methods employed by the humanitarian organizations [47]. The results point to a need for a
more purposeful and systematic approach in the future developments of humanitarian organizations.

The acquisition and retention of knowledge in humanitarian organizations have been the focus of attention both for CVA and in
disaster response in general [53]. For every new trend that is introduced in humanitarian organizations, knowledge management has
been identified as a major challenge [75]. Humanitarian organizations are characterized by a high employee turnover [76], which is
generally viewed negatively because it limits the knowledge base of the organizations [63]. However, our research shows that the
high employee turnover helped the dissemination of CVA technical and implementation knowledge between the humanitarian orga-
nizations that thus developed a shared knowledge base. Staff rotation along with individual people leading the change show the im-
portance of organizational culture when it comes to change in humanitarian organizations [51]. In some cases, the introduction of
CVA in the organization came from new employees that had experienced it in other organizations, and in other cases, the technical
knowledge on CVA was strengthened by new employees. This source of shared knowledge has not been utilized in an optimized way
by the humanitarian organizations that experience it.

Our findings suggest that in the future the cooperation between the private and humanitarian sector could become more institu-
tionalized than they are today; technology will play a bigger role in response; governments will be in a better position to influence the
outcomes of response, and donors will be both institutional and private [1]. At the same time, in the views of our respondents, there is
still an opportunity for donors to be more aligned. Based on these developments, the most important role of the humanitarian sector
will act as to be the custodian of the concept that the affected populations need to be at the centre of the operations. This can be
achieved amongst other things, by improving the implementation of CVA in the humanitarian sector with deeper reflections on part-
nerships and capacity development processes.

In the view of all respondents, the focus on the local organizations was notoriously lacking when the shift to CVA was taking form
in the international organizations and agencies. Decision-making was done in international forums and trainings arrived late at the lo-
cal NGO and happened in an unstructured way. Although progress has happened in the localization agenda [77], the further technical
complexities that CVA will bring in the future with increased demands on data management and the arrival of new financial technolo-
gies pose a challenge for local organizations [44,78]. This challenge will need to be addressed in a more targeted way.

5.4. Further studies
The results and discussion in this article focus on the changes that have occurred in humanitarian organizations that have em-

braced the modality of CVA in disaster response. There are however, two aspects that deserve further attention that arise from this
analysis. The first one is the process of change in humanitarian organizations. How humanitarian organizations implement change
and innovation specifically in relation to a transition to CVA. The perception on innovation will inform the attempts to implement
novel CVA tools by humanitarian organizations in the future.

The second important point for future research would be the challenges of CVA implementation in the future. It has been argued
that the humanitarian sector is due for reform [10,79], it will therefore be important to analyse what role and what challenges the im-
plementation of CVA will have in the future of the humanitarian sector.
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6. Conclusion
Our research indicates that the change favouring CVA has in turn also had a transformative effect on the humanitarian organiza-

tions themselves and on the sector as a whole. CVA has been a disrupter of traditional ways of delivering aid and it has pushed the or-
ganizations towards questioning their activities and approaches. At different stages of the transformation, there have been changes in
the type of roles that are needed and in the way organizations rely on each other through collaboration. A lot of work still lies ahead
on advocacy to governments of nations affected by disasters and on capacity development of national and local implementing part-
ners.

Following the stages of innovation, CVA implementation is now at a phase of sustained change and could experience a new
process of transformation. Organizations would have to learn from their past experiences to improve the process of change in the fu-
ture. In many organizations, the changes are still happening as the implementation of CVA is evolving, while other organizations have
arrived at a more stable situation where CVA is the norm. The evolution of the transformation has led to a situation where CVA imple-
mentation is more predictable and included in organizations’ strategies. It was indicated that the aim could then be to make CVA an
integrated part of social protection.

Several aspects and processes were superimposed in the organizations’ shift towards CVA. The exponential growth in CVA imple-
mentation has been influenced by a strong push from donors and will continue in the years to come. At the same time, the organiza-
tions experienced an organizational learning process in which the organizations had to learn the new modality while at the same time
advocating to their partners. This means that the international organizations had to create capacity development both internally and
externally simultaneously. At the same time, there has been a learning process on how to manage the change effectively and effi-
ciently. However, the competition for funds and for innovation pushed the change in a much more rapid and organic way.

The results of this study indicate that CVA has indeed created a transformation in the humanitarian organizations which is still on-
going and needs to be managed and organized more predictably. The future adaptation of humanitarian organizations to an increas-
ingly changing environment will be based on the learnings from the transformation of the past. The current research has focused on
the transformation that CVA has had on different individual humanitarian organizations implementing CVA for disaster response and
not what influence CVA has had on the whole of the humanitarian sector. As discussed above, the humanitarian sector is being chal-
lenged by external and internal factors and the adoption of CVA is helping accelerate some of these changes.
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