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Program 
There are two forms of early action: anticipatory action 
and early response, which sit along a continuum. By acting 
in advance of predicted hazards, anticipatory action aims to 
prevent or reduce the adverse effects of shocks on lives and 

livelihoods before the impacts fully manifest. Early response, 
on the other hand, delivers support to affected households 
much earlier than a traditional humanitarian response, but not 
necessarily before the hazard fully materializes—for example, 
through rapid response programs that are implemented in the 
immediate aftermath of a shock or crisis. An early response 
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Road in the Rangapani area of Bangladesh submerged in knee-deep water as a result of flooding. Credit: © Mohammad Shajahan/istock.com
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Early action is a recent innovation that aims to deliver faster short-term support to households in 
response to crises and offers valuable lessons for shock-responsive or adaptive social protection sys-
tems. Humanitarian assistance often reaches households after a shock has caused significant damage and 
suffering, mostly due to the need to conduct a needs assessment before mobilizing funds and making alloca-
tion decisions. Recent advances in forecasting and remote sensing data have made it possible to anticipate or 
monitor in real-time extreme weather events at a relatively granular level and with enough lead time to enable 
an earlier response to shocks so that they do not become a humanitarian crisis. The case studies in this sec-
tion, backed by rigorous impact evaluations, showcase growing evidence that the timing of the delivery of cash 
transfers matters for household welfare and can improve the effectiveness of short-term crisis response by 
ensuring that people do not fall into (deeper) poverty.
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may be more appropriate in contexts where it is difficult to 
forecast or anticipate a given shock or may form part of a step-
wise approach away from a traditional humanitarian response 
towards early action. Situated on a continuum of policy options 
(see Figure 1), both approaches aim to deliver assistance when 
it can have the greatest impact in mitigating the effects of a 
shock on affected populations. 

The following elements need to be prearranged for effective 
early action: 

	■ Financing: A defined amount of funding is secured and 
agreed in advance to address an estimated need and can 
be released quickly in the event of a shock. 

	■ Triggers: Decision rules or triggers determine when and 
where a hazardous event will occur (or has occurred) and 
therefore when and where to act—including by releas-
ing prearranged funding—which reduces the time taken 
to assess the situation and make decisions, speeding up 
response times. Basing these rules on forecasts and pre-
dictive analytics further advances the response, enabling 
action before the impacts of a shock materialize or even 

before the shock occurs. Trigger quality can vary sub-
stantially across different contexts for the same hazard 
type, and their effectiveness depends on the availability of 
high-quality data and accurate forecasting models. 

	■ Action plan: Developing a comprehensive plan in advance 
that outlines specific measures to be implemented when 
the triggers are met helps support the most critical needs 
and decisions of affected households at the time of the 
response, which is context- and hazard-dependent. For 
example, providing cash before a flood happens expands a 
household’s choices about how to best prepare for the flood, 
whether by stocking up on food or evacuating livestock. 
Providing cash immediately after a flood allows households 
to invest in recovery without taking on high-interest debt 
or removing children from school, which both have lon-
ger-term consequences on poverty. An action plan should 
clearly define eligibility criteria, targeting modalities, and 
payment methods to ensure that support swiftly reaches 
the most vulnerable and affected populations. It should also 
include the estimated number of people to be reached, the 
extent of support, and options for surge capacity if staffing 
and other resources are deemed to be insufficient. 

FIGURE 1. EARLY ACTION AS PART OF THE RESILIENCE AND RESPONSE CONTINUUM
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	■ Monitoring, evaluation, and learning: Continuous learning 
and refinement through sound monitoring and evaluation 
add an essential fourth ingredient for successfully scaling 
up early action.

Anticipatory action is being rapidly scaled up within the 
humanitarian sector, primarily driven by the UN and NGOs. 
A global overview of anticipatory action found that in 2023, 
107 anticipatory action plans or frameworks were in place 
across 47 countries, covering an estimated 10.9 million people 
and US$148 million in prearranged financing, and another 133 
frameworks were under development in 68 countries, target-
ing 19 hazards. Drought is the most common hazard in terms of 
number of people protected, followed by multi-hazard events, 
floods, and storms, and the most common anticipatory actions 
to help households prepare for shocks are cash and voucher 
assistance; water, sanitation, and hygiene interventions; and 
agriculture- and livestock-related activities. Although the UN 
and NGOs are the main drivers of these frameworks, they typ-
ically rely on government data for trigger design and are often 
integrated into national response plans. Mozambique serves as 
an example of how to embed anticipatory action within national 
processes and tools, as its government, through the National 
Institute for Disaster Management and Risk Reduction, led a 
technical working group in 2023 to coordinate an anticipatory 
action response to drought. 

At the same time, governments are increasingly using their 
social protection systems to provide timely support to vul-
nerable populations in response to shocks, including a shift 
towards early action. This was clearest during the COVID-19 
pandemic, when social protection systems and labor market 
measures increased fivefold globally between May 2020 and 
January 2022, resulting in substantial coverage and effective 
outreach to the poor. Governments have used similar programs 
to respond to droughts (Kenya, Malawi, Niger, and Uganda), 
flooding (Pakistan and Senegal), typhoons (the Philippines), 
and hurricanes (the Caribbean). Building a shock-responsive 
cash transfer program mirrors investments in early action, but 
within government systems, with humanitarian actors stepping 
in only when capacity is overwhelmed. This approach requires 
governments to maintain and potentially increase cash trans-
fers to chronically poor households in affected areas during a 
crisis, while also expanding the coverage of these programs to 

additional households in need of support. Disaster risk and con-
tingent financing tools—such as the World Bank’s Catastrophe 
Deferred Drawdown Option (Cat DDO), sovereign risk, and para-
metric insurance—have provided the financing to governments 
to deliver timely assistance through their social protection sys-
tems. But getting money out to affected populations quickly 
remains a challenge, underscoring the promise of early action.

Results 
Early action programs, including through national safety net 
programs, have helped alleviate short-term humanitarian need 
by reducing food insecurity. The case studies outlined here, 
backed by rigorous impact evaluations using randomized con-
trolled trials or quasi-experimental approaches, demonstrate the 
value of early interventions. They all find that positive benefits 
accrue in the days, weeks, or even months before a conventional 
humanitarian response. But, although all the studies demonstrate 
the potential of anticipatory and early response cash transfers 
to help households cope with shocks in the short term, they also 
highlight the need for complementary interventions to build lon-
ger-term resilience in climate-vulnerable communities. 

Anticipatory action for floods in Bangladesh 
In July 2020, the World Food Programme used a two-stage 
trigger based on forecasts of upstream water flow to send BDT 
4,500 (equivalent to two weeks’ household food expenditure) 
via mobile money to more than 23,000 ultra-poor households 
predicted to experience a 1-in-5-year flooding event along the 
Jamuna River in northern Bangladesh. The first trigger initiated 
preparations 10 days before the predicted flood, and the second 
released cash transfers funded by the UN Central Emergency 
Response Fund to affected households five days before the 
flood peak; this was 100 days earlier than previous interven-
tions. These anticipatory cash transfers were part of a broader 
UN pilot, with the Food and Agriculture Organization and UN 
Population Fund delivering their own anticipatory action inter-
ventions in response to the trigger activation. As noted above, 
these actions were predefined in a plan, which outlined both the 
triggers and prearranged financing mechanisms. 

A quasi-experimental evaluation comparing households that 
received anticipatory cash with those that received nothing 
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due to not having the correct mobile money wallet found that 
the cash improved welfare during—and up to three months 
after—the flood. For instance, children in recipient households 
were 3.8% more likely to consume three meals or more on the 
day before the survey three months later. This result is strik-
ing, given the evidence on long-term consequences of tempo-
rary child undernutrition. The cash transfers mitigated both the 
flood impacts on subjective well-being (with recipient house-
holds reporting 18.7% higher life satisfaction) and asset loss (by 
0.1 standard deviations relative to the control group). Recipient 
households also showed signs of early recovery: they were 
7.8% more likely to report having avoided crop loss or being 
able to replant. There is evidence to suggest that the timing of 
the anticipatory cash transfer increased the choices available 
to households before the flood, enabling them to take more 
pre-emptive measures. Receiving cash one day earlier relative 
to the flood peak also improved welfare. 

Comparing early action and post-flood cash transfers in 
Nigeria and Nepal 
Two randomized controlled trials in Nigeria and Nepal evaluat-
ing the impact of early action and post-flood responses in miti-
gating the effects of severe flooding on vulnerable communities 
found that early cash transfers had immediate benefits. 

In flood-prone northeastern Nigeria, the International Rescue 
Committee piloted an anticipatory cash transfer program using 
satellite-based triggers in 2022. Upon trigger activation, the 
pilot delivered 195,000 Naira (around US$400) to 725 house-
holds before the flooding took place, while 725 control house-
holds received post-shock transfers. The study showed reduced 
negative coping strategies, increased pre-emptive actions, and 
improved labor reallocation decisions, but no significant effects 
on short-term food consumption or subjective well-being. 

A similar World Food Programme pilot in Nepal provided an 
unconditional cash transfer of 15,000 NPR (approximately 
US$111) and early warnings to a randomly selected group of 
vulnerable households shortly after the flood forecasts were 
triggered. This early response reached households immediately 
after the flood peak. Compared to households that received a 
similarly sized cash transfer two months after the flood (the tra-
ditional humanitarian response), those that received the earlier 
transfer were 8% more likely to achieve acceptable levels of 
food security. They also reported improved mental health, with 
an increase of 0.13 standard deviations relative to the control 
group. In the medium term, more flood-affected households 
receiving early transfers showed higher agricultural spending 
and revenue. 

Flooded roads as a result of the overflowing of the Alau dam, Nigeria. Credit: © Sadiqnanic/istock.com
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Both studies found convergence of effects between early action 
and post-flood groups, on average, over time and limited long-
term effects on assets or other labor market outcomes, includ-
ing nonagricultural activities. This suggests that early action 
primarily buffers immediate impacts on food security and 
wellbeing. 

An early response to drought in Niger 
The government of Niger, one of the world’s most climate-vul-
nerable countries, implemented an early social protection 
response to drought using satellite-based triggers in 2022. The 
program delivered four large cash transfers before the lean 
season, beginning four months earlier than traditional human-
itarian assistance, which is typically provided during peak food 
insecurity. A randomized control trial was conducted to evalu-
ate the impact of varying the timing and size of cash transfers. 
Comparing three modalities—four large transfers before the 
lean season, four large transfers during the lean season (the 

traditional response), and 12 smaller, regular transfers delivered 
before the lean season and continuing throughout the year—the 
study found that the early cash transfers yielded the greatest 
welfare benefits overall. Compared to the traditional response, 
the early transfers improved food security, consumption, and 
psychological well-being by 8, 17.6, and 17.8%, respectively, 
before the lean season, and have sustained effects during the 
lean season. The smaller, regular transfers have more mod-
est impacts and show no clear benefits over the traditional 
response. The timing of transfers shifts financial behaviors, 
particularly borrowing, but has limited impact on livelihoods. 
Beyond the lean season, welfare effects converge across 
modalities, suggesting that the timing and size of cash trans-
fers do not have differential medium-term effects, although the 
study cannot speak to the impact of cash transfers in general. 
These findings demonstrate the value of large enough early 
transfers in supporting consumption smoothing and mitigating 
the impacts of a severe drought. 

Key Takeaways 

In the short term, anticipatory action and early response are more effective than a traditional, ex post response in helping 
households smooth their consumption in response to an extreme weather event. 

1 	 Effective anticipatory action and early response build 
on existing social protection systems and procedures to 
enable scale-up and rapid expansion once the response 
is triggered. Investing in the following areas will help 
ensure safety net systems are responsive to extreme 
weather events: 

	■ Coverage, to reach a significant share of vulnerable 
populations, as the provision of regular safety net sup-
port reduces the vulnerability of poor households to 
shocks, while delivery systems that underpin these pro-
grams provide a strong foundation to support the rapid 
delivery of an early response.

	■ Outreach and targeting, to rapidly identify vulnerable 
and affected populations. Countries can use various 
targeting methods to identify vulnerable households, 
alongside active outreach and communication strat-
egies to ensure they reach all eligible households. 
Although they can use existing registries developed 

using proxy means testing or community based tar-
geting if they are current and have adequate coverage, 
targeting based on chronic poverty before a shock may 
not accurately reflect real-time vulnerability to extreme 
weather events. As such, there is growing interest in new 
dynamic targeting methods, such as machine learning 
algorithms and phone data, which are being researched 
and refined. 

	■ Payment delivery systems, to send cash transfers to 
targeted households. The recent shift toward digital 
payment systems has enabled more rapid cash transfer 
delivery, which is particularly important in the context 
of sudden-onset events, such as floods or storms. As 
governments often use third-party institutions, such as 
NGOs, for last-mile delivery, having contracts already in 
place is essential to engage them at short notice when 
needed.

	■ Availability of inputs, in the case of in-kind support. 
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Without these pre-established foundations, the response 
can be severely delayed, even when it is intended to be rapid. 
For example, in Niger during the 2021–22 drought, the early 
response was delayed by approximately three months because 
arrangements for targeting and enrolling beneficiaries were ad 
hoc, rather than prepared in advance. The government also had 
to negotiate contracts with providers to deliver emergency pay-
ments, which took nearly two months, despite fast-tracking the 
procurement process. Ensuring such arrangements are made 
beforehand significantly reduces response times. 

2 	 Investing in robust hydromet and weather services 
and capacity building expands the possibility of trig-
ger-based financing for more hazards and across more 
countries. High-quality data support the development 
of effective triggers with policy-relevant thresholds for 
action. Yet forecasting many shocks, such as cyclones or 
flash flooding, is challenging. Trigger design must balance 
the need for precise and reliable forecasts against tech-
nology limitations, data availability, and the urgency of 
delivering timely support ahead of a shock. In the context 
of inaccurate forecasts, expanding anticipatory action may 
also increase targeting errors, providing aid to unaffected 
populations. Forecast trigger and context selection should 
therefore weigh the benefits of early action against poten-
tial resource misallocation due to forecast errors. 

3 	 Putting in place prearranged financing for early action 
is also challenging, given the historic reliance on 
humanitarian appeals in some countries, and the need 
to ensure a sequencing of financial instruments. While 
prearranging funding ensures a timely response, commit-
ting resources based on uncertain risks means that these 
funds cannot be used for developmental investments, may 
limit flexibility for other emerging crises, and risks “wast-
ing” funds if anticipated events do not fully materialize. 
As a result, sequencing the use of a range of prearranged 

financing instruments is required, with contingency or 
reserve funds or budget lines being used to fund more fre-
quent (often less severe) events, contingent financing or 
market-based instruments (such as parametric insurance) 
for less frequent but more severe events, and humanitar-
ian financing as a last resort option. Ensuring that these 
instruments are sequenced in a manner that ensures 
continuity and coherence to shocks of varying magnitude 
is central to maximizing impact and ensuring continued 
political support for such reforms. 

4 	 Effective anticipatory action and early response mecha-
nisms require collaboration between the scientists who 
design the triggers, the policymakers who are willing to 
act on them, and the implementing partners who deliver 
the support. Building trust between and ownership among 
key decisionmakers, especially governments, involves 
close collaboration and transparent communication about 
tradeoffs inherent in the process and commitments from 
development partners and humanitarian actors to release 
funds based on these same triggers. 

5 	 Finally, early action protects development gains and is 
most impactful when integrated into comprehensive cli-
mate resilience strategies. Integrating these approaches 
within national response plans from the outset, considering 
implementation capacity and funding streams, will ensure 
coherence. They work best as part of a holistic approach 
that includes recovery and rehabilitation investments to 
address unmitigated losses and long-term development 
initiatives that are focused on poverty alleviation. 

These case studies illustrate that integrating decision rules and 
prearranged financing in social protection systems can trans-
form the timeliness of short-term support to vulnerable popula-
tions in response to increasingly frequent and severe extreme 
weather events.
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