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were surveyed as well as several hundred vendors on site 
at fair days and 713 households were reached in post-
fair monitoring some month later.  Dozens of focus group 
discussions were also conducted with beneficiaries and 
vendors, as well as lessons learned workshops with part-
ners.  The monitoring included detailed examinations of 
purchasing patterns – disaggregated by beneficiary type, 
province, and the person who represented the family at 
the fair; general issues of satisfaction with the method and 
recommendations for improvement; issues related to gen-
der, protection and vulnerable groups; and what vendors 
did with their earnings.  This initial monitoring was de-
signed to examine the effectiveness of the fair method in 
meeting families’ needs as well as feasibility questions for 
improving and expanding the method. NFI fairs have now 
become a part of regular emergency programming, and 
UNICEF and partners have developed modified tools and 
approaches to ensure continued monitoring and analysis 
of the approach.

progress and results
Using the NFI fair approach, UNICEF and partners have 
reached more than 157,000 emergency-affected families 
or estimated 785,000 people5  between 2008 and 2011 
(data as of November 2011). The fair method is now being 
employed by UNICEF partners in six different provinces 
and adapted for a variety of different beneficiary groups—
including displaced persons, host families, returnees, 
Congolese economic migrants expelled from Angola, and 
victims of natural disasters. 

The fair approach has a multiplier effect within the local 
economy by infusing cash into the local markets as op-
posed to sending these resources outside the country as 
is the case when procuring relief items from large suppli-
ers abroad.  In 2011 alone, UNICEF partners have paid 
5  Calculated by average five persons per household.

out a total of more than $5 million to hundreds of local 
vendors allowing them to expand their capital, open new 
shops, hire additional employees and contribute to the 
recovery of the local commercial sector.  Since starting 
the fair approach beneficiaries have purchased more than 
$11 million of household and personal NFI from vendors 
at fairs.  In 2012 UNICEF plans to conduct a detailed 
market impact evaluation through the ARCC (Alternative 
Response for Communities in Crisis) initiative to better 
understand and map the impact of this injection of money 
into the local economy.

Good practice
During the period of intensive data collection, UNICEF 
partners surveyed 1,688 beneficiaries the day of the 
fairs and 713 households in post-fair monitoring in three 
different provinces.  While UNICEF and partners are 
finalizing the analysis of the data from monitoring and 
conducting follow up research to confirm and better 
understand some of the initial findings, many of the 
preliminary results are available as of late 2011 and are 
used in the analysis to identify and justify the following 
‘good practice’ components.

Beneficiary preference and dignity. The NFI fairs are 
grounded in the respect for the dignity and rights of the af-
fected families as they allow them to participate directly in 
their own assistance. The extensive monitoring conducted 
by UNICEF partners has indeed revealed overwhelming 
preference for this approach: 97 per cent of beneficiaries 
report a strong preference for fairs over direct NFI distri-
butions.  Initial concerns that local suppliers might not be 
able to provide high quality supplies seem unfounded: 87 
per cent of beneficiaries report that the quality of items 
available at the fairs is ‘very good’; only 1 per cent said 
quality of items was ‘not good.’
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One size does not fit all. While UNICEF and partners will 
continue to assist emergency-affected families through di-
rect distribution of NFI—and will sometimes combine fairs 
with the direct distribution of some items—the standard 
kit approach is based on what is often a flawed one-size-
fits-all analysis of need. The fair approach recognizes that 
beneficiaries themselves are the best placed to decide and 
select what they need. The extensive data analysis has 
confirmed in striking ways how diverse families’ choices 
indeed are:  among families surveyed in over 30 different 
fairs in three different provinces, interviewers found more 
than 800 distinct combinations of purchased goods.  Even 
those families who bought the same major categories 
of articles with their vouchers chose to spend different 
amounts of money on those articles. 

Gender cosideration. Beneficiary choice is at the core of 
the fair approach, yet project implementers are sensitive to 
the fact that gender and power dynamics within individual 
households may disempower women from the decision-
making processes as to what the household will purchase at 
the fairs. Results, however, indicated that this has not been 
a significant problem.  As noted above, women are asked to 
represent their families as the ‘buyers’ during the fair. House-
holds are also encouraged to discuss what they will buy and 
make consensual decisions prior to the fair day. 

Post-fair monitoring surveys indicate that overall, 76 
per cent of families reported that the women had been 
involved in the decisions on what to buy; 64 per cent 
indicated that men had been involved, and 28 per cent 
indicated that children had been involved. In two of the 
three provinces surveyed, women were more involved 
in the decision-making processes than men (see Figure 
1). Analysis of items purchased during fairs reveals that 
on average more money is spent on items designated for 
women and children than men.  In cases where the man 
represented the household because the wife was ill or 
otherwise unable to attend, a preliminary gender disag-
gregated analysis of purchasing patterns does not reveal 

significant differences in items bought by men and women. 
Nevertheless, potential risks linked to gender dynamics 
and household choice need to be taken into consideration 
when replicating this approach in new areas.

Rapidity and scale of response. Bringing large quanti-
ties of supplies into a country can be costly and slow, yet 
UNICEF partners can now rapidly organize fairs to reach 
remote areas or serve large numbers of families after 
massive displacements. In September 2010, for example, 
UNICEF partners Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) and 
Solidarités International, mobilized vendors for a series of 
fairs reaching 13,000 newly displaced families in just a few 
weeks. Using standard kit distributions to meet their NFI 
needs would have nearly depleted all pre-positioned stock 
which would have several months to replace.  UNICEF 
partners using the fair approach in North Kivu and Orien-
tale provinces are now reporting that they can now mobi-
lized vendors for fairs with as little as a week of lead time. 

Dynamism of the commercial sector and access. 
Initially UNICEF believed that mobilizing vendors to travel 
beyond a certain radius from their centre of economic ac-
tivities would be a limiting factor in terms of expanding the 
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 78   CHAPTER VI – EMERGENCIES

Figure 1: Percentage of families who reported that women/men/chil-
dren were involved in the decision-making in their households, by 
province. Source: Post fair monitoring, 2010 (N= 713)
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fair approach beyond areas close to large commercial hubs. 
The experience, however, has shown that the commercial 
sector is far more dynamic and flexible in conflict-affected 
eastern DRC than initially expected. Vendors have demon-
strated incredible mobility; the attraction of potential custom-
ers at a fair draws vendors from far to participate.  In DRC 
the fair approach is also providing beneficiaries with access 
to a far wider array of items than using a direct cash transfer 
or voucher on an open market approach might offer:  65 per 
cent of families report that the items they purchased at the 
fairs are not easily available in their local shops or markets.

A recent partner activity report6  showed that 100 per cent 
of vendors would be interested in participating in future 
fairs.  On average vendors reported that their earnings from 
a few days of NFI fairs were equivalent to their earnings 
from almost four months of regular activity.  With this scale 
of potential earnings, vendors are extremely motivated to 
participate.  In addition they are far more creative and agile 
in finding ways to transport large quantities of NFI supplies 
to fairs in hard to access areas than even the best NGO or 
UN logistics teams.  Partners have been able to organize 
NFI fairs in areas where it would have been logistically 
nearly impossible to organize large distributions.

Potential application
The potential applications and expansion of the NFI fair 
methodology are enormous in other emergency and post-
emergency recovery situations where dynamic markets can 
be mobilized or re-invigorated to provide the supplies that 
emergency-affected families need most. The implications of 
the fair approach in terms of recovery and transition for both 
beneficiaries and participating vendors are significant. 

The voucher approach can also be expanded to other sec-
tors – including social services – in emergency and post-
conflict assistance. Some of UNICEF’s partners in the DRC 
have experimented at having local primary schools attend 
the fairs so that families can use their vouchers to pay of-
ficial school fees. In Orientale Province’s Ituri district one 
partner has teamed up with local health centers for a health 
care voucher pilot as well.

Next steps 
With increasing support and enthusiasm from donors,7  
UNICEF has continued to expand and mainstream the fair 
approach in the DRC in 2011 and will continue to do so in 
2012. As of 2011, over 50 per cent of all UNICEF-supported 
NFI assistance in the DRC is delivered through fairs.  Other 
pilots initiated in 2011 included direct unconditional cash 
transfers to displaced families, programmes to test the fea-
6  Report submitted by Solidarités International (one of the ARCC partners), 
North Kivu, 2011	
7  Donors include: ECHO, USAID/OFDA, SIDA, Japan, and the DRC Hu-
manitarian Coordinator’s Pooled Fund and United Kingdom’s Department for 
International Development (DfID)

sibility and effectiveness of using vouchers in open markets, 
and a capacity building partnership with a NGO Solidarités 
International to train other organizations, promote learning 
and exchanges, and conduct additional research on market 
systems, the fair approach and cash-based assistance in 
emergencies.  

As national lead in the DRC for coordination of the NFI 
sector,8 UNICEF will also continue training more organiza-
tions in the country in cash-based approaches and serve 
as a forum for discussion and learning in this area. Over 80 
different international and national aid organizations have 
already participated in trainings and workshops on cash-
based response facilitated by UNICEF and partners since 
2009. Furthermore, to document and share learning on the 
NFI fair strategy, UNICEF plans to publish in 2012 a com-
prehensive study on the 2009-2011 experience and a ‘How 
To’ field guide on applying and using the NFI fair approach. 

related links
•	 Cash vouchers give options to families displaced by 

violence in eastern DR Congo (UNICEF internet)  
www.unicef.org/infobycountry/drcongo_56433.html 

•	 Info Humanitaires juin 2010 (français)  
www.unicef.org/drcongo/french/resources_5510.html 

•	 Youtube video on the use of cash-based vouchers and NFI 
fairs (Non-Food Item), or 'Foires NFI (UNICEF-DRC) 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=GJrnnLcE6S8 

•	 The NGOs and Humanitarian Reform Project- Good 
Practice paper series (DRC)  
www.icva.ch/doc00004197.pdf
Website 'Rdc- Humanitaire: Portail d'information hu-•	
manitaire pour la RDC' (French): 
Expérience avec l’Approche ‘Cash-based Vouchers’ 
et Foires. Janvier 2011 rdc-humanitaire.net/index.
php?option=com_content&view=article&id=563:ex
perience-avec-lapproche-cash-based-vouchers-et-
foires&catid=47:etudes-humanitaire-en-rdc&Itemid=127 
and 
SOKO MUZURI (nouvelle approche d’assistance 
aux personnes vulnérables) (Video) Janvier 2011 
rdc-humanitaire.net/index.php?option=com_
content&view=article&id=524:soko-muzuri-nouvelle-
approche-dassistance-aux-personnes-vulnerables&cati
d=31:mediatheque&Itemid=112

8  In the DRC, UNICEF is the lead agency for the Non-Food Item and Shelter 
‘Cluster.’  Clusters are coordination mechanisms dedicated to ensuring good 
coordination between actors in different sectors, identifying needs and gaps, and 
promoting best practices.

http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/drcongo_56433.html
http://www.unicef.org/drcongo/french/resources_5510.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GJrnnLcE6S8
http://www.icva.ch/doc00004197.pdf
http://rdc-humanitaire.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=563:experience-avec-lapproche-cash-based-vouchers-et-foires&catid=47:etudes-humanitaire-en-rdc&Itemid=127
http://rdc-humanitaire.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=563:experience-avec-lapproche-cash-based-vouchers-et-foires&catid=47:etudes-humanitaire-en-rdc&Itemid=127
http://rdc-humanitaire.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=563:experience-avec-lapproche-cash-based-vouchers-et-foires&catid=47:etudes-humanitaire-en-rdc&Itemid=127
http://rdc-humanitaire.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=563:experience-avec-lapproche-cash-based-vouchers-et-foires&catid=47:etudes-humanitaire-en-rdc&Itemid=127
http://rdc-humanitaire.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=524:soko-muzuri-nouvelle-approche-dassistance-aux-personnes-vulnerables&catid=31:mediatheque&Itemid=112
http://rdc-humanitaire.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=524:soko-muzuri-nouvelle-approche-dassistance-aux-personnes-vulnerables&catid=31:mediatheque&Itemid=112
http://rdc-humanitaire.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=524:soko-muzuri-nouvelle-approche-dassistance-aux-personnes-vulnerables&catid=31:mediatheque&Itemid=112
http://rdc-humanitaire.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=524:soko-muzuri-nouvelle-approche-dassistance-aux-personnes-vulnerables&catid=31:mediatheque&Itemid=112
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For further information on lessons learned and 
good practices, please contact: 
Information and Knowledge Management Unit
Policy, Advocacy and Knowledge Management,
Division of Policy and Practice
United Nations Children’s Fund
3 United Nations Plaza 
New York, NY10017, USA 
Email: lessonslearned@unicef.org
www.unicef.org/evaluation/index_56532.html

mailto:lessonslearned@unicef.org
www.unicef.org/evaluation/index_56532.html

