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Abstract
Emergency cash transfers provide essential life support to vulnerable households affected by a crisis, including those living 
in chronic poverty. So far, project life cycles, nutrition, and asset-related thresholds have informed the decision of when 
beneficiaries switch from emergency cash transfers to an income-generating livelihoods program. However, factors beyond 
material poverty influence the likelihood of sustained improvements in well-being during such changes. We argue that a 
food systems perspective with additional metrics helps provide targeted transition support to beneficiaries. Based on insights 
gained from an Urban Safety Net in Mogadishu, Somalia, we suggest a multi-level framework to conceptualise the transition 
readiness of internally displaced people and poor host communities. Based on this framework, we make recommendations 
for improving safety net programming.
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1  Introduction

Emergency cash transfers have become a standard in  
emergency response (Adams & Winahyu, 2006; Doocy  
& Tappis, 2017; Harvey, 2007). Often provided by aid  
agencies, emergency cash transfers stabilize household 
consumption (Bailey & Hedlund, 2012) and protect assets 
against being sold to meet basic needs (Burchi et al., 2018). 
They also alleviate liquidity constraints (Barrientos, 2012), 
and in some cases, support savings and investment in small 
businesses (Angelucci & De Giorgi, 2009; Angelucci & Di 
Maro, 2015; Bernier & Meinzen-Dick, 2014). Hence, during 
quickly evolving crises in the absence of a functional state and  
insurance, emergency cash transfers substitute core functions  
of social protection systems (Doocy & Tappis, 2017), improve 
the resilience of beneficiaries (Barrientos, 2012; Sadoulet 
et al., 2001), enhance social capital and spillovers to non-
beneficiary households via loans, gifts and remittances 

(Angelucci & De Giorgi, 2009; Angelucci & Di Maro, 2015). 
Compared to food aid, cash transfers contribute to the local 
economy (Brewin, 2008). In 2019, about US$5.6 billion in 
global humanitarian assistance was provided through cash and 
voucher assistance. This amount represents a twofold increase 
from 2015 (Lyles et al., 2021).

Despite the benefits, emergency cash transfers to benefi-
ciaries tend to be time-bound. There are many reasons for 
cash transfers to end, such as the funding limitation of the 
donor, self‐selecting out of a program, termination due to 
non‐compliance, and changing eligibilities (Ladhani & Sitter, 
2020). Not uncommon are predefined exits and administra-
tive choices that end cash transfers. For example, beneficiar-
ies leave a program when there is no longer a minor in the 
household (age limit) or after reaching the maximum number 
of years in the program (time limit). Exit criteria also include 
the nutrition status of households, income, or asset-related 
variables that tell whether a politically defined wellbeing 
threshold has been exceeded (Browne, 2013). Although 
pragmatic, exits informed by project necessities or material 
thresholds do not necessarily guarantee that beneficiaries 
leave cash transfers to sustainable livelihoods.

Beneficiaries experience heterogeneous livelihood transi-
tions when exiting from a cash transfer program. The nature 
of these experiences often depends on household character-
istics, assets, family dynamics and the external environment 
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(Sabates-Wheeler et al., 2018). Consequently, some benefi-
ciaries respond well to phasing out cash transfers while oth-
ers do not. Against this background, we believe that sus-
tainable transitions of beneficiaries depend on the ability 
of households to invest in new livelihoods while protecting 
themselves from post-program shocks. Doing so requires 
safety nets to consider individual, family-based, and contex-
tual preconditions of beneficiaries for reducing vulnerability. 
A comprehensive understanding of transitions would guide 
emergency cash transfers to profile and monitor beneficiar-
ies. In such a way, transition support can be offered more 
targeted to beneficiaries during cash transfers, at the actual 
exit, and post-program.

Monitoring and evaluation data collected from benefi-
ciaries by cash transfer providers already captures relevant 
metrics. However, the metrics tend to be used to determine 
the point of graduation of beneficiaries out of poverty or 
vulnerability. Nonetheless, graduation conceptualised as 
an exogenous exit of participants from cash transfers after 
crossing a pre-set income threshold or escaping extreme 
poverty (Devereux & Sabates-Wheeler, 2015) is not appli-
cable in chronic emergency contexts such as Somalia with 
extreme trauma, shattered lives, and livelihoods. So is sus-
tainable graduation – defined as the achievement of long-
term improvements in livelihoods and living conditions that 
are maintained across generations (Connolly-Boutin & Smit, 
2016; Roelen, 2015). Instead, we conceptualize ‘graduation’ 
as a transition from emergency aid to a livelihood program 
that takes place within a more extensive food system. We 
argue that for such a transition to be successful, we must 
not only use poverty data to decide on the right moment. 
Equally important are dynamics within the communities and 
the larger transition context that all influence the ability of a 
person to transition into a livelihood program successfully 
and sustainably. This calls for widening the boundaries of 
transition assessments to go beyond traditional monitoring 
and evaluation data.

Nevertheless, a central question remains: How can aid 
programs predict whether households will achieve a sus-
tained improvement in their well-being once they have 
dropped out of emergency cash transfers, transitioned into 
a livelihoods program, or shifted to a state-managed social 
protection system? An answer to this question requires a 
multi-level framework with material and non-material met-
rics. The framework we propose in this paper will enable 
program managers working in chronic emergencies to pro-
file beneficiaries regarding their ability to transition from 
an emergency cash transfer program to a new livelihood 
strategy such as a government social protection system. 
Having such a framework provides several benefits. First, 
aid agencies could target the disbursement of entitlements 
more efficiently to specific transitional needs of beneficiar-
ies. Second, the probability of successful transitions between 

and out of the program potentially increases. Third, a more 
differentiated approach to transition support through tai-
lored accompanying measures could increase the overall 
effectiveness and efficiency of emergency cash transfer 
programming. Ultimately, the framework can help program 
managers to develop a rating system that ensures fairness in 
decision-making.

Against this background, we present such a multi-level 
framework to conceptualise the transition readiness of ben-
eficiaries in internationally funded emergency cash transfer 
programs. This framework aims to understand better the 
changes beneficiaries experience during livelihood transi-
tions in response to cash transfers. Consequently, the frame-
work will aid assessments of the capability of beneficiar- 
ies to transition from emergency response to livelihood 
rebuilding in fragile, conflict-prone urban food systems. 
The framework also provides entry points for safety net pro-
grams to identify complementary support. This support shall 
increase livelihood transitions, contributing to nutrition, eco-
nomic, and environmental impact. Although we derived our 
framework from work in Mogadishu, Somalia, we hope it 
becomes applicable to similar fragile contexts across Africa.

2 � Methodology

2.1 � Context

Globally, 43.1 million people are displaced (Padovese & 
Knapp, 2021). In 2013, 36% of the 28 million new internal 
displacements caused by conflict and disasters occurred in 
Sub-Saharan Africa (Seal et al., 2021). Somalia is among 
these countries.

Somalia faces extreme droughts and floods (Augustine 
& Kimbro, 2021; Maystadt & Ecker, 2014; Warsame et al., 
2021), ethnic tensions and transboundary conflicts (Majid & 
Abdirahman, 2021; Menkhaus, 2017). The problems are often 
compounded by political marginalization, resulting in the hin-
drance of asset accumulation, income generation, human capi-
tal formation, and food and nutrition security (Hoehne, 2017). 
More than 70 percent of the Somali population lives on less 
than US$1.90 PPP (2011) per day (Hanmer et al., 2021), and 
about half of the population requires humanitarian assistance 
(OCHA, 2019).

The COVID-19 pandemic and desert locusts amplified 
the fragility of rural and urban livelihoods. These fragili-
ties exacerbated the severity of food insecurity, leading 
to a spike in pre-existing vulnerabilities, a disruption of 
economic activities, especially for low-income earners 
(WFP, 2020). Natural disasters, conflicts and livelihood 
insecurity led many people to migrate to rural and urban 
areas. About 2.6 million people are internally displaced 
in Somalia (Mohamed et al., 2021). Consequently, about 
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3.7 million people need social protection-related support 
(OCHA, 2019).

Safety nets are particularly crucial in Mogadishu, the cap-
ital city of Somalia. Mogadishu is home to about 497,000 
internally displaced people (Braam et al., 2021). In 2018, 
WFP rolled out its first urban safety net program in Moga-
dishu, targeting 125,000 urban poor and internally displaced 
persons with an emergency cash transfer of $105 quarterly 
($35 per month). WFP transfers cash through mobile money 
and caters for 50% of the food basket expenditure for an 
average family of six members. The program targets vulner-
able families with disabilities, elderly people, and children 
and women enrolled in malnutrition treatment.

By 2020, about 1000 households had transitioned into a 
livelihood program with additional benefits such as micro-
enterprise training and business start-up tool kits. WFP 
coordinates with state and non-state actors to generate syn-
ergies as the organization considers building the resilience 
of livelihoods to food and nutrition insecurity, poverty, 
and multidimensional vulnerability through strengthening 
national social protection systems. The transition readiness 
framework we present in this paper contributes to program-
ming and operational arrangements to enable sustainable 
transitions out of emergency cash transfers.

2.2 � Framework development

Beneficiaries transitioning from emergency cash transfers 
to an income-generating livelihoods program experience 
comprehensive changes at economic and social levels. 
Sustaining program gains after the exit of beneficiaries 
requires a broad understanding of the origins of poverty 
and vulnerability to derive a holistic approach to tackle 
the systemic and structural threats to lives and liveli-
hoods. A growing body of literature links vulnerability, 
risk and shocks with productive capacity and wellbeing in 
low-income settings (Holzmann & Kozel, 2007). There-
fore, factors that enable households to withstand or cope 
with risks and shocks can support an economically safe 
transition out of emergency cash transfer programs. We 
developed this framework and then triangulated it with 
WFP monitoring and evaluation insights, and expert con-
versations with social safety net experts in Mogadishu 
and Nairobi.

When conceptualising the framework, we also drew on 
post-distribution monitoring (PDM) variables that WFP 
Somalia uses to track changes in response to wet feeding 
and cash transfers. Many of these variables are standard-
ized (e.g., food consumption and dietary diversity scores 
and livelihood coping strategy indices). We then comple-
mented PDM variables with specific metrics relevant to tran-
sition readiness (e.g. aspirations, stress and self-efficacy) as 

proxies for human agency. We tested the internal logic of the 
framework through conversations with social protection and 
livelihood transition experts.

Finally, we conceptualised transition readiness from 
emergency cash transfers within the context of food sys-
tems. This is because food system dynamics positively or 
negatively influence the transition readiness of beneficiary 
households. We, therefore, reviewed and drew on the food 
systems framework developed by the HLPE (HLPE, 2017; 
HPLE, 2020) and drew lessons from frameworks detailing 
food systems transformation (Borman et al., 2022; Herens 
et al., 2022; Nordhagen et al., 2022).

3 � Framework for understanding transitions

We conceptualise change from emergency aid to rebuilding 
livelihoods as a transition. A multitude of factors influence a 
household's capability to transition from emergency relief to 
a livelihoods program. Some of these factors are affected by 
emergency response directly. Others are linked to the larger 
food system outside the direct influence of emergency aid. 
Figure 1 presents the transition framework.

Our framework builds on transition concepts widely used 
in sustainability research (El Bilali et al., 2019; Mottet et al., 
2020) and agri-food system transformation research (Galli 
et al., 2020; Hebinck et al., 2021). In its simplest form, a tran-
sition describes the multi-level change a person experiences 
(i.e. changing expectations, assets, coping responses, and out-
comes) between two points in time. Shifting from an emer-
gency cash transfer to a livelihoods program, for example, 
represents such a multi-level transition. Transition theories 
emphasize that change is always systemic (Bui et al., 2019). 
In other words, sustainable livelihood transitions require 
solutions to the systemic problems of labour, food, input and 
output markets, and family and community cohesion.

.Our framework defines transition readiness as the abil-
ity of a household to engage in multi-level change triggered 
when graduating from an emergency relief program to a live-
lihood support program. It does not matter if the change is 
externally induced, for instance, through a sudden event, an 
opportunity or crisis, or motivated by internal thought and 
decision-making. Relatedly, an emergency cash transfer ben-
eficiary is ready to switch or leave a program if he or she has 
developed the necessary capabilities and skills, including 
access to relevant resources, to actively engage in a robust 
remunerative livelihood and the ability to cope with stress 
and community dynamics. In other words, material and 
non-material conditions must be in place for beneficiaries 
to leave the program without risk of future loss of program 
gains. We call this transition readiness. Table 1 presents key 
concepts upon which our framework is built.
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We distinguish five interdependent components in the transi-
tion framework. The succeeding sections of this chapter provide 
an overview of each of the five framework components.

3.1 � Transition context

The transition context summarises external structures and pro-
cesses that influence transitions. Some of these structures and 
processes support, while others hinder transitions. For example, 
the food price index and inflation rates impact beneficiaries' 
purchasing power and the utilisation of cash transfers. This, 

in turn, is reflected in fluctuating food consumption scores 
– a proxy indicator of household caloric availability. Also, the 
severity of food emergencies measured by the Integrated Phase 
Classification (IPC) provides critical contextual information 
about the broader food security situation.

Smooth transitions from emergency cash transfers require 
policy prioritisation of resources to support market institu-
tions – supply-side incentives and empowerment measures 
of the demand side – purchasing power. Finding the right 
mix of these incentives and regulations is a precursor for the 
transition readiness of beneficiaries.

Fig. 1   Transition readiness framework (informed by HLPE, 2017, own presentation)

Table 1   Key concepts relevant to understanding transitions

Beneficiary is an individual receiving cash or in-kind support. In emergency cash transfer programs, the beneficiary tends to receive the support 
on behalf of a household.

Emergency cash transfer refers to the transaction of cash to beneficiaries on a fixed-term basis without requiring any specific actions to be 
undertaken by the beneficiaries. Emergency cash transfers are part of safety nets.

Transitions refer to the actual change experienced by beneficiaries between safety net program modalities. Transitions are experienced  
differently by different households.

Transition outcomes define the results of multi-level change processes on beneficiary households with indirect feedback to the transition  
environment. Transition outcomes can be positive or negative.

Transition environment comprises all factors and processes that influence the transition process external to the beneficiary household.
Transition capabilities comprise human agency, the performance of the social system and specific enabling conditions supporting or hindering 

successful transitions.
Transition pathways are the actual change processes or trajectories households experience during and when graduating from cash transfers.
Complementary support refers to accompanying measures provided by state and non-state actors to support positive transition outcomes.
Transition readiness index measures the transition capabilities of the beneficiary to move from an emergency cash transfer program to a  

livelihood program.
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Relatedly, cash transfer intending to enhance maternal 
health outcomes cannot achieve its objectives without a 
good health infrastructure, i.e. the availability and quality 
of health services and providers (de Brauw & Peterman, 
2020; Powell-Jackson & Hanson, 2012). Also, demand-side 
educational interventions will likely not achieve the desired 
outcomes unless they are implemented in coordination 
with supply-side interventions (de Hoop et al., 2019). The 
demand and supply nexus makes the household location a 
critical context variable that shapes transition readiness.

The residential status of the beneficiary (determines 
rights, privileges and opportunities available to household 
members, thus affecting the potential for positive change) 
and the location are critical context variables that shape the 
transition readiness of a beneficiary and the household. In 
Mogadishu, the closer the beneficiary is to the city centre, 
the higher the ability to find work. Conversely, the further 
away from the city centre, the bigger the security risks and 
the smaller the remunerative livelihood opportunities.

Similarly, we propose understanding transitions in light 
of the coordination among international humanitarian and 
development actors providing cash assistance and longer-
term aid in the same territory. For example, a unified identi-
fier of beneficiaries helps provide targeted emergencies and 
complementary measures to enhance transition readiness. 
Finally, the overall security situation limiting movements 
of beneficiaries, humanitarian agencies, and the government 
influence access to food markets, employment, and critical 
services, hence influencing the transition of beneficiaries to 
alternative livelihoods.

3.2 � Household capabilities

The transition capabilities of the household are central to the 
ability of households to transition from emergency relief to 
rebuilding livelihoods. We assess transition capabilities from 
the perspective of the household, often represented by the 
household head. We identify three domains (human agency, 
system performance, and access to enablers) because they 
drive the household's ability to transition from emergency 
relief to rebuilding livelihoods.

3.2.1 � Human agency

We define agency as the capacity of an individual or 
a household to make livelihood choices and follow 
through with these choices in their respective transition 
context. Human agency is the combined effect of human 
aspiration, health, food and nutrition, assets, and liveli-
hood strategies.

Aspiration (goal orientation and trust in oneself )  Aspira-
tions-based utility theories suggest that aspirations play a 
central role in the decision-making of poor people (Lybbert 
& Wydick, 2016; Wydick, 2018). Although people's time 
horizon in emergency cash transfer programs tends to be 
short, longer-term aspirations of households improve with 
time (Malhi, 2020; Mausch et al., 2018). Educational aspira-
tions, for instance, are impacted by cash transfers through 
relaxing household budget constraints, changing perceptions 
on the returns to education (increased exposure to posi-
tive role models), and reducing marginal costs of college 
attendance (García et al., 2019; Whetten et al., 2019). Draw-
ing from (Glewwe et al., 2015), we posit that aspirations 
enhance trust in oneself– self-efficacy influencing daily 
livelihood efficacy and efficacy to engage in remunerative 
activities that smoothen transitions. We consider the efficacy 
of managing risks and uncertainties, including the volatile 
security context, an essential condition for transitions.

Health (mental and physical)  IDPs and vulnerable house-
holds often face health challenges that influence the sustain-
ability of livelihood transitions. Therefore, we appraise the 
extent to which a household member has been sick and felt 
the need for medical care at a clinic or hospital. The higher 
the number of health incidents uncovered by financial means 
of the household, the lower the transition readiness.

Cash transfers affect psychological wellbeing. In par-
ticular, they increase happiness and life satisfaction and 
reduce stress and depression (Haushofer & Shapiro, 2016). 
Psychosocial wellbeing has positive impacts on educational 
performance, participation in social life and empowerment 
for decision-making (Attah et al., 2016), while the lack of it 
restricts the 'ability of people to achieve the things expected 
of them and what they expect of themselves, leading to feel-
ings of shame and ultimately withdrawal, depression and 
'reductions in personal efficacy' (Walker et al., 2013).

The person’s assessment of the type, controllability of 
the stressor and the resources available to respond to the 
stressor mediates psychological stress (Folkman et  al., 
1986). In other words, self-esteem and self-efficacy are  
correlated with psychological distress and can determine 
social and economic success (Baird et al., 2013; Krishnan 
& Krutikova, 2013). The higher the stress, the lower the 
ability to allocate resources to remunerative livelihoods or 
employment. Therefore, we look for signs that beneficiaries  
feel unable to control the essential matters in their lives and 
feel unconfident about handling personal problems. This 
affects participation in income-generating activities.

Food security and nutrition  Cash transfers can allevi-
ate monetary poverty (Burchi et al., 2018) and regularize 
consumption without adopting negative coping strategies 
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(Covarrubias et al., 2012). Through improvement in wom-
en's empowerment and involvement in household decision-
making (Barrientos, 2007), cash transfers improve food 
security and nutritional status of households (Bassett, 
2008). Better household food security can ignite or enforce 
risk-taking behaviour, with beneficiaries engaging in more 
productive businesses or adopting more advanced agricul-
tural practices following assured reliance on the program 
for consumption. Therefore, stable food consumption is a 
prerequisite for transition readiness.

The framework uses food consumption scores, dietary 
diversity scores, and food expenditure shares. We hypothe-
sise, for example, that the higher the food expenditure share, 
the higher the poverty level and the lower the food security 
and potential for a smooth transition. Also, the food source is 
important for transition readiness predictions (e.g. the relief 
food/purchase/production ratio).

Productive assets and income  Cash is necessary for eco-
nomic transformation (Alatinga et al., 2020). Cash trans-
fers alleviate liquidity and risk constraints associated with 
household investments (Schwab, 2019). For example, cash 
transfers to farmers increase agricultural production through 
increased livestock holding and crop production (Ambler 
et al., 2020).

Increased investment, ownership and profitability of farm 
and non-farm businesses; reductions in household debt lev-
els; increases in household savings; and significant shifts 
in labour supply from agricultural wage labour to better 
and more desirable forms of employment have been linked 
to cash transfers (Daidone et al., 2014) leading to higher 
incomes and potential for a smooth transition.

More assets support household production for own con-
sumption and trade, increasing income and resilience to 
shocks. The higher the assets, the bigger the absorption 
potential, cumulative effects, and potential for transition. A 
precondition for successful transitions within a safety net 
program is that household assets remain intact. We consider 
total and non-food household expenditures as proxies for 
household income from various sources (earnings, remit-
tances, transfers).

Livelihood strategies  Livelihood strategies of beneficiar-
ies typically comprise progress and distress strategies. The 
higher the coping strategy index, the lower the likelihood 
of successful transitions within safety nets. For example, 
when households fall short in food, some reduce the number 
of meals, reduce meal sizes and switch to more affordable, 
often low-quality foods. Poor eating has direct, negative 
consequences for the ability to work and human health. As 
such, the degree to which a household must deploy coping 
strategies has direct consequences for transitions and the 
agency of the household.

3.2.2 � System performance

Safety net beneficiaries in Mogadishu are embedded in 
larger social systems of family dynamics, communities, 
market institutions and related norms, values, and beliefs. 
The extent to which beneficiaries perceive the social system 
as performing well directly influences their transition readi-
ness. Therefore, measuring the system performance from 
the household's perspective constitutes the second transition 
readiness domain.

Social dynamics  Household dynamics and men’s and women's 
decision-making influence human agency relevant to transi-
tions. The more targeted a safety net program supports indi-
viduals in developing their agency, the higher the likelihood of 
a successful transition from emergency relief to a livelihoods 
program. Women often face structural challenges limiting their 
transition ability. Conversely, female-headedness could improve 
women's ability to control and allocate resources, positively 
impacting household food security. When cash transfers are 
shared among household members, the total value declines. A 
good understanding of household dependencies matters.

Social dynamics within communities can either offset 
limitations in human agency or reduce the effects of the 
agency. Awareness of rights and entitlements emboldens ben-
eficiaries to challenge unacceptable behaviour by officials 
and make collective demands that may enhance transitions 
(Molyneux et al., 2016). Social connectivity can generate 
social congruence and utility. Therefore, the construct of the 
community in terms of traditions, norms, social gatherings, 
self-help groups and the beneficiaries' membership and par-
ticipation in these associations can be an essential source of 
social capital both for the success of recipients' investment (if 
any) and the protection against shocks or act as a springboard 
for recovery from a shock. For example, with the absence 
of an effective governance structure in Somalia since 1991, 
clan affiliation became a critical source of social, financial, 
and human protection (Hanmer et al., 2021). In the transi-
tion readiness framework, we regard system performance as 
crucial because factors within that category mediate access 
to and the performance of human agency.

Access to markets (food markets, input markets, job  
markets)  Markets and market institutions influence a person's  
access to agricultural inputs, output markets, food, and 
employment. The more enabling the market supporting live-
lihood strategies, the more able households are to derive 
remuneration (Sabates-Wheeler et al., 2018). The ability to 
navigate volatile food and job markets, for example, may 
become a transition enabler for safety net beneficiaries. Mar-
kets that work well and are within reach of beneficiaries 
could accelerate transitions between emergency relief and 
the livelihood program.
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Vulnerability perception (security, stability, risk)  The vul-
nerability framework entails all risks, potential shocks, and 
uncertainties beneficiaries experience before and during a 
transition. In Mogadishu, this framework entails accessing 
neighbourhoods and services depending on risks. Equally 
crucial for a successful transition is access to a relatively 
stable, risk-mitigating environment. Such considerations 
are especially relevant in post-conflict regions and gener-
ally fragile areas.

3.2.3 � Access to enablers

The ability of households to access specific support ser-
vices supporting the transition constitutes the third domain 
of transition capability.
Training  Transition support services such as seed capital/
start-up tools and micro-entrepreneurship mentorship (skills 
training) packages encourage investment and enhance the 
resilience of program beneficiaries to shocks. These pro-
tect assets from distress sales to meet consumption needs, 
pushing households back into destitution and low levels of 
well-being shortly after program participation. The higher 
the support services of livelihood transitions, the higher the 
probability of positive change.

Transition finance  The better the access to financial ser-
vices, the more enabling the transition context. How a 
household can access transition-specific financial services 
influences their transition readiness. Services may include 
formal microcredit institutions and informal saving groups.

Health services  Access to health services during and after 
transitions will influence the transition outcomes. Factors 
that influence access to health backup include the house-
hold's physical location, liquidity, and affordable health ser-
vices in the area. Also, intrahousehold dynamics and gender 
play a role in accessing general health back up.

3.3 � Safety nets

Unlike productive safety nets that include livelihood sup-
port as a program component (Sengupta, 2012), emer-
gency cash transfers are time-bound. We posit that includ-
ing beneficiary-tailored livelihood programs will improve 
the overall impact of emergency safety net programs. The 
transition readiness framework identifies safety net pro-
gramming as the central instrument to support transitions. 
We identify three broad levers. First, social transfers of 
food and cash. This includes (cash payment modalities, 
digital currency, timing, frequency, transfer amounts, 
recipient), which all can influence the transition readi-
ness of the household.

Second, complementary support (e.g. fee waivers, sub-
sidies, insurance, job-search services). Complementary 
support refers to the bundle of measures offered with cash 
transfers by the government, civil society, and the private 
sector. For example, Mexico's Oportunidades (Barrientos  
& Santibáez, 2009) and projects in Ethiopia, Ghana,  
Honduras, India, Pakistan, and Peru (Banerjee et al., 2015) 
combine cash transfers with nutrition, schooling, health, 
training and support, job search, youth inclusion, sav-
ing instruments, life skills coaching and micro-enterprise 
development, which increases the probability of households 
attaining and sustaining higher living standards after tran-
sitioning off the program.

In Mogadishu, start-up toolkits for entrepreneurship and 
salary support to small and medium-sized companies (i.e. 
promoting labour market participation) could increase the 
ability of beneficiaries to find employment and generate 
income. Digital inclusion and behaviour adaptation through 
short messaging services could support the transitions of 
households. The introduction of social insurance for health 
or disability supports the transition readiness of households.

Finally, structural reforms, including support towards 
labour markets, such as supporting the government to offer 
job mentoring and coaching over at least one year are essen-
tial for emergency support – rebuilding livelihood transi-
tion. Also, lowering borrowing thresholds by banks could be 
negotiated specifically targeting transitioning beneficiaries. 
The quality and effectiveness of delivery systems influence 
complementarity support and, thus, transition readiness.

3.4 � Transition pathways

Transition pathways represent the core of the change in 
response to participating and moving in between programs 
within an urban safety net. However, households experience 
transitions differently. There is considerable diversity in 
transition capabilities within households, across and within 
communities concerning their natural, physical, financial, 
human, and social capital. This difference in assets, needs 
and objectives among households affects their responses 
to cash transfers, thus aiding or limiting their potential to 
transition. Some households intentionally save and invest 
in productive assets (Daidone et al., 2014), while for others, 
saving and investment are household coping strategies to 
reduce consumption risk and vulnerability (Schwab, 2019). 
In such a way, basic measures such as food consumption 
scores, food expenditure shares and self-efficacy perceptions 
of households’ change. A decline in these measures does not 
always mean a negative transition outcome. Typical transi-
tion pathways include a gradual increase in assets, hanging 
in, stepping up and stepping out (Dorward et al., 2009).

Three broad drivers influence pathways. One, develop-
mental influences resulting from specific changes in the 
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personal factors of the beneficiary, such as lifecycle chal-
lenges of old age, illness, or disability. Two, organizational 
influences resulting from changes in the operating envi-
ronment; for instance, the intra-organizational changes in 
structure, function and dynamics of the implementing body 
and changes in the broader social, political, or economic 
environment. Examples include changes in program eligibil-
ity criteria, labour markets, security and government policy, 
ethnic tensions, and economic recession. Three, situational 
influences may be marriage, migration, getting a job/career 
change, business start-up, completing an education level, 
homelessness, widowhood and divorce or separation.

Pathways are complex, multi-level changes of households 
and their context, hence encompassing a combination of sev-
eral smaller, intertwined transitions. These transitions set in 
and conclude at different points during the program. Some 
reinforce each other positively, others are antagonistic. For 
example, the transition between livelihood strategies may be 
set in relatively early in the change process. Then, depend-
ing on the first transition outcomes, mental health transi-
tions may set in, and, depending on their nature, enforce or 
become a barrier to the ongoing livelihood transition.

Pathways vary according to the type of transition. A tran-
sition within a safety net, for example, from one cash transfer 
modality to another, differs from shifting from recovery to 
an employment scheme. Also, transitions between programs 
and final exit from a cash transfer trigger very different 
experiences in beneficiaries. The nature of transitions and 
the various transition pathways people experience influence 
transition outcomes.

3.5 � Transition outcomes 

Transition outcomes are central to the transition readiness 
framework. For example, programs affect the ability of a 
household to prepare for, cope with, and adapt to post-
program shocks, protect the family's well-being, and avoid 
the poverty trap or fall back into pre-program poverty dif-
ferently (Bowen et al., 2020). The actual transition between 
or out of the program results in outcomes for households 
and their communities.

Central transition outcomes include the increase in the 
transformative capacity of individuals, households and com-
munities resulting from program impacts in health (e.g. bet-
ter nutrition and health of family members); education (e.g. 
more school enrolments, increased attendance and reduced 
dropouts), enhanced family relations (e.g. women empower-
ment, increased autonomy and gender equity between men 
and women), and community-level transformation through 
social inclusion, social capital, trust and community-level 
empowerment increases are all transition outcomes.

In the long term, these outcomes create an impact in 
the domain of food and nutrition, asset accumulation, 

independence, and overall social-psychological well- 
being. Indirectly, these outcomes influence food systems. 
The impact is generated through pathways such as the  
alleviation of credit, savings and liquidity constraints, and 
the enhancement of economic progress via an increase of 
certainty and access to technology, knowledge and financial  
services (Barrientos, 2012; Soares et al., 2016; Tirivayi 
et al. 2013, 2016). Regular and predictable cash transfers 
have been linked to enhanced investments in livestock and 
crop production and strong positive impacts on household 
food consumption through increases in the quantity and 
quality of food and reduction in the prevalence of food  
insecurity (Daidone et al., 2014; Tiwari et al., 2016).

3.6 � Analysing interactions

The framework serves as an overarching way of conceptual-
izing feedback between the five system components. Some 
feedback reinforces a pattern, other feedback loops disrupt 
and redirect. Age, gender, and education influence the per-
son's transition within a safety net program. Younger house-
hold heads are more enterprising and more able to engage 
in remunerative activities than their older counterparts, and 
higher education levels improve their investment decision-
making, which increases the potential for positive change 
(Sabates-Wheeler et al., 2018). Finally, the capabilities of a 
household must be understood in relation to the performance 
of the social system (i.e. dynamics within the family, com-
munity and society that support or hinder transitions) and 
access to transition-relevant support services.

4 � Towards a transition support tool

While the transition readiness framework helps program 
managers conceptualise the emergency aid – livelihood 
rebuilding continuum, it is also the basis for transition 
readiness assessments of the beneficiary. Program manag-
ers can conduct such transition assessments using data from 
beneficiaries before the program, during the program, and 
after the emergency–livelihood program transition. Figure 2 
presents a process model to manage transition assessments 
in an emergency safety net program.

4.1 � Transition assessments

The transition assessments predict how beneficiaries transi-
tion from an emergency cash transfer sustainably. Program 
managers can draw on various quantitative and qualitative 
data to carry out transition readiness measurements. These 
include profiling, baseline and PDM data sets. Program 
managers can aggregate transition readiness indicators that 
capture beneficiaries' exposure, susceptibility, and adaptive 
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capacity to post-program shocks to generate an index. Such 
a transition readiness index enables decision-makers to iden-
tify beneficiaries in a program with sufficient capabilities 
for a sustainable transition.

Program managers derive the indicators from the house-
hold capability component of the framework in Fig. 1. Sin-
gle item questionnaire through which respondents answer 
binary questions (yes/no), questionnaires with rating scales 
for measuring transition readiness perceptions, divided 
into several subscales capture essential transition readiness 
attributes. Program managers can then triangulate survey 
results with qualitative data from a smaller, representative 
sample of beneficiaries. Clusters are one way to capture the 
variability of households and guide appropriate program 
interventions and social policy.

4.2 � Contextualising assessments

To measure the transition readiness of a household or a 
community, program managers will structure the assess-
ment in two stages: context assessments of transition and 
food environment and readiness analysis of households. 
Transition readiness measurements result in a score 
– the Transition Readiness Index (TRI). Since transi-
tion readiness is multidimensional, the perception of 
readiness may differ between the program management 
and the beneficiary. Therefore, verifying assigned tran-
sition readiness scores with beneficiaries’ assessment 
criteria is essential. Program managers must also under-
stand the transition context and the food system context 

well. In such a way, the transition readiness measure-
ment allows program managers to define contextualised 
impact pathways.

4.3 � Transition readiness decisions

Transition readiness assessments should be an inclusive and 
regular activity throughout the program. The final transition 
decision depends on scores, conversations with beneficiar-
ies and expert judgments. Although time-consuming, such 
conversations ensure the inclusiveness of programs. If done 
with beneficiaries, it provides instant feedback and encour-
ages self-assessments of transition readiness. In other words, 
any transition readiness tool administered in coordination with 
clients helps them monitor their progress towards livelihood 
goals. Ideally, this process enhances agency and increases the 
adaptive capacity of beneficiaries.

5 � Conclusion

Our framework supporting a data-driven understanding of 
transition readiness could become a realistic alternative to 
time, age, or income cut-offs that programs employ to termi-
nate beneficiaries' participation. In this paper, we put together 
such a framework. Therefore, the medium-term aim is to ver-
ify the most important predictors of transition readiness. This 
will also imply the development of a rating systems to ensure 
fairness in decision-making by program managers.

Fig. 2   A process model for managing transition assessments (own presentation)
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Frameworks are conceptual representations of reality 
and thus have limitations. One is the still limited empirical 
evidence on how accompanying measures accelerate transi-
tions. Also, the fluent security situation in conflict-prone 
environments is difficult to capture in such a framework. 
Further, feedback loops emerging from multiple domains in 
the framework can reinforce or hinder the transitions. Attrib-
uting single variables to selected outcomes and impacts 
remains difficult. At the same time, there is a risk of over-
loading the framework with variables and thus increasing 
its complexity. Finally, the framework is not meant to transi-
tion beneficiaries more quickly for economic reasons but to 
increase the transformative role of humanitarian aid through 
systematic safety net programming.

The framework helps to see the safety net program against 
the background of a larger food system. It helps in the the-
oretical reasoning of how cash transfers and accompany-
ing measures enable sustainable transitions within safety 
net programs. The framework also supports coordinating 
effective programming across agencies, informs food and 
safety net policies, and makes transitions more applicable 
to emergency response in fragile contexts. Finally, we hope 
the framework motivates others to empirically test and help 
develop it in future.
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