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Cash Transfer Programmes (CTP) have become a common feature of humanitarian responses in conflict and disaster 

settings, supported by a wealth of evidence that cash transfers are an effective means of meeting humanitarian needs, 

providing local markets are functioning and accessible. CTP without conditions for receipt or restrictions on spending came 

to be called multi-purpose cash assistance (MPCA) because it enabled recipient households to define and meet a variety of 

their most urgent needs. In Iraq, usage of MPCA has grown since 2014 and has become an integral component of the conflict 

and recovery response.  

The Cash Consortium for Iraq (CCI) was established in March 2015 with the aims of promoting a more effective MPCA 

response through harmonisation, operational coordination, and by expanding geographic reach. Using an evidence-based 

vulnerability targeting model, the CCI has to date provided one-off and multi-month cash transfers to over 75,000 households, 

or approximately 450,000 people.  

Despite some evidence of the efficacy of MPCA in Iraq, there is a lack of more in-depth beneficiary insight into how MPCA 

enables them to meet their needs, and into why certain goods and services are prioritised over others, and across multiple 

conflict-affected governorates. In partnership with the US Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance (OFDA) and Food for Peace 

(FFP), the CCI sought to capture beneficiary perspectives on these questions. From March to April 2018, the CCI held 33 focus 

group discussions (FGDs) (including 2 pilot discussions) with MPCA beneficiaries in the 3 largest conflict-affected 

governorates in Iraq – Anbar, Ninawa, and Salah al-Din.   

The discussions covered the topics of why MPCA tends to be preferred to in-kind assistance, why certain goods and services 

are prioritised after receiving MPCA, whether MPCA allowed beneficiaries to plan for the future, and – recognising that MPCA 

can have unintended, second-order effects – whether beneficiaries had noticed effects on community dynamics and local 

markets following distributions of MPCA. The key findings are as follows: 

1. Vulnerable households affected by conflict or displacement in Iraq prefer cash. It gives households greater 

autonomy by allowing for economic prioritisation and providing real choices. Participants felt better able to meet a 

more diverse range of needs, better able to balance their financial accounts, and felt less reliant on others for income. 

As a result, the MPCA generally brought positive psychosocial effects: participants felt more comfortable and 

noticed improved relations within the household after receiving MPCA. 

2. Households prioritise food, their shelter (through necessary repairs and rent), debt, water, and healthcare. These 

were mentioned as spending priorities in the majority of discussions with beneficiaries. While this alone is only 

indicative, it does affirm the findings of the CCI’s vulnerability assessments and post-distribution monitoring (PDM) 

reports. While food and water were prioritised due to them being basic needs, the reasons for prioritising shelter 

costs were more contextual: the level of physical destruction to houses meant that many beneficiaries chose to 

spend some or most of their MPCA on repairs and, if displaced due to their home being destroyed (or not owning 

real property), rental payments in their areas of displacement. Debt repayments were often prioritised due to a 

confluence of contextual factors, chief among them being the need to continue being able to access credit given the 

lack of opportunities to earn income and the need to provide for their families. 

3. Households are strategic in their prioritisation, and the overall aims of prioritisation encompasses overlapping 

expenditures on multiple goods and services. Households repay debt to avoid eviction and to retain access to 

sufficient food and, to a lesser extent, household items purchased on credit; debt repayments are also made to 

sustain healthy relationships with creditors so to retain continued access to credit. Households made strategic 

investments in repairs to avoid renting a second home, and paid multiple instalments of rent upfront to secure shelter 

for their families over the near term. Beneficiaries spend on health out of medical necessity, but also so that heads 

of households can physically continue to work and provide for their families.  

 

 

Executive Summary 
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4. Beneficiaries noticed second-order, unintended effects of MPCA on markets and community dynamics; the 

effects on both being generally positive. At the community level, relations with traders and creditors improved as 

beneficiaries generally increased their local market purchases and debt repayments. Households felt better able to 

engage with their community, in some cases even giving cash to households they perceived to be more vulnerable 

than their own. After MPCA distributions, local economies were in notably better health, with increased quantities of 

more diverse goods, including an increase in non-food items available in the markets of remote villages; additionally, 

across all areas where discussions were held, there were no significant changes in market prices. While MPCA also 

led to some increase in tensions between recipients and non-recipients, it generally didn’t result in significantly 

soured relationships or grievances. Additionally, the news of MPCA being distributed in an area often resulted in 

debts being called in by family members and market actors, which did bring additional stress to indebted 

households; however, participants did not see this as a harmful impact of MPCA. 

5. Humanitarian MPCA does not, for the majority of beneficiaries, increase household capacities to plan for the 

future by saving and investing. As households receiving MPCA are highly vulnerable, they tend to prioritise their 

baseline welfare rather than saving or investing to generate longer-term income. Compounding this is the restrictive 

economic environment, which lacks formal mechanisms for saving (like banks) and provides very few opportunities 

for meaningful investment. However, some households do save for future shocks or specific costs, such as more 

expensive surgeries or health treatments. Additionally, a minority of participants made small- to medium-scale 

investments to generate additional household income, but this was uncommon and should not be expected as a 

likely outcome in MPCA programmes. 

6. Some households are receiving government support, which is predominantly through the public distribution 

system (PDS), which is in line with CCI data on social protection network (SPN) registration. However, PDS support 

is often of a too small quantity, is currently of a too low quality, and is provided too infrequently to effectively help 

households meet their food consumption needs. This is to the extent that some households who have lost their PDS 

ration card have not seen the need to recover it. Further, the majority of MPCA beneficiaries had not heard of 

additional assistance, such as the cash transfers through the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (MoLSA). What 

is starkly clear is that, absent regular employment opportunities and humanitarian cash assistance, informal local 

systems of credit appear to be the welfare system allowing the majority of conflict affected households to meet 

their basic needs. 
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The adoption of various types of cash transfer programmes (CTPs) as a humanitarian response modality has 

increased steadily since the 2004 Asian tsunami response, in which unrestricted donor funding and rapid 

market recovery allowed humanitarian actors to pilot and implement cash transfers at greater scale than had 

been implemented previously1. However, CTPs had been used in emergencies before the tsunami; scholars 

such as Amartya Sen had advocated using cash in response to famines as far back as the early 1980s, with 

Sen developing ‘Entitlement theory’, or the idea that famines are caused by an inability to purchase food, not 

by a lack of supply2. Since the 2004 tsunami, and in subsequent interventions, “cash has gradually become a 

standard tool in the box”. 

 

The usage of CTPs as grown since then, finding greater scale still in the large responses to the 2010 Pakistan floods and the 

2011 Somalia famine. The response in 2013 to Typhoon Haiyan/Yolanda has been cited as the first time CTPs were adopted 

by multiple humanitarian actors at significant scale3. CTPs played a central role in the response to conflict and displacement 

in Ukraine; in Nepal, cash found utility as an appropriate and effective modality following the 2015 earthquakes, given the 

challenges of delivering in-kind aid in mountainous areas. The conflict in Syria, and the protracted, cross-border refugee crises 

in Jordan and Lebanon, has led to the widespread usage of CTPs in humanitarian programming across the Middle East, many 

of these programs using unconditional and unrestricted cash distributions, which has come to be termed multi-purpose cash 

assistance (MPCA). The increasing adoption of CTPs by states, UN agencies, and NGOs, and the larger, more central role 

allotted to CTPs in future humanitarian work, with concurrent expectations of programme quality and efficiency 

improvements, is to be informed by evidence-based programme learning and research.  

In Iraq, MPCA has been gradually introduced to humanitarian programmes from 2014 onwards, achieving delivery at scale in 

20164. The aim of this research is to contribute to the growing body of evidence on the impact of MPCA – i.e., the degree to 

which MPCA allows conflict- or disaster-affected populations to meet their needs in crisis. Specifically, it seeks to understand 

not just how conflict-affected households in Iraq spend MPCA, but why are these spending choices made and what are the 

contextual factors that influence how a household prioritises their assistance. The Cash Consortium for Iraq (CCI) post-

distribution monitoring (PDM) data gathered in Iraq’s three largest conflict-affected governorates (Anbar, Ninawa, and Salah 

al-Din) shows that food is often the highest priority and the largest expense for vulnerable families. Other costs such as debt, 

healthcare, and rent also account for much of a household’s monthly expenditure, with spending on services such as 

education, electricity, and water utilities accounting for less of the overall spend, but still being common expenses for many 

households. In other words, the aim of the research is to compliment the CCI’s PDM data and unpack why families living in 

different governorates, under different circumstances, having different vulnerability profiles, and with different preferences 

and priorities, choose to spend their MPCA the way they do. 

In addition, while the aim of CCI MPCA programming is to allow families to meet their urgent needs for one month, there is a 

growing body of evidence that MPCA can produce unintentional and immaterial outcomes that exceed the original 

programme aims5. So, the research also sought to explore some of the unintentional effects of CCI MPCA programming, 

specifically those on local markets, on relationships at the family and community level, and on the future – specifically 

whether MPCA enabled households to plan for the future. 

  

                                                           
1 Adams, L. (2007) ‘Learning from Cash Responses to the Tsunami’, Humanitarian Policy Group, Overseas Development Institute, London, 
ODI. 
2 Sen, A. (1981) Poverty and Famines, Oxford, Oxford University Press; Sen, A., and Dreze, J. (1991) Hunger and Public Action, New York, 
Oxford University Press. 
3 Hutton, J., et al. (2014) ‘A Review of Cash Transfer Programming and the Cash Learning Partnership, 2005-2015 and Beyond’, Oxford, 
Cash Learning Partnership. 
4 Smart, K. (2017) ‘Challenging the System: Humanitarian Cash Transfers in Iraq’, ODI Working Paper 508, London, Overseas Development 
Institute/Development Initiatives. 
5 Devereux, S., Roelen, K., Béné, C., Chopra, D., Leavy, J., & McGregor, J. A. (2013) ‘Evaluating Outside the Box: An alternative Framework for 
Analysing Social Protection Programmes’ (Working Paper 431), Brighton, IDS. 

2. INTRODUCTION 

http://www.global-geneva.com/did-the-2004-tsunami-change-emergency-aid-forever/
http://www.global-geneva.com/did-the-2004-tsunami-change-emergency-aid-forever/
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/4860.pdf
http://www.cashlearning.org/downloads/calp-review-web.pdf
http://www.cashlearning.org/downloads/11420.pdf
https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/bitstream/handle/123456789/2891/Wp431_rev.pdf?sequence=3
https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/bitstream/handle/123456789/2891/Wp431_rev.pdf?sequence=3
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Following more than a decade of conflict, the rise and spread of the so-called Islamic State (IS), deepening ethnic and religious 

sectarianism, and a large-scale crisis of displacement, Iraq is entering a post-conflict period of stabilization and early recovery, 

with many displaced families returning to their areas of origin. IS swept through Iraq in 2014, quickly capturing a large swathe 

of territory across the western and northern governorates, including the cities of Ramadi, Fallujah and in June 2014, Mosul. 

After re-taking Ramadi and Fallujah, the Coalition – comprised of the Iraqi Security Forces (ISF), the United States and its 

allies, the Kurdish Peshmerga, and Shiite Popular Mobilisation Units (PMU) – launched the Battle for Mosul on 17th October 

2016. 

Mosul was declared officially retaken on 9th July 2017, after a 9-month military campaign which pushed the remnants of IS 

further into western and southern Iraq. The Battle for Mosul displaced an estimated 848,238 people into the surrounding 

governorates. The city of Tal Afar, in western Ninewa, was proclaimed re-taken on 31st August 2017, although as with Mosul, 

this did not indicate the group’s complete disappearance from the area. 

The subsequent military offensive to re-take the Hawija district of Kirkuk displaced 7,000 people in the first week alone, 

according to the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). In wider Kirkuk, ISF movements into the 

disputed territories along the Iraq-Kurdistan border, previously held by the Kurdish Peshmerga, triggered additional 

displacement of 184,146 people into the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI), according to the International Organisation for 

Migration (IOM)6, mainly from Kirkuk City and Tooz in Salah al-Din. After re-focusing south, the ISF strengthened operations 

in the districts of Rua, Ana, and Al Qa’im in western Anbar. This led to further displacement, with most people moving 

eastwards towards the districts of Ramadi, Heet, and Fallujah. 

The conflict in Iraq, from the US-led invasion in 2003, through to the war against IS, led to a crisis of protracted displacement. 

Iraq was designated as an L3 emergency, according to OCHA’s classification system, activated in the “most complex and 

challenging humanitarian emergencies, when the highest level of mobilization is required, across the humanitarian system, 

to ensure that the right capacities and systems are place to effectively meet needs.” There are now an estimated 2,205,252 

internally displaced people (367,542 families) since January 2014. However, new displacement is decreasing in scale as more 

individuals and families return to their areas of origin; in December 2017, returnee households outnumbered displaced 

households for the first time since the conflict with IS began. There are now an estimated 3,365,598 returnees in Iraq since 

January 20147 and needs remain high in these areas of return. 

In the areas most heavily affected by the conflict, returnee households face numerous obstacles which prevent restoring any 

sense of normalcy, from insecure and unsafe areas of origin (with structurally compromised buildings, improvised explosive 

devices [IEDs], mines, and unexploded ordinance); severely limited opportunities for income generation; lack of access to 

public services (including healthcare and education); infrastructure destroyed or in disrepair; limited Social Safety Net (SSN) 

functionality; and missing civil documentation. These material deprivations compound the psychosocial damage inflicted by 

the shocks of conflict and displacement. Taken together, these obstacles are causing the secondary displacement of 

households trying to return, and protracting the displacement of households unable or unwilling to return. While there is a 

heightened need to shift the response towards stabilization and recovery, there remains areas of acute vulnerability, with an 

estimated 8.7 million people in need of humanitarian assistance8. Alongside these contextual shifts, CCI assessments reflect 

that average socio-economic vulnerability has increased in conflict-affected areas between 2017 and 2018.  

 

 

 

                                                           
6 IOM Disputed Areas Emergency Tracking: http://iraqdtm.iom.int/DisputedArea.aspx 
7 IOM Displacement Tracking Matrix, Round 92: 
http://iraqdtm.iom.int/LastDTMRound/Round92_Report_English_2018_March_31_IOM_DTM.pdf 
8 OCHA Iraq Humanitarian Bulletin, April 2018: 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/OCHA%20Iraq%20Humanitarian%20Bulletin%20-%20April%20-
%2014%20May%202018_final.pdf 

3. THE CONTEXT 

http://iraqdtm.iom.int/DisputedArea.aspx
http://iraqdtm.iom.int/LastDTMRound/Round92_Report_English_2018_March_31_IOM_DTM.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/OCHA%20Iraq%20Humanitarian%20Bulletin%20-%20April%20-%2014%20May%202018_final.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/OCHA%20Iraq%20Humanitarian%20Bulletin%20-%20April%20-%2014%20May%202018_final.pdf
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CTPs have been used in Iraq since 2014, initially for Syrian refugees living in camp and out-of-camp settings across northern 

Iraq and the KRI. In late-2014 and 2015, the internal displacement following the conflict with IS led to cash and voucher 

programmes being implemented at a larger scale by NGOs, UNHCR, and WFP. The Iraq Cash Working Group (CWG) was 

formed in 2014 as a ‘semi-cluster’ to coordinate the growing MPCA response and was also given a seat at the ICCG and, 

following advocacy by MPCA actors, developing a standalone MPCA chapter in the 2015 Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP). 

MPCA has had a chapter in the Iraq HRP every year since.  

In March 2015, the Cash Consortium for Iraq was formed by the Danish Refugee Council (DRC), the International Rescue 

Committee (IRC), the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC), and Mercy Corps as lead agency. This came following a prior 

operational grouping under the European Civil Protections and Humanitarian Aid Operations (ECHO) Cash Alliance. The CCI 

was formalised with the aims of enhancing the impact of MPCA by building a harmonised approach to MPCA delivery, 

fostering closer operational coordination, and expanding geographic reach. Oxfam joined the CCI in 2016 as the 5th partner. 

The CCI has received funding for MPCA from Global Affairs Canada (GAC), ECHO, the United States’ Office of Foreign Disaster 

Assistance (OFDA) and Food For Peace (FFP), the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DFID), and 

the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) Iraq Humanitarian Pooled Fund (IHPF), with 

a current funding portfolio of $40,000,000 USD. The CCI has reached over 70,000 households (approximately 420,000 

individuals) with MPCA since 2015 and is currently operating in the five largest conflict-affected governorates in Iraq. The 

tools developed by the CCI for MPCA vulnerability assessment, scoring, and PDM have been endorsed by the CWG and are 

widely used by other MPCA actors including I/NGOs as well as UN agencies.   

 

In seeking to understand the kinds of household-level and wider contextual factors that influence MPCA spending among 

conflict-affected vulnerable families, as well as then seeking to understand whether the MPCA had any effects on household 

or community relationships or on the wider local economy more generally, focus group discussions (FGDs) were used as an 

appropriate method to better understand (i) household decisions over spending, (ii) the observed impacts on local markets 

and community dynamics, and (iii) whether it enabled households to plan for the future. 

Participants of the FGDs were selected first at random from CCI beneficiary lists, at which point convenience sampling was 

applied to ensure eligibility.  If eligible, they were invited to attend a discussion. This was repeated until enough participants 

had agreed to attend. The criteria for participant selection was that they had been assessed and were eligible for either one-

off or multi-month OFDA/FFP-funded MPCA and had already received at least one payment (in the case of multi-month 

beneficiaries). The composition of the FGDs was as follows: 

● Male and female FGDs would be held separately, in alignment with cultural norms in order to allow for open 

participation and discursive expression; 

● Participant selection would be weighted in favour of multi-month beneficiaries (R3), to reflect the CCI’s OFDA-FFP 

targets, which themselves reflect the trends in eligibility for MPCA towards multi-month assistance; this would then 

produce a corresponding separation of FGDs between recently displaced and/or returnee households, and 

protracted displaced, returnee, and/or host households. 

 

The FGDs were held in areas of intervention under the OFDA-FFP award. These locations included the districts of Ramadi in 

Anbar, Mosul and Tel Afar in Ninawa, and Tikrit in Salah al-Din (see Figure 1 below) – this encompassed each location 

included in the CCI’s OFDA-FFP MPCA programme. The rationale for the quantity of FGDs to be held was as follows:  

● There should be enough FGDs across all three governorates to capture any governorate-level contextual differences 

that affect how MPCA is spent (e.g. access to markets, availability of goods, level of physical destruction);  

● There should be enough FGDs to capture differences in how MPCA is used by female- and male-headed households;  

● There should be enough FGDs to obtain sufficient data on the different themes covered in the FGD tool (discussed 

below); 

4. THE CCI AND MPCA IN IRAQ 

5. METHODOLOGY AND LIMITATIONS 
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● The number of FGDs to be conducted should not exceed what can be practically asked of the field teams who would 

facilitate and record the discussions. 

 

Working within these requirements, it was decided that across all governorates the CCI would initially conduct thirty FGDs, 

which equated to six per CCI partner. This comprised six FGDs in Anbar, twelve in Ninawa, and twelve in Salah al-Din. Coding 

and analysis of the FGD transcripts would be undertaken on a rolling basis as the transcripts were sent to the CCI Research 

and Advocacy team. If it was thought that saturation had been reached prior to holding the thirtieth FGD, data collection would 

be concluded; if after at the first cycle of coding, it was determined that more FGDs would be beneficial to the research, 

additional FGDs would be held. Including two pilots with female and male beneficiaries in west Mosul9, thirty-three FGDs were 

held in total. The analysis presented below is from the findings of the thirty-one post-pilot FGDs10. 

Figure 1: Focus Group Locations 

  Male Female 

District Town/Village R1 R3 R1 R3 
West Mosul Rajim Hadid  3  3 

Ramadi Kilo 5  3  3 

West Shirqat Iazaqah 1    

  Al-Sura 1  1  

  Al-Qunaitrah 1  1 1 

Tel Afar Thmarat 2 1 2 1 

  Al-Mazaria  1   

Tikrit Qadisiyah  3  3 
 

The limitations of this report are firstly that the findings are indicative, and not generalizable to other populations (e.g., if 

participants in 90% of FGDs prioritised repaying debt, this does not mean that 90% of CCI MPCA beneficiaries prioritise 

repaying debt). The non-probabilistic convenience sampling also introduces participant selection biases. The FGDs were 

representative in terms of gender at the national level – 48% were conducted with female participants, in line with national 

demographics – and roughly representative of the types of MPCA beneficiary receiving MPCA under the CCI’s OFDA-FFP 

programme (one-off or multi-month cash beneficiaries). However, while the FGDs were weighted according to both 

beneficiary type and MPCA eligibility, the FGDs were not necessarily representative of movement status (i.e., displaced, 

returnee, remainee, secondary displaced, etc.) at the district, governorate, or national level. 

 

 

The FGD tool was designed to cover the desired topics, while allowing for open and insightful discussion. As the CCI collects 

data on the effectiveness of its MPCA programmes through PDM (looking at satisfaction with the selection criteria, the 

distribution, and the overall process), distribution forms (allowing the CCI to measure speed of response), partner 

accountability mechanisms (including complaints boxes and hotlines), and through peer-to-peer monitoring (P2PM), in order 

to avoid duplicating already-collected data, the FGD tool deliberately avoided specific questions on the features and 

processes of the programme itself. With the exception of Question 2, each question was open-ended, with prompts for the 

facilitators to be used if needed. Question 2 was slightly more structured, probing into whether households had prioritised 

spending according to different sectoral areas – Shelter, WASH, and Food – and if so, why; space was also given before the 

sectoral probes to ask about what other kinds of goods and services participants had prioritised. There was a perceived risk 

at the tool design stage that asking participants about spending would simply result in lists of expenditures.  

 

 

                                                           
9 As the FGD questionnaire was revised following the pilots, the findings from the pilots have not been included in the report. 
10 One CCI partner conducted seven FGDs. 

6. THE DISCUSSION TOOL 
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Therefore, in the training of FGD facilitators there was an emphasis on asking why a household had prioritised spending on, 

for example, their shelter. In asking about prioritisation, the aim was not to rank or quantify various types of expenditure, and 

the FGDs did not include a quantitative element. While the CCI has data on how vulnerable households spend MPCA, the aim 

of the FGDs were to better understand why households might prioritise certain goods and services over others. The 

discussion tool is attached in Annex 1.  

Q1 – the first topic in the discussion tool sought to gain insight into the advantages and disadvantages of MPCA 

and in-kind assistance. It was also discussed first to encourage thinking in broad terms about the benefits of cash 

assistance, which would then gain higher resolution with more specific questions about how cash is used in 

subsequent questions.  

Q2 – following on from the advantages and disadvantages of MPCA vs. in-kind, the next topic sought to discuss 

how families had used the MPCA, and why they had prioritised certain goods and services over others. This was the 

largest and most structured topic of discussion and typically took 20-25 minutes per FGD to discuss. 

Q3 – moving towards the secondary aims of the research, the next topic focused on any observed effects of MPCA 

on local markets. It was acknowledged during the tool design that FGDs are not the best method of testing the 

impact of MPCA on markets. Nevertheless, if there had been noticeable market effects, especially in smaller towns 

and villages, it was assumed that beneficiaries may have observed this, and if they had, would be able to provide 

insight into the types of varying market effects. 

Q4 – how receiving MPCA had affected family or community relationships was the next topic for discussion, again 

being a secondary aim of the research.  

Q5 – detouring away briefly from the impacts of MPCA, but remaining programmatically relevant, the next topic 

asked about the receipt or non-receipt of government social safety net (SSN) assistance.  

Q6 – the final topic addressed the future: whether MPCA allowed households to prepare for the future or stabilize in 

anyway, and if so, how, if not, why not. 

 

 

In preparation for the focus groups, each CCI partner’s field team was trained on (i) an introduction to FGDs, when to use 

FGDs, and how to conduct FGDs; and (ii) the interview guide for the OFDA FFP-funded research. The trainings were carried 

out by the CCI Research and Advocacy Coordinator, in the partner field offices in the governorates where the FGDs would be 

conducted. This was in Mosul for Oxfam and Mercy Corps, Anbar for NRC, and Salah al-Din for DRC and IRC. The training 

materials (Annex 2) were translated into Arabic prior to the sessions, and the training was translated verbally during the 

sessions. Pre-FGD training is well known to improve the quality of data gathered during the discussions, and translation was 

viewed as important to ensure the training was better conveyed to and understood by field staff. 

7. FOCUS GROUP TRAINING 

The CCI held focus group training in Mosul, Ramadi, and Tikrit. Here, DRC and IRC staff in Tikrit 

discuss the tool to be used during the focus group discussions. 
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The FGD transcripts underwent analysis by the CCI’s Research and Advocacy Unit. The first-cycle involved initial, descriptive, 

in-vivo11, and process coding, to identify common responses and organise the contents, nuances, and processes (e.g., coping, 

recovering, etc.) within those responses. Then the coded data underwent second-cycle re-organising and theming to derive 

broader analytical categories, in addition to some simple quantitative analysis.  

Alongside the coding, numerous analytical memos were maintained to situate the data, and note suggestions for themes 

appearing in the data. The first-cycle codes were emergent, not pre-determined, being generated and refined during the coding 

process.  

The theming process identified several broader categories and concepts, each of which encompassed multiple codes, as 

shown in Figure 2 below. Not all first-cycle codes were used in the re-organising and theming process – certain codes and 

quotations were unique to a particular discussion or denoted very particular circumstances, so did not fit neatly into a broader 

category.  

Figure 2: Codes and Themes 

Question Themes Codes 
Q1 Economic Freedom Freedom to prioritise 

 
Cash lasts longer / does not 
expire 
 

  
  Freedom to spend 

 
Source of income 

  

  Enables movement Prevented selling assets / 
spending savings 
 

  

  Improves limited choices / 
provides options 

Allows households to balance 
their budgets 
 

  

  Able to meet diverse range of 
needs 

Did not need to source income 
from others 
 

  
Improved Psychosocial Wellbeing Felt dignified 

 
Alleviates suffering in crisis 

  
  Felt stable 

 
Strengthened relations 

  
  Felt self-confident 

 
Provides family cohesion 

  
  Psychological comfort 

 
Able to provide for family 

  

  Normalcy through purchasing 
power 

Allowed households to restore 
their position in the community 
 

  
Preference for Cash Sold in-kind assistance 

 
In-kind assistance was sporadic 

  

  In-kind assistance doesn't meet 
all needs 
 

In-kind assistance can be low 
quality 

  

  
 
 
 

In-kind assistance was one-off 
 

In-kind assistance = 'one-size-
fits-all' 

                                                           
11 In-vivo coding was applied where possible, to capture any insightful comments verbatim. As the FGDs were conducted in Arabic then 
translated to English, analytical licence was necessary in certain cases to correct awkward translation. For example, a female FGD participant 
in Ninewa noted she “bought gold for my daughter as ammunition for the future”; here, more appropriate English was chosen to replace 
‘ammunition’. 

8. TRANSCRIPT ANALYSIS 
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Room for In-kind Assistance In-kind assistance meets some 
needs 
 

In-kind was not sold because it 
was needed 

  

  In-kind assistance helped during 
displacement 
 

In-kind materials can last longer 

  

  In-kind assistance helped during 
winter 
 

 

  

Cash has Downsides More cash, more impact 
 

Targeting not always fair - better-
off households received more 
 

  
  Provide one single transfer Transfer not enough for certain 

needs 

  

  Cash not enough for large 
families 
 

 

Q2 Prioritisation – Shelter Fear of eviction 
 

Prioritised repairs due to the 
safety concerns 

  

  Prioritise repairs to provide 
safety for family 
 

Repairs afforded privacy 
 

  

  Prioritise rent to avoid eviction 
 

Prioritised repairs and 
rehabilitation as it's crucial to 
return and for winter 

  
  Prioritised repairs because our 

houses were destroyed 
 

  

Prioritisation – Debt 
Needed to alleviate debt burdens 
 

Debt repayments prioritised to 
avoid accumulating too much 
debt 

  
  Part of debt repaid to ensure 

additional credit in the future 
 

  Prioritisation – WASH Hygiene-related health concerns Pollution and disease can spread 

  
  

Public services are poor 
Sterilisation using chlorine 
tablets 

  
Prioritisation – Youth and 
Education 

Prioritise school costs - 
education is the most important 
thing now 
 

Prioritised my children - disabled 

  
  

    Prioritised spending on our 
children 

Prioritised study costs as 
children need to return to school 
 
   

 

  Prioritisation – Healthcare Healthcare prioritised to better provide for family 

  Prioritisation – Food Diet seen as indicator of health 

Q3 Market Recovery New/additional goods Better availability of credit 

    New shops No change in prices 

    Expanded shops New market linkages 

    Shops open longer New job opportunities 

    Markets seemed busier  

  
Struggling Markets No new goods Small increase in prices, not due 

to cash 

  
  Small increase in prices, due to 

cash 
 

Q4 Cash and Community Relationships Good relations formed with 
craftsmen and shop-owners 
 

Shame felt when in debt - cash 
relieved this 

  

  Good relations formed/restored 
with landlords 
 

Good relations with family 
members who lend money 

  
  Good relations formed with 

humanitarian actors 
Relations formed at distribution 
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    Improved relations with creditors  

  

Cash and the Community: Tensions News of cash assistance led to 
debt being called in 
 

Tensions through targeting 
 

  

  Soured family relations due to 
debt 
 

Limited income prevents forming 
new community relations 

  

  A lack of cash leads to 
arguments in families and even 
neighbours 
 

 

Q5 No Help from the State No government assistance since 
returning 
 

Not aware of additional 
government assistance 

  
  Not aware of government 

assistance 
 

  
State Help isn't Much Help Food rations are not complete 

 
Food in food rations is poor 
quality 

  

  Food rations are sporadic  

Q6 Preparing for the Future Saving for future shock Small, medium, and large-scale 
investments 
 

  
  Saving for future project 

 
Desire to invest for self-
sufficiency 

  
  Saving for future expenses 

 
 

  

Stabilizing Cash brought stabilisation 
through health 
 

Stabilisation through repairs and 
restoration 
 

  

  Cash brought stabilisation 
through repaying debt 
 

Stabilisation through assisting 
return (not going back to camp) 

  

  Cash brought stabilisation 
through being able to manage 
funds 
 

 

  

No Savings or Investments More urgent needs prevent 
investment 
 

More cash / payments would 
enable investments 
 

  

  Poor economic environment 
prevents establishing projects 

Payment not enough to prepare 
for the future 
 

  

  Dissuaded from investing due to 
low incomes/market demand 
 

Cash is enough to meet basic 
needs, not more 

    Business closed due to low profit  
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Participants in a female focus group discussion in Tel Afar.   

 

9.1 Pros and Cons of Cash 

The first topic covered in the discussions was on the advantages and disadvantages of cash and in-kind assistance. CCI PDM 

data consistently shows that beneficiaries prefer cash assistance to in-kind assistance12. Why cash is preferred, however, is 

not captured in the PDM. This discussion topic unpacked a number of programmatically important themes and identified a 

variety of different reasons. 

 

Economic Freedom 

That MPCA provides beneficiary households with economic freedom was mentioned in 55% of the FGDs, whether by allowing 

the freedom to spend (one participant in Kilo 5 noted that the “freedom to spend is necessary for a person”) and by providing 

households with the freedom to prioritise their needs. Implicit in this is allowing the household ownership over defining what 

their most urgent needs are.  

Interestingly, participants in Kilo 5, Ramadi, and West Shirqat noted that cash enables not just freedom to prioritise needs, 

but also the freedom to move, or the ability to meet needs regardless of a family’s location: if a family receives cash, then 

decides to return or is secondarily displaced, the family has a store of value and does not need to worry about either 

transporting bulky in-kind goods, or selling in-kind goods in order to move (the corollary being, MPCA can be used for 

transportation, too). This stands to reason that MPCA is preferred in a context like Iraq, with many families still experiencing 

movement, whether new or secondary displacement, or returning to their areas of origin. 

Relatedly, MPCA simply allowing a family to meet a diverse range of their basic needs was noted as a benefit in 48% of FGDs. 

Participants in six FGDs noted that MPCA improves their limited choices, or provides real options for coping before, during, 

and after exposure to conflict. A participant in a male FGD in West Shirqat added that MPCA can last longer than in-kind 

assistance and does not “expire” as in-kind assistance can.  

Participants in four FGDs, all in Salah al-Din, appreciated MPCA simply as a source of income or cash flow. For households 

in crisis or poverty, cash flow is typically comprised of a constantly shifting combination of sources – earned income, 

humanitarian aid, debt/credit, and gifted income from remittances, friends, family members, or local charities – and this 

                                                           
12 So far in 2018, 99% of PDM respondents prefer cash. 

9. FINDINGS 
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complex mixture of flows must be strategically managed13. Similarly, participants in two FGDs in Tel Afar, male and female, 

said they appreciated MPCA as a source of income because it meant they were less reliant on income from other members 

of the community (whether gifted or borrowed). In a female FGD in Salah al-Din, one participant noted that receiving cash 

prevented selling assets, in her case a gold ring. While not noted in other FGDs, no longer having to sell assets is something 

the CCI regularly monitors during PDM (as a common negative coping mechanism), and typically finds that around 40-50% 

of households report no longer selling assets after receiving MPCA.  

Psychosocial Wellbeing 

Aside from the material benefits of MPCA, or how it provides households with the freedom to prioritise and meet their material 

needs, participants in several FGDs talked about how receiving MPCA brought about a more subjective sense of relief from 

the stresses of conflict and displacement. There is growing evidence that improved subjective or psychosocial well-being 

(feeling less stressed, having a greater sense of self-worth in one’s capabilities and actions, or appearing in public without 

feeling shame) can have instrumental value, such as in productivity and improved decision-making14 15.  

Participants in five FGDs said that the MPCA allowed them to feel dignified. Similarly, a participant in a female FGD in Salah 

al-Din said she felt a greater sense of self-confidence after receiving the cash. Male participants in two FGDs in Kilo 5 and 

Mosul said the MPCA ‘raised morale’, or simply brought a degree of happiness (or what might be modest improvements in 

happiness given the circumstances); female and male participants in five FGDs in Kilo 5 and Tikrit said the MPCA brought a 

sense of comfort.  

Part of the reason for these improved subjective states might be through the feeling of being able to provide for one’s family 

in a period of crisis. This was noted as a specific benefit of MPCA in two female FGDs and one male discussion in Tikrit. Male 

participants in three FGDs in Kilo 5 praised the more general result of ‘strengthened relations’ within families. Further, a female 

participant in Tikrit said the MPCA provided “family cohesion”, and a male participant in Tikrit said that the MPCA allowed 

their household to restore their position in the community. The outcomes of MPCA on family relations will be discussed in 

greater detail below.  

The Trouble with In-kind Assistance 

The preference for cash as a modality to meet critical basic needs appears to be partly a result of the perceived disadvantages 

of in-kind assistance. The most frequent complaint was that in-kind assistance rarely meets all the basic needs of the 

household. This was specifically mentioned in ten FGDs (including five female FGDs) in Kilo 5, Tikrit, west Shirqat, and west 

Mosul.  

The reason in-kind assistance cannot meet all household needs seems to be a function of several factors: in-kind assistance 

can be one-off, sporadic or irregular, and often ignores the size of the family, or is a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to assistance 

(in the case of clothing quite literally, as was noted by a male participant in west Shirqat). While MPCA in Iraq is distributed 

on the assumption that it is enough to meet the survival basic needs of a family of six for one month – so also technically 

being a ‘one-size-fits-all’ modality – was not mentioned as a specific issue with MPCA. A male participant in Tikrit summarised 

this by saying that the in-kind assistance was simply “too little…and too far apart”.  

Further, male FGD participants in a west Mosul discussion reported that the assistance was distributed unevenly, the 

perception being that households in east Mosul were receiving disproportionately more in-kind assistance that those in west 

Mosul. Unlike MPCA, the “in-kind assistance can easily expire”, as a male participant in West Shirqat noted in relation to food 

assistance, meaning in-kind assistance can be inherently time-limited, which can restrict the strategic options for using 

household resources over a given period.  

 

                                                           
13 Collins, D., Morduch, J., Rutherford, S., and Ruthven, O. (2009) Portfolios of the Poor: How the World’s Poor Live on $2 a Day, Princeton, 
Princeton University Press. 
14 Mani, A., Mullainathan, S., Shafir, E., & Zhao, J. (2013) ‘Poverty Impedes Cognitive Function’ Science, 341 (6149), 976–980. 
15 Attah, R., Barca, V., Kardan, A., MacAuslan, I., Merttens, F., & Pellerano, L. (2016) ‘Can Social Protection Affect Psychosocial Wellbeing 
and Why Does This Matter? Lessons from Cash Transfers in Sub-Saharan Africa’, The Journal of Development Studies, 52 (8), 1115–1131.  
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As was mentioned by male participants in a Kilo 5, FGD, in-kind 

assistance does not provide the ability to move freely or as necessary 

– a noted advantage of MPCA. This is to say that it lacks the fungibility 

of MPCA. There are then the localised issues that result from the 

forms of power specific to Iraq: in one instance, the in-kind assistance 

was re-distributed by Mukhtars (local leaders) among their relatives 

and friends, as was mentioned by female participants in a west Mosul 

discussion. This is less of an issue with in-kind assistance itself (the 

type and quality of goods provided), and more a problematic 

consequence of providing in-kind humanitarian aid in Iraq. It should be 

noted that this type of response did not arise in relation to MPCA 

(more on which below). 

These negative perceptions of in-kind could go some way to explaining why participants reported selling their in-kind 

assistance in twelve FGDs, in every location except Tikrit. Male participants more often reported selling the in-kind assistance. 

As reported by FGD participants, the reason for selling in-kind assistance is straightforward: households have diverse and 

more urgent needs that cannot be met with in-kind goods. A female participant in Tel Afar sold the assistance to cover 

education costs and repay debts. A male participant in Tel Afar sold his to buy more food, but also to repay debts and access 

healthcare. A male participant in west Shirqat sold his assistance to allow access to more costly healthcare. A female 

participant in a west Shirqat discussion provided a useful summary: “[W]e can often find the necessary food, but what we 

lack is money [to buy it]”. 

The Uses of In-Kind Assistance 

Although not preferred as a modality to meet critical basic needs, in-kind assistance was appreciated by some households. 

In total, participants in thirteen FGDs said that in-kind assistance helped to meet some of their basic needs. In two FGDs, a 

male group in Kilo 5 and a female group in west Shirqat, in-kind assistance was noted as helpful in meeting basic needs 

during displacement. Male participants in a discussion in west Shirqat said that in-kind assistance was useful upon their 

return. Participants in two FGDs said that the in-kind assistance helped during winter because of the appropriate types of 

goods in ‘winterisation’ packages: blankets, clothing, and heaters.  

Contrary to the disadvantages discussed above, a female FGD in west Shirqat said they thought in-kind materials last longer 

than MPCA. As with MPCA, female participants in two FGDs in Tel Afar said that receiving in-kind assistance also prevented 

the household from selling assets. A female participant in Tikrit took a balanced and perhaps pragmatic view regarding in-

kind assistance: "Any assistance, whether cash or in-kind, is beneficial". Echoing this sentiment, male participants in a 

discussion in west Mosul said that what little quantity of in-kind assistance was provided was valuable, due to their condition 

of quite extreme deprivation. 

Not all FGD participants reported selling in-kind assistance. For participants in two female discussions and one male 

discussion in west Mosul, this was simply because the type of in-kind assistance provided was needed in their household. 

However, for participants in a female discussion in Tikrit and a male discussion in west Mosul, the in-kind assistance was not 

sold because it was too small in quantity and was received too sporadically. Participants in almost half of the discussions 

did not mention whether they sold or made use of in-kind assistance. For nearly a third of participants this could be due to 

receiving the assistance in IDP camps (mentioned in nine FGDs), where it is less likely to be sold due to limited access to or 

functioning of local markets. Additionally, some FGD participants stated that there had not been any in-kind assistance 

distributions since returning, as mentioned in six FGDs, thus not presenting an opportunity to sell the in-kind assistance. Even 

if it does not meet the needs of the family, or cannot be sold, households seem to find ways to use in-kind assistance to meet 

basic needs, as a participant in a female discussion in Tel Afar used her food assistance as animal fodder.  

Cash has its Disadvantages 

While MPCA is almost unanimously preferred to in-kind assistance in Iraq, participants used the discussions to talk about 

some of the disadvantages of MPCA. The disadvantages identified all concern the transfer value and the structure of the 

transfer programme, rather than cash as a modality. Perhaps the least surprising complaint concerned the size of the transfer: 

participants in five FGDs in Kilo 5, three male and two female, all multi-month beneficiaries, said that more cash would result 

in more impact.  

“We can often find 

the necessary food, 

but what we lack is 

money” 

Female participant, west Shirqat 
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Participants in male and female discussions in Kilo 5 also said that one single transfer, as opposed to three monthly transfers, 

would increase the utility of MPCA, presumably by allowing for longer-term household economy planning, or enabling larger 

investments. That said, several households did make investments with the MPCA, which is discussed in more detail below. 

Female participants in a west Shirqat FGD noted that MPCA is often not enough for larger families since the transfer value is 

based on a family of six, which is the national average household size in Iraq (which is supported by CCI’s assessment data 

and is the basis for calculating the transfer size16). However, the transfer would likely not have the same utility (in terms of 

needs met) for a family with eight, nine, or ten-plus members.  

Relatedly, male participants in a Kilo 5 FGD said the value of the MPCA is not enough to meet certain needs, especially those 

pertaining to healthcare. While this is undoubtedly true, as will be discussed below, MPCA can go towards meeting these 

larger costs. It is partly the large variance in healthcare costs, specifically the cost of surgery (consultations and check-ups 

are typically free at the point of delivery in Iraq), that leads to high upper-limit costs, meaning an unreliable average calculated 

per household. This variance informed the decision in Iraq not to include healthcare in the survival minimum expenditure 

basket (SMEB), which sets the MPCA transfer value. Another issue participants had with MPCA concerned targeting. Female 

one-off transfer beneficiaries in two FGDs in west Shirqat felt that better-off families had received more assistance (i.e., multi-

month assistance). Similar responses concerning targeting arose later in the discussions, and this will be discussed further 

below. 

Why Cash is Preferred 

The discussions around the broad advantages and disadvantages of cash and in-

kind assistance largely echo the sentiments expressed in other humanitarian 

responses: cash provides households in crisis with the freedom to address the 

diverse needs they themselves have prioritised. It is not just that MPCA provides a 

crucial source of income, thereby providing real options, but that it provides the 

freedom to weigh these options and prioritise as the needs of the household dictate. 

Furthermore, it is effective. Male participants in west Shirqat expressed this point: 

MPCA is effective precisely because all of the assistance is utilised, a participant in 

that discussion saying, “[with MPCA] I benefit from 100% of the transfer”. This is to 

say that none of the assistance is wasted.  

Perhaps with the freedom to prioritise and meet critical needs, there are the positive 

subjective states that seem to follow on from receiving and spending cash – a sense 

of dignity and the sense of self-worth and happiness that comes with being able to 

provide for one’s family. Cash allows households to advance their own ends, with an 

improved sense of comfort and self-confidence.  

From the discussions on this initial topic, it is not that households view in-kind assistance as being without utility, as it did 

allow households to meet some of their need. Rather it only provides some of the material goods they need at certain times, 

whether while displaced in or out of camps, or upon return to their areas of origin. If a household does not have a need for 

those goods at the time of receipt, the FGDs confirmed that households will simply sell the in-kind assistance. This is because 

the typical conflict-affected household will have a broad range of needs, and many of these needs are uncatered to by the 

more traditional types of household-level in-kind assistance.  

9.2 Spending and Prioritisation 

Gaining insight into the advantages of cash assistance and the reasons why it is a preferred modality to meet basic needs 

segued into how exactly cash allows conflict-affected families to meet their needs. The CCI’s PDM reports provide an 

aggregated view of household spending but cannot provide insight into the household-level circumstances that shape 

decisions on spending (as well as saving and investing). 

 

 

                                                           
16 CCI Vulnerability Assessment data continues to show an average of six members per household. 

“[With MPCA] 

I benefit from 

100% of the 

transfer” 

Male participant, west Shirqat 
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How Does the Cash Help Meet Your Needs? 

The discussions introduced this topic by asking what kinds of needs 

people had that they were able to meet with MPCA, ranging from very 

common to the much less common expenditures still felt to be 

necessary by recipients. Participants in all FGDs volunteered answers 

that affirmed the range of basic needs MPCA enables a household to 

meet.  

Food, for example, was mentioned in 100% of discussions, and debt 

repayments in 90% of discussions. Spending on housing repairs, 

healthcare, drinking water, school expenses, sanitary goods, and 

hygiene products were all commonly mentioned, as noted in Figure 3 

below.  

A male participant in west Mosul, for example, said that “we spent the assistance on all of the essential needs of our families”. 

A female participant expanded on the range of basic needs met, saying “I paid the monthly rent of the house, I bought food, I 

paid debts from my [medical] treatment – but the priority was the rent”. These are the types of basic goods and services that 

in the CCI Vulnerability Assessment and PDM data are found to absorb the majority of a household’s monthly budget after 

receiving MPCA. 

Less common uses of MPCA were also mentioned. A female participant in a west Mosul FGD said she used some of the 

assistance to travel to Baghdad for administration purposes. A female participant in Tel Afar said she had put some of the 

assistance towards her son’s marriage costs. Female participants in two FGDs in west Shirqat told of how they used part of 

the assistance to cover legal fees while seeking compensation and replacing civil identification.  

There are also signs of crisis altruism following receipt of MPCA. Participants in five FGDs in Kilo 5, Tikrit, west Mosul, and 

west Shirqat all said they had given some of the cash to friends or relatives; for example, a female participant in west Mosul 

said she used to cash to support disabled relatives. The aim of this discussion topic, however, was to gain a better 

understanding of household prioritisation, or the reasons for choosing to meet certain critical needs over others. As noted in 

Section 5 above, in order to better probe into these reasons, this part of the discussion was the most structured, with the 

facilitators going through each of the primary humanitarian sectoral areas (shelter, WASH, NFIs, food) and discussing if and 

why a household might prioritise spending in these areas. However, during the course of the discussions, it became apparent 

that many households had prioritised other types of expenditures, which led to further discussion into the reasons for 

prioritising these needs. 

The Basics: Food and Non-food Items 

CCI vulnerability assessments and PDM consistently show that food absorbs much of average household budgets. Food was 

mentioned as a priority in every FGD. The reasons for prioritising food are perhaps the most obvious: food is a basic need 

and being food insecure has adverse impacts on other basic needs, such as being able to earn income and being in good 

health. It is maybe for this reason that participants in two female FGDs and one male FGD in Kilo 5 talked about how they saw 

a good diet as being an indicator of being in good health (or rather that good health depends on having a sufficient and diverse 

diet). A male participant in another Kilo 5 discussion noted how healthy food was necessary for their growing children, who 

needed “the strength to continue normal life”. The lack of regular economic activity also provides impetus to prioritise 

spending on food, with male participants in west Mosul saying that, when the head of household lacks regular work, the 

diminished monthly household income is reserved for essential survival goods, like food.  

Non-food items (NFIs) were prioritised less often. Fuel was mentioned in eleven FGDs across west Shirqat, west Mosul, and 

Tel Afar. In five FGDs, expenditures on fans or coolers were discussed, as preparation for the hot Iraq summer. In seven FGDs, 

participants mentioned buying fridges to replace those lost or damaged during displacement. However, general household 

items where often not prioritised. In one FGD where NFIs were prioritised by a participant, they considered spending on NFIs 

to be part of necessary home repairs. A male FGD in west Shirqat discussed the lack of non-food shops nearby, meaning 

accessing these items was costlier due to the greater travel involved than accessing basic food. 

  

“We spent the 

assistance on all of 

the essential needs 

of our families” 

Male participant, west Mosul 



Cash Consortium for Iraq  MPCA in Iraq: Perspectives of Beneficiaries 
 

Page | 17  

 

This indicates that, for recipient households, priority will be given to purchasing goods and services that have low intermediate 

costs. For many participants, the NFIs provided in camps during displacement were taken with them when they left the camp, 

or where provided out-of-camp after returning (participants in thirteen FGDs had received in-kind humanitarian NFI assistance 

before or after displacement). Participants in three FGDs expressly said they did not prioritise non-food items because they 

had received these goods in camps. Male participants in a west Shirqat discussion explained how living in tribal areas make 

borrowing such goods easier. 

Figure 3: Goods and Services Prioritised with MPCA (Frequency of Mention) 

 

The Need for A Safe Home 

Shelter expenditure was seen as a priority by almost all 

participants in all FGDs. This was identified in the discussions 

through either prioritising expenditure on rent (mentioned in 

58% FGDs) or through making or paying for housing repairs, 

whether repairing physical damage or electrical systems 

(mentioned in 90% FGDs). Shelter repairs were most 

commonly prioritised in Ninewa, perhaps due to the greater 

level of physical destruction than in Anbar and Salah al-Din. 

The most commonly cited reason for prioritising rent was 

either because the participants feared possible eviction, or 

they were actively avoiding or preventing eviction (possibly 

due to being late on rental payments; this was cited by 

participants in five FGDs). A female participant in a west 

Mosul FGD, who was widowed and the only breadwinner in 

the household, said she needed to pay the late rental fees to 

avoid being evicted and being left homeless.  
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“I spent the assistance 

on house repairs,        

bought clothes for my 

grandchildren, and repaid 

debts, but the priority 

was the restoration of the 

house because it was 

uninhabitable” 

Female participant, west Mosul 
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During the conflict, many families in the most heavily conflict-affected areas lost their houses and land. Many families who 

lost their housing, or whose house is heavily damaged, now must pay rent, whether they are displaced or have returned. 

Therefore, some participants prioritised rent for security, with a female participant in west Mosul saying, “I paid two months 

[rent] in advance when I received the cash assistance”, to provide short-term security. These security concerns intersect with 

the priority of family safety, which was likewise mentioned by female participants in two FGDs in west Mosul. 

Security and safety concerns also formed the reasons for spending on repairs in two female FGDs in west Mosul, with a 

female participant saying, “I spent the assistance on house repairs, bought clothes for my grandchildren, and repaid debts, 

but the priority was the restoration of the house because it was uninhabitable”. In west Shirqat, participants in five discussions 

talked about the extent of the damage their homes had suffered during the conflict, with a male participant saying that after 

returning “our houses were completely destroyed”. Female participants in one west Shirqat discussion said they returned to 

find “doors stripped off” and the interiors of their houses “completely burned”. Similarly, male participants in another 

discussion said they prioritised shelter repairs for reasons of inhabitability, contained within which are the practical difficulties 

and safety concerns of living in a burned and badly damaged house.  

An interesting third reason for prioritising shelter spending factored in both of the above considerations. A female participant 

in west Mosul said she decided to spend the assistance repairing and making habitable three rooms in their old, damaged 

house, so that they would not need to continue paying rent for their rented shelter. Another reason, mentioned by male 

participants in a discussion in west Shirqat, was the need to prioritise repairs not only because doing so is necessary for 

recovery upon return, but also because it is necessary for the cold Iraq winter. The types of repairs mentioned by male and 

female participants in two FGDs in Tel Afar are limited to restoring doors, windows, and roofs – all small and low-cost repairs, 

but that can make a substantial difference to a family’s wellbeing in colder months. Lastly, privacy was noted by female 

participants in Kilo 5. While only explicitly mentioned and recorded in one discussion, that a safe and secure shelter can 

provide privacy can perhaps be seen as intersecting with the reasons of security and safety for the family.  

Alleviating the Burden of Debt 

Incurring debt just to meet basic needs is a fact of life 

for many conflict-affected Iraqi households. CCI 

vulnerability assessment data shows that 85-90% of 

households have debt, and total debts are typically 

much greater than monthly incomes.  

Household debt was a common theme in the FGDs: in 

90% of FGDs debt was mentioned as a priority expense, 

54% of which were female discussion groups. Only two 

FGDs in Anbar, both multi-month discussion groups, did 

not explicitly mention prioritising debt repayments.  

Why debt was prioritised is in one sense very 

straightforward: there is a need to balance the household financial accounts and alleviate debt burdens. But it is also forward-

thinking and strategic: a female participant in a discussion in west Mosul noted she needed to repay some of the debt to 

avoid accumulating too much debt, or an amount of debt that would eventually become unrepayable. A male participant in 

West Shirqat noted that “I repaid around a third of the debt to the shops, to ensure the renewal of debt in the future”. In addition 

to basic food and non-food items, debt seems to be incurred in order to cover costlier but still vital expenses, such as 

healthcare. Female participants in Tel Afar noted this as a reason for taking on new debts.  

A primary source of debt for vulnerable households appears to be local shops rather than formal or informal credit or banking 

institutions, as retailers and wholesalers will sell a range of food and non-food goods to individuals on credit. These traders 

are themselves relatives, friends, and community members, which introduces a social dimension to incurring and repaying 

debt. This is discussed in more detail below. 

Water, Sanitation and Hygiene 

Participants in 68% of FGDs said they had prioritised hygiene and sanitary goods. This is a priority at the household level, with 

female participants in a Tel Afar discussion stressing that badly damaged houses need to be sterilised and disinfected after 

returning, due to them being used during the conflict by combatants and inhabited while unoccupied by animals. Reasons for 

prioritising hygiene and sanitary items also derived from wider environmental concerns.  

“I repaid around a third of 

the debt to the shops, to 

ensure the renewal of 

debt in the future” 

Male participant, west Shirqat 
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In six FGDs in Kilo 5 and Tikrit, five of which were female discussions, participants expressed their concerns over the potential 

spread of pollution and disease, in part due to post-conflict infrastructure being in disrepair. Indeed, non-functioning water 

infrastructure was discussed in eleven FGDs, in Kilo 5, west Mosul, and Tikrit. Male and female participants in Tel Afar noted 

that clean water didn’t even reach their rural village of Thamarat.  

Male participants in a discussion in west Shirqat told of how they bought chlorine and sterilised the local waterworks 

themselves, as a local sterilisation project had failed to effectively do so. A female participant in a Kilo 5 discussion said that 

the tap water was “undrinkable”. Due to damaged public infrastructure, purchasing clean water was prioritised by most 

participants (74% of discussions), whether through buying bottled water from shops, or, as was the case for a female 

participant in west Mosul, through buying a water tank. In only one male discussion in west Mosul did they mention no longer 

having to buy water, as clean water had become available on tap.  

Accessing Healthcare 

Closely related to prioritising hygiene and sanitary goods, as well as food (discussed below), but something which is also an 

expected consequence of living through war, is choosing to prioritise accessing healthcare. The Iraq Health Cluster estimates 

that 7.3 million people are in need of urgent healthcare in 2018, or 84% of the total people in need of humanitarian assistance. 

Healthcare was mentioned as a priority in 71% of FGDs, across all governorates of study. Participants in Salah al-Din most 

frequently mentioned prioritising healthcare, and across all FGDs, female participants said they prioritised healthcare slightly 

more often than male groups.  

The primary reason given for prioritising access to healthcare was simply to better provide for their families. Displaced and 

returning households have often foregone healthcare for extended periods of time due to a lack of services or being unable 

to access functioning services, leading to injuries and illnesses going untreated, which can impact on a household’s ability to 

earn income. For example, a female participant in west Mosul prioritised her health because she feared losing her eyesight. 

Indeed, throughout the FGDs participants detailed a litany of health issues, from issues with eyesight, to problems with 

kidneys, hearts, and diabetes. Understandably, health issues are very personal, and facilitators took care not to probe too 

deeply on this issue. That it was raised in the majority of discussions is indicative enough that accessing healthcare is a 

priority for many households.  

This also supports the assumption, discussed in a UNHCR review, that MPCA can improve healthcare outcomes by facilitating 

access and reducing financial barriers to healthcare17. However, as noted above, female participants in a Kilo 5 FGD talked 

about how the transfer value is not enough to cover certain treatments and surgeries. This is to be expected in a context 

where many public hospitals have been destroyed or are in the process of being rehabilitated, and certain operations can cost 

thousands of dollars.  

Debt seems to be being incurred to cover these larger but necessary costs, as mentioned by a female participant in a Tel Afar 

FGD. Later in the discussions, when talking about whether MPCA allows families to prepare for the future, female participants 

in five FGDs in Kilo 5 and Tikrit talked about how they see better health as a means of stabilisation, or as a necessary step in 

the process of recovery. This suggests how communities themselves conceptualise stabilisation, health being one important 

component of this. Stabilisation will be discussed in more detail below. 

Prioritising the Future, or Children and Education 

An unexpected category of prioritisation, but one that was mentioned in fifteen FGDs in Kilo 5, Tikrit, west Shirqat, Tikrit, and 

Tel Afar, was education. The specific expenses identified that are required for children’s access to education being 

transportation, uniforms, and equipment, among other identified expenses necessary for child care.  A male participant in 

west Shirqat said that “I did not buy anything for myself, because I have sons and grandchildren and they need the assistance 

more than I do. I’m older and I want to manage the family life”. A female participant in a west Mosul FGD said she had 

prioritised school expenses because “education is the most important thing now”. This sentiment is understandable in 

formally IS-held areas, where many children have had their schooling interrupted for three to four years. Similarly, male 

participants in a west Shirqat FGD agreed they had prioritised education costs because after displacement their children 

needed to return to school.  

 

                                                           
17 UNHCR (2015) ‘Cash-Based Interventions for Health Programmes in Refugee Settings’, UNHCR, Geneva. 

http://www.cashlearning.org/downloads/cbi-health2.pdf
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More specific examples include a female participant in a west Shirqat discussion who said she had prioritised spending on 

her children due to their disabilities, which require regular visits to the health centre and regular medicines. Here, spending on 

children intersects with spending on healthcare. As with healthcare, MPCA appears to improve educational outcomes through 

facilitating access to school. Participants did not mention whether the MPCA prevented children from having to work, however 

research has shown that this is a likely outcome of MPCA programmes principally due to increased purchasing power, which 

covers educational inputs – transport, uniforms, equipment, and, if applicable, schooling fees18.  

The lack of discussion over child labour might be due to it being a negative coping strategy that participants felt 

uncomfortable mentioning in front of others, but the CCI’s PDM data does show reductions in the use of child labour as a 

coping strategy by 22% among one-off beneficiaries, and by 4% among multi-month beneficiaries.  

Summary: Understanding Priorities 

This topic lead to interesting discussions not just on how households spend MPCA, but why. All participants in the 

discussions were living precariously, but these segments of the discussions revealed in greater depth how the precariousness 

of their household situations, and the extreme vulnerability they live in, influenced the reasons they had for prioritising how 

they spent the assistance.  

9.3 Cash and Market Recovery 

The aim of CCI MPCA programming in Iraq is to allow vulnerable 

households to meet their urgent needs for one month. This is the 

outcome that the CCI monitors in PDM. However, as an MPCA 

programme effectively transfers thousands of dollars into a given 

community or neighbourhood or area, there are also likely to be second-

order, unintentional effects on local markets.  

This part of the discussion aimed to explore these effects, asking 

whether recipients had noticed any changes to the availability of goods 

and services, prices, and jobs in their area. It should be noted that FGDs 

are not the most appropriate method for monitoring changes in markets 

following an MPCA programme19. The assumption behind this part of the 

discussion was that, had there been any noticeable effects in the local 

area, beneficiaries would be able to provide some insight into what these 

were.  

The first change noticed by participants in 65% of FGDs, across all areas 

where discussions were held was the observation of new or increased 

quantities of goods following MPCA. Male participants in west Mosul 

explained that after MPCA, there was a “large demand” for new goods, 

and suppliers responded. In west Shirqat, a male participant observed 

that “the cash assistance encouraged buying more livestock; before the 

cash there was very little poultry, but after the cash we noticed a more 

diverse range of poultry, especially Arab hens”.  

Further, this influx of goods did not seem to result in any noticeable 

change in prices: participants in 74% of FGDs, again in all areas where 

discussions were held said prices remained stable, with one female 

participant in Tel Afar saying prices for most goods were generally 

“fixed”, or unsusceptible to anything other than marginal changes.  

 

 

                                                           
18 Foster, J. (2015) ‘Impact of Multipurpose Cash Assistance on Outcomes for Children in Lebanon’, Lebanon Cash Consortium (LCC), 
Beirut. 
19 Trader surveys, or consumption surveys that can estimate a multiplier effect, are increasingly standardised quantitative approaches. 

“[Following MPCA] 

markets seemed 

busier” 

Male participant, Kilo 5 

 

“The cash 

assistance 

encouraged 

buying more 

livestock” 

Male participant, west Shirqat 

 

 

http://www.cashlearning.org/downloads/erc-save-the-children-action-research-web-1.pdf
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Participants in eleven FGDs in Kilo 5, west Shirqat, and 

Tel Afar also told of new or expanded shops opening 

after MPCA in their area. A male participant in west 

Shirqat said that following the conflict, a pharmacy had 

opened. Another male participant in another west Shirqat 

FGD said that one local shop, which had closed during the 

conflict, had opened for three days per week, and had a 

more diverse range of goods available after the area had 

received MPCA. A participant in the same discussion 

said that some households who previously owned shops, 

but who had closed their shops during the conflict, had 

also received MPCA, and had chosen to re-stock and 

refurbish their outlets.  

 

In general, a male participant in Kilo 5 noted, “[after MPCA] markets seemed busier”. The more diverse range of goods, or in 

some more rural villages, the reduced material scarcity, could be due to improved intra-market linkages.  Market linkages are 

typically improved when the increased market demand leads to a greater willingness on the part of traders and retailers to 

seek more distant or hard to reach suppliers, or via changes in the context, which in Iraq would mean reopened supply routes 

or less friction due to fewer or more lax checkpoints and a generally improved security situation. Male participants in west 

Shirqat said that the improved road access, with commodities arriving “directly from Mosul”, had led to the better diversity of 

goods available, and that, prior to receiving MPCA there were only two types of vegetable available – onions and tomatoes – 

but after MPCA there was a better range of vegetables available.  

If there had been improved intra-market connectivity over time this might explain how, despite the increase in demand and 

the increased quantities of goods, prices remained stable20. Further, and noted in a male FGD in Tikrit, was the better 

availability of credit following the MPCA. This could be in part due to the better relations being formed with creditors after 

debt repayments, resulting in creditors being able to offer new or increased lines of credit (discussed in more detail below). 

A male participant in west Shirqat said that “the owner of the gas station did not sell to people in debt, but after the 

distributions of cash he did”, indicating a renewed confidence among certain creditors. The better availability of credit could 

also be linked to the opening of new shops in certain areas, given many households receive credit from local shops, whether 

in cash or in-kind. All the above suggests that the economic recovery in these post-conflict areas is very much demand-led, 

and that for local economic regeneration, households need disposable income. 

That said, while most FGD participants believed MPCA had a positive impact on local market recovery, some believed MPCA 

had no impact or even a negative impact on local market recovery. In four FGDs, two in Tikrit and two in Tel Afar, all female 

discussions, no new goods or services were observed after households in the area received MPCA. In one of these 

discussions, participants did not notice any change in prices. In two of these discussions, participants did notice a small 

increase in prices after MPCA, but they did not attribute this to MPCA. In one of these discussions, and in another that did 

notice new goods available, they described an increase in prices that they did think was due to MPCA. Indeed, participants in 

three FGDs, again all female discussions, said that news of MPCA in the area can result in higher prices in local shops, and 

that these increases were “intentional”. The implication of this is that MPCA introduces ‘supply-side confidence’, resulting in 

small increases in prices due to expectations that buyers can afford higher prices.  

It is worth contrasting the FGD observations on prices with local data. At the same time the FGDs were held, the Joint Price 

Monitoring Index (JPMI), which tracks the prices of goods included in the SMEB (for goods included in the SMEB, see Figure 

4 below), shows falling prices for the overall SMEB across Iraq. In Tikrit, the price of food and fuel fell from March to April 

2018, however the price of other NFIs remained constant. In Ramadi, the overall SMEB and the costs of food and fuel 

increased slightly, and in Shirqat the costs of all except fuel decreased from March to April. 

 

                                                           
20 For more on the evidence for price stability through intra-market connectivity, see Cunha, J., De Giorgi, G., and Jayachandran, S. (2015) 
‘The Impact of In-kind and Cash Transfers on Local Prices’, in Policy in Focus, Volume 11, Issue No.1 – The Impact of Cash Transfers on 
Local Economies. 

“Life ceases in the area 

without cash – the shop-

owners close their shops 

and doctors leave their 

clinics” 

Male participant, West Shirqat 

http://www.ipc-undp.org/pub/eng/PIF31_The_Impact_of_Cash_Transfers_on_Local_Economies.pdf
http://www.ipc-undp.org/pub/eng/PIF31_The_Impact_of_Cash_Transfers_on_Local_Economies.pdf
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Figure 4: Iraq CWG Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket  

The JPMI only has price data from Tel Afar until February 2018, 

so no comparison is possible. The districts in which some 

participants observed higher prices after MPCA – Tikrit and Tel 

Afar – had, according to the JPMI, seen lower prices on the 

previous month. This is likely due to different market actors 

being surveyed for the JPMI to those used by participants in 

the FGDs. 

Finally, except for one male discussion in west Shirqat, none of 

the FGD participants mentioned any increase in the availability 

of jobs after households received MPCA (this does not include 

self-employment generated through MPCA, which is discussed 

in more detail below). Whether MPCA allows for able 

household members to look for work was not discussed in the 

FGDs, and is a possible impact that requires further research, 

especially given CCI PDM data does show higher rates of 

economic activity following MPCA. 

While the above insights would be insufficient on their own to conclude that MPCA has positive effects on markets, as a male 

participant in west Shirqat summarised, “life ceases in the area without cash – the shop-owners close their shops and doctors 

leave their clinics” – in other words, markets need cash, and providing households with cash should generate the market 

activity needed for economic recovery, even if on a small scale. The discussions on this topic indicated that, providing goods 

and services can reach even isolated areas, an increase in localised effective demand can in many cases be followed by an 

increase in local supply. There was a sense among participants that markets were recovering, and that through this 

resumption of market activity, normalcy was being restored.  

9.4 Cash and Relationships 

The next topic in the discussions continued with the theme of the unintended effects of MPCA, but sought to focus on how 

the assistance can affect relationships within families and communities. Facilitators asked whether the MPCA had changed 

family or community relationships at all, and if so how, as well as whether the MPCA had led to the formation of new 

relationships. The effects in aggregate are positive.  

In 61% of FGDs across all areas in which discussions were held, participants said that the assistance improved relations 

within the family. It is worth noting that the majority of discussions that noted this were male (63% of FGDs). Male participants 

in a west Shirqat discussion said that relations between husbands and wives had gotten better, and that there were fewer 

quarrels in the household. A male participant in west Shirqat told of how “my cousin left his wife and family [in Shirqat] and 

moved to Erbil to find work, but could not find any. After his family received cash he was able to return and open a shop after 

they received the second payment”. A female participant in west Shirqat told of how, as a widow, her husband’s family had 

taken care of her during displacement and after they returned home, and that after receiving MPCA, she was able to repay 

what she felt was a debt of gratitude. Another female participant in a Tikrit discussion said that MPCA had resolved “many 

of the complexities” of family life prior to receiving MPCA – these complexities being the necessary prioritisation discussed 

above, but with scarcer means, or a smaller and less reliable cash flow.  This was echoed by another male participant in west 

Shirqat, who said that “I was having disputes with my wife and things almost reached getting a divorce, but after receiving 

the cash we no longer argue, and have a normal relationship”. Indeed, a male participant in west Shirqat said that it is a lack 

of cash that leads to arguments and tensions within families, as well as with neighbours. 

 

 

 

 

 

 Item Quantity 

Food 
Items 

Lentils 10.8kg 

Rice 40.5kg 

Sugar 5.94kg 

Vegetable Oil 5.94L 

Wheat Flour 40.5kg 

Non-
Food 
Items 

Bath Soap 8 x 125g 

Toothbrush 4 units 

Toothpaste 2 x 75ml 

Shampoo 2 x 500ml 

Disinfectant Solution 1 L 

Sanitary Napkins 1 pack (20) 

Garbage Bags 1 pack (20) 

Fuel Butane 10.5kg 

Kerosene 16.67L 
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Participants in a male focus group discussion in Tikrit.    

Female and male participants in two west Shirqat FGDs said that many of the recipients of MPCA had shared their assistance 

with their married sons and daughters to cover their basic needs and help with their “difficult living conditions”, as noted by a 

female participant in west Shirqat, alluding to the relationship between prioritising younger family members, noted above, and 

how that can strengthen relations within the household. Male participants, also in a west Shirqat discussion, said that the 

MPCA enabled the resumption of a wedding – in more rural areas, this is typically a culturally important community event. 

And, in a different west Shirqat discussion, male participants told how the MPCA allowed them to spend on meeting their 

wives’ needs, which also smoothed household tensions.  

That said, participants in one discussion talked about how, after receiving MPCA, family relations had soured. A female 

participant in west Mosul told of how “my husband's brother demanded IQD 500,000 for debts I owed”. This seems isolated, 

however: participants in three FGDs, also in west Mosul, also all female, noted that after MPCA, relationships had gotten 

better with relatives who had lent money. Only one FGD – a female group in west Shirqat – mentioned that family relations 

had not really changed after MPCA.  

At the community level, relationships similarly seem to have been positively affected. A male participant in a Tikrit discussion 

said that the assistance allowed households to mix within the community, due to the resumption of pre-crisis, day-to-day 

spending and visits to the markets. In thirteen FGDs, in all areas where discussions were held, participants said that 

community relationships had gotten better after MPCA. Female participants in a Tel Afar discussion said that this was 

through families helping each other. A female participant in west Shirqat said her relationships with the wider community 

improved as she decided to take care of several orphans. The real cause of better community relations, however, seemed to 

be through the removal of friction and the building of trust brought about by repaying outstanding debt. 

In ten FGDs in Tikrit, Tel Afar, west Mosul, and west Shirqat, participants said that their relationships with creditors had 

improved. Similarly, in ten FGDs in Kilo 5, Tikrit, Tel Afar and west Mosul, participants said that relationships with craftsmen 

and shop owners had improved. As mentioned, shops seem to be the main source of credit for households, whether by 

borrowing cash or receiving goods on credit, and what came through in most discussions was that tensions within 

communities due to accumulated debts to traders were eased through debts being repaid. A male participant in a west Shirqat 

FGD said he felt shame when he was in debt, but the MPCA relieved this. Relatedly, in four FGDs in Kilo 5 and Tikrit, participants 

said that they had restored previously fraught relationships with landlords, after being able to repay delayed rent.  
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That said, participants also discussed how receiving MPCA can have potentially stressful impacts on indebted households. 

In ten FGDs across Ninewa and Salah al-Din, participants noted that news of MPCA being distributed in a community leads 

to debts being called in by creditors. Participants did not discuss in detail any further adverse consequences beyond creditors 

asking for repayment. But this does go some way to explaining why, after receiving MPCA, households at PDM tend to spend 

considerably more on debt repayment than anticipated at the time vulnerability assessment are conducted, and also why 

there are renewed lines of credit available from shop owners after distributions. For some, as discussed above, repaying 

debts is a household strategy – it ensures access to credit in the future, should the household need it. There is also a desire 

to repay debts, either to alleviate the burdensome feeling of being in debt, or the sense of shame felt when indebted. But then 

for others, there appears to be external pressure coming from creditors to repay debts, repayments that otherwise might not 

have been made. 

However, the overall effects of MPCA on community relationships tended to be positive, even leading to the formation of new 

relationships. Male participants in a Kilo 5 discussion told of how they had made new friendships during the MPCA 

distribution. Male participants in a Kilo 5 discussion mentioned the good relationships formed with humanitarian actors 

working in the area. However, female participants in a Tel Afar discussion said that while relationships within the community 

had improved after MCPA, their village was small and rural, and no new relationships were made. Similar sentiments were 

echoed in another three FGDs, in Tikrit and Tel Afar.  

Finally, participants in 55% of FGDs, across all areas where discussions were held, said that the MPCA had not led to 

community tensions. A female participant in west Shirqat said that “after the cash was distributed, everyone was happy, in 

the whole village it felt like a day of Eid, but we were sad for those who did not receive cash, especially as we know there are 

those in need, such as orphans, who did not receive anything”. This indicates an awareness that not all households can receive 

cash, and as noted above, this sense of empathy led some households to give to those who did not.  

However, in five FGDs, participants did discuss tensions that arose through ineligibility. Targeted approaches to humanitarian 

assistance are inescapably contentious, especially in a country such as Iraq, which exhibits fairly large variance in household-

level vulnerability even in conflict-affected areas, and which has the largest in-kind welfare scheme in the world (the Public 

Distribution System), one that has provided blanket assistance to almost all Iraqi households for more than three decades. 

Anecdotally, families perceived to be “better off” receive assistance and those with less do not. Some families receive a one-

off transfer, while others receive three transfers. Unfortunately, if and how these tensions are resolved by communities (or 

humanitarian actors) was not probed further by facilitators and warrants further research.  

9.5 Preparing for the Future 

The final topic discussed was on whether the cash assistance allowed households to prepare for the future, continuing the 

discussion theme of the unintended effects of MPCA. Again, each transfer of MPCA is intended to allow a household to meet 

their most urgent needs for a month, and the CCI does not expect the assistance to enable a household to build self-

sufficiency and resilience through longer-term investments or savings. Further, investing and saving is made difficult by the 

relative lack of available opportunities to formally save, meaning most Iraqis remain unbanked (but, at the same time, have 

no urgent desire to open formal bank accounts). However, the fungibility of cash, together with the freedom it grants a 

household to meet the bundle of needs they determine are most worth meeting, means that some households do invest and 

save the assistance. 

As expected, instances of small- to medium-scale investments were not common among participants. Indeed, the most 

common response to these questions, mentioned in 17% of FGDs, where that no savings or investments had been made, with 

participants in a further three discussions saying they had made no savings, and in a further two saying they had made no 

investments. One of the reasons for this is programmatic: the transfer value did not enable investments (mentioned in two 

Kilo 5 discussions), and that a larger amount of MPCA would enable longer-term investments and planning. Participants in 

all seven FGDs in Tel Afar said that the transfer was not enough to prepare for the future. Then, mentioned in 51% of FGDs, 

was simply that more urgent needs prevented investments. Households’ priorities tended to revolve around their baseline 

welfare, in accordance with MPCA targeting for vulnerable households in need of support to meet critical basic needs, as 

opposed to efforts to generate returns on investments. And for many households, the poor health of the wider economic 

environment was a disincentive to invest or save. A female participant in a west Mosul discussion talked about this directly, 

saying that the low incomes in the area dissuaded her from starting a project. And in west Shirqat, male and female 

participants in three discussions said the same thing: the local economy is not conducive to new business.  
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In six FGDs, in Kilo 5, Tikrit, and Tel Afar, participants said that they had saved some of the assistance, in two cases for 

healthcare, and in four cases, for the future – either for future expected expenses or potential new shock such as 

displacement. And there were many cases of small-, medium-, and larger-scale investments. In three cases, these were very 

small-scale investments into carts and supplies for street vending.  

Participants noted some investment in livestock, typically poultry, however this was for domestic use, not resale. In two FGDs, 

in Kilo 5 and west Mosul, participants had invested in food for resale. One of these, a female participant in west Mosul, bought 

and sold fruit with her nephew, sharing the proceeds fifty-fifty. A female participant in Tikrit had invested in a bread oven, to 

make and sell warm breads. And in four FGDs, participants had invested in machinery. For two female participants, these 

were sewing machines, and one of those participants had also invested in a training course in sewing. For the two male 

participants, it was agricultural machinery for grain production (relatedly, another participant in a different discussion had 

also invested in grain). A female participant in west Mosul said she had bought a small amount of gold for her daughter “as 

insurance for the future” – a form of both investing and saving, in the absence of formal banking institutions. Some of the 

larger investments included making repairs to a taxi in order to earn a more reliable income (as reported by the husband of a 

female participant in Tikrit), and, for a male participant in Tikrit, opening a small café, which unfortunately closed due to low 

profitability – as there simply wasn’t the effective demand in the long run. 

The economic pessimism expressed in many discussions was, however, tapered by a more optimistic tone regarding MPCA 

and stability. Participants in five FGDs in Kilo 5 and Tikrit said that MPCA brought a period of stability for their household 

through facilitating access to healthcare, and in six FGDs in Tel Afar (50% female) participants said that MPCA brought 

stability by assisting with their return process by allowing them to cover the most “important daily expenses”, meaning they 

did not need to return to camps (i.e., experience secondary displacement).  

In three FGDs in Ninewa (one of which was female), participants saw MPCA as having a stabilising effect through allowing 

households to repay their debts. A male participant in a west Shirqat discussion said he thought MPCA brought greater 

stability, through funding housing repairs and restoration; a male participant in west Mosul said that, by allowing households 

to meet their needs, it allowed them to better manage their situations and think about the future.  

So, while MPCA did not, for the majority of beneficiaries, enable investments or savings, participants did feel it allowed them 

to stabilise, or start the process of longer-term recovery. In Tikrit, west Mosul, and west Shirqat, female and male participants 

expressed a desire to invest in various ways to improve their self-sufficiency. These aspirations were apparent in several 

discussions, but the means and the business environment remain constricted. 

9.6 Government Support 

In addition to the impact of humanitarian MPCA received by beneficiaries, the CCI also sought to gain insight into the 

effectiveness and impact of any state assistance received by participating beneficiaries. The Government of Iraq (GoI) has a 

social protection network (SPN) that ostensibly provides families with cash and in-kind assistance; the cash being transferred 

to poor households through the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (MoLSA) and to displaced households through the 

Ministry of Displacement and Migration (MoDM). In-kind assistance – the PDS – is distributed through the Ministry of Trade 

(MoT) to all households, regardless of levels of poverty or vulnerability. 

Participants in 58% of FGDs, in Tikrit, Tel Afar, west Mosul, and west Shirqat, had received government food rations (from the 

PDS) in the past thirty days. Most of the participants who reported received assistance were female, being mentioned in 

eleven out of the eighteen FGDs. None of the participants in the Kilo 5 discussions had received any assistance in the past 

thirty days, or since returning, nor were they aware of additional government assistance other than the PDS. Participants in 

two west Mosul FGDs, both male, had received MoDM cash assistance. A male participant in a Tikrit discussion said that he 

had registered with the MoDM but had not received any assistance. Participants in 66% of FGDs said they were not aware of 

any additional government assistance, such as the cash transfers from MoLSA. The food assistance through the PDS seemed 

to be, for those who had received assistance, the only type known by participants. 

While participants in the majority of FGDs had received some form of government assistance, all raised numerous issues 

with the assistance. The first issue was that the PDS assistance is not complete, being typically restricted to flour and rice. 

Facilitators were told that the PDS used to provide more than this, including vegetables and cooking oils. The second issue 

was with the timing. The PDS used to be distributed once per month, however since the conflict with IS and so far in the post-

conflict period, the distributions are more sporadic, being delivered to the agent every two to three months. This was 

mentioned in four FGDs in Tikrit, West Mosul, and west Shirqat (as well as in the two pilot FGDs in west Mosul).  
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The third issue, raised in seven FGDs in west Mosul and west Shirqat, is that the food assistance is generally of a poor, even 

inedible, quality. Female participants in a west Shirqat discussion also said their PDS assistance was restricted to rice and 

flour, and said that the flour was not good enough even to make bread. Male participants in a west Shirqat discussion also 

noted the poor quality of the flour, as did female participants in a Tikrit discussion, adding that they sold the flour to contribute 

to the costs of purchasing better quality flour.  

The fourth issue, less commonly raised, concerned actually accessing the assistance, when it was available. Male participants 

in two west Shirqat FGDs, all one-off beneficiaries, told of how they could not access PDS assistance until they received 

MPCA, as the PDS agent charged households to collect their food items. A female participant in west Mosul had been unable 

to collect food assistance due to having a PDS card from a different district, in her case Sinjar. That said, the quantity and 

quality of the assistance was low enough that, for a female participant in west Mosul who had lost her PDS card, recovering 

the lost card was not a priority.  

In summary, the main themes emerging from the discussions on government assistance were that, for most, there is no 

functioning government assistance, markedly so for participants in Anbar and the rural villages around Tel Afar. For those 

who have received government assistance, and may even depend on government assistance for subsistence, it seems to be 

too little, of too poor quality, and provided too infrequently to help households meet their critical basic needs.  

 

 

 

Meeting basic needs in crisis is much more complex than it may sound. Households affected by conflict and displacement 

have differing basic needs, and, at the household level, to what degree they are able to meet a range of basic needs is a 

function of household histories, demographics, characteristics, and capabilities. This research sought to expand on the data 

collected through the CCI’s vulnerability assessments and PDM, and understand why beneficiaries prefer cash and how 

household circumstances affect why certain goods and services are prioritised. Beyond meeting basic needs, it sought to 

appraise, using the voices and perspectives of beneficiaries, whether MPCA has second order, unintended effects on local 

markets and community dynamics, and if so, what these effects are. This section outlines six key findings from the research, 

then provides three programme recommendations and three recommendations for further research.  

10.1 Key Findings 

1. Vulnerable households affected by conflict or displacement in Iraq prefer cash. It gives households greater autonomy by 

allowing for economic prioritisation and providing real choices. Participants felt better able to meet a more diverse range of 

needs, better able to balance their financial accounts, and felt less reliant on others for income. As a result, the MPCA 

generally brought positive psychosocial effects: participants felt more comfortable and noticed improved relations within the 

family after receiving MPCA. 

2. Households prioritise food, their shelter (through repairs and rent), debt, water, and healthcare. These were mentioned as 

spending priorities in the majority of discussions. While this alone is only indicative, it does affirm the findings in CCI 

vulnerability assessments and PDM. While food and water were prioritised due to them being basic needs, the reasons for 

prioritising shelter costs were more contextual: the level of physical destruction to houses meant that many beneficiaries 

chose to spend some or most of their MPCA on repairs and, if displaced due to their home being destroyed (or not owning 

real property),  payments for rental properties. Debt repayments were prioritised again for a confluence of contextual factors, 

chief among them being the need to continue being able to access debt, given lack of opportunities to earn income and the 

need to provide for their families. 

3. Households are strategic in their prioritisation, and the overall aims of prioritisation encompasses overlapping 

expenditures on multiple goods and services. Households see spending on food as necessary to ensure good health. They 

repay debt to avoid eviction and retain access to sufficient food and, to a lesser extent, household items; debts are also repaid 

to sustain healthy relationships with creditors in order to retain continued access to credit. Households made strategic 

investments in repairs to avoid renting a second home, and paid multiple instalments of rent upfront to secure shelter for 

their families over the near term. Beneficiaries spend on health out of medical necessity, but also so that heads of households 

can physically continue to provide for their families.  

10. CONCLUSIONS 
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4. Beneficiaries noticed second-order, unintended effects of MPCA on markets and community dynamics, the effects on both 

being generally positive. At the community level, relations with traders and creditors improved. Households felt better able to 

engage with their community, in some cases even giving cash to what they perceived to be more vulnerable households. After 

MPCA, local economies were in notably better health, with increased quantities of more diverse goods, including more non-

food items in the more remote villages, and across all areas discussions where held, no significant changes in prices. 

However, MPCA also led to tensions between recipients and non-recipients, however these were not said to result in 

significantly soured relationships or grievances. Additionally, the news of MPCA being distributed in an area resulted in debts 

being called in by family members and market actors, which did bring additional stress to indebted households; however 

again, participants did not see this as a harmful impact of MPCA. 

5. Humanitarian MPCA does not, for the majority of recipients, allow households to plan for the future by saving and investing. 

Households receiving MPCA are vulnerable and they tend to prioritise their baseline welfare, not saving or investing to 

generate longer-term income. Compounding this is the restrictive economic environment, which lacks formal mechanisms 

for saving and provides very few opportunities for meaningful investment. That said, some households do save for future 

shocks or specific costs, such as more expensive surgeries or health treatments. A minority of participants made small- to 

medium-scale investments to generate additional household income, but this was uncommon and should not be expected 

as a likely outcome in MPCA programmes. 

6. Some households are receiving government support; however, this is predominantly through the PDS (in line with CCI data 

on SPN registration), and is of a too small quantity, is currently of a too low quality, and is provided too infrequently to help 

households meet their food consumption needs. This is to the extent that some households who have lost their PDS ration 

card have not seen the need to recover it. Further, the majority of MPCA beneficiaries had not heard of additional assistance, 

such as the cash transfers available through the MoLSA. What is starkly clear is that, absent regular employment 

opportunities and humanitarian cash, debt appears to be the informal welfare system allowing the majority of conflict affected 

households to meet their needs. 

10.2 Recommendations for CCI Cash Programmes 

The findings of the FGDs have led, through consultation with the CCI’s technical working group (TWG), to programme 

recommendations beyond continuing to provide MPCA.  

1) Consider what could be done for beneficiaries after they receive MPCA. The FGDs confirmed that MPCA allows 

households to meet a diverse range of their basic needs, offered insight into how certain circumstances affect how 

a household would spend the assistance. However, the majority of beneficiaries are without opportunities for 

livelihoods; for many, their houses, in spite of spending on repairs, remain damaged; for some, their children are still 

out of school due to non-functioning services; and many need to incur healthcare costs that MPCA can only partially 

cover. The CCI, using new or existing resources, should continue to seek ways to refer vulnerable households to 

additional livelihoods, shelter, protection, education and health programmes, where possible (i.e., subject to criteria 

and programme cycle).  

 

2) Consider efforts to increase access to information that better enables households to meet their basic needs, or 

make the MPCA go further, and would complement the CCI’s MPCA and legal portfolio. Examples could be mobile 

apps that assist with managing household budgets, or inform of nearby programmes and services. 
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10.3 Recommendations for Further Research 

The findings also raise questions that could be answered in future MPCA research, all concerning the second-order, 

unintended effects of MPCA.  

1) The first concerns household debt. This was a recurring theme throughout the discussions, among female and male, 

one-off and multi-month participants, in all areas where discussions were held. Repaying debt was discussed first 

as a spending priority following receipt of MPCA. Better availability of credit was mentioned as a local economy 

effect following distributions of MPCA and better relations between beneficiaries and creditors was cited as a 

positive community dynamic following MPCA-enabled repayments of household debt. The findings provide some 

insight into the relationship between MPCA and debt, and the role of debt in the lives of conflict-affected households, 

but the breadth of topics included in the discussions prevented more in-depth probing. Focused research that seeks 

to understand the levels, sources, terms, and uses of debt, and the relationship between debt and MPCA, and which 

includes the perspectives of creditors, would be of value to the CCI and other market-based humanitarian and 

development actors. 

 

2) The second surrounds community dynamics. This was introduced as a topic in these FGDs after being discussed in 

qualitative cash research conducted elsewhere, and resulted in insightful and generally positive findings here. 

However, as with household debt, this was one topic among several, and further research into the impacts of MPCA 

on household relationships, community dynamics, social cohesion and social capital would likewise be of benefit to 

humanitarian cash actors. 

 

3) Lastly, the participants discussed observed effects on local economies, specifically on goods, services, and prices. 

Here, the results were generally positive, with even the more rural villages around Tel Afar and west Shirqat noting 

that new goods and services were available after receiving MPCA. However, and as acknowledged above, to better 

understand the effects of MPCA on local economies a broader, mixed-methods approach, utilising quantitative 

methods with a range of market actors, would better provide that understanding. As a topic within the wider cash 

research agenda, the evidence base for the market impact of MPCA is growing. Research into the market impacts 

in Iraq would only add to that evidence base, with findings potentially more generalizable to political economies that 

share similar features to Iraq (informal, cash-based, un-digitized, with a private sector built largely of SMEs, 

moderately well-connected, with a roughly even number of rural and urban markets).  


