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The humanitarian system is under severe financial pressure. Needs remain exceptionally high while available
funding has tightened, increasing pressure on humanitarian actors to prioritise, demonstrate accountability, and
make scarce resources go further. In this context, understanding cost efficiency is increasingly important not as
an end in itself, but as a practical tool to support efficiency-enhancing programme design, stronger stewardship,

and more transparent trade-offs.

Against this backdrop, in 2025 an analytical study was commissioned to examine the cost efficiency of humanitarian
resource transfers delivered through National Societies and IFRC operations, and situate these findings within
wider humanitarian discussions on value for money, localisation, and operational performance.’ The following
headline findings and key messages are drawn from this analysis:

Cash consistently
outperforms in-kind.
Shifting to cash reaches
more people.

Across IFRC operations, cash is up to
33% more efficient to deliver than in-kind
assistance. Shifting the full portfolio toward
cash where appropriate could free up an
estimated USD 836 million: enough, at
humanitarian system scale, to reach tens of
millions more people in need.?

Sources: Van Der Merwe and Luce, 2026;
Van Der Merwe and Sadik, 2026°

More People. More Local.

Cash assistance via the IFRC network is the most
efficient way to reach those most in need. The
network’s cash assistance is 1/3 more efficient than
providing in-kind aid (88% vs. 66%).

Cash*is by far the most efficient aid modality according
to CALP, and the IFRC network delivers it more efficiently.
This means more money into people’s hands and greater
benefits for crisis-affected communities, including
economic multiplier effects and better recovery options.
For every dollar spent, the IFRC network gets up to
15 cents more to people in need than the rest of the
humanitarian sector globally.®

The IFRC network consistently ranks among the
most efficient aid delivery actor, regardless of
modality or programme size.

88 cents of every dollar: that’s how much of the IFRC
network’s cash assistance directly reaches people in
crisis. This comes from independent analysis, reinforced
by sector-wide findings.® It is because we are local,
present everywhere, rooted in National Societies’ strong
branches, volunteer networks, and established delivery
systems — but can also draw upon our global network and
payment systems when needed.
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What if cash reached its potential?
USD 840 million more to crisis-affected people.
No extra funding needed.

*In 2024, USD 5.6 billion in humanitarian assistance was delivered as cash.
If that funding had gone through the IFRC network, up to USD 840 million more could
have reached people directly, simply by changing who delivers it.

* The CVA Policy Dialogue calls for 50% of humanitarian funding to be delivered as cash.’
If that target was met and channelled through the IFRC network, up to USD 2 billion more
could reach people in need every year with no increase in donor funding.

* For every USD 100 in humanitarian aid delivered as in-kind rather than cash, up to USD 33
is lost to delivery costs — a gap that widens further at scale.

Sources: CALP Network CVA Policy Dialogue; OCHA Financial Tracking Service (FTS) 2025; Van Der Merwe and Luce, 2026

Decades of investment in local branches, volunteers, digital systems and community relationships mean
the IFRC network is structurally designed to be more efficient.

The IFRC network doesn’t arrive in a crisis and start from scratch. Across the world, National Societies have
spent decades building the local infrastructure, preparedness and system maturity that makes efficient cash
delivery possible. This includes community networks, trained volunteers, framework agreements with financial
service providers that cut transaction costs and delivery times, and digital systems to automate registration
and payments, and ensure community engagement and accountability.® When a crisis hits, these systems
are often already in place. This means less time, less overhead, and more of every dollar going directly to the
people who need it most.

Efficiency is predictable and within our control.

The latest analysis shows that cost efficiency is more about aid design decisions than about context. Aid
modality, actor, programme scale, level of preparedness and delivery mechanism for cash are the key drivers
of efficiency, while contextual factors like location (region or country), conflict or cost-of-living matter less than
these design choices. The practical implication is significant: a meaningful share of efficiency outcomes is not
simply the product of circumstance, but reflects choices that humanitarian actors make at the design stage.®

Cash offers efficiencies at scale that leave in-kind far behind.®

What makes the IFRC network distinctive is that it delivers cash efficiently across a spectrum of scale, from
smaller, localised responses through a National Society branch, to large-scale operations like the Emergency
Social Safety Net (ESSN) in TUrkiye that reached over 1.5 million people, to pooled resources across emergency
appeals and projects. Most actors offer one approach over another; the IFRC network can deliver across the
scale and does so more efficiently than the global average at every level.

National Societies are the preferred partners for governments and many donors to deliver life-saving
assistance and ensure this is linked to other vital support such as protection, water, health, and education. For
example, in Kenya the National Society’s 47-county branch footprint and volunteer-driven operational model
materially reduce costs while simultaneously connecting people to protection, health, and livelihoods services,
delivering efficiency and effectiveness in the same structure. Developing social assistance linkages is a key
factor in driving efficiency, as has been the case with the Turkish Red Crescent for over a decade in Tirkiye."
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Efficiency doesn’t mean much if aid is not effective.

Efficiency must be balanced with equity, quality — and fundamentally the humanitarian imperative. There is
broad agreement that focusing on efficiency must never become a ‘race to the bottom’ — all the more so at
a time when the Humanitarian Reset recalls the urgency of remaining people-centred.'> Reaching people in
fragile, conflict-affected, or hard-to-reach areas often costs more, and rightly so. The IFRC network makes
those trade-offs deliberately, because leaving no-one behind is part of our mission. Providing more unrestricted
cash locally, regardless of programme objectives, and complementing with services and infrastructure needed
to meet specific (e.g. sectoral) aims connects efficiency to effectiveness.

At a time of rising needs and shrinking budgets, the choice is clear: deliver cash, deliver it locally, and
deliver it at scale. Every dollar spent this way reaches further and with greater dignity. Unrestricted cash via
the IFRC network offers locally-led efficiency at scale, on crisis-affected people’s terms, without compromising
programme quality or effectiveness.
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