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USING ATMS TO RECEIVE CASH ASSISTANCE
Since 2017, the World Food Programme (WFP) has helped severely 
vulnerable Syrian refugee households in Lebanon with a multi-purpose 
cash (MPC) assistance programme. An e-card, referred to as the ‘Red 
Card’, is used to withdraw cash from ATMs. 
The assistance is delivered through the Lebanon One Unified Inter-
Organisational System for E-cards (LOUISE), a common platform used 
by UN agencies and NGOs to deliver cash assistance. The financial 
service provider to LOUISE is Banque-Libano Francaise (BLF). 
Between June and December 2020, the Cash Monitoring, Evaluation, 
Accountability and Learning Organisational Network (CAMEALEON) 
conducted a study to find out what was behind the apparent difficulties 
in using the ATMs and to look for solutions. 
The following research questions guided the research:

How confident are Red Card holders in withdrawing their cash 
assistance from ATMs?

What coping strategies do the Red Card holders use to withdraw 
cash from ATMs?
What factors enable or hinder Red Card holders with low ATM 
proficiency or confidence to use the ATM successfully?
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Phone survey with 
beneficiaries
Quantitative Qualitative Qualitative

Interviews with
key informants

In-depth interviews with 
beneficiaries 

Exploring the technical capabilities 
of BLF ATMs

Gathering contextual information 
on ATM monitoring activities

Collecting insights around the 
modalities of training offered to 
beneficiaries

Asking questions around confidence 
when using ATMs

Gathering data on coping strategies 
that beneficiaries deploy

Collecting information on the 
training received

Exploring the barriers to using the 
ATM with confidence

Asking for feedback on a proposed 
withdraw-all option

Understanding preferences on 
training formats

398 respondents

The sample was representative 
of the May 2020 caseload

Representatives of WFP, LOUISE, 
BLF and cooperating partners

Seven men and seven women in 
Bekaa

Created by popcornartsfrom the Noun Project

11 respondents 14 respondents

 OUR MIXED METHOD APPROACH

METHODOLOGY
The study employed a mixed-method approach 
by combining a desk review, primary data 
collection and secondary analysis of existing 
data. The desk review covered existing evidence 
on the use of ATMs by Syrian refugees in the 
region and analysis of financial transaction data 
of WFP multi-purpose cash beneficiaries plus 
training materials used at card distributions. 

Key informant interviews were conducted with 
key stakeholders to collect further contextual 
information. In June 2020, the team conducted 
a phone survey with programme beneficiaries 
regarding their confidence and use of ATMs. To 
collect further insights on lived experiences and 
preferences, MPC beneficiaries that took part in 
the survey were interviewed in-depth.
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THE RED CARD
Every month, the WFP multi-
purpose cash programme loads 
the assistance onto the Red Cards. 
An SMS informs beneficiaries 
when their assistance is ready for 
withdrawal from the ATM.
Until October 2019, recipients 
could use the Red Card at any 
ATM in Lebanon. However, non-
customer restrictions introduced 
since October 2019 meant that 
99% of cash withdrawals took 
place at BLF ATMs in November 
2020. 
In March 2020, Red Card holders 
used 187 ATMs in Lebanon. 120 
were BLF on-site ATMs attached 
to a bank branch, 45 were BLF off-
site, usually placed in a shopping 
street or petrol station, and 22 
belonged to other banks.
The geographical distribution of 
BLF ATMs is uneven. In March 2020, 
there were only 16 ATMs to serve 
36,061 MPC beneficiaries in Bekaa.
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 Screen action and confidence
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Checking balance

Manual entry

21%

37%
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11%
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9%

20%

19%

14%

47%

35%

21%

Not confident at all A little confident Confident Very confident

HOW CONFIDENT ARE RED CARD HOLDERS 
IN WITHDRAWING THEIR CASH ASSISTANCE 
FROM ATMS?

 PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE
Before receiving cash assistance in Lebanon, the vast 
majority (99%) of respondents had no experience with 
ATMs. Most were paid cash in hand or depended on 
subsistence farming in Syria before displacement.
According to World Bank figures, there were 8.22 
ATMs per 100,000 inhabitants in Syria in 2012, which 
is the most recent year for which Syria ATM data exists, 
compared to 39.25 in Lebanon in 2019.

 TYPE OF OPERATION 
The level of confidence with the ATM depends on the 
screen action performed. MPC beneficiaries are most 
confident with typing the PIN. They are least confident 
with the manual option.
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When people are 
watching me and 
I feel pressured, I 
choose the menu 
[fast cash] option 
(Woman, 35)
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 Demographic factors and confidence with manual option FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE RED CARD 
HOLDERS’ ABILITY TO USE THE MANUAL 
OPTION
The ‘fast-cash’ option involves selecting 
one of the pre-defined amounts on the 
ATM screen. The ATM’s ‘manual’ option 
requires the cardholder to key in the 
amount he or she wants to withdraw. We 
explored the factors that are correlated 
with a high level of confidence using the 
manual option.
We found that while neither age nor the 
presence of a disabled household member 
is associated with the level of confidence 
in using the manual option, the following 
factors are significantly correlated:
•	 Gender
•	 Education
•	 Literacy

Male

Female

Secondary (grade 10–12) or University

Elementary (grade 7–9)

Primary (grade 1–6)

No education

Very high

High

Low

Very low

18-30

31-40

41-50

51-60

60+

Yes

No

43%

22%

39%

55%

32%

10%

53%

48%

18%

7%

38%

37%

35%

23%

25%

36%

33%

A significant statistical correlation does exist
A significant statistical correlation does not exist

Gender of 
respondent

Education

Literacy

Age of 
respondent

Disability
within the 
household
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WHAT COPING STRATEGIES DO 
THE RED CARD HOLDERS USE TO 
WITHDRAW CASH FROM ATMS?

 ASKING A THIRD PARTY TO WITHDRAW CASH AT 
THE ATM
15% of the respondents did not go to the ATM, 
but sent someone else to make the withdrawal on 
their behalf; typically members of their extended 
family, a neighbour, friends and taxi drivers.
Most respondents (85%) went to the ATM in 
person. But once there, 30% asked someone 
else—a UN/CP staff member, a friend, a neighbour 
or a taxi driver—to withdraw the cash for them. 
Considerations around saving time and money 
play a role when beneficiaries decide whether to 
go to the ATM in person or ask for help. Overall, 
however, low confidence in using the ATM is the 
most common reason for seeking a third party’s 
help.

Who went to the ATM: Who used the ATM:

Relative5%
UN/Partner staff14%

4% Stranger in the queue

2% Taxi driver
2% Neighbour/friend
1% Other

2% Municipality/bank staff

Relative 10%

1.5%
0.5%

3%Neighbour/friend

Other
Taxi driver

Third party 15%

Third party 30%

Red Card 
holder 85%

Red Card 
holder 55%

QASIM
Unable to read, Qasim relies on the UN staff 
present at the ATM in Zahle to help withdraw 
his assistance. ‘I think using the ATM is not 
really difficult if you learn how to do it, but I 
have a hard time reading the instructions. The 
UN and municipal employees are always there. 
They help me withdraw it. The man walks me 
through the steps and I type in the PIN code. 
[…] He tells me the steps and I apply them. I 
never trust my card with anyone.’

 Use of third parties to go to the ATM and use the ATM. 
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A significant statistical correlation does exist
A significant statistical correlation does not exist

Female

Male

3-5

6+

18-30

31-40

41-50

51-60

60+

Yes

No

27%

11%

24%

11%

14%

18%

6%

24%

15%

11%

16.5%

Gender of head of household

Household size

Age

Disability within the household

 WHO SENT A THIRD PARTY AND WHY?
Smaller families are more likely to send a third 
party than larger families. This is probably 
because larger households have more adult 
members that are available to go.
Female-headed households are more prone 
to using a third party than male-headed 
households. Female-headed households have on 
average 5.6 members, compared to 6.9 for male-
headed households, and thus can count on fewer 
adult members to make the trip to the ATM.

 Demographic factors and use of third party

RANIA
Rania is not able to read or write, and she 
has nobody in the household to lend a hand. 
When asked why female heads of household 
often send someone else to get their 
assistance, she says: ‘Women must take care 
of their children…[..] They give [the card] to 
someone they trust. Personally, I give it to the 
cab driver.’ For Rania, being able to use the 
Red Card hinges on being able to read and 
write. ‘When I go to the bank, I see a lot of 
women withdraw the assistance themselves. 
If she can read and write, she doesn’t seek 
help from anyone. Unlike illiterate people 
like me.’
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1.0 0.1 0.6 1.8 0.05 0.6 1.0 0.9 0.4 2.6 0.04 0.3

Head of 
household

Other
adultsSpouse

Youths

Children

Elderly
persons

Head of 
household

Other
adultsSpouse Youths

Children

Elderly
persons

FEMALE-HEADED HOUSEHOLDS MALE-HEADED HOUSEHOLDS
Average household size: 5.6

Average household makeup

Average household size: 6.9

0%

58%

89% 

Third party 11% 

80% 

(Source: VASyR 2020 data. To calculate the average household makeup, the study only used data for households headed up by one person. 
Households reporting no or multiple heads of household were left out of this calculation.)

Does a household 
member or third 
party go to the 
ATM?

(If a household 
member goes): 
Which family 
member?

When the 
househod 
member gets to 
the ATM, who 
takes out the 
cash?

Spouse 

Head of household 

Household member 

Third party 

Household member 

Son or daughter

Spouse

Head of household 

Third party 

Household member 

Third party 

Household member 

88%

73%

27%

42%

19% 

1% 

70% 

30% 

Son or daughter 12%

 Head of household gender and use of third parties
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 MULTIPLE TRANSACTIONS
In June 2020, the monthly Survival Minimum 
Expenditure Basket (SMEB) for a family of five 
was LBP 1,376,869. The MPC (food and non food) 
transfer value for a family of five was LBP 620,000. 
Given their level of socioeconomic vulnerability 
and the limited amount of assistance relative 
to their needs, most Red Card holders aim to 
withdraw the full card balance. 
86% of respondents did withdraw the full 
balance. Those that did not withdraw all the 
available cash said they were unable to because 
a smaller banknote denomination was not 

available, they felt under pressure from other 
users in the queue or the ATM had run out of cash. 
The fast-cash options offer a convenient way to 
withdraw standard amounts of cash. However, 
they coincide with the card balance only in a 
few cases. Respondents that used the fast cash 
options made 2.9 transactions on average. 
A Red Card holder can reach the manual option 
after scrolling through two fast-cash screens and 
selecting ‘Other options’. Respondents that used 
the manual option averaged 1.1 transaction on 
average. 

Check balance

90% of respondents withdrew the full balance.

Manual option.Fast-cash option.Only ‘Current’ is available
to Red Card holders.

ATM Enter PIN

Other 
options

Savings
Current
Credit

Choose 
language
Arabic
English
French

Withdraw cash

Change PIN

20,000
50,000
80,000
100,000
130,000
150,000

200,000
300,000
400,000
500,000
600,000

Please enter the 
required amount 
and press enter:

 ATM screens for Red Card 
holders10
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WHAT FACTORS ENABLE OR HINDER 
RED CARD HOLDERS WITH LOW ATM 
PROFICIENCY OR CONFIDENCE TO USE 
THE ATM SUCCESSFULLY?

 ENABLES: TRAINING
Nearly all (98%) of survey respondents said they 
had received training on how to use the Red 
Card. The training takes the form of a 20 minute 
presentation to groups of up to 30 beneficiaries. A 
flyer explaining how to use the card at ATMs and 
Point of Sale devices is also given out.
The training is effective at explaining the risks 
related to sharing the card and PIN with third 
parties. However, there is little evidence that it 
increases confidence in using the card, and this 
especially applies to those who are illiterate. 
Respondents who were not able to read and write 
also felt less able to put the training into practice. 

FATIMA
Fatima can read and write, but is nervous and does not 
feel confident using the ATM herself. About the training, 
she says: ’We sat in a room and were given instructions 
[…] Everything was explained in detail. I think women, in 
particular, should practise withdrawing cash from an actual 
machine at the UN. […] I never received any practical 
coaching. And that would make a great difference. In life, 
you must put whatever you learn into practise.’ 11

The explanation 
was very clear, 
and the lady 
was adamant 
that we should 
not give the PIN 
to anyone nor 
entrust anyone 
we don’t know 
with the card. 
(Man, 37)
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7% of respondents said their card was withheld 
at least once in the past

44% believed that this had 
happened because they typed 
the incorrect PIN three times.

BLF ATMs retain the card when: 
1. The card is reported as lost/stolen; 
2. The user takes too long to perform 
a screen action.

If the PIN is lost, the user can request a 
new one. This procedure can take up to 
45 days.

First, BLF staff will verify the identity of 
the user. This procedure can take up
to two working days.

The user can request a new card
through the helpline. This procedure 
can take up to seven weeks.

BLF ATMs do not retain the card if the
PIN is typed incorrectly

If users call the bank helpline, the PIN can be 
reactivated immediately

If an on-site BLF ATM withholds
the card, BLF staff can retrieve it

If an off-site BLF ATM retains the 
card, it gets shredded

 HINDERS: FEAR OF ATM RETAINING THE CARD
While Red Card holders may have had different 
experiences with ATMs belonging to other banks, the 
study found that WFP multi-purpose cash recipients are 
little aware of the circumstances in which BLF ATMs 
withhold the card. In particular, the training does not 
explain what happens if the Red Card holder types the 
PIN wrong three times at a BLF ATM.

MOHAMMED
‘My brother, my nephew or my cousin does it for me 
[…] because I worry too much that the ATM might 
swallow the card once I insert it. I’m afraid that I might 
do something wrong… We’re all very scared the ATM 
might swallow our card and then we’ll have to do 
without assistance […] We’re scared to have to go 
without assistance. We rely on it to survive.’

 Facts around BLF ATMs retaining a card
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on the result of the study, CAMEALEON 
makes the following recommendations:
SMALLER ADAPTATIONS

 The training should emphasise the 
circumstances under which BLF ATMs withhold 
the card. 

 During the training, highlight the differences in 
procedures to retrieve cards withheld at on-site 
versus off-site ATMs.

 Provide tailored training for MPC recipients 
during card distribution. 

 Invite BLF staff to training sessions. 
LARGER INVESTMENTS

 Include the steps to check the account balance 
in the YouTube video ‘How to use the Red Card 
at the ATM’. 

 Explore the feasibility of the ‘withdraw all’ option 
on BLF ATMs. 

 Increase the visibility of the manual option on 
the BLF ATM screen. 
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The research was funded by UK aid from the British people, the European 
Union through the EU Regional Trust Fund in Response to the Syrian crisis, the 
EU Madad Fund, the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the German 
Federal Foreign Office. The views expressed in this report do not necessarily 
reflect the official policies of these governments, and the findings of this 
study do not necessarily reflect or align with WFP’s position. The research was 
conceptualised in collaboration with WFP and other members of the WFP 
multi-purpose cash steering committee, which includes the donors mentioned 
above, as well as the European Union Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid 
(ECHO).

Funded by the European Union

 بتمویل من الاتحاد الأوروبي

European Union
Civil Protec�on and
Humanitarian Aid

And in collaboration with:

With generous support from:
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A consortium of 

CAMEALEON is an NGO-led 
network, co-managed by the 
Norwegian Refugee Council, Oxfam 
and Solidarités International. The 
purpose of CAMEALEON’s work is 
to conduct independent research 
and analysis in support of the World 
Food Programme’s multi-purpose 
cash programme for Syrian refugees 
in Lebanon, as well as contribute to 
wider cash-related learning.

This is a Learning Brief based 
on a study conducted in June–
December 2020. For full details, 
please refer to the Confidence & 
usage of ATMs Research Report.
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