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Executive Summary
As of July 2015, an estimated 114 million people were in need 
of humanitarian assistance, compared to 40 million just over 
ten years ago.1 Needs are not only growing, but their driv-
ers and time horizons have also changed (see sidebar and 
infographics at right for figures). Crisis-affected people face 
new challenges, some of which the international humanitarian 
system  was not designed to manage when it was formally 
established 25 years ago.

Alongside these challenges is a growing range of on-the-
ground capacities to prepare for and manage crises. Actors 
from all backgrounds are engaged in humanitarian action, 
beginning with affected people themselves, wielding unique 
contributions and skills. International humanitarian actors 
continue to play a fundamental role in providing assistance 
and protection when these other systems become over-
whelmed or break down. Significant progress has been made 
in strengthening humanitarian coordination, professionaliz-
ing and establishing standards for delivery, and promoting 
resilience and accountability to affected people. Despite these 
gains, too many people continue to fall through the cracks, or 
to be trapped in a humanitarian holding pattern that offers no 
clear path to normalize their circumstances.

While every context is different, as we consider what it means 
to be effective, it helps to be reminded of the people that are 
most commonly facing humanitarian needs today. We now 
know that this person is likely to be a woman. She is increas-
ingly likely to have left her home, often without the right to 
work for a steady household income and without access to 
basic social services like healthcare and water. She is likely 
to be fleeing from or living in conflict, where she faces an 
increased risk of violence in her home and in the community 
around her. She is likely living in a poor country and with a high 
risk of natural disaster that, leaving her family vulnerable to a 
heightened level of need and insecurity.

And she and her family may live in these circumstances of dis-
placement and chronic vulnerability for more than a decade, 
meeting their needs through community networks, diaspora 
support, and, in some cases, through a formal government or 
international humanitarian aid system. When aid is available, 
it is most likely to be provided without her input or feedback, 
and to overlook what is most important to her and her family, 
such as education for her children, safe housing or a source 
of livelihood. As years pass with limited improvement in her 

$19.44 
billion

Between 2004 and 2015, 
the amounts requested 
through annual inter-agency 
humanitarian appeals have 
grown by approximately 600 

per cent, from US$3.4 billion to US$19.44 
billion. However, the gap between what 
is requested and what is received has also 
grown in recent years, from $3.3 billion in 
2011 to $7.2 billion in 2014.

80%

As of 2014, an estimated 
80% of those affected by 
crisis were women and 
children, and many of the 
core development indicators 

that reflect the health and well-being of 
women are at their lowest in crisis- and 
conflict-affected locations.

70%

Unplanned urbanization and 
the pace of climate change 
are among the major causes 
of vulnerability. An estimat-
ed 22 million people were 

displaced by extreme natural hazards in 
2013 alone. By 2050, 70 per cent of the 
population will be living in cities, with 
the number of slum dwellers expected to 
reach 2 million by 2030. Conflicts are also 
changing in nature, with the vast majority 
of political conflicts intrastate in nature, 
at 82% globally.

“The pace of change is 
accelerating; what used 
to take a generation now 
happens in five years. 
Humanitarian organizations 
need to be in a constant state 
of review, adapting and 
reinventing ourselves, if we 
are to remain relevant and do 
the best to deliver quickly and 
effectively for people in need.”

Stephen O’Brien, United Nations  
Emergency Relief Coordinator
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prospects, the systems designed to protect her and her family, 
and to meet their needs, most likely cannot grapple with the 
challenges she faces. How can humanitarian action adapt to 
this reality in order to deliver more effective results?

This study is being concluded at a time of unique opportuni-
ties to reduce and better meet the needs of the most vulner-
able, through improved humanitarian action as well as the 
broader recognition from that vulnerable and crisis-affected 
communities must be integrated into planning and delivery 
of the Sustainable Development Goals. The 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development contains a pledge to “reach the 
furthest behind first.” The Agenda includes a vision for global 
solidarity with people in vulnerable situations, a renewed 
commitment to resolve or prevent conflict and the recognition 
of the important role of migrants, internally displaced peo-
ple, and refugees. By recognizing that many of the drivers of 
humanitarian crises “threaten to reverse much of the develop-
ment progress made in recent decades,” the Agenda opens a 
formal bridge to greater cooperation with humanitarian and 
development actors to fulfil the pledge that “no one will be 
left behind.” With the World Humanitarian Summit preparing 
to offer a new vision for humanitarian action, this is a critical 
opportunity to advance new models for humanitarian action 
that will better engage the dynamic capacities, understand the 
dynamic needs and adapt to the dynamic contexts of crisis-af-
fected people.

In light of these factors, this study explores the elements 
that are critical to effective humanitarian assistance 
and protection and recommends a number of near-term 
changes needed to realize them. 

Many evaluations of humanitarian effectiveness are relatively 
narrow, limited to international actors and measuring inputs 
and individual institutional performance rather than con-
text-specific, meaningful results for crisis-affected people. This 
study is intended to spark discussion that can help advance 
collective accountability to affected people and to measure 
progress toward realizing results, practices, and enablers of 
success. The study builds on previous reviews and processes 
on this topic, but aims to make a contribution that is unique in 
two primary ways: first, it is based on extensive consultation 
with a range of stakeholders to understand whether affected 
people feel their needs are being met, who is meeting them, 
and where the gaps remain (see page 8 for details on the 

“The question is not what you 
can do for us, but what can we 
do together.”

Community leader, Tacloban, Philippines
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research approach).  The findings are based on a 1,600-person 
global survey, six country visits that included hundreds of 
interviews, and other consultations. Second, it intends to bring 
all actors together into one framework for effectiveness, ex-
amining both the process of undertaking humanitarian action, 
and the necessary environmental and structural factors that 
enable effectiveness, with overall results for affected people as 
the basis for evaluating effectiveness.

The study is divided into four sections:

1)  A description of the changing landscape, which details the 
global trends that shape humanitarian needs and expecta-
tions for response.

2)  A section on the purpose of the study which examines “why 
effectiveness, why now?” and situates this study in relation 
to concurrent processes and recent trends on the topic of 
effectiveness.

3)  The Findings, which are the core of the study, bringing 
together what we heard from a broad range of stakeholders 
through our global survey, six country visits, and related 
research. The findings reflect what we heard about the 
vision for effective humanitarian assistance and protection, 
and what needs to happen to get there. Using a bottom up 
approach to the analysis, the findings have been grouped 
into three types of “elements of effectiveness,” as follows:

•   Results: Crisis-affected people have a right to humani-
tarian assistance and protection that is relevant, time-
ly, and accountable to them. These elements describe the 
desired outcomes most cited by affected communities and 
those working to meet needs.

•   Practice: To deliver effective humanitarian assistance 
and protection, those contributing to humanitarian 
assistance must be connected, coherent, complemen-
tary, and nimble. These elements describe the desired 
behaviour and approach of actors, including but not limited 
to international humanitarian actors, in achieving results for 
crisis-affected people.

•   Enablers: To enable effective humanitarian assistance 
and protection, the environment must have strong 
foundations of governance, leadership, resources, 
information and evidence, and respect for humani-
tarian principles. These elements outline the essential 
enablers required to achieve results for affected people. 
The study recognizes that humanitarians are often called to 

act because these very things are lacking in crisis-affected 
environments; However, their absence is not an excuse for 
ineffectiveness, but rather, a factor to be evaluated along-
side delivery in order to determine to what extent they 
contributed to or hindered positive results. 

The elements of effectiveness are presented as a structure for 
organizing the findings, but they also serve as a draft frame-
work that could be taken up by an independent monitoring 
mechanism to evaluate progress on effectiveness on a peri-
odic basis. Taken together, performance on these elements 
reflects progress on achieving outcomes for affected people, 
improved practice and relevant roles to deliver on those 
outcomes, and encouragement of an environment for effective 
assistance and protection. Creating such a framework would 
require wider consultation, but these elements serve as a 
starting point. This study suggests that such an independent 
mechanism will be critical to advancing concrete change in the 
humanitarian system.

4)  Finally, the study then proposes five systemic changes and 
related recommendations that chart a course for moving to-
ward more effective results. Emerging from the findings, the 
proposed shifts have strong implications for the multilateral 
humanitarian system and donors as well as governments, 
national civil society organizations, and others contributing 
to humanitarian action such as private sector actors, militar-
ies, and diaspora communities.

Those shifts are as follows:

•   Reinforce, don’t replace: national and local systems 
and obligations 
International humanitarian actors must respond to needs 
quickly, with relevant responses, and at the necessary scale. 
But their aim should always be to enable national actors and 
institutions, not to substitute for them. Humanitarian action 
should reinforce the self-reliance of affected people and 
invest directly in targeted capacity development for local 
and national actors, starting by developing the skills and 
providing the funding to enhance national capacities. Inter-
national actors should also uphold and reinforce the rights 
of affected people, stressing the primary responsibilities of 
States and parties to conflict under relevant international 
law and other instruments. These efforts should include 
promoting accountability and supporting national institu-
tions and local actors to protect civilians, manage risk, guide 
response and reduce vulnerability.
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•   Collaborate to ensure an outcome-driven approach 
Acknowledging that humanitarian crises are neither short-
lived nor isolated from medium- and long-term efforts, 
humanitarian actors must work more closely in setting 
context-specific targets for reducing need and improving the 
prospects of crisis-affected people, together with develop-
ment and peacebuilding communities.  The 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development provides a number of useful 
commitments to support this aim. Planning should employ 
multi-year compacts, bringing together capacitated actors 
at the national and regional levels with specific, dynamic 
benchmarks and outcome targets against which to measure 
progress. 

•   Intensify connectivity and strategic leadership 
Coordination platforms, tools, and financing models should 
reflect the diversity of actors meeting humanitarian needs 
and the contexts in which crises happen, building stronger 
connections between national and international actors and 
between humanitarian and non-humanitarians where those 
added capacities will increase effectiveness. They should 
be designed ahead of crises, particularly in areas at high 
risk, aiming to recognize the range of capacities and build 
relationships over time in order to activate them when crises 
occur.  Strategic leadership should be strongly supported, 
both among governments and international actors: rein-
forcing obligations, calling for accountability, and empha-
sizing discipline. Leadership should identify and promote 
crisis-wide outcomes and facilitate collaboration that cuts 
across traditional silos.

•   Adopt a picture of needs that is complete, con-
text-driven, and informed by risk  
In order to keep needs at the centre of response, all actors 
require consistent definition of humanitarian need and 
frequent analysis of its drivers, including disaggregation for 
the unique needs of people within the affected population. 
Open and safe data will be critical to advancing this, with 
the maximum level of sharing and access encouraged, 
balanced with the highest degree of protection for privacy 
and safety of affected people. In addition, responses to 
crises, whether driven by conflict or natural disasters, are 
consistently more effective when the groundwork to meet 
those needs is in place ahead of time, based on an analy-
sis of known risks and capacities, and with investments in 
preparedness where risks are greatest. 

•   Measure shared results for collective accountability 
Collective accountability should be promoted by all actors 
leading and delivering on humanitarian action, including 

governments, international actors, donors, national actors 
and others. Shared benchmarks for success should be tied 
to real results for affected people. This will include common 
feedback mechanisms and aggregated data on needs and 
priorities of affected people, linked to decision-making 
processes on financing, strategy and operations. Building 
on tools like the IASC’s Commitments on Accountability 
to Affected People, and the Core Humanitarian Standard, 
benchmarks should be linked to regularly collected and an-
alysed feedback from affected people, with adjustments to 
both inputs and targets. This process will require each actor 
to deliver on commitments in a predictable manner, based 
on a clear contribution to broader outcomes, with flexible 
tools and structures to adapt to feedback. 



Since 29 April, some 52,000 tarpaulins  
have been distributed in 29 districts  
and an additional 234,160 tarpaulins  
are en route to Nepal.
(Credit: OCHA/Orla Fagan)
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In addition to a detailed literature re-
view, including field and headquarter op-
erational reviews, the study used a mix 
of methods for data collection, including 
key informant interviews, six country vis-
its and a global survey by OCHA, global 
and regional consultations led by OCHA 
and other humanitarian actors.

The field visit locations were selected in 
order to explore humanitarian assis-
tance and protection in a range of types 
and phases of crises, in light of diverse 
coping strategies, expectations for as-
sistance and protection, and resources 
and capacities for response. Field visits 
lasted between one and two weeks 
and were conducted by mixed teams of 
OCHA and CDA Collaborative Learning 
Projects. Individual interviews and focus 
groups were organized with the aim of 
gender balance and to ensure marginal-
ized groups were included.

Teams visited the Philippines (sudden 
onset natural disaster in a middle-in-
come country), Myanmar (protracted 
conflict and displacement in restrictive 
humanitarian setting, in a lower-income 
country undergoing dramatic economic 
and political transitions); Jordan and 
Lebanon focused on the Syria regional 
crisis (protracted conflict and displace-
ment in middle-income countries), 
Eastern DRC (protracted conflict and 
chronic vulnerability in lower-income 
country); Ethiopia (cyclical drought and 
chronic food insecurity in lower-income 
country with rising economic prospects); 
and Haiti (sudden onset natural disaster 
and chronic vulnerability in a lower-in-
come country). In total, more than 1,500 
people were consulted throughout the 
field visits.

OCHA administered its survey online 
in English, Arabic, and French. A total 
of 1,607 individuals responded, from: 
INGOs, UN agencies, local NGOs, Govern-
ment agencies, Red Cross/Red Crescent 
Movement, donors, academia, affected 
people, private sector (both in an affect-
ed country and multinational corpora-
tion), foreign military, regional actors, 
diaspora, UN Peacekeeping force or a 
national military of an affected country. 
The majority of respondents came from 
INGOs, UN organizations, local NGOs 
and Government agencies. 

The study also drew upon a number of 
consultations dedicated the issue of hu-
manitarian effectiveness and the related 
subset of issues, in 2014 and 2015.

Research Approach

ACTORS CONSULTED  
AND KEY QUESTIONS

1. Affected populations 
2.  Local and national civil society  

organizations including faith-
based groups

3.  Crisis-affected governments  
at central and local levels. 

4.  UN agencies and programs
5. International NGOs and ICRC
6. Private Sector Companies
7. Donors
8.  Others, including academics,  

military, diaspora communities  
and regional organizations.  
These groups were consulted  
in smaller numbers.

Below is a sampling of questions 
asked in each context. The field visits 
and other consultations were left 
flexible to allow a set of definitions 
and expectations of humanitarian 
effectiveness emerge from the 
research.

For example, we asked those  
responding to needs:
-  What does “effective humanitarian 

action” mean to you?
-  What do you prioritize in order  

to effectively meet the needs  
of people? 

-  What are your prioritize, and  
what do those imply for how you 
conceptualize your role, respon-
sibilities, and measures of your 
effectiveness?

We asked people affected by crisis: 
-  How are you meeting your own 

needs in times of crisis?
- What do you expect from others?
-  What kinds of inputs and actions  

do you consider to be the most  
effective at meeting your needs?
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A Note on Coverage

Coverage and Targetings

Before examining effective humanitarian 
assistance and protection, it is important 
to address the overarching challenge of 
understanding and measuring coverage. 
In this context the term “coverage” refers 
to the extent to which all of those vul-
nerable to and in need of humanitarian 
assistance and protection are reached.

While this study did not evaluate the 
performance of humanitarian actors 
in achieving coverage globally, those 
interviewed confirmed recent findings 
that the relationship of humanitarian 
funding and delivery to overall need is 
difficult to measure, inconsistent and 
often politicized,  and it is also reflec-
tive of the underlying challenge of not 
having a universal, coherent definition 
of humanitarian need.

As noted in the 2015 Global Humani-
tarian Assistance Report, “There is no 
exact data on how many people were 
affected by crisis and where: many 
people go unreached and uncounted, 
situations change quickly, and popu-
lation data is often lacking in the most 

crisis-prone settings.” The report also 
notes that even the available figures on 
humanitarian need do not reflect those 
vulnerable to crises for lack of prepared-
ness or resources to recover from crisis, 
heavily influenced by poverty. Need is 
context-specific, it is often prolonged 
and it is not always easy to measure. 
Yet the ability to evaluate effectiveness 
is fundamentally linked to achieving a 
shared understanding and measure of 
humanitarian need.

Similarly, the ALNAP State of the Hu-
manitarian System 2015, which exam-
ines coverage together with sufficiency, 
found that despite increases in funding 
and some improvements in coverage 
in rapid onset natural disasters, overall 
coverage decreased. The decrease 
is attributed to a number of factors, 
including weak data, lack of access to 
people in crisis, gaps in response ca-
pacity on the ground, or disagreement 
about what constitutes need and who is 
responsible for reaching which groups.
Actors have varying definitions of what 
constitutes “humanitarian need,” often 
defaulting to unsatisfactory proxy indi-
cators, such as funding levels or people 
reached. As a result, they often evaluate 
what has been done and who has been 
reached, with a more limited picture 
of those in need of assistance and 
protection who were not acknowledged 
or simply not reached.  In the words of 
the former United Nations Emergency 
Relief Coordinator, Valerie Amos, “Yes, 
5 million people a month receive aid in 
Syria, but what is that compared to the 
12 million who need it?”

This study echoes the call for improved 
clarity around the assessment of need 
both as a basis for improving the reach 
of humanitarian assistance, and for 

measuring success in meeting the 
broader need. As humanitarian actors 
set out to improve global coverage, the 
study also emphasizes the importance 
of broadening partnerships outside of 
the humanitarian system, particularly 
in light of the commitment made in 
the Sustainable Development Goals 
process to “leave no one behind,” which 
extends to groups previously ignored by 
development targets, such as internally 
displaced people and migrants. Broader 
partnerships will require working 
more closely with development, peace 
building actors and national institutions 
including public and private sector, as 
well as affected communities and local 
leaders, to identify and strategically 
reduce needs. The shift to this kind of a 
“shared humanity” is one of the overall 
aims of this study.

“ . . . please try to avoid the 
tendency to report how many 
beneficiaries one has reached 
with a food basket, without 
simultaneously reporting 
on who one knows one is 
not reaching . . . without a 
comprehensive picture of the 
gaps, you give those of us on 
the political and diplomatic 
side alibis, and we lack a true 
picture of the need that is out 
there.”

Amb. Samantha Power, Global Forum  
for Improving Humanitarian Action, 2015.

“There is something important in 
the Sustainable Development 
Goals: it is the character of 
inclusiveness; it is the idea that 
is clearly expressed that nobody 
should be left behind.  Which 
means that we need to make 
sure that areas in crises, and 
people affected by crisis, need 
to be incorporated in the 
objectives of the Sustainable 
Development Goals.”

Antonio Gutteres, UNHCR, 19 August 2015



17 July 2014, Ambassel Woreda, South 
Wello Zone, Amhara Region: Flood work-
shop participantsí visiting flood mitiga-
tion activities.
(Credit: UNOCHA Ethiopia/ Zelalem Letyibelu, HAO)
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THE HUMANITARIAN 
LANDSCAPE



BASELINE: In 2014, global Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) was $77.87 
trillion, with an annual growth of 2.6 
per cent. Inequality has reached 
unsurpassed levels: the richest one per 
cent own 48 per cent of global wealth. 
Of the remainder, 94.5 per cent is 
owned by the world’s richest 20 
percent, leaving 5.5 per cent of global 
wealth to be distributed among 80 per 
cent of the world’s population.  

PROJECTION: Increasing inequality 
will result in the 1 per cent having 
more wealth than 99 per cent of the 
global population in the next two 
years. Global GDP is expected to 
increase to 3.1 per cent in 2016.    

EconomyClimate change

BASELINE: In 2014, approximately 
3.8 billion people lived in urban 
areas. Fifty-three per cent of the 
world’s urban population live in Asia, 
followed by Europe (14 per cent) 
and Latin America and the 
Caribbean (13 per cent). 

PROJECTION: By 2050, 66 per cent 
of the world’s population could live 
in urban areas, adding 2.5 billion 
people to urban populations. India, 
China and Nigeria are expected to 
account for 37 per cent of the 
world’s urban population growth 
between 2014 and 2050.  

UrbanizationPandemics

Diaspora

Health

BASELINE: In 2014, over 22,000 
migrants died en route to Europe. 
Of the 232 million global migrants, 
72 million live in Europe. Youth aged 
between 15 and 24 account for 
approximately 12 per cent of 
international migrants.

PROJECTION: Family migration is 
the main and largest channel of 
entry for migrants, and it has great 
impact on human and economic 
development. Greater attention to 
coherent policy is necessary to 
assess the potential of the family unit 
in international migration, as well as 
protection challenges.

Migration

Food security

Technology

Gender violence Population
BASELINE: Of the world’s 570 
million farms, 9 out of 10 are run by 
families. Family farms produce 
about 80 per cent of the world’s 
food. By 2014, approximately 805 
million people were chronically 
undernourished, down more than 
100 million over the last decade. 

PROJECTION: In 2050, global food 
production will have to increase by 
60 percent from its 2005– 2007 
levels to meet increasing demand 
by the world’s projected population 
of 9.7 billion.    

BASELINE: Since 1990, the 
mortality rate for children under �ve 
has declined by approximately 50 
per cent. Maternal mortality has 
declined by 45 per cent. Pneumonia 
and diarrhoea account for 70 
percent of deaths in 15 countries, all 
of them in Sub-Saharan Africa and 
Asia. Pneumonia kills 2,600 children 
a day. 

PROJECTION: Unless early action is 
taken, preventable diseases will 
continue to be the main causes for 
the deaths of children under �ve. 

BASELINE: In 2014, there were 
6.9 billion mobile telephone 
subscriptions. For every Internet user 
in the developed world, there are two 
in the developing world. However, 
2/3 of the population living in 
developing countries remain of�ine. 
Seventy-seven per cent of Twitter 
accounts were for users outside the 
United States. 

PROJECTION: By the end of 2015, 
there will be 7 billion mobile 
telephone subscriptions, 5.5 billion 
of which will be from developing 
countries. There will be 3.2 billion 
Internet users, 2 billion of which will 
be from developing countries.   

BASELINE: In 2014, the world's 
population was 7.2 billion people. 
Global population is increasing at a 
slower rate than ten years ago, by 
1.18 per cent annually, or 83 million 
people a year.   

PROJECTION: By 2050, the world's 
population will increase to 9.7 billion 
people. More than half of the global 
increase will be in nine countries: 
DRC, Ethiopia, India, Indonesia, 
Nigeria, Pakistan, Tanzania, USA 
and Uganda.  

BASELINE: No year since 1880 has 
been as warm as 2014. In 2014, 48 
per cent of disasters occurred in Asia. 
In East Asia and the Paci�c, the 
number of people exposed to �oods 
and tropical cyclones increased by 
70 per cent since 1980.

PROJECTION: Climate change may 
reduce raw water quality and pose 
risks to drinking water quality even 
with conventional treatment. Climate 
change without adaptation will 
negatively impact crop production 
for local temperature increases of 
2 degrees Celsius or more. Future 
annual losses due to disasters are 
estimated at $314 billion in built 
environments alone.

Decreasing concern

Increasing concern

No change in concern

BASELINE: One in every three 
women has been beaten, coerced 
into sex or abused in some other way 
– frequently by someone she knows. 
One in every four pregnant women 
has been abused. Six hundred million 
women globally are living in countries 
where domestic violence is still not 
considered a crime.

PROJECTION: One in �ve women 
worldwide will become a victim of 
rape or attempted rape in her 
lifetime. The majority are these 
victims will be young women.

BASELINE: By the end of 2014, there 
were 12,861 con�rmed cases of 
Ebola in Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra 
Leone. About 75 per cent of new 
human diseases are caused by 
microbes that originate in animals.

PROJECTION: Pandemics like 
Ebola, MERS, HIV/AIDS and SARS 
will continue to be spurred by 
population growth, increased global 
trade and travel, global warming 
and poverty. Methods for dealing 
with pandemics will need to change 
from reactive to proactive to 
manage the threat.

BASELINE: Remittances constitute 
the second largest source of foreign 
capital (after foreign direct 
investment). In 2014, 245 million 
migrants sent half a trillion dollars to 
their countries of origin, supporting 
on average 4.5 people each and 
having an impact on over a billion 
people worldwide 

PROJECTION: Diaspora groups are 
as diverse as the communities they 
serve, and there is not enough data 
to understand the capacities and role 
of the diaspora. In the humanitarian 
context, diaspora could become a 
key aid partner.

Global landscape: risks, challenges and opportunities

Sources: CRED, FAO, DESA, Global Slavery Index 2014, ILO, IOM, ITU, Millennium Development Goals Progress Report, NRC, Oxfam, UNHCR, UNISDIR, 
UNDP, UNESCO, UNODC, UN Women, USAID, WHO, World Bank

In the past, conflicts and natural disasters have been seen as the main drivers of humanitarian need. They are often 
treated as discrete events, with little analysis of the underlying causes and warning signs. Today, the humanitarian 
landscape is changing more rapidly than ever. Global risks are recognized as increasingly central to humanitarian crises. 
They can make people more vulnerable and prevent them from building the resilience necessary to cope with shocks. 
The protracted and recurrent crises we see around the world today are a direct result of this vulnerability. In some cases, 
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BASELINE: In 2014, global Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) was $77.87 
trillion, with an annual growth of 2.6 
per cent. Inequality has reached 
unsurpassed levels: the richest one per 
cent own 48 per cent of global wealth. 
Of the remainder, 94.5 per cent is 
owned by the world’s richest 20 
percent, leaving 5.5 per cent of global 
wealth to be distributed among 80 per 
cent of the world’s population.  

PROJECTION: Increasing inequality 
will result in the 1 per cent having 
more wealth than 99 per cent of the 
global population in the next two 
years. Global GDP is expected to 
increase to 3.1 per cent in 2016.    

EconomyClimate change

BASELINE: In 2014, approximately 
3.8 billion people lived in urban 
areas. Fifty-three per cent of the 
world’s urban population live in Asia, 
followed by Europe (14 per cent) 
and Latin America and the 
Caribbean (13 per cent). 

PROJECTION: By 2050, 66 per cent 
of the world’s population could live 
in urban areas, adding 2.5 billion 
people to urban populations. India, 
China and Nigeria are expected to 
account for 37 per cent of the 
world’s urban population growth 
between 2014 and 2050.  

UrbanizationPandemics

Diaspora

Health

BASELINE: In 2014, over 22,000 
migrants died en route to Europe. 
Of the 232 million global migrants, 
72 million live in Europe. Youth aged 
between 15 and 24 account for 
approximately 12 per cent of 
international migrants.

PROJECTION: Family migration is 
the main and largest channel of 
entry for migrants, and it has great 
impact on human and economic 
development. Greater attention to 
coherent policy is necessary to 
assess the potential of the family unit 
in international migration, as well as 
protection challenges.

Migration

Food security

Technology

Gender violence Population
BASELINE: Of the world’s 570 
million farms, 9 out of 10 are run by 
families. Family farms produce 
about 80 per cent of the world’s 
food. By 2014, approximately 805 
million people were chronically 
undernourished, down more than 
100 million over the last decade. 

PROJECTION: In 2050, global food 
production will have to increase by 
60 percent from its 2005– 2007 
levels to meet increasing demand 
by the world’s projected population 
of 9.7 billion.    

BASELINE: Since 1990, the 
mortality rate for children under �ve 
has declined by approximately 50 
per cent. Maternal mortality has 
declined by 45 per cent. Pneumonia 
and diarrhoea account for 70 
percent of deaths in 15 countries, all 
of them in Sub-Saharan Africa and 
Asia. Pneumonia kills 2,600 children 
a day. 

PROJECTION: Unless early action is 
taken, preventable diseases will 
continue to be the main causes for 
the deaths of children under �ve. 

BASELINE: In 2014, there were 
6.9 billion mobile telephone 
subscriptions. For every Internet user 
in the developed world, there are two 
in the developing world. However, 
2/3 of the population living in 
developing countries remain of�ine. 
Seventy-seven per cent of Twitter 
accounts were for users outside the 
United States. 

PROJECTION: By the end of 2015, 
there will be 7 billion mobile 
telephone subscriptions, 5.5 billion 
of which will be from developing 
countries. There will be 3.2 billion 
Internet users, 2 billion of which will 
be from developing countries.   

BASELINE: In 2014, the world's 
population was 7.2 billion people. 
Global population is increasing at a 
slower rate than ten years ago, by 
1.18 per cent annually, or 83 million 
people a year.   

PROJECTION: By 2050, the world's 
population will increase to 9.7 billion 
people. More than half of the global 
increase will be in nine countries: 
DRC, Ethiopia, India, Indonesia, 
Nigeria, Pakistan, Tanzania, USA 
and Uganda.  

BASELINE: No year since 1880 has 
been as warm as 2014. In 2014, 48 
per cent of disasters occurred in Asia. 
In East Asia and the Paci�c, the 
number of people exposed to �oods 
and tropical cyclones increased by 
70 per cent since 1980.

PROJECTION: Climate change may 
reduce raw water quality and pose 
risks to drinking water quality even 
with conventional treatment. Climate 
change without adaptation will 
negatively impact crop production 
for local temperature increases of 
2 degrees Celsius or more. Future 
annual losses due to disasters are 
estimated at $314 billion in built 
environments alone.

Decreasing concern

Increasing concern

No change in concern

BASELINE: One in every three 
women has been beaten, coerced 
into sex or abused in some other way 
– frequently by someone she knows. 
One in every four pregnant women 
has been abused. Six hundred million 
women globally are living in countries 
where domestic violence is still not 
considered a crime.

PROJECTION: One in �ve women 
worldwide will become a victim of 
rape or attempted rape in her 
lifetime. The majority are these 
victims will be young women.

BASELINE: By the end of 2014, there 
were 12,861 con�rmed cases of 
Ebola in Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra 
Leone. About 75 per cent of new 
human diseases are caused by 
microbes that originate in animals.

PROJECTION: Pandemics like 
Ebola, MERS, HIV/AIDS and SARS 
will continue to be spurred by 
population growth, increased global 
trade and travel, global warming 
and poverty. Methods for dealing 
with pandemics will need to change 
from reactive to proactive to 
manage the threat.

BASELINE: Remittances constitute 
the second largest source of foreign 
capital (after foreign direct 
investment). In 2014, 245 million 
migrants sent half a trillion dollars to 
their countries of origin, supporting 
on average 4.5 people each and 
having an impact on over a billion 
people worldwide 

PROJECTION: Diaspora groups are 
as diverse as the communities they 
serve, and there is not enough data 
to understand the capacities and role 
of the diaspora. In the humanitarian 
context, diaspora could become a 
key aid partner.
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years. Global GDP is expected to 
increase to 3.1 per cent in 2016.    
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of the world’s population could live 
in urban areas, adding 2.5 billion 
people to urban populations. India, 
China and Nigeria are expected to 
account for 37 per cent of the 
world’s urban population growth 
between 2014 and 2050.  
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migrants died en route to Europe. 
Of the 232 million global migrants, 
72 million live in Europe. Youth aged 
between 15 and 24 account for 
approximately 12 per cent of 
international migrants.

PROJECTION: Family migration is 
the main and largest channel of 
entry for migrants, and it has great 
impact on human and economic 
development. Greater attention to 
coherent policy is necessary to 
assess the potential of the family unit 
in international migration, as well as 
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million farms, 9 out of 10 are run by 
families. Family farms produce 
about 80 per cent of the world’s 
food. By 2014, approximately 805 
million people were chronically 
undernourished, down more than 
100 million over the last decade. 

PROJECTION: In 2050, global food 
production will have to increase by 
60 percent from its 2005– 2007 
levels to meet increasing demand 
by the world’s projected population 
of 9.7 billion.    

BASELINE: Since 1990, the 
mortality rate for children under �ve 
has declined by approximately 50 
per cent. Maternal mortality has 
declined by 45 per cent. Pneumonia 
and diarrhoea account for 70 
percent of deaths in 15 countries, all 
of them in Sub-Saharan Africa and 
Asia. Pneumonia kills 2,600 children 
a day. 

PROJECTION: Unless early action is 
taken, preventable diseases will 
continue to be the main causes for 
the deaths of children under �ve. 

BASELINE: In 2014, there were 
6.9 billion mobile telephone 
subscriptions. For every Internet user 
in the developed world, there are two 
in the developing world. However, 
2/3 of the population living in 
developing countries remain of�ine. 
Seventy-seven per cent of Twitter 
accounts were for users outside the 
United States. 

PROJECTION: By the end of 2015, 
there will be 7 billion mobile 
telephone subscriptions, 5.5 billion 
of which will be from developing 
countries. There will be 3.2 billion 
Internet users, 2 billion of which will 
be from developing countries.   

BASELINE: In 2014, the world's 
population was 7.2 billion people. 
Global population is increasing at a 
slower rate than ten years ago, by 
1.18 per cent annually, or 83 million 
people a year.   

PROJECTION: By 2050, the world's 
population will increase to 9.7 billion 
people. More than half of the global 
increase will be in nine countries: 
DRC, Ethiopia, India, Indonesia, 
Nigeria, Pakistan, Tanzania, USA 
and Uganda.  

BASELINE: No year since 1880 has 
been as warm as 2014. In 2014, 48 
per cent of disasters occurred in Asia. 
In East Asia and the Paci�c, the 
number of people exposed to �oods 
and tropical cyclones increased by 
70 per cent since 1980.

PROJECTION: Climate change may 
reduce raw water quality and pose 
risks to drinking water quality even 
with conventional treatment. Climate 
change without adaptation will 
negatively impact crop production 
for local temperature increases of 
2 degrees Celsius or more. Future 
annual losses due to disasters are 
estimated at $314 billion in built 
environments alone.

Decreasing concern
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No change in concern

BASELINE: One in every three 
women has been beaten, coerced 
into sex or abused in some other way 
– frequently by someone she knows. 
One in every four pregnant women 
has been abused. Six hundred million 
women globally are living in countries 
where domestic violence is still not 
considered a crime.

PROJECTION: One in �ve women 
worldwide will become a victim of 
rape or attempted rape in her 
lifetime. The majority are these 
victims will be young women.

BASELINE: By the end of 2014, there 
were 12,861 con�rmed cases of 
Ebola in Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra 
Leone. About 75 per cent of new 
human diseases are caused by 
microbes that originate in animals.

PROJECTION: Pandemics like 
Ebola, MERS, HIV/AIDS and SARS 
will continue to be spurred by 
population growth, increased global 
trade and travel, global warming 
and poverty. Methods for dealing 
with pandemics will need to change 
from reactive to proactive to 
manage the threat.

BASELINE: Remittances constitute 
the second largest source of foreign 
capital (after foreign direct 
investment). In 2014, 245 million 
migrants sent half a trillion dollars to 
their countries of origin, supporting 
on average 4.5 people each and 
having an impact on over a billion 
people worldwide 

PROJECTION: Diaspora groups are 
as diverse as the communities they 
serve, and there is not enough data 
to understand the capacities and role 
of the diaspora. In the humanitarian 
context, diaspora could become a 
key aid partner.

this vulnerability is exacerbated by the absence of political solutions to conflicts. The humanitarian community has 
placed renewed emphasis on better understanding the drivers of crises, to move towards an evidence-based model 
where the root causes of humanitarian need are better understood and therefore, the humanitarian community can serve 
affected people in a more effective way.
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Passed in 1991 in the wake of the Gulf 
War, Resolution 46/182 created a system 
that better coordinated the work of 
UN agencies and Non-Governmental 
Organizations (NGOs) delivering hu-
manitarian assistance and protection. 
In the 25 years that have followed, the 
international humanitarian system has 
grown and professionalized, with nota-
ble progress in areas such as standards, 
coordination, leadership, and resource 
mobilization. The system has expanded 
its technical expertise and its under-
standing of the drivers of crises and the 
need for preparedness. The system is 
reaching more people, funded at a high-
er level, than ever before.

Despite these developments, reviews 
of international humanitarian engage-
ment continue to point out persistent 
challenges, along with newer calls for 
adaptation to the current landscape 
of needs. Affected people and govern-
ments are among those questioning 
the effectiveness, sustainability and 
appropriateness of the international 
humanitarian system, as are many with-
in the system itself. Southern actors in 
particular are challenging global norma-
tive frameworks and the universality of 
humanitarian assistance and protection, 
calling for context-specific programs 
and standards. International actors in 
particular are increasingly being called 

to demonstrate their comparative 
advantage among a diversified set of ac-
tors, capacities and opportunities. The 
following section examines global trends 
influencing the nature of humanitarian 
need and humanitarian assistance, with 
particular attention to the implications 
they have for the international humani-
tarian system. While not all of the trends 
are dramatically new, taken together, 
they present a different operating envi-
ronment from that of 25 years ago.

Drivers of Need

Protracted crises are not new, but have 
become the “new normal,” with few easy 
solutions for reducing humanitarian 
needs in settings such as Somalia, Syria 
and South Sudan. While the protracted 
nature of these crises cannot be pinned 
to the relative effectiveness or ineffec-
tiveness of the humanitarian system, it 
does have implications for how human-

itarians now relate to peacebuilding 
partners, development actors, and those 
working on political and mediation pro-
cesses. Despite economic development 
in Asia, Latin America and parts of Africa, 
vulnerability and exposure to hazards 
are increasing due to climate change, 
water scarcity, rising inequality, popula-
tion growth, urbanization and other de-

mographic shifts, and additional needs 
may emerge from complex crises similar 
to the 2014 Ebola crisis in West Africa.

Efforts to adapt to the longer-term na-
ture of needs have increased demands 
on the international humanitarian sys-
tem, which now routinely deals with the 
consequences of crises with complex 
and interrelated roots. Many of these 
root causes have been driving humani-
tarian need long before the international 
system was established: poor gover-
nance, political paralysis, underdevelop-
ment, extreme poverty, and inequality.

The dramatic impact of conflicts and climate-related natural disasters, coupled 
with major trends such as water scarcity, population growth and urbanisation, 
are expected to affect a greater number of people for longer periods of time. 
Meanwhile, growing expectations are moving the goalposts for success, challeng-
ing humanitarian standards, and driving up costs. Protracted crises are forcing 
humanitarians to provide “care and maintenance” for decades.

Humanitarian Effectiveness in Context:  
The Humanitarian Landscape
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Conflict and Violence

In most recent and on-going con-
flicts, parties have consistently shown 
complete disregard for the most basic 
human rights of civilians and for their 
obligations under IHL or under the 
relevant Security Council resolutions. 
Lack of political solutions to conflict and 
commitment from parties to conflict to 
comply with their obligations are putting 
more pressure on the international 
humanitarian system to respond to the 
consequences of violent conflict. One 
fundamental disincentive for compliance 
is the lack of an effective and systematic 
accountability mechanism. 

At the international level, existing tools 
to promote the responsibility to protect 
civilians and humanitarian actors and 
to facilitate humanitarian assistance are 
ineffective for several primary reasons. 
First, a vast majority of current conflicts 
do not have an international charac-
ter, hence are not resolvable through 
traditional state-state negotiations. 

Secondly, accountability mechanisms, 
such as the International Criminal Court, 
Security Council-mandated commis-
sions of inquiry, or national or ad hoc 
tribunals, remain limited, essentially 
for lack of capacity and political will to 
refer situations and individuals to those 
mechanisms. Thirdly, compliance tools, 
such as Security Council sanctions or 
diplomatic pressures, and hence are not 
systematically implemented by States. 
There is a need to review the rules, reg-
ulations and conventions that underpin 
the humanitarian system to find ways to 
enforce them more effectively.

Within conflicts, far from being “collater-
al damage,” civilian deaths or suffering 
are often the very purpose of attacks, 
sieges and other forms of denial of 
access to humanitarian assistance. They 
have become a common part of warfare. 
In addition to direct targeting of civilians 
for strategic purposes, parties to conflict 
knowingly resort to indiscriminate tac-

tics, such as the use of explosive weap-
ons with wide-range effect in populated 
areas. The operating environment has 
also become increasingly insecure for 
aid workers. Extreme levels of violence 
against civilians and aid workers mean 
that, with some notable exceptions, 
international humanitarian workers 
can no longer operate safely in many 
conflict-affected countries. Meanwhile, 
developments in information technolo-
gy over the past decade raise questions 
about whether new ways of sharing 
and gathering information can trigger 
obligations and accountability measures 
for those mandated to protect civilians 
in conflict. 

Sexual violence and gender-based vio-
lence (SGBV) remains a critical concern, 
with women and adolescents being 
disproportionately affected. Humanitar-
ian crises, both conflicts and natural di-
sasters, exacerbate and intensify various 
forms of GBV including trafficking, early 
marriages and domestic violence. In ad-
dition, while humanitarian organisations 
hold a commitment to zero tolerance 
on sexual exploitation and abuse, its 
continued occurrence remains a major 
barrier to progress for protection and 
gender equality outcomes.

Most humanitarian work takes place in countries and regions affected by conflict. 
Under international humanitarian law (IHL), parties to conflict have primary 
responsibility to protect civilians from the effects of hostilities, facilitate the 
rapid and unimpeded passage of humanitarian assistance, and ensure the safety 
of humanitarian personnel. Parties to conflict also have primary responsibility 
under IHL to provide for the basic needs of civilians who are under their control, 
although a humanitarian organization can “offer its services” (Geneva Conven-
tions, common article 3). In practice however, many parties to conflict not only 
fail to uphold this responsibility, but deliberately attack civilians and humani-
tarian actors and arbitrarily deny access to humanitarian assistance. Calls for 
adherence to IHL alone are not sufficient to address these violations.
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Response environments with multiple centres

While historically a small number of West-
ern governments dominated funding and 
debates, a growing number of countries 
are more engaged in funding and deliver-
ing humanitarian assistance.

While many countries continue to 
support multilateral assistance,  the 
majority of funding is bilateral and within 
regions, especially among donors out-
side the OECD-DAC. The South African 
Development Partnership Agency was 
launched in 2011 to manage, administer 
and coordinate aid. Regional dynamics 

have been particularly evident in the 
Syria crisis, with Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and 
the United Arab Emirates all significantly 
increasing funding to countries in the 
region, while Kuwait has organized 
pledging conferences, the latest of which 
helped raise $3.8 billion in early 2015.  A 
growing number of countries are seeking 
to shape the international humanitarian 
agenda, such as Brazil’s proposal of a 
“Responsibility while Protecting” at the 
2011 General Assembly. China was one of 
the first and largest contributors to the 
international response to the West Africa 

Ebola crisis, including contributions to 
the UN multi-trust fund for Ebola. Saudi 
Arabia recently established the King 
Salman Center for Humanitarian Aid in 
an effort to provide greater coherence 
and oversight to its sizable investments 
in humanitarian assistance. These trends 
are already broadening strategic part-
nerships within and beyond the tradi-
tional multilateral framework.

“These trends indicate that real 
improvement to humanitarian 
effectiveness cannot be 
achieved by relying on one 
dominant international system, 
or one that is organized 
primarily for aid distribution.”

Catherine Bragg, former Deputy Emergency 
Relief Coordinator

Climate change leads to changes in the frequency, intensity, spatial ex-
tent, duration, and timing of extreme weather and climate events, and 
can result in unprecedented extreme weather and climate events.
(Credit: IPCC 2012)

Despite these challenges, opportunities are arising from the growing recognition 
and capacity of national and local actors in many contexts. Multi-polarity in in-
ternational power, combined with economic growth, has led to new investments 
in humanitarian assistance as a foreign policy tool, with an increase in bilateral 
and regional assistance. This trend offers the opportunity for more global and re-
gional cooperation in resolving and responding to crises, but it may also contrib-
ute to further fragmentation of humanitarian assistance and protection efforts.
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Capacity and diversity in response 

State authority and central deci-
sion-making are in many cases less 
critical to humanitarian action than 
local government, the private sector, 
civil society, diasporas and individual 
networks. Advances in education and 
social media, coupled with growing 
income gaps, are spurring popular 
demands for representative govern-
ment and equitable growth. However, 
in many contexts the space for civil 

society is shrinking due to laws and 
other obstacles. 

While government donors still provide 
the vast majority of funding for humani-
tarian assistance, private donors play an 
increasingly important role, contributing 
about a quarter of all international hu-
manitarian funding in 2014. Remittances 
are also thought to constitute 21 per 
cent of international resources available 

to the largest humanitarian recipients. 
These sources complement the often 
under-recognized capacities of women’s 
organizations and associations, youth 

More ownership by affected Governments

Many governments are meeting needs 
through their own response capacities, 
including National Disaster Manage-
ment Agencies, domestic militaries, 
civil society and the private sector. 
Many countries demand a greater role 
in global decision-making and coor-
dination around humanitarian issues, 
emphasizing paragraphs three and 
four of Resolution 46/182 concerning 
state sovereignty. The international 
humanitarian system is considered by 
some as overly-focused on supporting 
parallel governance, which has led to 
some countries requesting assistance 
less frequently or requesting select skills 
or services rather than a large-scale 
multilateral present. Moreover, decen-
tralized administration is on the rise and 
the response capacity of national line 
ministries, municipalities, civil society 

and the local private sector will continue 
to grow over time. 

While the increase in domestic capac-
ities is a positive trend, in many of the 
most persistent crises the capacity to 
manage response and coordination 
lags behind the desire to play a leading 
role. Regardless of national capacities, 
complex and large-scale crises will 
continue to require the international 
humanitarian system to provide surge 
response capacity in some cases, 
which was its original purpose. The role 
of international humanitarian actors 
must be carved out to suit the risks and 
drivers of need in each context, and the 
existing capacities to meet them. Many 
are suggesting that the international 
humanitarian actors transition over 
time, and in a more deliberate manner, 

to a more facilitative role, working with 
affected governments to act on areas 
of greatest risk and to increase disaster 
preparedness and response capacity. 
The nature and timing of that process 
will be necessarily driven by the context. 
While the international system can still 
provide global leadership and reinforce 
norms and principles, the changing 
landscape calls for “recognizing where 
our norms and principles need to evolve 
to take into account new realities.”

“The multilateral system is still 
a Western-conceived system. 
Our values are almost entirely 
common values, but we need 
a common platform to bring 
together these actors and the 
response capacity of those 
countries now excluded from 
the existing system.”

Antonio Gutteres, UNHCR

“For too long, people in UN 
agencies and our partners 
saw themselves as the main 
responders. But today, we 
understand that national  
and local authorities, and  
the people themselves, form 
the first line of response in 
any crisis.”

Jan Egeland, former Emergency  
Relief Coordinator

The growth in the number of middle-income countries has allowed many former 
aid recipients to invest in disaster preparedness and response capacity and to 
reassert the primacy of government leadership in managing humanitarian assis-
tance, resulting in fewer requests for multilateral humanitarian assistance.

The growing reach of individuals, the massive growth of global civil society, and 
increased South-South cooperation and learning is changing the way humani-
tarian assistance is conceived, planned and implemented. The growing influence 
of the private sector, diaspora networks and civil society movements as core 
humanitarian actors will continue to grow, requiring the humanitarian system to 
effectively navigate these relationships.
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Technology-enabled shifts

The 2015 earthquake in Nepal demon-
strated how new technologies such as so-
cial media, direct giving, SMS fundraising 
and crowdfunding are making it easier for 
people to contribute outside the human-
itarian system to directly meet needs. 
Innovations such as real-time mapping 
based on crowdsourcing, and the use 
of remote sensing technology such as 
unmanned aerial vehicles and satellites 
are providing novel perspectives on de-
veloping crises. Data platforms, such as 

the Humanitarian Data Exchange (HDX), 
increasingly provide real-time access to 
data for needs assessment, coordination 
and response, and the Index for Risk 
Management (INFORM) is the first global, 
open-source tool for sharing and present-
ing predictive data on the risk of crises. 
Innovation in technology and informa-
tion management offer opportunities for 
remote monitoring, needs assessments, 
protection, delivery of assistance and 
other aspects of field operations.

At the same time, some argue that there 
is not enough systematic investment to 
ensure that the humanitarian system is 
informed by the latest technology, and 
has the skills to manage and analyse 
data to benefit affected people more 
consistently.  Some solutions that 
emerge based on new technologies 
but not driven by and understanding 
of needs and operating environments 
can add little value, or even distract 
from critical response efforts.  There 
is also growing recognition of the risks 
that technology brings to the safety of af-
fected communities, and the imperative 
to “do no harm,” through cybersecurity 
protections and privacy guidelines.

groups, religious organizations and 
national and local civil society actors, as 
well as diaspora networks. Despite these 

capacities, the international humanitar-
ian system often fails to sustain relation-
ships with local and national actors, due 

in part to a failure to provide access to 
international funds and to planning and 
decision-making processes.

Developments in technology and communications have dramatically changed 
humanitarian assistance, giving many more people the means to question and 
get assistance elsewhere. Moreover, tools to capture and analyse data and me-
ta-data allow crises to be predicted more accurately, and needs to be assessed 
more rapidly.



March 8, 2014 marks International Wom-
en’s Day. In Haiti there are more than 5 
million women. Of those, 61.7 per cent are 
living under the poverty line of US $1.25 a 
day. 60 per cent are illiterate. Only 29 per 
cent of women attend secondary school. 
1 in 83 women die during childbirth. And 
yet they are considered the backbone of 
Haitian society.
(Credit: Logan Abassi UN/MINUSTAH)
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15 Sept 2014: International Medical 
Corps is an international humanitarian 
organizations providing lifesaving 
treatment services to those infected  
with Ebola in West Africa.
(Credit: International Medical Corps/ Stuart J. Sia)
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WHY EFFECTIVENESS,  
WHY NOW?
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Purpose

The current emphasis on humanitarian 
effectiveness grows out of a confluence 
of factors, including the environmental 
realities described above. One primary 
driver is the failure of resources to keep 
pace with growing financial require-
ments associated with meeting needs: in 
2014 there was a $7 billion gap between 
what the global humanitarian appeal 
requested ($18.7 billion) and what was 
received. This unsustainable trajectory 
has forced a review of how needs are 
defined, how they are met and by whom, 
and how they can be reduced.

The Study in Context 

This section explores some of the key 
drivers, challenges, and expectations 
shaping humanitarian effectiveness 
discourse, such as value-for-money,  
accountability and standards, opera-
tional failures, and the acknowledgment 
of diverse expectations for humanitari-
an action.

Building on the development 
effectiveness debate 

Attempts to measure and improve the 
effectiveness of humanitarian action are 
not new. General Assembly Resolution 
46/182 was based in part on the desire 
to “strengthen further and make more 
effective the collective efforts of the 
international community,” and numer-
ous national and international reform 
processes have pursued greater quality, 
accountability, efficiency, and other 
measures of effectiveness.

However, the humanitarian commu-
nity still lags behind the development 
sector, which has already achieved key 
milestones clarifying “aid effectiveness”. 
Multilateral meetings in Rome in 2002 
to the Global Partnership for Effective 
Development Co-operation agreed to in 
Busan in 2011 were the culmination of 
lessons learned over decades from de-
velopment efforts in conflict, post-con-
flict, and fragile environments. The 
gatherings also reflect underlying shifts 
in power, wealth, and capacities, which 
influenced donor-recipient relationships 
in the development sphere and have led 
to a more inclusive discussion. In 2012, 
the New Deal for Engagement in Fragile 
States cemented a new framework for 
development assistance, reflecting 

many of the themes of earlier meetings: 
inclusivity and ownership, national 
ownership of development goals, and 
the need to develop strong government 
institutions while acknowledging the 
diverse actors delivering development 
results. The 2030 Agenda for Sustain-
able Development reinforces these 
elements and vision. The humanitarian 
aid community has not adopted such a 
shared vision for effectiveness, despite 
many significant reforms and improve-
ments in the tools and approaches to 
measuring effectiveness.

The evolution of the humanitarian 
effectiveness debate

Changing expectations 
The challenge of adopting a shared 
definition of effectiveness is linked to 
the diverse expectations and defini-
tions of “humanitarian action” itself. 
The term historically embodied two 
main characteristics: 1) association 
with conflict, in which humanitarians 
set themselves apart from other actors 
on the basis of principled action, and 2) 
short-term action in response to a crisis, 
viewed as an exception to the norm. In 
practice, neither reflects most of today’s 
humanitarian crises. While conflict con-
tinues to drive the bulk of humanitarian 
action, those responding to chronic 
vulnerability, climate-driven shocks, 
rapid urbanization, and a host of other 
hazards now coexist in a complex and 
interconnected picture. Protracted cri-
ses are the norm, and the line between 
“pure” humanitarian actors and others 
is increasingly blurred.

As a result, humanitarian actors have 
taken on a wider range of roles and 

“No doubt, a shared 
understanding of 
humanitarian effectiveness 
will also stimulate change 
in the design, tools and 
approaches, and results 
measurement, within the 
humanitarian system.”

Rachel Scott, OECD, 2014.

“Even language is the wrong 
way round. In OECD language 
there are donors and partner 
countries. But in reality it is the 
donors which are considered 
by developing countries as 
their partners in development.  
The developing countries are 
the protagonists.”

Jonathan Glennie, ODI Busan Debate, 2011

Purpose and Context of this Study:  
Why Effectiveness, Why Now?
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challenges: addressing prolonged 
displacement; filling gaps in the social 
safety net and providing basic ser-
vices; ensuring preparedness and risk 
prevention before and after a crisis; 
contending with the changing nature of 
violence and new hazards; and facing 
global trends like urbanization and cli-
mate-driven crises. In this environment, 
clarifying effectiveness requires under-
standing the expectations against which 
humanitarian assistance and protection 
are now measured.

Value-for-Money
Humanitarian assistance is not only 
reaching more people, but it is also 
funded at a higher level than ever before. 
Humanitarian financing has increased 
year-on-year since 2010, and the rising 
levels of global contributions have led to 
a greater emphasis on cost-effectiveness 
over the last five years. However, the 
drive for easily quantifiable, input-ori-
ented measures of success–tents or 
vaccines distributed, vaccines supplied, 
or schools constructed– are increasingly 
recognized as less significant than realiz-
ing medium- and longer-term outcomes.

The desire to eliminate transaction costs 
and perceived waste of channelling 

funds through the international system 
has been a frequent component of 
humanitarian effectiveness discussions, 
with “value for money” arguments fo-
cused on reducing inefficiencies but also 
on direct financing for national actors 
and affected communities.

Qualitative measures
Much of the discussion about measuring 
humanitarian effectiveness has been 
driven by acknowledgement of the inef-
fectiveness of past responses, motivated 
by a genuine desire by humanitarian ac-
tors to continue to do better, as well as 
by donor pressure.  The increased pres-
ence of international media, particularly 
in sudden-onset natural disasters, also 
contributes to greater scrutiny of the 
use of public funds. Independent evalu-
ations of multilateral responses over the 
past 20 years have launched successful 
reform efforts, even as they highlight 
lingering challenges. Because reforms 
are often driven by an evaluation of past 
failure, humanitarian actors can seem 
to be catching up to fix what failed the 
last time, with less attention to prepar-
ing for the known risks of the future. 
These operational reviews also often 
focus on feedback from humanitarian 
actors, “to the neglect of insights and 
ideas from direct operational counter-
parts such as national governments, 
implementing partners or disaster-
affected communities.”

Pressures from within and outside of 
the international humanitarian system 
have encouraged greater accountability 
to affected people, with widespread 
agreement that effectiveness would 
improve if humanitarians worked more 
closely with affected people to design 
assistance and then adjust it based on 
regular feedback.. Promotion of stan-
dards and certification has been another 
approach to professionalize humanitar-
ian assistance and hold humanitarian 
actors accountable.

Following the widely recognized failures 
of the international humanitarian 
response to the 1994 Rwanda genocide 
and subsequent refugee crisis, ALNAP 
and the Sphere Standards, along with a 
series of reform initiatives and process-
es (see box at right) have worked to 
increase and measure the effectiveness 
of humanitarian action. These efforts 
reinforce the importance of adopting a 

Even if we protect the essence 
of humanitarian action, 
perceptions, culture, values 
and identity influence social 
interactions as much as facts  
. . . humanitarian aid is 
basically a social interaction, 
not just the delivery of 
service . . . [B]ig budgets don’t 
make aid more effective, but 
understanding the needs and 
expectations of those affected  
by conflicts and disasters does.

South-South Humanitarianism  
Conference Report, 2014, Jindal University

While the humanitarian 
system has grown massively 
in recent years, this has not 
led to the proportionate 
improvement in performance 
during emergencies.

MSF Where is Everyone. 2014 

Recent efforts to improve  
and monitor humanitarian  
effectiveness include:

•  The Code of Conduct for The 
International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement (1994)

•  The Active Learning Network for 
Accountability and Performance in 
Humanitarian Action (1997)

•  The Sphere Project (1997) 
•  Good Humanitarian Donorship 

initiative (2003)
•  International Aid Transparency 

Initiative’s Aid Transparency  
Index (2008)

•  People in Aid (1995)
•  Humanitarian Accountability Part-

nership (1997 as the Humanitarian 
Ombudsman Project) 

•  IASC Response Monitoring Frame-
work (2012)

•  UN-System-Wide Action Plan on 
Gender Equality (UN-SWAP) (2012)

•  Core Humanitarian Standards 
Alliance  (2015)

(See www.sphereproject.org for their list  
of Quality and Accountability initiatives)
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shared definition of what it means to be 
effective. To hold actors accountable, 
one must ask what are they accountable 
for, and how you measure whether they 
have fulfilled their obligations. The an-
swers affect the incentive structures and 
priorities of humanitarian actors.

While these initiatives have resulted in 
significant improvements in many areas, 

 concerns remain: the voluntary nature 
of most standards, with inconsistent 
incentives; limited success in prioritizing 
the views of affected people against 
competing pressures for speed and 
scale; inadequate attention to con-
text-specific aspects of effectiveness; 
and limited emphasis on outcomes over 
time due to short-term planning and 
financing. Some of these challenges 
can be addressed through the adoption 
of a shared definition of effectiveness 
and collective efforts to incentivize and 
measure progress.

Widening the debate
Many past reform efforts approached 
the problem of effective humanitarian 
action from the perspective of the inter-
national humanitarian system, without 
considering the experiences, perspec-
tives, values, and attitudes of crisis-af-
fected people or their governments. Re-
search has shown a disconnect between 
the priorities of humanitarian actors and 
those of affected populations for what 
determines effectiveness.

Recent processes such as the World 
Humanitarian Summit Regional Con-
sultations and the Future Humanitarian 
Financing debates have begun to broad-
en discussions beyond international 
policymakers and donors. The discourse 
on “Southern Humanitarianism” has also 
brought together views raised by the G77 
group during the development aid effec-
tiveness debate, including trust, justice, 
humility, and sovereignty as principles 
of equal importance to humanitarian 

principles. Many Southern governments 
continue to associate the international 
system with the political and economic 
interests of particular States that remain 
dominant in some of the organs of the 
UN and related institutions. The private 
sector, military, and emerging donors 
have also expressed differing views 
about which actors are defined as “hu-
manitarians” and what their roles and 
responsibilities are. As one recent policy 
report notes, “There is not one single 
way to do humanitarian work, and a 
space will need to be defined that gives 
room to the ‘many faces of humanitar-
ianism.’ After all, many are the players 
who will need to work together to make 
aid count in the future.”

Challenging traditional approaches
Technology is enabling new approaches 
in aid delivery, as well as ways for people 
to push for change and communicate 
their needs. Technology-enabled social 
movements allow people to advocate 
for themselves and articulate their own 
needs, rather than to receive infor-
mation passively. Increases in global 
wealth distribution and the reach of 
markets also expand access to goods 
and resources without the international 
humanitarian system, calling its value 
into question. The growth of cash-based 
programming, with proven gains in 
efficiency and flexibility, is reframing the 
traditional conception of humanitarian 
action along sector lines. Cash allows a 
more integrated approach and provides 

a tool to meet individual priorities. Core 
components of humanitarian action, 
such as logistics and sectoral expertise, 
are receding as drivers of effectiveness.

A multi-faceted concept  
of humanitarian effectiveness

While the reform efforts noted above 
have delivered significant improve-
ments, the cyclical, long-term and 
complex nature of needs has motivated 
an examination of whether existing mea-
sures deliver an adequately collective, 
people-centered, outcome-oriented 
approach that will deliver meaningful 
results for crisis-affected people.

Actors from the South 
and Islamic countries are 
providing new perspectives, 
opportunities and resources; 
some of them conflicting with 
the values and modalities of 
the established humanitarian 
system.

Humanitarian Challenges: Perspectives from 
the South and Islamic Countries. Bakhit, 2013

“As beneficiaries have 
increasing access 
to information and 
communication technologies 
and can better evaluate, 
compare and ultimately rank 
the ‘performance’ of various 
humanitarian actors, the more 
the latter will have to prove 
their worth and earn their 
reputation through relevant, 
effective action.”

Yves Daccord, ICRC 
(http://www.trust.org/item/20141201075225-n0dsh/)



27

On 8 November 2013, Super Typhoon 
Haiyan (known locally as Yolanda)  
swept across the Philippines leaving  
a trail of destruction. 
(Credit: OCHA)



A Syrian woman waits her turn to cross  
the Jordanian border, on June 17 2013,  
as she arrives at a crossing point with  
her family.
(Credit: UNHCR / O. Laban-Mattei / June 2013)
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After reviewing the field studies, surveys, and related research, we have identified 11 elements of  
effectiveness arranged a three-tiered framework.

I.  Crisis affected people have a right to humanitarian assistance and protection that is  
relevant, timely, and accountable to them.

Presented at the top, these elements are essential to the desired results of humanitarian assis-
tance and protection. All planning, inputs and implementation undertaken by humanitarian and 
other actors to meet humanitarian needs should be measured against the extent to which they 
contribute to achieving these results.

II.  To facilitate effective humanitarian assistance and protection, those contributing to  
humanitarian assistance must be complementary, connected, coherent and nimble.

These elements describe the desired behaviour and approach of actors, including but not limited 
to international humanitarian actors, in achieving results for affected people. They require a 
number of shifts from the current approach in order to be fully realized.

III.  To enable effective humanitarian assistance and protection, the environment must have 
strong foundations of respect for humanitarian principles, leadership, resources, information and 
evidence, and governance.

These elements outline the essential enablers that must be part of the operating environment 
in order to achieve results for affected people. These elements should be evaluated alongside 
delivery to determine to what extent they contributed to or hindered results.

Findings
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AFFECTED PEOPLE HAVE A RIGHT TO  
ASSISTANCE AND PROTECTION THAT IS

THE ENVIRONMENT FOR HUMANITARIAN ACTION MUST BE ENABLED BY

THOSE DELIVERING HUMANITARIAN ACTION SHOULD BE

The following sections explains each element through a brief 
definition of the term, an explanation of why it matters for 
effectiveness, and a summary of “what we heard” on this ele-
ment in the course of the study.

Relevant Timely Accountable

Connected CoherentComplementary

GovernanceLeadership Information  
and Evidence

Respect for  
Principles

Nimble

Resources
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I.  Crisis affected people have a right to receive humanitarian assistance that is  
needs-based/relevant, timely, and accountable to them.

Element Definition Summary

Relevant Goods, services, and other 
assistance reach those in need in 
a manner consistent with their ho-
listic set of needs, while reflecting 
local priorities, culture, and coping 
strategies.

The relevance of humanitarian action is increased by a deep 
understanding of local needs, coping strategies, and 
culture. Relevant assistance requires flexible tools like 
cash-based programming that consider needs holistically, 
in context, and in light of the reality of protracted crises and 
urban refugee populations.

Timely Crisis preparedness and humani-
tarian response are conducted in a 
manner that produces the fastest 
possible effort to relieve suffering 
and meet needs.

The actors most associated with timeliness are typically those 
closest to the crisis event, supported by extended net-
works. These actors, including local communities, diasporas, 
and businesses, are particularly important early in the response 
to sudden onset crises. For all actors, preparedness efforts, 
including mapping response capacities and roles in ad-
vance of crises, can significantly improve timeliness, while 
actionable data and technology can speed up targeting and 
communication about risks, responses, and needs.

Accountable People affected by crises are 
able to influence decisions about 
how their needs are met, and 
humanitarian action delivers on 
commitments predictably and 
transparently.

Despite progress, humanitarian action still falls short in system-
atically engaging with affected people. Donors are broadening 
their definition of value beyond delivery of outputs, and there is 
room for continued growth in accountability through stron-
ger feedback loops from affected people, better access to 
and use of data, the propagation of effective and inclusive 
standards, and building a collective sense of responsibility 
for the overall response and its results.
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II.  To realize these objectives, humanitarian assistance must be  
connected, coherent, complementary, accountable, and nimble.

Element Definition Summary

Complementary Humanitarian action recognizes 
and enhances national and local 
capacities accountability.

Complementarity will depend on context and capacities, but 
the end goal should be one in which the international system 
recognizes and supports, rather than replaces, national 
and local humanitarian action. International actors should 
enter with humility, supporting the roles and responsibilities of 
those actors, investing in capacity development and building 
strategic partnerships, while supporting governments to 
fulfil their obligations.

Connected Mutual awareness, communica-
tion, and leadership trigger the 
assets, capacities, and unique 
contributions of actors based on 
their comparative advantage.

The first step in enhancing connectivity is to identify the capac-
ities and comparative advantages of different actors and to 
define means of engagement, modes of communication, stan-
dards. Mechanisms for connecting and coordinating should 
ideally be established before a crisis hits, building trust 
and working with local leaders and systems and reflecting the 
needs of the context, phase, and actors involved. Leadership 
can encourage connectivity by bringing together actors around 
shared goals and clear roles.

Coherent Humanitarian action is driven by 
the pursuit of context-specific 
outcomes in close partnership 
with t efforts to build resilience and 
reduce the drivers of need through 
development, peacebuilding, and 
other approaches.

Achieving coherence is not simply a matter of a handover be-
tween actors. It requires working toward a shared understand-
ing of capacities, risks and needs and then undertaking joint 
planning and programming towards shared outcomes. The right 
tools and skills can shift the focus on short-term needs to a joint 
effort to achieve longer-term impact, particularly important in 
chronic vulnerability settings and complex emergencies.

Nimble Humanitarian action easily tran-
sitions from one phase to another 
as needs and circumstances 
change, phasing out operations as 
appropriate.

As needs and capacities shift, actors must adjust accordingly. 
While a challenge, especially ceding control back to govern-
ments, policies and processes are emerging to support a more 
nimble approach through modularity, better data collection 
and analysis, better planning, and readiness to change with 
each phase.
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III.  To enable effective humanitarian action, the environment must have strong foundations of  
governance, resources, information, and respect for humanitarian principles.

Element Definition Summary

Respect for 
humanitarian 
principles

People in need have safe, rapid and 
unimpeded access to humanitarian 
assistance throughout the crisis on 
the sole basis of their needs.

Principled humanitarian action remains a critical enabler for 
building acceptance, gaining and sustaining access in protract-
ed conflict, and ensuring that assistance is provided on the basis 
of need. As the nature of conflict and delivery changes, includ-
ing a growing role for actors outside of the multilateral system, 
the value and role of principled action must continue to be 
emphasized.

Leadership TBD TBD

Resources Funding for humanitarian action is 
efficiently provided to allow for cov-
erage on the basis of need, support 
results for crisis-affected people 
and enabling the elements of 
relevance, timeliness, and account-
ability to affected people.

To enable effectiveness, humanitarian resources must be timely 
and flexible enough to support relevant programming in rapidly 
changing environments. Effective funding must also align coher-
ently with longer-term goals, including development, as well 
as be available to national and local actors. To assess the impact 
of investments outside the international humanitarian system, 
including from affected governments, there must be greater visi-
bility and alignment of existing resources, as well as more fund-
ing for national actors, reimbursement for governments, and 
private sector sub-contracting.

Information  
and evidence

The best available data and anal-
ysis of capacities needs, risks, and 
drivers of need are made available 
to responders and to affected peo-
ple themselves. Evidence of which 
tools and approaches are most 
effective is systematically captured 
and openly shared.

In a more diverse and connected landscape of actors, diverse 
data and information must be governed by standards and priva-
cy guidelines to promote trust and enable responsible sharing. 
Data should enable risk-based planning and investment and be 
fed up to leaders and out to affected people as a basis for rel-
evant decision-making at all levels. Incentives should be created 
and resources invested in strengthening the evidence base for 
humanitarian tools and approaches.

Governance The crisis-affected government pre-
pares for and manages responses 
to crises, engaging productively 
with local, national, international 
and regional actors.

During and after crises governments provide essential leadership 
in a response and activate necessary domestic and international 
resources and assets. Governments should invest in preparing 
for known risks, including through capacity mapping and plans 
to engage humanitarian and non-humanitarian resources, as well 
as through structural and regulatory steps to create an enabling 
environment for effective response. Governments must continue 
to observe obligations to fulfill international humanitarian 
law and to reduce and meet the needs of communities vulner-
able to crises. Where these obligations are not fulfilled, advocacy 
by international actors is critical.
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As one CSO worker in Indonesia put it in 
OCHA’s 2014 Humanitarian Effectiveness 
survey, “aid is effective when provided 
right on target and appropriate to the 
needs.” However, as noted by Human-
itarian and Resident Coordinator Nigel 
Fisher, “we are still giving people what 
we have, not what they need,” compar-
ing the humanitarian system to a cargo 
cult. In contrast, the notion of relevance, 
and of effectiveness more broadly, 
focuses on how humanitarian assis-
tance and protection can address needs 
holistically, measuring not only what was 
delivered, but how the overall package 
of assistance matches up against the 
totality of needs. 

We heard consistently of the need for 
humanitarian action to be more flexi-
ble, informed by local consultation and 

analysis, and aligned with coping strate-
gies. In all settings, the inputs that were 
considered most relevant were those 
that considered people or households 
holistically in terms of their needs. Inputs 
like cash-based programming may allow 
people to determine their priorities, while 
community or area-based approaches 
can also address a range of context-spe-
cific needs, not just certain sectors or 
what aid agencies have to offer.  

Where is relevance most  
emphasized?

The importance of relevance was noted 
across all contexts, though in sudden 
onset emergencies it was less empha-
sized than in complex crises, recovery 
or protracted settings. Similarly, the 
ALNAP State of the Humanitarian System 

Report 2015 notes that targeting following 
sudden-onset natural disaster was better 
than in chronic vulnerability and conflict 
settings. In protracted settings in partic-
ular, the efforts viewed as most relevant 
were those that recognized the long-term 
and often cyclical nature of the crisis, 
going beyond traditional humanitarian 
outputs to include prevention, resilience, 
or development programming that 
encompassed education, health services, 
financial services, or livelihood support.

What we heard about relevance

•  A broader view of meeting needs 
In shifting from a supply-driven model 
to one motivated by what is most 
relevant to crisis-affected people, 
the need to listen to people’s real 
priorities, even those not on the 

I.  Crisis-affected people have a right to humanitarian assistance and protection that is relevant, timely,  
and accountable to them.  
Presented at the top, these elements are essential to the desired results of humanitarian assistance and protection.  
All planning, inputs and implementation undertaken by humanitarian and other actors to meet humanitarian needs  
should be measured against the extent to which they contribute to achieving these results.

 Relevant: Goods, services, and other assistance reach those in need in a manner consistent  
with their holistic set of needs, while reflecting local priorities, cultures and coping strategies.

THOSE DELIVERING HUMANITARIAN ACTION SHOULD BE

Complementary Connected Coherent Nimble

THE ENVIRONMENT FOR HUMANITARIAN ACTION MUST BE ENABLED BY

Resources GovernanceLeadership Information and Evidence

AFFECTED PEOPLE HAVE A RIGHT TO  
ASSISTANCE AND PROTECTION THAT IS

Relevant Timely

Respect for Principles

Accountable
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“humanitarian menu” was consistently 
emphasized. One international staff 
member in Yemen noted “despite 
talking constantly about consultation 
and needs assessment, we were not 
really hearing what people needed. 
We went in asking about water and 
food, which of course they needed, 
but they spent the most time talking 
about education and security, which 
we hadn’t considered.”

•  Cash-based programming 
It has been widely documented that 
cash programming brings flexibility 
and ownership to affected people, al-
lowing them to direct resources to the 
most pressing needs and to meet their 
needs holistically. A local humanitarian 
actor working with Syrian refugees 
noted, “people don’t need just health 
or water or food. They need all three. 

Cash breaks down the artificial silos 
across these sectors that the human-
itarian community has created, and 
cash allows people to spend it on what 
they determine most important for 
their and their family’s survival.” The 
flexibility of cash-based programming 
is also demonstrated in its ability to 
meet the needs of specific groups 
within a broader population, such as 
women, migrants and other uniquely 
vulnerable groups in a given context. In 
the response to Typhoon Haiyan in the 
Philippines, for example, cash based 
interventions targeted women working 
in the fishing and coconut farming 
sectors, who had been previously been 
working as unpaid labourers. Through 
a cash-for-work program, they gained 
new skills and an equitable wage, as 
well as specific cash grants for preg-
nant and lactating women. (source) 

Some cash-based approaches were 
seen as more relevant than others. 
In the Philippines a Buddhist organi-
zation provided the equivalent of a 
month’s salary to more than 30,000 
families within two weeks of Typhoon 
Haiyan. Communities cited it as the 
most effective response, noting the 
disbursements were quick and large 
enough not just to meet immediate 
needs, but also to invest in recovery. 
Many of the cash-for-work schemes of 
international actors, by contrast, pro-
vided a few days of minimum wage, 
enough to buy some food but not to 
rebuild homes or restart businesses. 
Cash is not always the most relevant 
form of aid, but when distributed 
based on an understanding of the lo-
cal context and markets, it addresses 
the needs of the whole person without 
assuming sectors of priority.

28 Dec 2013, Guiuan, the Philippines: Guiuan on the south-east tip  
of Eastern Samar, was the first town to be hit by Typhoon Haiyan.
(Credit: OCHA/Gemma Cortes)
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•   Relevance is local: standards and 
coping strategies in context 
Like previous studies, this one found 
that a nuanced understanding of 
context, informed primarily by local 
actors, is fundamental. Field visits 
found that actors in the international 
humanitarian system sometimes over-
looked the importance of cultural tra-
ditions, social structures, and needs 
outside of traditional humanitarian 
offerings. Another consistent message 
concerned the lack of involvement of 
national actors in context analysis and 
planning. One international NGO work-
er noted “our staff regularly establish 
networks of national actors to imple-
ment programs and support us on 
security issues, but we fail to capitalize 
on them as strategic partners in help-
ing us to prepare for the future and 
recognize broader factors like political 
economy and geographical exclusion.” 
The ALNAP State of the Humanitarian 
System 2015 report found, particularly 
in chronic crises, “a need for more 
joint, system-wide monitoring, with 
genuinely independent, transparent 
and critical analysis that incorporates 
the perspectives of affected people.” 
This study reaffirmed recent documen-
tation of the failure to adapt models 

from rural, camp-based environments 
to urban settings with dispersed popu-
lations. The 2010 earthquake in Haiti 
highlighted the limitations of humani-
tarian response in urban settings, and 
field visits to the middle-income coun-
tries of Lebanon and Jordan found the 
humanitarian community forced to 
rethink what services are relevant to 
“the preservation of dignity” of Syrian 
refugees. One UN staff person noted, 
“We have humanitarian standards, 
like Sphere, but we’ve had to adapt 
them to recognize local standards 
and expectations . . . we’re continually 
challenged to adapt our traditional 
standards to this context.”  
 
Understanding context was also seen 
as critical to reinforcing coping strat-
egies, rather than undermining them 
with well-meaning assistance. In the 
DRC, some displaced people noted 
that assistance clashed with local cul-
ture and coping strategies, and did not 
consider “traditional solidarity.” Res-
idents of Mugunga camp near Goma, 
for example, noted that because they 
were not consulted in the factors con-
tributing to their vulnerability, the vul-
nerability-based distribution system 
that was adopted was undermining 

existing coping strategies. Specifically, 
familial structures call for the youth to 
provide for the elderly, but when aid is 
distributed directly to the elderly, the 
youth abandon elderly family mem-
bers in order to fend for themselves. In 
a different example, evaluations of the 
Ebola response in West Africa found 
international actors slow to recognize 
that cultural norms, such as burial 
rites, conflicted with public health pro-
tocols, requiring additional outreach 
to encourage compliance. The WHO 
noted the importance of “working 
within the existing context of cultural 
beliefs and practices and not against 
them. As culture always wins, it needs 
to be embraced, not aggravated.”

SUMMARY: The relevance of 
humanitarian action is increased 
by a deep understanding of local 
needs, coping strategies, and cul-
ture. Relevant assistance requires 
flexible tools that consider needs 
holistically, in context, and in light 
of the reality of protracted crises 
and urban refugee populations.
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Timeliness is fundamental to reducing 
suffering and saving lives. Affected peo-
ple mentioned timeliness as a priority 
in every field visit, and it was ranked in 
the top three elements of effectiveness 
by all categories of survey respondents 
in all contexts. In field visits, informal 
community groups and networks, 
followed by diasporas and locally based 
businesses, were said to have the timeli-
est response, in some cases surpassing 
local government and the international 
system. Very often women play a critical 
role in these first response networks 
at the community level, one that is 
commonly overlooked. The initial speed 
of response, however, often lacks the 
scale that governments, militaries, and 
international actors achieve.

Where is timeliness most  
emphasized?

The importance of timeliness was linked 
more to the phase of a crisis than to 
the nature of the event that triggered 
it. Respondents considered it most 
important early in a sudden-onset crisis, 
whether natural disaster or conflict. Its 
importance was noted less frequently in 
contexts of prolonged displacement and 
protracted crises, as priorities shift from 
life saving to recurrent or cyclical needs. 

What we heard about timeliness
 
•  Proximity and Solidarity 

Affected communities and local 
institutions typically provide the 
fastest response due to proximity, 
relationships, trust, and awareness 
of needs. In natural disasters, most 
early search and rescue efforts are 
carried out by survivors. After Typhoon 
Haiyan, one community rescued 40 

people in the first two days, while also 
clearing roads and organizing security. 
After the Haitian earthquake, local 
civil society quickly mobilized, using 
food and medical supplies donated by 
businesses and individuals. Port-au-
Prince residents described a neigh-
borhood committee system springing 
up within 48 hours and mirroring the 
UN cluster system: women cooked 
for local responders, a trained nurse 
cared for the non-critically injured, 
and a logistics team located water 
and supplies, while an armed team 
provided security.  
 
In the Eastern DRC, however, inter-
nally displaced people in some areas 
reported a lag in international hu-

manitarian response of roughly three 
months from crisis event to interven-
tion, enough time to return home or 
to be displaced yet again. Local civil 
society actors, such as faith-based 
networks and CSOs, were said to be 
best suited to assist this highly mobile 
population due to access, information 
and speed.  
 
Initial responses by affected peo-
ple are often followed by extended 
networks, including diaspora com-
munities. After the 2010 earthquake in 
Haiti, the Rotary Club and faith-based 
networks mobilized assistance for 
private clinics from abroad, including 
an airlift of food and medical supplies 
on members’ private jets. Diasporas 
and migrants are also often the first to 
inject cash into affected communities: 
after the 2004 tsunami, 1.2 million Sri 
Lankan emigrants were the largest 
source of foreign exchange.  
 
Local and national branches and busi-
nesses are also crucial. After Typhoon 
Haiyan, the private sector in the Philip-
pines restored infrastructure and com-
munications, restarted supply chains 
through credit schemes, and provided 
heavy machinery to remove debris, 
often faster than humanitarian agen-
cies. A community leader stated, “The 
most effective partner is the private 
sector and they are sincere, there’s no 
political baggage. They were fast. The 
Rotary Clubs, Chambers of Com-
merce, they energized our people and 

A log book in one of the commu-
nities most heavily affected by 
Typhoon Haiyan, in Leyte, Philip-
pines, showed the first offers of 
help came from local churches and 
community groups, municipalities, 
the Philippine Red Cross, and credit 
cooperatives, later followed by 
multilateral actors. 

Timely: Crisis preparedness and humanitarian response are conducted in a manner that produces the 
fastest possible effort to relieve suffering and meet needs.

“While you are researching, we 
already know the answer and  
are out there working.”

CSO Leader, OCHA Field Visit 2015

One week after the April 25, 2015 
earthquake in Nepal, Dalchowki 
village had only received aid from 

“a small, spontaneously-born 
network of local volunteers.” One 
organizer reported, “Everywhere 
we’ve been, people say, ‘You’re 
the first one we’ve seen. We 
haven’t seen the government;  
we haven’t seen organisations.’”

IRIN, 3 May 2015, The Local Volunteers  
Behind Nepal’s Response
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pumped something into our econ-
omy that wasn’t there.” Interviews 
emphasized that good private sector 
relations with government facilitated 
these critical operations. Despite this 
association of private sector actors 
with speed and efficiency, it is worth 
noting that in other contexts visited, 
particularly those characterized by 
conflict or where commercial inter-
ests were at odds with humanitarian 
concerns, the role of the private sector 
was less visible or viewed in a more 
negative light. 

 
It is worth noting that those with the 
greatest proximity and solidarity are 
also those most affected by crises, 
and their ability to respond beyond 
the earliest days of a crisis or at the 
scale necessary to meet on-going 
needs, tended to be limited. Extended 
networks, supplemented by inter-
national actors, were seen as critical 
to the timely delivery of a scaled-up 
response in areas devastated by crisis.

•  Greater preparedness,  
faster response  
A timely government response is also 
made possible by recognizing an 
impending crisis, and preventing or 
mitigating it. The 2012 IASC Real-Time 
Evaluation of the Humanitarian Re-
sponse to the Horn of Africa Drought 
Crisis in Somalia, Ethiopia and Kenya 
noted that Ethiopia’s sophisticated 
food security and humanitarian sys-
tem saved thousands of lives.  
 
In the Philippines, the official response 
to Typhoon Haiyan was facilitated by 
preparedness and risk awareness due 
to frequent natural disasters. Local 
governments had ordered evacuations 
and the stockpiling of relief goods and 

food. Within 24 hours of the typhoon’s 
landfall, they were receiving reports 
from communities and within 72 hours 
they had sector reports for Provincial 
Disaster Risk Reduction authorities to 
consolidate and send to the Governor 
for response.  
 
Preparedness is not always in the form 
of pre-positioning assets, but also 
being ready to receive relief goods. A 
DHL manager who was in Haiti’s Port-
au-Prince Airport days after the earth-
quake observed, “There was no-one to 
coordinate this unprecedented flow of 
people and supplies. As a result, assis-
tance was slower than it needed to be 
in getting to those affected.” DHL has 
a new program to train airport staff 
ahead of disasters, as one element of 
its contribution to preparedness.

•  Actionable Data  
The targeted collection and analysis of 
data is a preparedness measure that 
can enable a timely response, partic-
ularly evacuation and rapid targeting. 
In India the 13,000 member National 
Disaster Response Force is comple-
mented by an INSAT-3D satellite and 
other technologies to predict natural 
disasters. In 2014, this system predict-
ed Cyclone Hudhud’s strength, track, 
location and time of landfall five days 
in advance. The government partnered 
with mobile phone providers, texting 
approximately two million warnings 
across seven states to vulnerable 
populations such as farmers and 
fisherman. Airports were shut down 
and approximately 150,000 people 
were evacuated to safety and cyclone 
shelters. While a comparable cyclone 
in 1999 killed 10,000 people, Cyclone 
Hudhud caused just 46 deaths.

SUMMARY: The actors most asso-
ciated with timeliness are typically 
those closest to the crisis event, 
supported by extended networks. 
These actors, including local 
communities, diaspora networks 
and businesses, are particularly 
important early in the response to 
sudden onset crises. For all actors, 
preparedness efforts, including 
mapping response capacities and 
roles in advance of crises, can 
significantly improve timeliness, 
while technology can speed up tar-
geting and communication about 
risks, responses and needs.
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As the humanitarian system has grown 
in size and influence, there have been 
calls for greater accountability to affect-
ed people, on the part of both govern-
ments and international humanitarian 
actors. Evaluations note insufficient 
effort by international humanitarian 
actors to listen to affected people and 
be guided by their priorities, even as 
accountability is increasingly linked to 
ensuring effectiveness.

Many organizations have adopted 
voluntary standards and guidelines to 
promote accountability to affected peo-
ple, as well as predictability and quality. 
Both one-off and system-wide initiatives 
promote two-way communication with 
affected people, inclusive planning and 
program design, and consequences for 
failing to uphold commitments or meet 
standards. However, there is still signif-
icant room for improvement in these 
areas. Furthermore, mechanisms do not 
create checks and balances for affected 
people to review and sanction agencies, 
and their lack of influence, as well as the 
tension sometimes created by compet-
ing lines of accountability to others such 
as donors, remains a key challenge.

Where is accountability  
most emphasized?

Accountability was a priority in all con-
texts, although strategies and challeng-
es differed due to access constraints, 
time pressure, and pre-crisis conditions. 
In protracted crises, accountability dis-
cussions focused more on governments 
and senior international officials, and on 
political resolutions and legal account-
ability for violations of IHL. In all contexts 
and phases, affected people and donors 
raised the need for two-way communi-
cation, predictability, and transparency 
by international institutions.

What we heard about  
accountability

•  Active engagement and  
feedback loops  
Recent reports note that effective 
feedback mechanisms and continuous 
two-way communication improve 
trust and strengthen relationships 
between affected communities and 
humanitarian providers, forming the 
basis for accountability. But mech-
anisms are often passive, waiting 
for beneficiaries to raise issues and 
focusing on what was distributed to 
whom, instead of perceptions and 
results. Newer approaches, such as 
the model adopted by Ground Truth 
in Ebola-affected Sierra Leone, ask af-
fected people about their satisfaction 
with the response over time, feeding 
results to senior officials to inform 
strategic decisions. Given that existing 
mechanisms vary widely in quality 
and consistency, some have called for 
shared tools or standard operating 
procedures to generate compara-
ble, traceable feedback. As an OCHA 

representative noted during the 2015 
Economic and Social Council Human-
itarian Affairs Segment, ”community  
feedback is fundamental and not up 
for discussion; the question is how to 
do we do it. We as a community still 
haven’t come up with a standard oper-
ating procedure and that’s absolutely 
something we need.

•  Data for transparency  
and adaptation  
With improving data and analysis on 
needs and perceptions of aid, the bar-
riers to accountability increasingly lie in 
making those findings public and using 
them to change behaviour. It is easier 
than ever to share information with 
communities, with fewer excuses not 
to do so. In addition, affected people 
are demonstrating agency through use 
of social media and access to data on 
how aid is used. As one donor noted, 
“We’re only one YouTube video away 
from being called out for bad practice.”

 Accountable: People affected by crises are able to influence decisions about how their needs are met, 
and humanitarian action delivers on commitments predictably and transparently.

“Put the local and affected people 
front and centre, make the UN 
and INGOs follow their lead, not 
the other way around. Ensure 
that all strategic plans are rooted 
in meaningful discussions with 
the affected communities and 
local representatives... not as an 
afterthought, not to tick the 
box of ‘consultation,’ but as the 
starting point.”

OCHA Humanitarian Effectiveness  
Survey respondent, December 2014

Progress in accountability to 
aid recipients has been more 
normative than practical . . .  
While nearly every agency 
interviewed in the field attested to 
having some sort of communication 
or feedback mechanism, the aid 
recipient surveys and interviews 
revealed little consultation on 
project design before the fact and 
little practical action on complaints 
and feedback after the fact.

2015 State of the Humanitarian  
System Report,  

ALNAP, Forthcoming, 1 October 2015
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•  Predictability and standards  
With so many actors, including private 
sector, military, and a diverse set of 
national and international actors, 
there is a need to ensure minimum 
standards. Sphere and the process 
that has led to the Core Humanitarian 
Standard, and the UN System-Wide 
Action Plan on Gender Equality and 
Empowerment of Women represent 
significant strides in this area. Stan-
dards play an important role in clar-
ifying expectations of what humani-
tarian assistance is and can achieve, 
and in holding humanitarian actors 
to a shared metric. There is wide 
agreement that standards are largely 
positive, setting shared expectations 
for what humanitarian assistance can 
offer and creating a space for dialogue 
and accountability of humanitarian 
actors to affected people.  However, 
in some contexts, their relationship to 
effectiveness is complex, with some 
concerned that they can discour-
age actors from operating in more 
challenging environments due to 
reluctance to be seen as failing.  Some 
pointed out that standards can also 
have unintended consequences that 
can work against effectiveness; when 
they are used to select which actors 
can operate in a given areas, they can 
exclude local and national actors, 
particularly when used as a basis 
for funding.  A range of other actors 
stressed, however, that standards are 
meant to promote inclusion, forming 
the basis for developing capacity and 
expanding the pool of actors who can 
deliver on them. When adapted appro-
priately to context, standards can also 
initiate dialogue about the function 
of humanitarian assistance and what 
is to be expected, forming a basis for 
measuring performance and holding 
actors to account.

•  Accountability to donors 
Because most humanitarian action 
relies on public funds, accountability 
for use of those funds remains central. 
This is often referred to as “value for 
money,” but not in the pure sense of 
efficiency and reducing waste. Most 
donors interviewed focused instead 
on the need for greater rigor in deter-
mining which approaches deliver the 
best results. Many donors are pushing 
for a more tangible “return on invest-
ment”, promoting evidence-based 
research and economic modelling.  
This aspect of accountability calls for 
evaluating an approach’s contribution 
to results, not just whether a commit-
ment was fulfilled. One donor in the 
DRC urged, “particularly in protracted 
settings like these, which we find our-
selves in more and more, we need to 
get smarter about what we are really 
trying to achieve in the long term, and 
clarify what evidence we plan to gath-
er to show that we’ve done it.”

•  Collective accountability  
Humanitarian actors tend to look at 
accountability to the population or 
sector in which they work, or to their 
donors. Many actors noted too much 
focus on the performance of individ-
ual actors or agencies in delivering 
outputs, rather than the impact on 
people’s lives. One NGO respondent 
engaged in the Syria regional re-
sponse, for example, reflected the 
comments of many when he noted, 
“the accountability for the overall 
response is unclear.”  With a growing 
number and diversity of actors, many 
are encouraging more integrated 
feedback mechanisms and joint ac-
countability frameworks that highlight 
individual responsibilities to achieve 
results with links to a shared sense of 
accountability to affected people.

“Accountability is a broader process 
of understanding what people 
need, telling them what you can 
do, setting expectations, and 
then doing what you say you will. 
International actors tend to be 
good at asking, but not as good 
at setting expectations, and 
even worse at re-engaging when 
context changes.”

Mike Penrose, Action Against Hunger 
Economic and Social Council, Humanitarian 

Affairs Segment, 19 June 2015.

SUMMARY: Despite progress, 
humanitarian action still falls 
short in systematically engaging 
with affected people. Donors are 
broadening their definition of val-
ue beyond delivery of outputs, and 
there is room for continued growth 
in accountability through stron-
ger feedback loops from affected 
people, better access to and use of 
data, the propagation of effective 
and inclusive standards, and build-
ing a collective sense of responsi-
bility for the overall response and 
its results.
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General Assembly Resolution 46/182 
states that each State has “the primary 
role in initiation, organization, coordina-
tion, and implementation of humanitar-
ian assistance within its territory.” Com-
plementarity is particularly important to 
reinforce the primacy of national actors 
to meet needs within their borders, with 
international action as an exception in 
times of crisis. However, particularly in 
complex crises with weak or compro-
mised national, institutions, or where 
States are parties to a conflict, the inter-
national system has tended to enter with 
a “whole of government” mentality. It cre-
ates parallel systems to meet short-term 
needs but fails to integrate them with 
national efforts. A lack of complementari-
ty can create role confusion, disincentives 
for governments to assume responsi-
bilities, and a diversion of resources to 
international efforts rather than the long-

term self-sufficiency of local actors and 
national institutions. A complementary 
approach also recognizes and reinforces 
the range of local capacities, including 
self-reliance measures at the household 
and communal levels, which are funda-
mental to meeting the needs of crisis-af-
fected people.  This approach includes 
attention to the role of women and their 
extended networks as first responders, 
and requires reliable sources of data on 
their needs and capacities.

Where is complementarity  
most relevant?

Complementarity was emphasized in 
sudden onset emergencies, particular-
ly where national institutions are well 
organized but surge support is needed. 
However, its importance was also noted 
in chronic vulnerability settings, where 

the multilateral system fills gaps in basic 
services, but often without promoting 
national accountability and leadership. 
Where governments play a role in perpet-
uating conflict or need, the international 
role in protection, delivery, and advocacy 
for positive changes remains critical.

What we heard about  
complementarity

•  Complement, don’t substitute  
The researchers heard frequently that 
the international humanitarian system 
creates parallel structures that over-
whelm and side-line national institu-
tions and local actors, as short-term 
arrangements become entrenched. 
Complementarity requires a commit-
ment by governments to invest in the 
necessary preparedness and response 
systems, and to create an environ-

AFFECTED PEOPLE HAVE A RIGHT TO  
ASSISTANCE AND PROTECTION THAT IS:

Relevant Timely Accountable

THE ENVIRONMENT FOR HUMANITARIAN ACTION MUST BE ENABLED BY

Respect for PrinciplesResources Governance Leadership Information and Evidence

THOSE DELIVERING HUMANITARIAN ACTION SHOULD BE

II.  To facilitate the above elements, those contributing to humanitarian action must be connected, coherent,  
complementary, and nimble.  
These middle elements describe the desired behaviour and approach of all actors working to deliver results for affected people. 
They require a number of shifts from the current approach to be fully realized.

Connected CoherentComplementary Nimble

Complementary: Humanitarian action recognizes and supports the capacities and accountability of 
national and local actors, and reinforces the resilience of affected people.
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ment that enables collaboration (explored in more detail in 
the element on Governance). It also requires an accurate and 
regularly updated assessment of existing capacity as a basis 
for determining what can be complemented, and where 
gaps need to be filled as capacities are developed.  
 
In the DRC, government officials placed an emphasis on the 
need for investment in capacity building, stating that, “what 
we really want is to build capacity here so that we can be the 
ones responding the next time.”   This spectrum of national 
capacities must be evaluated and understood in order to 
determine the nature of complementarity.  
 
In March 2015, the Vanuatu Government noted that a lack 
of respect for national coordination structures caused 
delays in the response to Hurricane Pam. National Disaster 
Committee Deputy Chair Benjamin Shing stated of UN and 
international NGOs, “I do apologise but I have to state the 
facts. We have seen this time and time again. In nearly every 
country in the world where they go in they have their own 
operational systems, they have their own networks and 
they refuse to conform to government directives. We had to 
spend the first three days trying to get some form of coor-
dination in place. That was much precious time that could 
have been spent doing the assessments instead.” 
 
Even where governments may be overwhelmed or under-ca-
pacitated, community groups and local networks are at work 
nearly everywhere. In the most difficult areas of the Ebola re-
sponse in West Africa, including the slums of Monrovia, locals 
have taken up community-led monitoring where internation-
al actors would not venture. The CDC team leader in Liberia 
explained, “Communities are doing things on their own, with 
or without our support. Death is a strong motivator. When 
you see your friends and family die, you do something to 
make a difference.” However, international humanitarian ac-
tors may overlook or even undermine these coping strategies 
and networks. In Haiti, a community member noted, “After 
the quake, people were saving lives, sharing plates, sharing 
what they had. Then ten days later, the same people were 
fighting over bags of rice at a distribution point.”  
 
There were also positive examples of international actors 
supporting and complementing national institutions, partic-
ularly around partnerships on preparedness measures and 
efforts to reduce vulnerability to crises. The joint coordina-
tion structure in Ethiopia, for example, was viewed as a suc-
cessful model of complementarity in coordination with the 
Strategic Multi-Agency Coordination Group co-chaired by an 
Ethiopian official and the UN Humanitarian Coordinator.

Evaluations of cases in which national 
capacities were not adequately recognized, 
respected and supported.

Tsunami Evaluation Coalition (2006)

“...There was too much emphasis on speed and profile, 
leading to unnecessary and wasteful use of expatriate 
staff, many of whom had little relevant experience and 
were at a particular disadvantage in addressing the high-
ly complex social structures of communities in the region. 
Structurally, this reflects an underestimation of local 
capacities, which were generally coping with most of the 
immediate problems.”

“International aid was most effective when enabling, 
facilitating and supporting local actors.”

Haiti Real-Time Evaluation (2012)

“The humanitarian community has been limited in its 
communications by not having a sufficiently clear un-
derstanding of Government of Haiti recovery plans with 
respect to, for example, a resettlement strategy.”

“The response has been hindered by a lack of engage-
ment in a genuine two-way communication and the 
effective support of Haitians, who feel sidelined and are 
increasingly critical of NGOs and the overall aid effort.”

Typhoon Haiyan Evaluation (2014)

“The inter-agency surge did deliver an effective response, 
but one that side lined many in-country staff, failed to 
adequately join up with national systems, and ended up 
creating parallel structures for planning and coordina-
tion . . . While inter-agency operational priorities drove 
the response, its structures and processes were not 
adjusted sufficiently nor early enough to take account 
of the international community’s complementary role in 
this middle income country with an established albeit 
stretched government disaster management system.”
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•  Be humble and build trust  
Governments and civil society actors 
emphasized the need for greater hu-
mility by international actors, and for 
them to build trust before crises strike 
through more frequent interaction 
that enables a better understanding 
of the national and local strengths 
and capacities. A Filipino CSO leader 
urged, “Don’t go into an area as if you 
know everything. You know a lot, but 
you can complement what you know 
by consulting us on how aid is deliv-
ered in our villages. We can provide 
guidance on outdated distribution 
lists, on cash for work programming, 
on how to target the most vulnerable, 
and on what needs are most urgent. 
We want to learn more about you 
too, who are these agencies, where 
does aid come from and what is the 
intention of it? How are beneficiaries 
chosen and how long will the aid last? 
We want to solve problems together.” 

•  Develop existing capacity  
In any humanitarian crisis, life-saving 
efforts must be the priority. However, 
in many contexts visited, particular-
ly protracted settings but also the 
transition out of sudden onset natural 
disasters, it was noted that capacity 
development could be introduced 
earlier and more deliberately. While 
many national actors acknowledged 
they could often not meet all human-

itarian needs alone, some expressed 
concern that internationals were 
using humanitarian funds for their 
own operations with no capacity 
development investment from the 
outset, and that nothing was “left 
behind” when international engage-
ment ended. One local CSO director 
in Haiti noted, “Because of weak state 
capacity in Haiti, there is an assump-
tion that there is no capacity at all. 
We are asked to deliver programs 
but there is a persistent perception 
that we can’t manage budgets. They 
should measure their effectiveness 
based on how well they build our 
capacity for all the steps in the 
process.” One recent analysis noted 
that 80 per cent of earthquake aid to 
Haiti was channelled through NGOs 
and contractors, observing, “Funding 
channelled through international 
NGOs failed to help strengthen the 
capacity of Haitian public institutions 
that must provide health, education 
and other essential public services to 
poor Haitians over the long term.” 
  
Similarly, in Myanmar a CSO represen-
tative explained, “We should be the 
targets for technical capacity support. 
We will be living here forever with the 
community, even though the UN and 
other organizations will go home.” 
While many international humanitari-
an actors are increasingly focusing on 
capacity development, there is recog-
nition that it requires additional staff 
and new sets of skills beyond what is 

immediately available among some 
international humanitarian actors.

•  Direct funding and strategic  
partnership  
Many local organizations reported that 
international actors viewed them as 
local “implementers” and “subcontrac-
tors” with access and knowledge that 
multilaterals needed. They were frus-
trated by their exclusion from strategic 
decision-making processes, where 
they could help ensure a sustainable 
response and recovery after interna-
tionals leave. Excluded from funding 
opportunities, they were reliant on 
sporadic and short-term contracts 
with multilateral organizations.  
Indeed, only 1.6% of humanitarian 
assistance between 2009 and 2013 
was directed to national and local 
NGOs. As one CSO leader in Lebanon 
mentioned, “we have a vibrant civil 
society and institutions that could be 
more effective at delivery – it’s about 
partnership, not contracting.” Some 
called for a shift from a “neo-colonial 
way of working” to one based on an 
exchange of knowledge and infor-
mation, as well as direct access to 
resources. A Congolese CSO direc-
tor noted that, “Some things have 
improved with funding, but still 80 
per cent of funds go to international 
actors. They know all of the funding 
mechanisms and appeals and they 
can get funds immediately after they 
arrive, even if they have no knowledge 
of the country. This proportion should 
at least be balanced, if not in favour of 
national actors.” He emphasized that 

“Because of weak state capacity  
in Haiti, there is an assumption 
that there is no capacity at all.  
We are asked to deliver programs 
but there is a persistent perception 
that we can’t manage  
budgets. The internationals 
should measure their effective-
ness based on how well they 
build our capacity for all the 
steps in the process.” 

CSO leader, Haiti

“Develop the capacity of all 
players – CSOs and Government. 
The focus should be on reducing 
vulnerability and not just during 
the emergency response.  
Aid should be used in a way to 
become better than what we  
did in the past.”
Leader of Regional CSO network, Philippines

“Local organizations are the first 
victims of foreign engagement. 
Most of them are subcontractors 
to internationals, and in this role, 
you cannot be the master of your 
own plan.”
Civil society leader, DRC. OCHA field visit, 2014.
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the current system spends time and 
money sending internationals to re-
mote areas, when local actors already 
have a trusted presence.

•  Reinforce obligations  
International humanitarian actors 
rightly focus on their accountability to 
affected people, but governments still 
hold the primary responsibility for and 
accountability to their citizens. The 
importance of the international com-
munity’s role in advocating  to ensure 
protection and that needs are met was 
regularly emphasized by affected com-

munities and a range of other actors, 
including through preparedness and 
risk reduction but also protection and 
crisis response. (This issue is explored 
in more detail in the section on gov-
ernance.)  For example, when asked 
what would be most effective in meet-
ing her needs, a refugee woman in 
Lebanon said, “apply pressure to find 
a solution to the refugee crisis. The UN 
can add most value in advocacy and 
supporting the locals who will go in 
and do something. Ensuring our safety 
and solution to our problems should 
be more of a focus.”

SUMMARY: Complementarity will 
depend on context and capacities, 
but the end goal should be one in 
which the international system 
recognizes and supports, rather 
than replaces, national and local 
humanitarian action. International 
actors should recognize and sup-
port the roles and responsibilities 
of those actors, investing in their 
own staffing and skills to support 
capacity development and build-
ing strategic partnerships, while 
supporting governments to fulfil 
their obligations.
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The survey found connectedness, or 
“participation of all actors in humani-
tarian efforts”, important to all respon-
dents, with national CSOs ranking it 
third. A connected approach draws on 
the comparative advantage of diverse 
actors, brings additional resources, 
builds trust, and clarifies roles. Inter-
viewees reinforced the understanding 
that humanitarian action is the result of 
the efforts of many systems and actors, 
and many different centers of coordi-
nation and leadership.  This calls for 
stronger linkages among those systems 
in order to bring in each actor’s critical 
contribution.

In field visits, most interviewees also 
emphasized connectedness, although 
motivations and expectations differed:

•  Governments and Regional Organi-
zations emphasized the importance 
of national platforms for information 
exchange and systematic integration 
of lessons learned. 

•  Militaries prioritized standards and 
procedures for information sharing.

•  Local organizations emphasized inclu-
sivity in coordination.

•  Private sector actors sought greater 
awareness of humanitarian needs, 
as well as guidance on technical 
standards.

•  International humanitarian organiza-
tions stressed that greater connectiv-
ity contributes to efficiencies, better 

coverage, and ease of promoting 
principles and standards.

Connectivity is challenging in part due 
to each organization’s need to demon-
strate institutional results to donors, to  
respond to the appetite of the broader 
public for highly-visible interventions, 
to adhere to internal guidelines, and to 
overcome the lack of dedicated space 
for dialogue about how to build prac-
tical connections across institutions. 
The challenge of leadership was also 
consistently raised, specifically what 
kinds of leadership are needed, and 
what determines who should set the 
strategic direction in circumstances that 
lack clear or reliable authorities.

Where was connectedness  
most emphasized? 

Connectedness was most emphasized 
for natural disasters, preparedness, 

and chronic vulnerability. In conflict 
environments, questions arose as to 
who humanitarian actors can work with 
while maintaining integrity and neu-
trality. Others pointed to an increasing 
reliance on national CSOs in conflict 
environments like Syria and Ukraine due 
to limits on access.

What we heard about  
connectedness

•  Inclusiveness and diversity  
Field visits confirmed that national 
actors are not adequately included in 
coordination mechanisms. The cluster 
system requires national actors to 
fit logistically and linguistically into 
an international system, often in a sup-
porting role. A Haitian first responder 
and hospital manager described 
coordination meetings after the 2010 
earthquake: “Haitians had to park 

In August 2015, OCHA launched 
its Think Brief Interoperability: 
Humanitarian Action in a Shared 
Space. The document looks at how 
to optimize humanitarian response 
by making actors and systems 
work together in a predictable 
way, harnessing their respective 
comparative advantage to meet 
needs in a collective manner. In 
some contexts, realizing this ap-
proach will require the multilateral 
humanitarian system to shift from 
delivering to enabling an effective 
response. The paper explores how 
to make connecting and enabling 
others a centrepiece of the field 
work of international actors.

Connected: Mutual awareness, communication, and leadership trigger the assets, capacities,  
and unique contributions of actors based on their comparative advantage.

“What we need is to take the 
added value of what everybody 
brings, rather than everybody 
thinking that they have to do 
everything.”

Valerie Amos, Former ERC

Connected and principled?
“The challenge in such a 
crowded environment is to 
clearly distinguish and separate 
principled humanitarian action 
from pure relief assistance. 
Blurring of the lines between the 
two ultimately complicates or 
hinders impartial humanitarian 
access to people on both sides 
of a conflict for all actors. To this 
end, the principles of humanity 
and impartiality must be the 
minimum common denominator 
among all humanitarian actors, 
regardless of their particular 
mandate or approach.”

Yves Daccord, ICRC Director-General, 
“Humanitarian action in a changing  

landscape: fit for purpose?” 
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Connecting the different actors and systems requires understanding drivers, limitations, and unique contributions of all actors such that their added 
value can be clarified and leveraged to respond effectively to needs. While the particular roles and capacities will depend on context, this image is 
meant to illustrate the kinds of things that we heard for this study about the drivers and motivations, as well as the limitations and challenges, of 
different actors.

CONNECTING DIVERSE ACTORS, UNDERSTANDING DIVERSE ROLES

SHARED 
INTERESTS:

MEETING  
THE NEEDS

CRISIS-AFFECTED PEOPLE

Drivers and motivations: Affected people are determined to survive to 
ensure their needs are met, and to participate in prevention, prepared-
ness and risk reduction for their future.

Limitations and challenges: Despite creativity and resilience, resources 
and abilities to cope are quickly stretched, particularly in protracted con-
flicts or major disasters. In conflict areas with distrust between IDPs and 
hosts, people may have distrust of one another, leading to a breakdown 
of social support networks and presenting challenges for needs-based 
aid delivery.

CIVIL SOCIETY2

Drivers and motivations: Local groups cite the humanitarian imper-
ative, the desire to ensure lives are treated with dignity and respect, 
and that they, friends, and families are part of affected communities. 
Some are motivated by jobs, funding, and local power dynamics.

Limitations and challenges: Pressure from government, business, 
religious, social or other hierarchies may interfere with the ability of 
local actors to act with neutrality and on the basis of assessed needs. 
As with any actor, capacity will vary greatly depending on context and 
the enabling environment, and some CSOs may have high turnover in 
times of crisis (sometimes due to international ‘poaching’) and weak 
corporate structures. Even strong local groups may struggle to scale 
up in major crises. More limited access to financing what is available 
to multilateral actors.

DIASPORAS

Drivers and motivations: Diasporas cite solidarity with family and 
friends the primary driver to act. They may also be driven by religious or 
cultural affinity or national pride. Some also wish to return at some point 
to their countries of origin, and therefore want to promote stability.

Limitations and challenges: Diaspora agendas may be influenced by 
historical grievances, or political, economic, familial, ethnic, or national 
ties. Diaspora involvement can exacerbate underlying tensions. For 
instance, although humanitarian emergencies such as Typhoon Haiyan 
in the Philippines, Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar, famine in Ethiopia and 
Somalia, and the tsunami in Sri Lanka were caused by natural disasters, 
underlying political, ethnic, or other dynamics contributed to the way 
diaspora populations related to the affected governments and to affected 
communities. Real or perceived ties that some members have to political 
parties or armed groups may be a barrier to neutrality and delivery on the 
basis of assessed need.

CRISIS-AFFECTED GOVERNMENTS1

Drivers and motivations: As sovereign entities, governments are ex-
pected to prepare for and respond to disasters that affect their people. 
Some are particularly motivated to take action in the aftermath of a 
major disaster, or to reduce the impact and cost of recurrent crises. In 
addition to fulfilling their responsibilities to serve their citizens, poli-
ticians and officials may also be motivated by political favor demon-
strated by disaster management, or by pressure to care for citizens, 
whether brought by civil society advocacy and legislation.

Limitations and challenges: Some governments lack capacity, 
whether due to loss of institutions and staff due to the crisis itself 
(such as in Haiti); the lack of pre-existing crisis management systems 
and infrastructure (such as in the Ebola outbreak in West Africa); or 
lack of investment and prioritization, especially in countries with 
significant development needs (as in the DRC). NDMAs can compete 
for influence and resources and face short planning horizons and 
frequent staff rotations. In fragile states with weak governance, crisis 
response may suffer from neglect. Weak governance can in fact be 
a root cause of a crisis. Where it serves political aims, governments 
may restrict access to aid or even target innocent civilians, or restrict 
information flows to communities and local leaders.
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1  The role of crisis-affected governments is explored in more detail in a 
dedicated section on page XX.

2  Including CSOs, faith-based groups, local first responders and other non-
governmental actors and networks.

DONORS

Drivers and motivations: Government donors support international hu-
manitarian response based on their own national policies and priorities 
and commitments to initiatives such as the Principles and Good Practice 
of Good Humanitarian Donorship (GHD) and the European Consensus 
on Humanitarian Aid. For some, support for international humanitarian 
response stems from historical, religious and cultural motivations or from 
economic and political priorities at global and regional levels.  They are 
also motivated by popular domestic pressure, whether through diaspora 
communities in their countries or national popular interest in a humani-
tarian cause, often linked to media attention.

Limitations and challenges: Neutrality and impartiality can be compro-
mised when they conflict with the policies and preferences of govern-
ment donors. This can be seen with regard to priorities of states in UN 
and regional bodies, funding of certain humanitarian sectors and emer-
gencies over others, the decision to use military assets as a contribution 
to humanitarian response, counter –terrorism requirements for humani-
tarian actors. Moreover, procedural and political constraints can prevent 
donors from partnering with a broad range of partners, particularly at the 
national level; providing funding to emergencies in a timely and flexible 
manner; and funding what affected people most need, in cases when 
those needs fall outside of what is understood as purely humanitarian. 

PRIVATE SECTOR

Drivers and motivations: Motives include good citizenship and com-
munity relations. Businesses are also part of the affected community: 
in a 2014 survey of private sector actors in North and Southeast Asia 
conducted by OCHA and the WHS, 96% reported being affected by a 
disaster, noting staff casualties, disruptions in supply chain, loss of 
revenue, and impact on customers. These are strong motivations to 
help restore basic services and infrastructure. 

At the same time, private sector actors are motivated by profit. As 
one private sector actor in the Philippines noted “at the end of the 
day, (we) need to make profit. CSR budgets will quickly run out and for 
us to continue involvement in the humanitarian work, it has to come 
back around to us somehow.” 

Limitations and challenges: Companies may have mixed legacies 
and motives that undermine trust and compromise neutrality. As not-
ed during the field visit to the eastern DRC, mining companies respond 
to needs of their staff, and in some cases, host communities, but 
are also accused of perpetuating the corruption, land disputes, and 
conflict dynamics at the heart of prolonged need.  Businesses may 
fail to understand that in some cases, inefficiencies in delivery may be 
unavoidable in order to uphold humanitarian principles.

Finally, companies tend to be wary of engagement in conflict areas, 
unless directly linked with core business. For example, representatives 
suggested their involvement only extended to natural disasters, not 
conflicts. In Myanmar, many businesses assisted with the responses to 
cyclones Nargis and Giri, but not conflicts in Kachin or Rakhine.

FOREIGN MILITARIES

Drivers and motivations: Foreign military engagement in humani-
tarian response is influenced by a number of considerations, including 
the scale of media coverage, which adds to public pressure to provide 
military support. As a core government asset, military deployment is 
heavily influenced by national interests, diplomatic and historical ties 
and reciprocity. Logistics requirements and proximity of assets and 
related cost-benefit considerations will also heavily influence use of 
military assets.

Limitations and challenges: Militaries are deployed as government 
assets on the basis of geopolitical interests, and in their affiliation with 
their governments can undermine their reception by local authorities 
or an affected population. Political and diplomatic considerations, as 
well as wariness of putting military assets at risk for civilian responses, 
have also led to the deployment of assets that do not match needs and 
can even reduce efficiency. For example, while military assets were 
highly desired in the early stages of the West Africa Ebola response, the 
requests were primarily for medical doctors, not for the logistics crews 
who ended up arriving to construct field hospitals. Managing foreign 
military engagement requires a commitment to facilitate interaction 
with an asset that is bound by firm set of pre-determined rules and 
guidelines. After Typhoon Haiyan, for example, the Philippine military 
was entirely consumed with its role in protecting the 25 foreign militar-
ies that engaged, leaving limited capacity for response.

INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN ACTORS

Drivers and motivations: The core motivation is to relieve suffering 
and save lives, and to fulfill a particular mission or mandate. This moti-
vation is reflected in adherence to humanitarian principles, standards 
and codes of conduct, in the individual mandates. Multi-lateral actors 
are also motivated by the desire to advocate on behalf of those in need 
and to bring an end conflicts and other crises with political solutions.  
Though they all operate within the IASC system, the unique and 
well-articulated roles of the UN (eg. the State-based system, mandates 
and global normative framework) and International Federation of the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent (eg. The General Assembly, national soci-
eties, and foundations in the Geneva Conventions) make them distinct 
from international NGOs and from one another.  International actors 
are seen as providing an important measure of neutrality and impar-
tiality that tends to be less feasible for national actors, particularly in 
conflict environments.

Limitations and challenges: International institutions and actors 
are, by their nature, more removed from a deep understanding of 
national and local dynamics and capacities that drive and manage 
crises. In recent years, the UN and international NGOs in particular 
have been critiqued for creating parallel response structures that lin-
ger alongside national and local institutions, in some cases diverting 
attention and investment away from national systems. Based on their 
mandates, humanitarians have been less invested in building capacity 
than in short-term response and may lack the skills and capacities to 
formulate resilience and recovery programming that is increasingly 
requested in protracted and post-conflict environments.
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outside the base and walk to the gate. 
Entering Logbase [the UN compound] 
felt like going through a secure airport. 
We had to look for the right tent, 
then finally get to the meeting where 
people talked at you. Meetings at Log-
base were not accessible for Haitian 
responders.” Language and volume of 
meetings can be a barrier to national 
actors, often requiring at least one 
dedicated staff member able to en-
gage with international coordination 
systems. It was also noted that greater 
effort should be made to systemati-
cally include women in coordination 
bodies and leadership roles, which has 
been shown to contribute to improved 
humanitarian outcomes. A 2015 UN 
Women study found, as just one ex-
ample of many, that in Nepal “women 
reported an increase in self-confi-
dence, self-esteem and pride when 
working to build their communities, 
and when taking leadership positions 
in their villages. They demonstrated 
self-confidence and a new capacity to 
collectively organize.” 
 
Many noted that mechanisms remain 
limited for engaging non-humanitar-
ians, such as the private sector, mili-
tary, or the peacebuilding community. 
Interviewees also noted the value of a 
level playing field to share information. 
At OCHA’s 2014 Global Humanitarian 
Policy Forum a civil-military liaison 
called for “adapters that allow us to 
better connect with each other – rath-
er than constantly trying to influence 
each other’s way of working. Power 
needs to go both ways.”

•  Coordination for context  
Interviewees emphasized the impor-
tance of working through existing 
national and local structures for coor-
dination, rather than creating parallel 
ones. Despite progress, the challeng-
es addressed by the Humanitarian 
Reform Agenda and Transformative 

Agenda persist: duplication of effort, 
unreasonable staff time requirements, 
lack of strategic decision-making, and 
limited space to learn from mistakes. 
Actors in Lebanon and Jordan echoed 
sentiments that coordination had 
taken precedence over aid delivery, 
taking up time and resources and 
impeding an effective response.  
 
Most international and national actors 
agreed that despite flaws, coordina-
tion efforts should continue but their 
size and structure should be shaped 
by context, phases, and capacities.  
For example, the United States mili-
tary’s centralized model was seen as 
effective in initial relief coordination 
and recovery of critical infrastructure 
in Haiti, but as hindering joint plan-
ning with the Haitian government and 
communities later. Of particular note 
was the value placed by respondents 
on coordination models led by neither 
governments nor international actors: 

~  In Myanmar’s Kachin State, local 
CSOs formed a Joint Strategy 
Committee to broker relationships 
with multilateral actors, coordinate 
effort, and conduct joint advocacy. 

~  In Haiti, to enhance coordination 
and the role of civil society, a 
national platform of humanitarian 
NGOs (PONT) emerged in 2011 with 
OCHA’s support. Members can 
directly access Emergency Relief 
Funds once reserved for interna-

tional organizations. 
~  During the Ebola response in 

Liberia, ArcelorMittal led a group of 
international private sector actors 
to form and expand regionally to 
share information. 

In some cases, there may be multiple 
centers of coordination for different 
groups, which can be more efficient 
if the connections among them are 
strong, and the collective goals are 
clearly articulated.

•  Trust and common ground:  
capacity mapping and tools  
for engagement  
Despite an increase in one-off 
partnerships, there remains a lack of 
standing platforms to build dialogue, 
relationships, and trust. Interviewees 
noted the need for proactive capacity 
mapping to identify gaps, opportu-
nities, and common ground among 
diverse actors, particularly at the 
national level.  
 
Individual institutional policies may 
create barriers to collaboration, such 
as policies that restrict private sector 
pro-bono support or seconding staff 

“. . . normative standards could 
be the uniting force, which help 
the aid agencies and private 
sector, business and commercial 
organisations find a common 
ground in the humanitarian 
endeavour. But dialogue will 
need to be held with these new 
actors not just during a response 
but before (in contingency and 
preparedness planning) and after 
(in recovery periods) to ensure 
that these normative standards 
unite and do not become divisive.”

David Hockaday, START Network,  
Humanitarian Interoperability:  

is humanitarianism coming of age?, 2014

One member of a Lebanese NGO 
asked, “Why should we come 
to your coordination meetings 

– why don’t you come to ours?” 
The NGO runs a humanitarian 
database that connects up to  
1,400 local organizations, but  
often struggles to get accurate 
data from international agencies.

OCHA field visit, 2014,
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to international organizations. A 2015 
study on humanitarian innovation 
identified institutional barriers to 
collaboration as a key factor slowing 
the inclusion of new ideas, tools, and 
technologies into the humanitarian 
systems. Greater interaction among 
diverse players will also require new 
standards and rules of engagement to 
clarify roles and procedures.

SUMMARY: The first step in en-
hancing connectivity is to identify 
the capacities and comparative 
advantages of different actors and 
to define means of engagement, 
modes of communication, stan-
dards. Mechanisms for connecting 
and coordinating should ideally 
be established before a crisis hits, 
working with local leaders and 
systems and reflecting the needs 
of the context, phase, and actors 
involved.

27 November 2014, Goma, North Kivu, DRC.
(Credit: OCHA/Naomi Frerotte)
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The study found that coherence de-
pends on an understanding of context 
that moves beyond needs assessment, 
achieving a holistic knowledge of vulner-
ability, coping strategies, and underlying 
drivers of need. Where humanitarian 
action was at odds with efforts to 
address systemic drivers of need, it led 
to inefficiency and the perpetuation of 
need, leaving affected people in what 
one interviewee called “a humanitarian 
holding pattern,” with few options to 
return to normalcy. 

Particularly in protracted crises and 
post-conflict environments, reviews and 
reforms in the humanitarian, peacebuild-
ing and development sectors have high-
lighted the value of closer collaboration 
in analysis, risk identification, and joint 
planning among different actors. This 
kind of joint effort is expected to lead to 
more effective responses during crises 
and a more effective and responsive 
development effort after crises, due to a 
stronger understanding of pre-existing 
vulnerabilities and capacities and how 
those are exacerbated by crisis. Given 
the unique impacts of crises on women, 
men, girls and boys, this analysis is par-
ticularly valuable when based on data 
that is disaggregated for sex and age.  

The challenge of adopting shared 
narratives and outcomes was also 
acknowledged, as actors have their own 
motivations and interests, but this was 
not seen as a reason not to work more 
closely together. Failures of coherence 
were noted primarily with respect to 
international actors, although many 
national institutions now mirror the 
separate structures for humanitarian 
and development efforts. Many available 

tools from government, private sector 
financial institutions or local networks 
are not systematically linked with hu-
manitarian assessment, planning, and 
implementation. 

Where is coherence most  
emphasized?

Coherence was raised most promi-
nently in contexts where complex and 
protracted crises have led to prolonged 
displacement and chronic vulnerability. 
It was relevant in contexts with pockets 
of instability or dramatic underdevelop-
ment, or those where legal status and 
conditions varied, particularly between 
refugees or IDPs and host communities. 

What we heard about coherence

•  Shared narrative, shared action  
The field visit to the DRC illustrated the 
problem of competing agendas and 
concurrent funding streams for sta-
bilization, development, and human-
itarian action leading to incoherent 
efforts to serve the same population. 
While some felt urgent humanitarian 
needs were falling off the radar due 
a perception of increased stability, 

others felt development and resilience 
investments were too limited due to 
the fears of a recurrent crisis. These 
conflicting views were not brought to-
gether into a complete picture of need, 
but instead were left to compete.  
 
A lack of coherence is also reflected 
in the disconnect between human-
itarian and development efforts to 
reach particular populations such as 
women and girls. Understanding the 
pre-crisis and post-crisis circumstanc-
es and particular vulnerabilities of 
affected people, with disaggregation 
for sex and age, has largely been a 
task of development actors. Bringing 
this analysis together with humani-
tarian actors during various phases of 
humanitarian response is expected 
to strengthen the relevance of the 
humanitarian phrase of response, but 
also to ensure greater continuity with 
development programs and those that 
follow. For example, conflict and crises 
have a marked negative impact on 
gender equality, as reflected in perfor-
mance on development indicators like 
maternal mortality, education, and 
health, yet out of the total resources, 
only 4% is invested during crises and 
recovery periods in gender equality 
programming. 

 

Recent initiatives have set out to 
address this fragmentation at the 
planning and operational levels. The 
2015-2016 Transitional Appeal (TAP) in 
Haiti was an effort to present a shared 
narrative in a place with varied needs. 
The TAP was launched in March 2015 
following five months of planning 
by government ministries, the office 
of the Special Representative to the 

Coherent: Humanitarian action is driven by the pursuit of context-specific outcomes in close partner-
ship with efforts to strengthen resilience and reduce systemic drivers of need through development, 
peacebuilding and other approaches.

“When you visit crisis-affected areas 
as a member of the UN, you hear 
people say ‘thank you for saving 
my life,’ but very quickly they are 
wondering, ‘what about saving  
my living?’ Many people live  
on the brink of crisis for years,  
and that’s what we need to 
tackle better.”

Jan Eliasson, Deputy Secretary General,  
OCHA Global Humanitarian Policy Forum 2014
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Secretary General, 20 UN entities, 
NGOs and local civil society partners. 
The multi-year appeal, involving 
both humanitarian and development 
agencies and donors, addresses acute 
and urgent needs, as well as chronic 
deprivation. 
 
Actors outside the UN system are 
also encouraging coherence at the 
program level, such as the Do More 
Good network in the DRC. One inter-
national NGO representative in the 
network explained, “There’s a terrible 
humanitarian situation, and we need 
to address it, but we can’t stay in that 
gear. In order to shift up, we need to 
address root causes with a division of 
labour.” That NGO has shifted its focus 
in the DRC to durable projects such 
as water systems and a program to 
reach the mobile displaced population 

with cellular-based cash transfers and 
short-term employment.

•  Tools for the Task  
In Haiti, a mismatch was noted 
between short-term humanitarian 
tools and skills and the longer-term, 
structural nature of needs.  Despite 
efforts like the TAP, many interviewees 
expressed frustration at the artificial 
boundaries between planning and 
programming for relief, recovery, and 
development efforts. A CSO leader 
describes Haiti as a place “where 
traditional humanitarian interventions 
meet their limits and where sustain-
able solutions are needed to meet 
residual humanitarian needs.” 

 
Achieving coherence is further com-
plicated where host communities are 
also in need of basic social services. 

A study by the Internal Displacement 
Monitoring Centre found that nearly 
90 per cent of the countries monitored 
are home to people displaced for ten 
years or more. At the same time, ser-
vices provided to those communities 
were typically designed and funded 
on a short-term basis, usually by NGOs 
and international actors in parallel to 

“As humanitarians workers, we 
would make really bad surgeons. 
We would probably take patients 
in the Emergency Room, put 
them under and proceed with 
the surgery without checking 
their vital signs or maybe even 
what the problem was in the  
first place.”

David Loquercio, CHS Alliance, ECOSOC 
Humanitarian Affairs Segment 2015

Support Center for Reconstructing Damaged Houses (CARMEN), supported 
by the UNDP and the Haitian Government, was established to help families 
rebuild their homes, making them safer, stronger and more resilient to 
future disasters. (Credit: MINUSTAH/Victoria Hazou)
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government services for neighbour-
ing communities. The study found 
extremely limited involvement of host 
governments, development actors, 
and the private sector in meeting 
those needs.  
 
Where public institutions are strained 
by refugees in urban settings in mid-
dle-income countries like Lebanon 
and Jordan, humanitarians described 
efforts to deliver what is effectively 
development assistance: improving 
water systems, expanding basic health 
services, and ensuring livelihoods. 
Coherence requires a shift from a 
delivery mode to address longer-term 
livelihoods, development, and durable 
solutions. As local NGO employee in 
Lebanon put it, “Why are humanitari-
ans still trucking water? They should be 
building a reservoir and putting money 
into building the system. Otherwise 
you won’t leave anything sustainable 
behind. The internationals were here 
in 2006 doing quick impact projects 
that left no roots for the locals. The col-
lective thinking needs to be stronger 
among humanitarians and others.” 
 
Humanitarian actors noted that 
short-term tools persist due to several 
factors. Short-term planning and fund-
ing cycles do not invest in infrastruc-
ture, livelihoods, capacity building, or 
structural reform. Operationally, many 

humanitarian and development actors 
at the local level recognize the need 
for longer-term planning, but these are 
not translated into systemic changes 
from headquarters. Still others feel 
that they are already stretched in 
meeting their more traditional human-
itarian roles, and taking on medium- 
and long-term efforts in a strategic 
manner would require additional staff 
with a different set of skills and ex-
perience and may end up competing 
with core deliver efforts. Many donor 
reporting systems measure results on 
a short-term, output-oriented basis, 
while efforts to reduce vulnerability 
and increase resilience take longer. 

 

Despite these challenges, govern-
ments and international actors are 
beginning to engage development 
and humanitarian actors in integrated 
planning. The Jordanian government 
has led development of a three-year 
national resilience plan, while in 

Lebanon efforts are underway for 
a government-led response plan 
integrating emergency response and 
resilience. One UN-led model that aims 
for greater coherence is the Transition-
al Solutions Initiative in Colombia, a 
joint UNDP/UNHCR programme with 
funds from WFP and FAO. The program 
addresses some of the mismatch 
noted above by combining commu-
nity awareness, training and income 
generating programmes to help the 
most vulnerable IDP communities 
meet their needs, while building the 
capacity of local authorities.

“We arrived and started planning 
in the short term, but quickly 
realized the larger problems. But 
our functions depend on budgets, 
and we plan our budgets based 
on immediate needs, even as the 
situation grows more complex 
and long-term.”
INGO representative, Myanmar field visit, 2015

KEY MESSAGES: Achieving co-
herence is not simply a matter of 
identifying a point of “handover” 
between different actors, such as 
humanitarian and development. 
Rather, it requires working toward 
a shared understanding of capac-
ities, risks and needs and then 
undertaking joint planning and 
programming towards shared out-
comes. These approaches can shift 
the narrow focus on short-term 
needs to a joint effort to achieve 
medium- and longer-term impact, 
particularly important in chronic 
vulnerability settings and complex 
emergencies.
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The study found that the phases of 
a crisis shape needs and capacities, 
requiring humanitarian actors to scale 
up or down, shifting roles with agility. 
The increasing presence of refugees, 
IDPs and other affected people living 
outside camps is one trend that requires 
adaptation in rapidly changing contexts. 
As reported in June 2015 by an interna-
tional NGO in Northern Iraq, “Only 16% 
of the IDPs we are trying to reach live in 
camps – the rest live with family mem-
bers and others outside of an affected 
area. Unique kinds of remote communi-
cation and delivery are needed to reach 
those groups.” For international actors 
in particular, rigid planning and funding 
structures can limit the ability to adapt 
to changing needs, circumstances, and 
coping strategies. 

This flexibility is largely reliant on a 
strong and continuous analysis of 
context and needs, undertaken in part-
nership with local and national actors, 
particularly community groups and local 
leaders. Programs are often designed 
on the basis of initial assessments and 
analysis, but with inadequate monitor-
ing of how needs, actors, and response 
capacities change. As noted in a recent 
ALNAP report, “the humanitarian com-
munity still tends to see assessments as 
‘one off’ events, rather than as on-going 
processes, and effective assessment 
suffers from the same constraints as 
programme monitoring as a result 
– notably a lack of funding and institu-
tional support.” This trend is even more 
pronounced in terms of determining the 
specific results for women, men, girls 
and boys within the overall population. A 
recent review of the link between gender 
equality programming and humanitarian 
outcomes found the use of gender-fo-

cused baselines is limited, and even 
where tools such as the IASC Gender 
Marker have been introduced, they have 
been limited to gender equality pro-
gramming at the design phase, not in 
terms of the results.

The ability to react to good analysis 
is also influenced by recruitment and 
administrative procedures, technical 
skills, and openness to changing roles, 
particularly for international actors. The 
difficulty in transitioning from a lead role 
to more of a supporting and technical 
advisory role, for example, prolongs the 
presence of international actors, under-
mines national institutions, and detracts 
from the relevance and coherence of 
response. NGOs generally have greater 
flexibility than UN actors. Many interna-
tional NGOs are “multi-mandate,” 

 while local NGOs often do not clas-
sify themselves as “humanitarian” or 
“development” organizations. They are 
typically able to adjust to circumstances, 
though many struggle to maintain con-
sistent funding that allows them to set 
their own priorities or scale up or down.

Where is being nimble most  
emphasized?

This element was most prominent in 
transitions from sudden onset emer-
gencies to other phases of crisis, such as 
prolonged displacement or the end of 
a humanitarian presence. In protracted 
crises, which can often be seen as more 
“fixed” because of political stalemates, 
affected people are constantly adapting 
to the changing economic, social, and 
political factors that influence their 
needs and capacities, and they expect 
those supporting them to be as nimble 
as they are. 

What we heard about nimbleness
 
•  Modularity: from prix-fixe  

to a la carte  
As needs and capacities shift during a 
crisis, humanitarian actors must have 
the flexibility and incentives to adjust 
accordingly. The research reinforced 
the need for the international hu-
manitarian system in particular to be 
more “modular,” with scale and scope 
dictated not by the amount of funding 
available but by the demand for exper-
tise and the ability to scale up, down 
or out. In such a model, a govern-
ment might request predictable and 
well-defined modules of assistance 
in needs assessments or information 
sharing, but not the entire package. 
Where strong national capacity exists, 
this will mean more of a technical ad-
visory role for multilateral actors, with 
the associated shift in skills and tools.

•  Changing with phases  
In the wake of natural disasters, the 
transition to a medium- or longer-term 
approach is often slow, with few 
triggers to signal when needs change 
from immediate relief. As one CSO 
staff person responding to Typhoon 
Haiyan put it, “Disaster response 
should last only a few weeks and 
transition quickly to development aid 
with a focus on getting people back on 
their feet through livelihood support.”  
 
However, shifting from a large-scale 
response where needed to a recovery 
phase is complex and requires strong 
data and a high level of flexibility. 
Valerie Amos, then Emergency Relief 
Coordinator, explained, “people don’t 
live their lives in a linear way, moving 
from ‘relief’ to ‘development’. In the 

Nimble: Humanitarian action adjusts to changing dynamics and local priorities.
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morning they may be in a relief situa-
tion, and later in the day be thinking 
about livelihoods and recovery. Often 
by the time we have arrived, people 
have moved on from the initial crisis 
and they need something else from us. 
We have to track needs very closely.”  
In protracted crises, changes may be 
especially subtle, with the internation-
al humanitarian system getting stuck 
in a response mode. Describing the 
IDP situation in Myanmar, a UN repre-
sentative stated, “There is no finality 

about how long the humanitarian re-
sponse will go on. We are still treating 
it as if it’s a fresh emergency.” 
 
Challenges were also noted when 
ramping up emergency operations 
where longer-term development 
programming has been the norm. The 
same phenomenon was described 
in MSF’s report Where is Everyone? in 
Maban, South Sudan, where “particular 
agencies came under withering criti-
cism from others for not being ready 
to respond to predictable crises and 
being too focused on their long-term 
programmes to spot coming storms.”  

 

Being nimble is not just about adjust-
ing to rapid change, but also “enter-
ing with an exit strategy,” working 
together with development actors to 
establishing benchmarks that signal 
the time for a change in approach. 
This kind of approach is being piloted 
in Ethiopia and the Sahel, where the 
humanitarian community will gradual-
ly exit by supporting the government’s 
social safety net programmes.

“In circumstances where there are 
ongoing humanitarian situations, 
like in Colombia, organizations 
do what they have always done 
and beneficiaries adapt to what 
they get. They don’t make any 
sustainable transition . . . In such 
contexts, a lot of programmes 
respond to realities that existed 3, 
5, 10 years ago, not to the realities 
of today or tomorrow.”

Humanitarian Coordinator,  
OCHA interview, 2014

SUMMARY: As needs and capac-
ities shift, actors must adjust 
accordingly. Policies and processes 
are emerging to support a more 
nimble approach through, mod-
ularity, more flexible tools for 
planning and analysis, and better 
monitoring linked to a readiness to 
change with each phase.



57

III.   To enable effective humanitarian action, the environment must have strong foundations of governance,  
resources, information and evidence, and respect for humanitarian principles.  
These elements outline the essential enablers that can help achieve better results for affected people. Efforts to improve  
these elements should be evaluated alongside the delivery of aid in order to determine to what extent they contributed  
to or hindered positive results.

AFFECTED PEOPLE HAVE A RIGHT TO  
ASSISTANCE AND PROTECTION THAT IS:

THOSE DELIVERING HUMANITARIAN ACTION SHOULD BE

Complementary Connected Coherent Nimble

THE ENVIRONMENT FOR HUMANITARIAN ACTION MUST BE ENABLED BY

Relevant Timely Accountable

GovernanceLeadership Information and EvidenceRespect for Principles

Respect for the core principles of 
humanity, impartiality, neutrality and 
independence remains essential to 
humanitarian action, not only for nor-
mative reasons, but also in support of 
effectiveness. Especially in protracted 
conflicts, experience demonstrates that 
to establish and sustain safe and timely 
access to humanitarian assistance and 
protection, organizations must be recog-
nized by parties to conflict and commu-
nities as pursuing a purely humanitarian 
purpose, in a neutral and independent 
manner. A number of factors have how-
ever made it more difficult for humani-
tarian organizations to adhere strictly to 
these principles and be seen as doing so.

The distinction between parties to 
conflict and civilians, including humani-
tarian actors, is increasingly undermined 

by the changing nature of violence and 
political factors. A 2014 United Nations 
University study noted that civil wars 
and battle deaths have been on the rise, 
and that those conflicts are becoming 

more intractable due to organized crime 
and the internationalization of civil 
conflict.  In these contexts, civilians and 
civilian infrastructure, such as schools 
and hospitals, continue to be targeted. 

Some counter-terrorism laws and 
policies have also, over the past decade, 
negatively impacted on the ability of hu-
manitarian actors to act in a principled 
manner, or to be perceived as principled.  
Some counter-terrorism measures have 
conditioned funding for humanitarian 
operations on due diligence exercises 
that might jeopardize recipients’ real 
or perceived neutrality. Militarized 
assistance, including so called “hu-
manitarian” military interventions and 
associated “stabilization” or “hearts and 
minds” campaigns have blurred the line 
between neutral, needs-based human-

Respect for Humanitarian Principles: People in need have safe, rapid and unimpeded access  
to humanitarian assistance and protection throughout the crisis on the sole basis of their needs.

Resources

“These principles are of great 
importance to the ICRC, be-
cause they allow it to gain the 
widest possible acceptance by 
all stakeholders, and thereby 
to gain safe access to popula-
tions in need of protection and 
assistance. The relevance, the 
effectiveness, and ultimately 
the perception of humanitarian 
action are crucial to gaining  
this acceptance.”

McGoldrick, The future of humanitarian  
action: an ICRC perspective. 2011
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itarian action and politically or strategi-
cally motivated assistance in places like 
Iraq, Libya, Somalia or Afghanistan.

The deliberate targeting of humani-
tarian workers is changing the nature 
of response, with greater reliance on 
delivery by local actors and remote 
management. Some humanitarian 
organizations have been tempted to 
compromise humanitarian principles 
to be able to operate and achieve 
immediate results. While inevitable in 
some circumstances, and despite some 
possible gains in the short term, such 
compromises have made access to 
humanitarian assistance and protection 
by people more uneven over time and 
throughout affected areas. Principled 
humanitarian action has often proven 
to be a tool for effectiveness, reinforcing 
the importance of humanitarian actors 
upholding their obligations, and for 
governments and non-state actors to 
create and sustain the conditions for 
principled action.

How can respect for humanitarian 
principles enable effectiveness?

•  Principles in context:  
enabling acceptance  
International humanitarian actors 
are increasingly challenged to uphold 
principles as they balance neutrality 
and impartiality against the obstacles 
outlined above. As a former Humani-
tarian Coordinator for Syria has writ-
ten, “to work on humanitarian issues 
in Syria is to walk an ethical tightrope. 
The humanitarian principles which 
underpin the Western aid system are 
under extraordinary pressure. Inde-
pendence, neutrality, impartiality and 
humanity are under continual strain 
due to murky – if necessary – compro-
mises and accommodations.”  

 

Still, humanitarian principles provide a 
fundamental tool for building accep-

tance between humanitarian actors 
and communities, as well as other 
actors. In some contexts, humanitari-
an actors must pay particular atten-
tion to demonstrating commitment 
to these principles on a daily basis to 
maintain acceptance, particularly in 
highly politicized environments. As 
one humanitarian worker in Yemen 
noted, due to communal, clan, and se-
curity considerations, any movement 
needed to be planned and cleared 
with more than two dozen actors to 
demonstrate neutrality, “not just to 
say the words.” In other environments, 
the perceived neutrality of humanitar-
ian actors may be less fundamental 
to effectiveness, but the importance 
of needs-based, impartial delivery 
remains fundamental. While humanity 
and impartiality constitute the very 
essence of humanitarian action, neu-
trality and independence are essential 
tools to achieve these goals.  
 
Neutrality and impartiality are a 
means of engaging with parties to 
conflicts and other actors, informing 
the response and gaining acceptance 
to protect and assist those in need. 
The study consistently found that prin-
ciples should not create a barrier to 
communication or collaboration with 
non-humanitarian actors; on the con-
trary, dialogue with a range of actors is 
essential to maintaining acceptance, 
though some lines of communication 
may require dedicated forums that 
clarify differing roles and motivations. 
Civil-military dialogues and forums for 
humanitarians to interact with private 
sector actors provide a growing num-
ber of examples.

•  Supporting principled local action  
As space narrows for international 
humanitarian actors to operate in con-
flict, reliance increases on local actors 
and others with better access. Some 
studies show that half or more of inter-

national NGO projects are conducted 
remotely, largely in response to the 
increased targeting of aid workers. 
Those interviewed emphasized the im-
portance of reinforcing humanitarian 
principles with local partners, particu-
larly humanity and impartiality. In the 
DRC, for example, local actors have 
far greater access to some remote 
and conflict-affected communities 
through informal channels, playing a 
critical role in front-line humanitar-
ian response. However, community 
members noted that local responders 
can leave out some communities or 
individuals due to limited capacities, 
divisions created by conflict, and 
pre-existing local dynamics and weak-
nesses in rights frameworks that can 
leave women and girls more vulnera-
ble to violence and other gender-relat-
ed protection concerns.  
 
Coordination with the private sector, 
diaspora, and military actors contin-
ues to raise issues of neutrality, real 
or perceived, and challenge other 
principles. Some humanitarian actors 
viewed corporate social responsibility 
and charity with suspicion where com-
panies were thought to be feeding cor-
ruption or perpetuating conflict. There 
was broad agreement on the need to 
clarify the framework for engagement 
with non-humanitarian actors.

SUMMARY: Principled humanitari-
an action remains a critical enabler 
for building acceptance, gaining 
and sustaining access in protract-
ed conflict, and ensuring that 
assistance is provided on the basis 
of need. As the nature of conflict 
and delivery changes, including a 
growing role for actors outside of 
the international system, the value 
and role of principled action must 
continue to be emphasized.
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How does leadership enable  
effectiveness?

This study did not examine the effective-
ness of any given leader or model of lead-
ership within the institutions visited, but 
numerous interviewees made a strong 
link between the importance of different 
types of leadership and the effectiveness 
of a given response.  It was acknowl-
edged that government leadership is 
critical to effective response, and this is 
explored in some detail in the elements 
on complementarity and governance.  
This element looks at the leadership role 
required by other actors in the system, 
including international humanitarian 
actors, to enable an effective response.

The discussions reinforced the recent 
finding in ALNAP’s Between Chaos and 
Control that while many humanitarian 
agencies focus on the challenge of 
finding good leaders, in fact good results 
emerge from leadership teams and from 
organizations committed to supporting 
leaders, not as the results of individ-
ual performance alone. The need for 
institutional and system-wide support 
for leadership, and for the teams and 
skills needed to provide leadership in 
today’s contexts, was also noted in sev-
eral contexts, with interviewees noting 
that individuals that find success do so 
because they are, as one NGO observer 
noted, “personally willing to take risks 
despite their institutions, not because of 
backing from them.”

Considering leadership as an enabler, it 
was noted that there is no single leader 
in a humanitarian response, but rather, 
there are multiple nodes of leadership 
for the various systems involved in 
response, each managing its assets and 

pursuing its desired outcomes.  We ob-
served these various types of leadership 
from the local to international levels, 
some more acknowledged than others, 
but all critical to achieving results. 
There was agreement that leadership 
should suit the context in which a crisis 
happens, and in pursuing coherence, 
a core aspect of any leader engaged 
in humanitarian assistance should be 
to ensure connections between all 
relevant actors to examine how there 
are working together to meet a com-
plete set of needs.  The links between 
leadership and accountability were 
also strongly made, with a call for those 
in international humanitarian leader-
ship positions to have the institutional 
support to call for accountability on the 
part of both governments and non-gov-
ernmental entities.

What we heard about leadership

•  Multiple nodes and styles  
of leadership 
With different styles and centers of 
coordination bringing in new capaci-
ties, the importance of leadership was 
consistently emphasized as central to 
connecting different actors and sys-
tems around shared goals. Numerous 
actors in different contexts called for 
stronger leadership within the UN 
cluster system, to bring greater align-
ment to the different agendas and pro-
mote collaboration.  This cross-orga-
nizational leadership continues to be 
a challenge, as it pegs success to the 
performance of one individual, with-
out necessarily supporting results with 
a full institution.  In terms of enabling 
complementarity to national and 
local actors in particular, there was an 
emphasis on bringing forward the role 

of local and national leaders and re-
framing the international engagement 
in some cases as a supporting role or 
in partnership, or building necessary 
capacity to shift to a locally-led model 
deliberately over time. 
 
It was also noted that depending on 
the phase and context of a crisis, dif-
ferent types of leadership are needed, 
ranging from a tightly controlled and 
centralized system in the earliest days 
of a crisis to looser function of con-
necting and facilitating collaboration 
to achieve significant outcomes over 
time. In highly diverse and capacitated 
environments, many held the view 
that leadership involves enabling rela-
tionships and connecting actors, and 
working with those actors to fill gaps 
in response.

•  Strategic leadership 
Some interviewees noted that 
humanitarian leaders are put in 
place without being given a clear 
picture of the results they are meant 
to achieve.  One noted that unlike in 
peacekeeping missions, which are tied 
to a dedicated process of achieving a 
set of goals in a given country before 
engaging, “humanitarians do not 
have a collective process of defining a 
problem statement and setting a clear 
goal that all are bound to uphold in 
order to engage in the response. This 
is a critical, and sometimes missing, 
kind of authority that must be given to 
senior humanitarian leadership.” This 
comment echoed a common theme of 
the need for strategic leadership that 
sets clear outcome targets, backed 
by incentives and requirements for 
humanitarian actors to work toward 
those shared targets.

Leadership: Strong leadership is supported with adequate capacity and authority to achieve timely  
and results that respond to the needs and priorities of crisis-affected people.
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One international NGO respondent 
working on the response to the Syria 
crisis noted that, “Leadership is what 
has been most needed here in the last 
three years. There are a lot of leaders 
here, with a lot of overlapping TORs. 
It’s led to many internal struggles over 
mandates and ownership. There’s plenty 
of work to be done, but we’re not doing 
it pragmatically or efficiently.” The call in 
these settings was not for more leaders, 
but rather for a leadership structure with 
clear roles and the necessary authority 
to compel relevant actors to align with 
a set of coherent outcomes. This could 
include the authority to compel some 
humanitarian actors not to engage 
where their work does not contribute 
to coherence or over-rides national 
systems, or otherwise undermines 
effectiveness. As noted in the connected 
element, local leadership is also critical 
to understanding needs, facilitating 
connectivity and producing improved 
outcomes, and outreach from multilat-

eral actors to local leaders was noted 
as particularly lagging in making these 
connections.

•  A Voice of Accountability 
It was noted across the contexts that 
one aspect of the leadership role is 
to highlight weaknesses, gaps, and 
failures, and to take risks on behalf of 
an institution or the overall system in 
order to ensure that these issues are 
addressed.  This includes acknowl-
edging that feedback from affected 
people shows that not enough is being 
done, and being an advocate for their 
views.   Many felt that humanitarian 
leaders should play a greater role in 
linking systematically to feedback re-
ceived from affected people as a guide 
for adapting response and measuring 
results, that leaders should “balance 
the competing forms of account-
ability” among donors and others to 
ensure that affected people are given 
primacy in setting priorities. 

KEY MESSAGES: Stronger insti-
tutional support for successful 
leadership is necessary to build co-
alitions and clarify strategies, bring 
diverse actors together, and realize 
clear results for affected people.  
There are multiple types of lead-
ership and centers of coordination 
at local, national, and interna-
tional levels, as well as among 
actors outside of the humanitarian 
system, each with unique compar-
ative advantages that can feed into 
the achievement of overall results.  
Bringing these together will require 
clarity on the roles of each actor, 
and shared procedures for collab-
oration, information sharing, and 
decision-making.
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Recent studies and intergovernmental 
processes have explored the effective-
ness of humanitarian financing, examin-
ing tools and political challenges in great 
detail. This study looks at resources as 
an enabler of effectiveness, considering 
how the timing and type of resources, 
and the incentives created by donors 
and funders can contribute to achieving 
an effective response, as defined by 
the elements presented in this study. 
As these other in-depth dialogues and 
research have pointed out, effectiveness 
cannot be separated from financing and 
the broader role of donors in delivering 
results for affected people, but financing 
alone cannot deliver those results. The 
study joins others in calling for a change 
in the way that resources are considered 
and used, leading to: greater alignment 
between assessed needs and the allo-
cation of resources; better visibility of 
what is invested globally; more financing 
of prevention and preparedness; and 
greater alignment among development 
and humanitarian donors to address vul-
nerability and achieve shared outcomes. 

How can resources enable  
effectiveness? 

•  Relevant and timely:  
Getting resources right  
Despite international funding for 
humanitarian assistance and protec-
tion reaching another record high in 
2014, inadequate alignment persists 
between funding and assessed needs 
across and within crises. The 2015 
Global Humanitarian Assistance Report 
found a 78 per cent difference between 
the best and worst funded humani-
tarian appeals, the largest gap since 
2008. Natural disasters receive more 

funding initially than conflict situations 
due to the challenges of data collec-
tion and publicity, as well as political 
considerations. Among the issues the 
need to be carefully examined in order 
to understand how resources related 
to effectiveness are: the lack of a con-
sistent way to define and assess need 
as the basis for humanitarian appeals, 
and the lack of reliable measures of 
whether the outcomes of a well-fund-
ed appeal were better than those that 
were underfunded. 

 

Field visits revealed the extent to which 
some communities or areas received 
greater spending than others, despite 
similar levels of need. This discrepancy 
was due in part to the challenge of 
assessing the needs of crisis-affected 
people living alongside others who 
were chronically vulnerable, but also 
due to inconsistent investment. For 
example, there was an influx of donor 
money and engagement by interna-
tional actors after the M-23 incursion 
in Eastern Congo in 2012. In 2014 there 
were over 140 NGOs in M-23’s primary 
target area in North Kivu, but only 44 
in Katanga, a vast province home to an 
area referred to by UNHCR as “the tri-
angle of death”, with tens of thousands 
displaced by extortion, torture, forced 
labour, and forced recruitment. This 
disparity was attributed, in large part, 
to the funds available for each region. 
The strong relationship between 
funding levels and media attention 
was also raised in a number of set-
tings, with one INGO representative in 
Myanmar stating, “If you want funding, 
you will be tempted to exaggerate 
the needs. Donors could be the ones 
to correct this situation.” Indeed, 

quantitative surveys of press coverage 
of humanitarian crises have shown 
that, “in terms of column inches, acute 
disasters attract significantly more 
attention in proportion to their actual 
severity than long-term crises, with a 
strong correlation with the amount of 
money donated by the public.”  

 

Recent data also show that the speed 
of funding varies widely across crises 
as well. For example, the percentage 
of appeal fund requirements met 
in the first month of the 2013 Haiti 
appeal (49%) was more than double 
that at the same point following the 
Pakistan floods (24%) that same year. 
By the fifth month, response began 
to level out. While acknowledging the 
progress made by CERF and numerous 
donor rapid funding windows, those 
consulted for this study encouraged 
funding arrangements that would al-
low for more consistent, timely release 
of funds, including localizing funds in 
countries with known risks or recur-
rent crises and funding those closest 
to a response through decentralized 
government funding for municipalities 
and local authorities. 

 
•  Funding together:  

meeting and reducing needs  
Two-thirds of international humani-
tarian assistance goes to long-term 
crises, many characterized by a mix 
of chronic vulnerability, conflict, and 
state fragility. Throughout the study’s 
field visits, interviewees expressed the 
view that humanitarian or devel-
opment labels, often influenced by 
donors, create tension between actors 
and obscure the interrelationship 
between types of need.

Resources: Funding for humanitarian action is efficiently deployed to allow for coverage on the basis  
of need, support results for crisis-affected people and enabling the elements of relevance, timeliness,  
and accountability to affected people.
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Many noted that in protracted crises, 
donor fatigue and shrinking budgets 
contributed to a reluctance to contin-
ue funding social services that are the 
government’s responsibility. While this 
reluctance may be merited, funding was 
described as often decreasing from one 
budget cycle to the next in line with fund-
ing priorities, without considering how to 
transition chronically vulnerable groups 
to the care of non-humanitarian actors. 

In advance of the Financing for Develop-
ment Conference in July 2015, pressure 
increased for governments to invest in 
social safety nets to reduce vulnerability 
overall, with some proposing govern-
ment spending targets. 

 
Financing for coherence requires funding 
for preparedness and prevention, as dis-
cussed above, as well as for longer-term 
outcomes. According to the InfoRM Index 
for Risk Management, countries at the 
greatest risk of crises, such as Afghani-
stan, DRC, Mali, Myanmar, Somalia and 
Yemen, routinely feature as top recipients 
of humanitarian aid.  However, apart from 
Afghanistan and DRC, none was included 
in the top 20 recipients of official develop-
ment assistance.  Efforts to counter these 
trends emphasize tools like multi-year 
planning and financing, and joint appeals 
for humanitarian and development 

actors such as the HAP in Haiti. More than 
half of all OECD-DAC donors now provide 
multi-annual funding, though in most 
cases, it only makes up a small propor-
tion of their humanitarian portfolios.

•  Increasing diversity and visibility  
Even with improved efficiency and 
other adaptations, funding needs 
are expected to rise beyond what 
traditional humanitarian financing can 
manage. A number of initiatives, such 
as the Secretary General’s High-Level 
Panel on Financing, are considering 
ways to diversify funding streams 
beyond government donors. However, 
as noted in the Future Humanitarian 
Financing dialogue, bringing in “as yet 
unfamiliar sources of public and pri-
vate humanitarian financing” will need 
to consider “differences in language, 
culture, ethics and objectives.”

“At the World Bank, we are not 
involved directly in humanitarian 
activities, such as managing 
refugee camps, but our job is  
to improve the readiness  
and capacity of a country to  
face shocks.”

Bertrand Badré, World Bank,  
Aid: It’s Complicated. IRIN. July 2015
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Interviewees consistently noted the 
need for greater awareness about fund-
ing available outside traditional chan-
nels, where it is allocated, and for what 
purposes. Information is not always 
accurate, and is often reported bilateral-
ly rather than analysed comprehensively 
to find gaps. For example, reviews of the 
Ebola response in West Africa in early 
2015 found that resources were not 
tracked in a centralized manner, leading 
to confusion about the allocation of 
resources received bilaterally through 
the Secretary General’s fund, from CERF 
and as direct funding to NGOs.

•  Increasing direct funding  
for national and local actors  
Numerous local actors emphasized 
that little funding reaches them direct-
ly. Many acknowledged that the need 
to disburse large amounts of funding 
with limited technical staff and over-

sight capacity encourages large grants 
to international actors. However, 
particularly in protracted crises, local 
actors pointed out that this structure 
has been in place for years with little 
effort to build capacity or shift the 
balance over time. In addition, local 
actors feel that the bulk of funds are 
spent on their own operating costs, 
not directly on communities. In the 
DRC, for example, an affected person 
reported, “Nothing much is trans-
ferred to the community; projects end 
up in air conditioned offices.” Actors 
across the board acknowledge that 
the transaction costs of subcontract-
ing reduces investment in local actors 
and affected communities, while also 
noting local capacity to manage and 
report on funds is not always pres-
ent. This issue is also explored in the 
element on coherence.  
 
Among government actors, there 
was similar frustration that while 
international humanitarian appeal 
figures ballooned, some governments 
were unable to finance their own 
responses. In 2014 only 3 per cent of 
international humanitarian financing 
went directly to affected governments. 
Following Cyclone Pam, the Vanuatu 
Government spent significant funds on 
logistics and private sector operators 
to clear streets, restore electricity, and 
transport water, shelter and medi-
cines, very little of which was funded 

through the Flash Appeal. Donors 
tend to support their own national 
NGOs and international agencies 
first, in some cases regardless of their 
absorptive capacity or how much they 
also receive from public appeals. The 
first direct support was from Vanuatu’s 
neighbours (Timor Leste, Papua New 
Guinea, Solomon Islands and Fiji), 
amounting to $2 million, a small sum 
in relation to the response but a signif-
icant contribution for those nations. 
There is also discussion underway on 
direct budget support from develop-
ment actors such as the World Bank 
and International Monetary Fund, 
with clarity on when humanitarian 
assistance and protection give way to 
development aid.

Broadening engagement 
will likely require the formal 
humanitarian system to cede 
control to unfamiliar actors and, 
at the same time, find politically 
and culturally acceptable means 
of sharing and promoting 
hard-won lessons on principled, 
effective, and efficient 
humanitarian financing.

Looking Beyond the Crisis,  
Future Humanitarian Financing, 2015

SUMMARY: To enable effective-
ness, humanitarian resources 
must be timely and flexible enough 
to support relevant programming 
in rapidly changing environments. 
Effective funding must also align 
coherently with longer-term goals, 
including development, as well as 
be available to national and local 
actors. To assess the impact of in-
vestments outside the internation-
al humanitarian system, including 
from affected governments, there 
must be greater visibility and 
alignment of existing resources.
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How do information and evidence 
enable effectiveness?

In any context, humanitarian responses 
will be guided by basic data: who has 
been affected, where are they, and 
what do they need? This information 
drives the content of the response and 
clarifies who should respond and when, 
in addition to establishing a baseline 
against which impact can be measured 
and actors held accountable for results. 
There are particular weaknesses in data 
and evidence disaggregated by sex and 
age, which limits humanitarian actors’ 
ability to ensure accurate targeting and 
relevance of inputs, and to measure re-
sults for women, men, girls and boys. In-
formation also enables decision making 
by governments and local leaders and 
can form the basis of advocacy where re-
sponsible action falls short. As noted in 
the 2015 Global Forum for Improving Hu-
manitarian Action, when good informa-
tion is “fed up the food chain,” it can be 
used to highlight problems ranging from 
gaps in services to collective failures of 
political will and violations of IHL.
 
Interviewees also emphasized the 
need to capture, triangulate and share 
information, not only feeding it “up” 
to political decision-makers but also 
“out” to affected communities. Data and 
analysis over time can also highlight 
areas at greatest risk, driving preventive 
action that saves lives, while forming 
the evidence base to evaluate which ap-
proaches and tools are working, which 
are not, and where innovative thinking is 
needed. Finally, evidence is seen as a vi-
tal basis for providing flexible funding for 
innovative approaches. With an increase 
in experimentation and emphasis on 

innovation, donors and investors need 
sufficient baseline information to assess 
the types of products and processes 
that will have the most impact. 

 
What we heard about information 
and evidence

•  Enabling data sharing  
A growing range of actors is under-
taking diverse roles in data collection 
and dissemination, each with its own 
perspective, tools (from surveys to 
mobile-based mapping), capacity, and 
standards. In order to manage this 
wealth of data and sources, humani-
tarian actors are increasingly promot-
ing open formats like the Humanitari-
an Data Exchange, which was started 
in 2014 and now has 165 organizations 
sharing data that has been accessed 
from over 200 countries and territo-
ries. At a recent meeting on health 
information management during the 
Ebola crisis, participants from the 

region called for open data sharing 
and analysis among national and 
international peers, while also raising 
concerns about the growing pressure 
on national actors for “data surrender” 
to international actors. 

 
In many cases, data is not shared due 
to an absence of trust, established 
partnerships, standards to validate 
data, and clear guidelines. Actors may 
guard information for good reasons, 
but they often do so on an ad hoc 
or arbitrary basis. Numerous actors 
are working to expand existing data 
exchange efforts and adopt respon-
sible data policies, while investing in 
improved data collection and anal-
ysis. Many of the policies emerging 
among humanitarian actors promote 
cybersecurity measures and ethical 
frameworks to reduce risks to affected 
people, pre-positioned humanitarian 
stock, or aid workers. Finally, it was 
emphasized that while standards 
and security were essential, relation-
ship management requires human 
investment and shepherding, because 
“people share data with institutions 
that they trust.”

•  Proving what works  
The lack of rigorous research and 
evidence standards in the human-
itarian system has contributed to 
the dominance of established ideas 
and modes of operating, without 
clear evidence that they work. A 2014 
report by DFID found “we do not have 
sufficient evidence about the scale 
and nature of disaster risk, nor about 
which elements of humanitarian 
response are most effective,” contrib-
uting to “remarkably little innovation 

Information and Evidence: The best available data and analysis of capacities needs, risks, and driv-
ers of need are made available to responders and to affected people themselves. Evidence of which tools 
and approaches are most effective is systematically captured and openly shared.

In order for UN and NGO 
humanitarian agencies and 
governments alike to hold 
themselves accountable to the 
commitments they have made to 
gender equality in humanitarian 
action in various policies and 
resolutions, it is essential that 
they work together to build the 
capacity of available statistical 
apparatuses to compile Sex and 
Age Disaggregated Data (SADD) 
and make it available at all 
administrative levels.

The effect of gender equality  
programming on humanitarian outcomes.  

UN Women, 2015.



65

in humanitarian response and disaster 
risk management over the past twenty 
years, limiting efforts to increase 
coverage, quality and value for money 
in the sector.” Similar gaps in data 
exist across sectors of the humani-
tarian system, where better evidence 
is needed to stimulate, develop and 
disseminate new ideas, and to build 
credibility to support disruptive and 
transformative approaches. 

While a range of actors talked about 
piloting new ideas, they highlighted 
obstacles to a clear evidence base: a 
lack of skills and capacities to manage 
research while delivering in crises, lack 
of funding for longer-term studies and 
strategic research and development, 

 lack of channels to share data and in-
formation on good practice, and lack 
of an open knowledge management 
facility to provide a “historical record” 
on what works among highly-mobile 
practitioners. It was noted that com-
munities of practice were filling this 
gap in some areas, but that structural 
factors were lacking to bring good 
ideas to scale. 

  
The need to balance evidence and 
knowledge with risk-taking can be 
difficult to manage, particularly where 
resources are inadequate to meet all 
life-saving needs. Innovation funds, 
such as the Humanitarian Innovation 
Fund, which requires robust method-
ology but incorporates a high appetite 
for risk, can be effective ways to 
balance this tension. 

Information also enables affected 
people to react to risks and access 
resources, and to demand account-
ability. In numerous contexts affected 
communities noted that data used to 
advocate on their behalf should also 
be accessible so that they can meet 
their needs and demand a response.  
A first step is to better understand 
how affected people communicate 
and what their information needs are 
as part of context analysis.

A recent study of evidence-based 
learning and innovation in the 
humanitarian system found that 

“There have been some positive 
developments to systematise 
front-line operational learning, but, 
as with processes for operational 
learning, these tend to be focused 
on ‘doing things right’ and less 
so on questioning the viability or 
otherwise of existing standard 
operating procedures – that is, 

‘Did we do the right things?’
Strengthening the Humanitarian Innovation 

Ecosystem, 2015. Brighton University SUMMARY: In a more diverse and 
connected landscape of actors, 
data and information must be gov-
erned by standards and privacy 
guidelines to promote trust and 
enable responsible sharing. Data 
should enable risk-based plan-
ning and investment and be fed 
up to leaders and out to affected 
people as a basis for relevant 
decision-making at all levels. 
Incentives should be created and 
resources invested in strengthen-
ing the evidence base for humani-
tarian tools and approaches.
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As noted in the element on complemen-
tarity,governments hold the primary 
responsibility to respond to, manage 
and coordinate humanitarian crises. 
However, the international provision of 
humanitarian assistance and protection, 
in the language of the Sphere Standard, 
“reflects the reality that those with 
primary responsibility are not always 
able or willing to perform this role 
themselves.”  Indeed, much of today’s 
humanitarian need is found in environ-
ments where institutions of government 
are weak and inequality is widespread, 
or where there is active engagement in 
conflict and  violations of human rights 
and often involve limitations on the safe-
ty and mobility of humanitarian actors.

This section describes some key roles of 
government noted during the study as 
fundamental enablers of effectiveness 
and some examples of progress made 
by governments. The section also high-
lights areas that require deliberate in-
vestment and planning by governments 
and international partners to enable 
effective humanitarian assistance and 
protection, with an emphasis on lead-
ership, vulnerability and risk reduction, 
and the fulfilment of legal obligations 
and commitments.

How can investing in good  
governance enable humanitarian 
effectiveness?

•   Preparing for and managing crisis  
Before, during and after a crisis, gov-
ernment has the core responsibility 
to establish the legal and regulatory 
frameworks, activate resources from 
within the country or externally, and 
prepare for the next crisis. Based on 
feedback received during the study, 
the leadership role of governments as 
enablers of effectiveness should not 
be simply measured by direct crisis 
management, but also by the envi-
ronment created for other actors to 
contribute, and the degree to which 
affected people could hold their gov-
ernments accountable.  
 
Leadership is in part reflected by the 
investment and structural commit-
ments the government has made 
before a disaster. An example of such 
leadership is the successful structural 
reforms and investments in Indonesia 
include the National Action Plan for 
Disaster Risk Reduction in 2005 and the 
National Agency for Disaster Manage-
ment in 2007, which created a legal 
framework for disaster management 
and risk reduction within development 
plans. These efforts led to minimal 
damage and loss of life in the wake of 
severe natural disasters, including the 
7.6 magnitude earthquake that hit Aceh 
in January 2012.  A SIPRI study com-
paring crises in Mozambique in 2000 to 
those in 2007 found that “the need to 
rely on foreign assistance, in particular 
foreign military assets, was greatly re-
duced due to the enhanced institution-
al capacity of the National Institute for 
Disaster Management (IGNC) in terms 

of disaster preparedness and effective 
contingency plans at the national 
provincial and district levels.” 

 

Almost any country may be faced with 
a crisis whose magnitude overwhelms 
even the best preparations.  In these 
cases, governments can facilitate the 
legal and logistical elements of an 
international emergency response 
through actions such as expediting 
visas, adopting standard operating 
procedures for job sharing, undertak-
ing scenario planning, and engaging 
business, diaspora, and regional ac-
tors effectively. After Typhoon Haiyan, 
the Government of the Philippines 
set up a “one-stop shop” under the 
International Humanitarian Assistance 
Network, developing and managing 
protocols for the entry, processing, 
and accommodation of relief teams 
and supplies.  Visa waivers allowed 
700 aid workers to enter the Philip-
pines in the first month.

“I think any other country that 
was faced with a devastating 
earthquake, a cholera epidemic 
and a hurricane occurring 
within a ten-month period 
would struggle. We struggled. 
But we also strengthened. And 
we are far more capable now.”

Haitian Government official,  
OCHA field visit 2014

Governance: The affected government prepares for and manages responses to crises, engaging  
productively with local, national, international and regional actors.

National governments have 
increasingly flexed their muscles 
controlling the nature and the 
type of NGO activities by putting 
in place civil society laws, in 
part to bring some order to 
what appears to be a chaotic, 
uncoordinated and unregulated 
rise of NGOs. At the same time, 
unless further discussed, it 
can lead to unintended severe 
restriction of humanitarian work 
which undermines access to 
populations in need.

Humanitarian Challenges: Perspectives  
from the South and Islamic Countries.  

Bakhit. Organization of Islamic  
Cooperation. 2014.
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•  Providing social services  
and safety nets  
The primacy of government leadership 
in humanitarian action is the basis of 
multilateral engagement. However, in 
chronic vulnerability settings and pro-
tracted crises, these roles have often 
broken down. In the DRC, community 
members overwhelmingly discussed 
the root of the crisis as a governance 
issue. Many felt the government 
should protect citizens from violence 
and provide basic services, and 
expressed a palpable frustration with 
a government they viewed as “deaf” 
to their needs or a “non-existent” 
actor. The adoption of rights frame-
works and the delivery of basic social 
services and safety nets were seen as 
fundamental actions governments 
must make to reduce vulnerability.  
 
A recent global report found a strong 
correlation between a government’s 
protective legislation and services and 
the status of IDPs. However, as of 2014 
only 40 per cent of countries moni-
tored by the Internal Displacement 
Monitoring Centre had national laws 
or strategies on displacement. The 
report also found a strong correlation 

between displacement, poverty and 
weak governance.   
 
As noted above in the section on 
complementarity, new approaches 
to chronic vulnerability provide a way 
out of humanitarian gap-filling. For 
example, African Risk Capacity is an 
AU-initiated project that combines 
risk pooling and risk transfer tools to 
enable African countries hit by natural 
disasters to maintain food security for 
their populations.

•  Fulfilling obligations in conflict  
As regularly recalled by the Secu-
rity Council, in situations of armed 
conflict, parties to conflict have 
“primary responsibility … to take all 
feasible steps to ensure the protec-
tion of civilians and facilitate the 
rapid and unimpeded passage of 
humanitarian assistance and the 
safety of humanitarian personnel.” 
Parties to conflict also have primary 
responsibility under IHL to provide 
for the basic needs of civilians who 
are under their control. Humanitarian 
organizations are supposed to act 
upon invitation from the host State 
and as secondary actors only, in order 
to assist the parties in fulfilling their 
primary responsibilities. At a practical 
level, the acceptance and goodwill of 
parties to conflict is fundamental for 
any humanitarian actors to achieve 
results commensurate with the needs 
of conflict-affected civilians.  
 
However, that some parties to conflict 
see no interest in complying with their 
international obligations, including 
those in Security Council resolutions, 
is a persistent phenomenon of great 
concern. Not only do they fail to take 
proactive measures to protect civilians 
and provide for their basic needs, but 
there have also been acts intentionally 
targeting civilians as a tactic of war 
and impedingaccess to humanitarian 

assistance. As described by the former 
Emergency Relief Coordinator, Valerie 
Amos, “countries are increasingly 
using their sovereignty as a way to 
prevent neutral humanitarian aid from 
getting to the places where it needs 
to go.” In these situations, parties to 
conflict, including host States, and 
humanitarian organizations, have 
fundamentally different goals. In some 
resolutions, including on Darfur, Syria 
or South Sudan, for example, the 
Council condemned impediments 
by parties to conflict to the work of 
humanitarian and protection actors, 
and called upon all parties to facilitate 
the work of these actors. However, 
these calls have failed to change the 
behaviour of parties to conflict. 
 
Further efforts are needed to prompt 
compliance with IHL norms, through 
continued dialogue with parties to 
conflict and effective accountability 
mechanisms,which are emphasized  as 
core protection challenges defined by 
the Secretary-General in his reports 
on the Protection of Civilians in Armed 
Conflict.  The Security Council has 
taken a number of steps, including: the 
adoption of targeted sanctions against 
individuals and entities engaging in, or 
providing support for, IHL violations ; its 
decision to refer the situation in Libya 
to the International Criminal Court; 
and its decision to establish a Commis-
sion of Inquiry for the Central African 
Republic.  Such practices need to be 
further enhanced and followed by con-
crete action, in particular by States.

“The most important thing that 
must be addressed is account-
ability for leaders who don’t 
care about the wellbeing of 
their people.”

Nancy Lindborg,  
Former Assistant Administrator, USAID,  

OCHA Global Humanitarian Policy Forum 2014

A preliminary 2015 study by 
OCHA found that in chronic 
vulnerability settings where 
humanitarian spending increases 
over time, the corresponding 
investment by government tends 
to decrease, while indicators in 
the Humanitarian Development 
Index improve. Humanitarian 
actors end up providing the bulk 
of basic social services, while 
government engagement in 
combatting vulnerability tends 
to decline.

Understanding Humanitarian  
Need from a Financing Perspective,  

OCHA 2015
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Current conflicts amply demonstrate 
violations of international humanitarian 
law, challenges to access and safety of 
humanitarian workers, and the politici-
zation of humanitarian assistance and 
protection. , and. Although humanitarian 
actors continue to push for new strate-
gies to ensure that legal obligations are 
observed, in many cases political differ-
ences, or indifference, undermines fun-
damental obligations. Stronger actions 
to implement and reinforce international 
humanitarian law are increasingly being 
called for by humanitarian actors.

•  Preparing for known risks  
Governments are increasingly 
investing in preparing for crises and 
combatting vulnerability. The Govern-
ment of the Philippines, for example, 
established its National Disaster 
Coordinating Council (NDCC) in 1978, 
as well as regional and local DCCs, 
down to the village level. According to 
discussions during OCHA’s field visit, 
these efforts paid off after Typhoon 
Haiyan (see the section on timeliness). 
In contrast, some believe the lack of 
incentives in building codes, regula-
tions and planning contributed to the 
damage caused by the 2015 earth-
quake in Nepal.

The field visit found that government, 
donors, and aid agencies in Ethiopia 
have established mechanisms such as 
the Humanitarian Requirements Doc-
ument, to support advanced planning 
and resource allocation. Improvements 
in early warning systems, assessments, 
monitoring and evaluations, and 
clearer structures and processes in the 
Ethiopian government have helped 
people to change crop planting times 
and amounts, conserve soil, and sell 
livestock to maintain their capital during 
the droughts.  
 
The development of National Disaster 
Management Agencies or ministries and 
departments handling disaster response 
indicates the growing investment by gov-
ernments in response capacity. Even in 
the poorest countries, progress toward 
greater self-reliance has been made. An 

evaluation of Niger’s response to the 
2010 floods in Niamey found that the 
government made a timely assessment 
of its own capacity, identifying where 
international assistance was needed.

“I have come to recognise that 
addressing Nepal’s vulnerabil-
ity to natural hazards is first a 
governance problem, and only 
second, about funding and 
expertise.”

Robert Piper on the response  
to the 2015 Nepal Earthquake

SUMMARY: The contribution 
of affected governments to the 
effectiveness of humanitarian 
assistance is fundamental. Govern-
ments should invest in preparing 
for known risks, including through 
capacity mapping and plans to 
engage humanitarian and non-hu-
manitarian resources, as well as 
through structural and regulatory 
steps to create an enabling environ-
ment for effective response. Gov-
ernments must continue to observe 
obligations under international 
humanitarian law and seek to fulfil 
domestic obligations to reduce 
and meet the needs of commu-
nities vulnerable to crises. Where 
these obligations are not fulfilled, 
advocacy by international actors, 
including humanitarians and their 
development partners, is critical to 
advancing positive change.



Niger: A child benefiting from Save the 
Children feeding programme in Zinder. 
The organization reached hundreds of 
thousands of children in 2012 through 
malnutrition screening and treatment, 
and aid distribution.  
(Credit: Save the Children/Alberto Rojas)



From Rakhine, March 2015
(Credit: XX)
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How do we get there? Proposed Systemic Changes 

As a complement to existing tools such as the Core Humanitarian Standard and the 
OECD-DAC criteria, performance on these elements is one means of reflecting prog-
ress in achieving outcomes for affected people, improving practice in delivery, and 
promoting an environment for effective assistance and protection. 

Because the elements are interrelated, the analysis calls for five central changes in 
practice, behaviour, and mind-set to bring about better and more transformative 
results for affected people. Many of them are aimed at not only meeting needs, but 
also at reducing needs, serving as a bridge to the Sustainable Development Agenda 
as well as a contribution to the World Humanitarian Summit. Emerging from the find-
ings, the proposed shifts have strong implications for the multilateral humanitarian 
system and donors as well as governments, national civil society organizations, and 
others contributing to humanitarian action such as private sector actors, militaries, 
and diaspora communities.

The changes demand for a more outcome-driven approach that increases con-
nectivity among national and international actors and among humanitarian and 
non-humanitarian actors, reinforcing the responsibilities and capacities of each. 
However, a complementary approach to national and local actors cannot be adopt-
ed at the expense of the rights and protection for affected people, which are para-
mount. The way these shifts are carried out will be heavily reliant on the operational 
contexts, the role and capacities of all actors including national authorities, and the 
phase of the crisis. While the study does not put forward a context typology, it does 
suggest that each of the five policy shifts has some relevance for all contexts, but the 
specific tools and emphasis in the range of what is proposed will be determined by a 
localized and on-going analysis of context.
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1. Reinforce, don’t replace national and local systems

Recommendations:

1.1  Understand and support national capacity: Govern-
ments and multilateral actors should identify existing 
national capacity for response at the country level and 
acknowledge gaps that hinder it. Multilateral actors and 
donors should make direct investments in providing tar-
geted and measurable financing and training to national 
partners to ensure a sustainable response capacity in 
the future, including the capacity to engage regional and 
international support when needed.

1.2  Promote national actors’ compliance with their 
international obligations, including through rein-
forced accountability: Humanitarian actors should 
systematically remind host Governments and parties 
to conflict of their obligations under relevant bodies of 
international law and other international instruments, 
including their primary responsibility to protect civilians, 
facilitate humanitarian assistance, and respect and pro-
tect humanitarian actors, in situations of armed conflict. 
The Security Council should make more systematic use 
of the tools at its disposal to prompt compliance with 
relevant international obligations and ensure accountabil-
ity, including referrals to the International Criminal Court, 
the creation of ad hoc accountability mechanisms, or the 
imposition of targeted sanctions. States should consider 

the creation of concrete accountability mechanisms, such 
as regular meetings on compliance or a central register for 
monitoring and recording violations of international law.

1.3  Deliver added value: Multilateral humanitarian actors 
should examine where they add value in relation to 
national actors and ensure the necessary skills and tools 
to provide support. In some more capacitated national 
settings, this may include a shift to technical advisory role 
and facilitator, with less emphasis on implementation. 

1.4  Recognize strategic partners: multilateral actors 
should encourage national and local civil society coun-
terparts, including women’s organizations, to lead on and 
deliver assistance engaging them as strategic partners 
in context analysis, needs assessment, program design 
and implementation. Donors should provide multi-year 
funding for national and local CSO consortia to enable 
long-term planning and capacity development.

1.5  Promote resilience: Partner with local actors and devel-
opment partners to better understand coping strategies 
and to respond more holistically to needs, using tools 
such as area-based, multi-sector targeting; strengthening 
livelihood support; and promoting cash-based program-
ming where appropriate. A gendered analysis should 
always be applied to identify the unique coping strategies 
and capacities of women, girls, boys and men as a basis 
for gender quality programming.

1.6  Increase direct funding for capacitated national and 
local organizations: Donors and multilateral institu-
tions should review funding processes to enable greater 
direct funding for national and local actors and increase 
targeted outreach to NGOs and capacitated private sector 
actors at the national level. Explore local certification 
processes, pre-vetting, national pooled funds with joint 
national-international oversight, and other efforts to 
reduce pass-through grants from multilateral actors.

1.7  Make funding accessible for affected governments: 
Explore more comprehensive and inclusive country ap-
peals accompanied with financing mechanisms that help 
to meet requirements of affected governments, whether 
during crises or to as reimbursement for crisis-related 
expenditures.

International humanitarian actors must respond to needs 
quickly, with relevant responses, and at the necessary 
scale. But their aim should always be to enable nation-
al actors and institutions, not to substitute for them. 
Humanitarian action should reinforce the self-reliance 
of affected people and invest directly in targeted capac-
ity development for local and national actors, starting 
by developing the skills and providing the funding to 
enhance national capacities. International actors should 
also uphold and reinforce the rights of affected peo-
ple, stressing the primary responsibilities of States and 
parties to conflict under relevant international law and 
other instruments. These efforts should include promot-
ing accountability and supporting national institutions 
and local actors to protect civilians, manage risk, guide 
response and reduce vulnerability.
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2. Collaborate to ensure an outcome-driven approach

Recommendations:

2.1  Enter with an exit strategy: Multilateral humanitarian 
actors and their partners must define clear scopes for 
their missions and define desired outcomes for their 
engagement, with timeframes and specific partners iden-
tified to enable a transition to national institutions and 
development actors when targets for reducing needs (and 
developing necessary capacities) have been met.

2.2  Consolidated analysis and dynamic planning: Follow-
ing the immediate sudden onset period, humanitarian 
actors should transition to consolidated context analysis 
informed by feedback from affected women, men, girls 
and boys, and in partnership with those working on me-
dium-to longer-term efforts to reduce vulnerability, build 
resilience and manage risk. 

2.3  Clear outcomes for IDPs and refugees: For IDPs and 
refugees facing prolonged displacement, adopt clear 
targets for reducing the numbers of displaced and pursue 

context-driven strategies such as integrated job creation, 
education, and health services, supporting by relevant 
legal frameworks.

2.4  Compacts to address drivers of need: Actors con-
tributing to meeting and reducing needs (humanitarian, 
development, and peacebuilding) should adopt com-
pacts at national or regional levels to adopt medium- and 
long-term results-based targets, identifying actors posi-
tioned not just to meet needs, but also to reduce them. In 
prolonged or protracted crises, humanitarian actors and 
donors should adopt multi-year planning linked to 
context-appropriate, measurable results and in line 
with a long-term vision for resilience building.

2.5  Investments and policies to reduce need and vul-
nerability: Governments, donors, and other key stake-
holders like private sector actors should pursue joint 
compacts to reach vulnerability reduction targets for all, 
regardless of sector or status. This could include invest-
ment in social protection measures such as safety nets, 
basic social services, regulatory frameworks for insur-
ance-based solutions and other measures to decrease 
vulnerability, thereby reducing the humanitarian case-
load.

2.6  Collective impact evaluation: Undertake transparent, 
independent, multi-stakeholder evaluations of progress 
toward outcome and impact targets, measuring success 
based on whether needs were effectively met across 
the context, as well as individual agency performance 
or response to one particular group. Evaluations should 
examine not just the effectiveness of humanitarian assis-
tance and protection, but also the effects on the enabling 
environment for crisis prevention and response.

Acknowledging that humanitarian crises are neither 
short-lived nor isolated from medium- and long-term 
efforts, humanitarian actors must work more closely 
in setting context-specific targets for reducing need 
and improving the prospects of crisis-affected people, 
together with development and peacebuilding commu-
nities.  The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
provides a number of useful commitments to support 
this aim. Planning should employ multi-year compacts, 
bringing together capacitated actors at the national and 
regional levels with specific, dynamic benchmarks and 
outcome targets against which to measure progress.



75

3. Intensify connectivity and strategic leadership

Recommendations: 

3.1  Leadership for context: activate assets, align assis-
tance. Leadership must suit the context and phases in 
which it takes place, whether providing a vision, facil-
itating the engagement of diverse actors, or ensuring 
accountability. Different types of leadership should be 
recognized and engaged, particularly national and local 
leaders.  Women’s leadership should be elevated at all 
levels: within the humanitarian workforce and through 
equal and equitable representation in decision-making 
and leadership positions at the community level.

3.2  Map before the crisis: Conduct pre-/post-crisis re-
sponse capacity and gap assessments to better under-
stand existing national and local capacities and areas for 
regional and global support. Non-humanitarian actors, 
such as private sector, should organize and map their own 
assets and capacities in order to engage strategically in 
humanitarian response.

3.3  Connect based on comparative advantage: Support, 
or where necessary create, national forums for human-
itarian and non-humanitarian actors and international 
and national actors, to bring about greater connectivity 
across systems. Establish a “market place” with informa-
tion about roles, comparative advantages, and ways to 
connect with one another.

3.4  Coordinate for context: Aim for a lean coordination 
structures, building on best practices from the cluster 
system, engaging the most relevant sectors in context. 
Where most effective, coordination structures should be 
led or co-led by relevant national actors in as localized a 
manner as possible.

3.5  Promote established standards in context: Promote 
quality and relevance by examining standards in context, 
including the Sphere, Core Humanitarian Standard, UN-
SWAP and nationally-adopted humanitarian standards 
to ensure that they reflect the reality of needs and coping 
strategies and that they do not undermine coverage.

3.6  Inclusive financial tracking: Reform financial tracking 
to allow for visibility of investments and funding beyond 
multilateral humanitarian actors, including domestic and 
bilateral funding, and other funding streams (e.g. private 
sector or diaspora). Increase opportunities for diverse 
types of funders to discuss humanitarian financing in 
order to identify gaps and areas of divergence, particularly 
on processes and principles.

3.7  Open, safe and reliable data: Governments, multilateral 
actors, and private sector partners should continue to 
advance dialogues on the adoption of data standards for 
humanitarian purposes, with accompanying protections 
for the security and privacy of affected people and the 
adoption of shared and open data services with managed 
standards, such as the Humanitarian Data Exchange (HDX). 

Coordination platforms, tools, and financing models 
should reflect the diversity of actors meeting humani-
tarian needs and the contexts in which crises happen, 
building stronger connections between national and 
international actors and between humanitarian and 
non-humanitarians where those added capacities will 
increase effectiveness. They should be designed ahead 
of crises, particularly in areas at high risk, aiming to rec-
ognize the range of capacities and build relationships 
over time in order to activate them when crises occur.  
Strategic leadership should be strongly supported, both 
among governments and international actors, reinforc-
ing obligations and emphasizing discipline. Leadership 
should identify and promote crisis-wide outcomes and 
facilitate collaboration that cuts across traditional silos.
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4. Adopt a picture of needs that is complete, context-driven and informed by risk

Recommendations:

4.1  Strengthen needs and risk analysis: Develop more 
accurate mechanisms to better understand the nature of 
needs within and across crises in order to inform out-
come-driven planning to mitigate risk, meet needs and 
partner to address drivers of need. 

4.2  Clarify needs of vulnerable groups: Increase consis-
tency of the analysis of needs at national and local levels 
that adopts a local definition of vulnerability and disag-
gregates for those populations, including women and girls 
and uniquely vulnerable populations (such as IDPs and 
migrants).

4.3  Put the money where the risk is: Governments should 
put the money where the risk is, investing resources over 
time to prepare for areas of greatest known risk, including 
indicators of impending conflict, natural disasters, and 
other drivers of need.

4.4  Promote and uphold humanitarian principles as a 
tool to ensure an effective needs-driven response: 
Humanitarian actors should reaffirm and observe, and 
Governments and parties to conflict should respect and 
enable, the clear distinction between humanitarian assis-

tance on the one hand, and political or military action and 
goals on the other.

4.5  Map capacities to respond to risk: On an on-going 
basis, governments at the national and municipal level 
should identify capacities to respond to known risks 
and flag areas where outside support (from regional and 
international actors in humanitarian and other sectors) is 
needed as the basis for establishing relationships ahead 
of crisis events.

4.6  Make crisis management investments public: Civil 
society actors should demand that risk assessments and 
related investments by governments should be made 
public as a core measure of government commitment 
to prevent and respond to risks. Donors, development 
actors, and national actors should align to call for specific 
investment targets by governments in preparing for and 
preventing known crisis risks.

4.7  Remain nimble: As crises and contexts are rapidly chang-
ing, the multilateral response should be more adaptable 
to changes in real time, particularly sharpening the 
transition between phases, including from sudden onset 
scaling up to medium- or longer-term strategies, as well as 
phasing out operations, based on strong monitoring and 
analysis of needs.

4.8  Turn data into action: Governments and multilateral 
actors should strengthen and share data on risk as a 
driver for shared priorities and investment, particularly at 
the regional and national levels. (HDX, InfoRM). Member 
states and donors should leverage early warning data and 
analysis to call for action by governments.

4.9  Evidence-based innovation: Encourage needs-driven 
innovation and partnerships outside of the human-
itarian system to leverage new ideas, technologies, 
and approaches. Increase investment in research and 
development on what works. Develop a tailored knowl-
edge management system for affected communities and 
humanitarian actors to exchange knowledge and build an 
evidence base on effective interventions.

In order to keep needs at the centre of response, all 
actors require consistent definition of humanitarian 
need and frequent analysis of its drivers, including dis-
aggregation for the unique needs of people within the 
affected population. Open and safe data will be critical 
to advancing this, with the maximum level of sharing 
and access encouraged, balanced with the highest 
degree of protection for privacy and safety of affected 
people. In addition, responses to crises, whether driven 
by conflict or natural disasters, are consistently more 
effective when the groundwork to meet those needs is 
in place ahead of time, based on an analysis of known 
risks and capacities, and with investments in prepared-
ness where risks are greatest. 
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5. Measure collective results 

Recommendations:

5.1  Invest in accountability: Multilateral institutions and 
governments should invest, both in terms of skills and 
management emphasis, into accountability to affected 
people as a driver of priorities and measure of success. 
Donors should require and fund collective account-
ability measures such as feedback mechanisms, 
wherever possible doing so in a joint or pooled manner to 
assess impact across sectors and organizations.

5.2  Systematically connect feedback to decision- 
making: Common feedback mechanisms should be es-
tablished so that affected people can seek recourse more 
easily. Feedback collected by organizations and clusters 
should be aggregated at the collective level and linked to 

decision-making processes by governments, humanitari-
an leaders and coordinating bodies.

5.3  Make data accessible to affected people: Assess how 
affected people access information and what can be done 
to increase their access to the most relevant data and 
analysis to enable their protection and decision-making.  
Give particular attention to reaching women, men, girls 
and boys through the channels uniquely accessed by 
each group.

5.4  Track gender equality results: Include the gender 
marker throughout all phases of humanitarian action, 
including monitoring and evaluation, to enhance account-
ability their effectiveness in accessing and addressing the 
needs of women, men, girls and boys appropriately.’

5.5  Promote and adapt standards: Those contributing to 
humanitarian assistance and protection should adhere to 
established standards for meeting needs in a consistent 
manner, such as the Core Humanitarian Standard. Multi-
lateral actors and governments should invest in promot-
ing humanitarian standards among non-humanitarian 
actors engaged in response, including private sector, 
voluntary groups and military actors. Multilateral actors 
Humanitarian actors should consider how to adapt 
indicators for established humanitarian standards 
to meet needs in urban settings, migration contexts 
or other non-traditional settings.

5.5  Promote transparency: Humanitarian actors should 
promote transparency in coordination, planning, fund-
ing and decision making to reinforce mutual trust. All 
actors involved in delivering assistance should publicize 
commitments among affected communities as a basis for 
enabling accountability. 

Collective accountability should be promoted by all 
actors leading and delivering on humanitarian action, 
including governments, international actors, donors, 
national actors and others. Shared benchmarks for 
success should be tied to real results for affected people.  
This will include common feedback mechanisms and 
aggregated data on needs and priorities of affected peo-
ple, linked to decision-making processes on financing, 
strategy and operations. Building on tools like the IASC’s 
Commitments on Accountability to Affected People, and 
the Core Humanitarian Standard, benchmarks should be 
linked to regularly collected and analysed feedback from 
affected people, with adjustments to both inputs and 
targets. This process will require each actor to deliver on 
commitments in a predictable manner, based on a clear 
contribution to broader outcomes, with flexible tools 
and structures to adapt to feedback
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ANNEX II: Highlights of “Unique Contributions” of various actors interviewed.

The Unique Contributions of the Private Sector

Rapid Response: Whether restoring 
infrastructure or supplying relief ma-
terials, businesses are able to quickly 
restore operations and deliveries. 
Activities include bringing telecommu-
nications equipment to affected areas, 
keeping supply chains open through 
credit schemes, delivering boats or fish-
ing equipment, or supplying machinery 
to clear debris.

Technical expertise: Larger compa-
nies like Unilever, Coca-Cola, Deloitte, 
and DHL are refocusing humanitarian 
contributions away from cash and 
toward in-kind and pro bono services 
tied to their core competencies. Larger 
R&D budgets in the private sector can 
bring benefits to humanitarian action 
in information and communications 
technology, logistics, financial services, 
construction, etc. As a result, com-
pelling private sector collaborations 
have emerged in Lebanon and Jordan, 
including provision of health insurance, 
cash transfers and using supermarkets 
in refugee camps. That expertise may 
be delivered directly by companies, 
or it may be transferred to humani-
tarian and other relevant actors. For 
example, DHL leveraged its logistics 
functions at the Tacloban airport to 
help manage the flow of relief items 

in the wake of Typhoon Haiyan, but 
it also has a global program through 
which it trains UN and airport staff to 
prepare airports for disasters.  As noted 
during the World Humanitarian Summit 
2015 Regional Business Consultation 
for Latin America and the Caribbean, 
“Participants overwhelmingly pointed 
out that the key area for collaboration 
between business, government, and 
humanitarian partners was the transfer 
of knowledge and capacities.” (OCHA 
conference report)

Capital: Businesses may have access 
to the up-front investment to restore 
their operations and reach affected 
staff and surrounding communities.  
For example, the US Chamber of Com-
merce “corporate aid tracker’ indicates 
that the private sector contributed 58.9 
million USD towards the typhoon re-
sponse, which doesn’t count numerous 
soft contributions like extended payroll 
measures.

Data analysis: Useful analysis includes 
mapping of water and other natural 
sources (as with Coca-Cola), satellite 
imagery, climate-based risk analysis, 
and social media analytics. Souktel, a 
technology company based in Amman, 
has developed a scanning system to 

verify cross-border aid deliveries using 
mobile phones. In Somalia they [also 
Souktel?] have developed hotlines for 
people to access information while on 
the move.

A long-term presence: At the time of 
Typhoon Haiyan, Coca-Cola had been 
operating in the Philippines for 102 
years, Chevron for 90, and P&G for 77. 
They saw long-term business value 
in disaster response and sustainable 
development as a means of continuing 
operations and maintaining relation-
ships with communities. In Myanmar, 
private sector actors explained that 
their effectiveness was due to their 
long presence, and relationships to 
communities and the government. One 
company representative said, “When 
you listen to people and build relation-
ships over time, it makes it easier to 
respond to issues…. We focus on the 
long-term process, and once a crisis 
happens we’re already in place and it’s 
easier to respond.”

Ear of the Government: Private sector 
actors have strong relationships with 
government and can convey advocacy 
messages and risk reduction measures.

Unique contributions of Militaries

Militaries engage in humanitarian 
action in both conflict and natural 
disasters. Since the 2004 Indian Ocean 
tsunami, many Western governments 
have deployed their militaries in sup-
port of states affected by earthquakes, 
floods, tsunamis and extreme weather 

conditions.  In response to Typhoon 
Haiyan, for example, the militaries of 21 
UN member states provided logistical 
support for services ranging from the 
delivery of humanitarian supplies to 
the establishment of field hospitals and 
rehabilitation of schools and infra-

structure.3The increased deployment 
of military assets is also motivated by 
political factors, including the need 
to demonstrate their value, their links 
with national and international security 
objectives, and the impact they have 
on the global image of the respective 
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military.  In spite of the high profile 
nature of military action in humanitar-
ian crises, the expenditure associated 
with this type of intervention is small 
in order to not to violate international 
norms about international humanitari-
an assistance provision by the military.  
For example, between 2004 and 2013, 
OECD-DAC donors channelled 1.2% of 
international humanitarian financing 
through military organisations.4

Unique contributions include:
Military actors play a crucial role 
in providing timely response in the 
early recovery phase of a humanitarian 
response.  This is their biggest area of 
comparative advantage as the military 
is usually “on permanent standby, 
available in large numbers and ready to 

deploy at a moment’s notice, and thus 
able to reach the scene of a disaster 
quickly”5.

Areas of expertise for military ac-
tors include:

Provision of assets such as air trans-
port, logistics and coordination: mil-
itary aircrafts, especially cargo planes 
are used in airlift operations which 
transport humanitarian relief supplies 
and personnel to places where needs 
are most pressing and where access to 
affected populations is limited.

Medical support:  many countries 
send military support in the form 
of medical supplies, field hospitals, 
mobile clinics or hospital ships staffed 

by military doctors, nurses and other 
medical professionals. In the aftermath 
of the 2004 Tsunami countries like 
Canada, Germany, India, Japan, the 
Netherlands, Singapore, the UK and the 
USA contributed medical assistance to 
the response efforts.

Expert personnel: human resourc-
es contributions towards a response 
include personnel with expertise in 
needs assessment, liaison positions for 
civil-military operations and coordi-
nation.6 For example, WFP recruits 
individuals with military backgrounds 
due to their possession of logistics and 
transport coordination capacities and 
their strong understanding of military 
culture.7

The Unique Contributions of Diasporas

Some diaspora communities have 
loose affiliations, while others have a 
high level of political and financial co-
ordination. Mobile telephones, Internet 
access, and social media have fostered 
transnational networks that mobilize 
human and financial resources, as well 
as advocacy. Faith-based institutions 
can also be of great importance to the 
mobilization of diaspora resources 
in response to a crisis and as contact 
points for international leaders and 
agencies.

Remittances: Diaspora involvement 
in humanitarian responses generally 
occurs through remittances or in-kind 
support to friends, relatives, or CSOs. 
After crises, these transfer flows are 
often restored before government or 

international assistance arrives. In 
some cases, however, remittance flows 
are disrupted, leaving those dependent 
on financial support vulnerable. Glob-
ally and in specific country contexts, 
the role of diaspora communities is 
increasingly emphasized, though they 
often operate outside of any coordinat-
ed system. One aspect of their influence 
is financial: The World Bank estimat-
ed in 2013 that remittance flows to 
developing countries reach $436 billion 
in 2014 and $516 billion by 2016.[1] It 
has been estimated that remittances 
through formal channels alone account 
for nearly one fifth of total international 
resources to the top recipient countries 
of humanitarian assistance. In some 
cases, these flows surge after disasters, 
as in Sri Lanka following the Indian 

Ocean Tsunami in 2004, when remit-
tances from over 1.2 million migrants 
provided the largest sources of foreign 
exchange in the country.

Volunteerism: Volunteers return 
to their country of origin in times of 
crisis to offer their expertise and skills. 
Haitian medical professionals took 
leaves of absence from American and 
Canadian hospitals and spent weeks 
in field hospitals. Diaspora members 
and organizations can function as 
intermediaries between traditional 
humanitarian actors and crisis-affect-
ed populations, as they are aware of 
humanitarian needs and the political 
situation. International NGOs recruit 
from diaspora communities, largely to 
access difficult environments such as 

3  WHDT 2014
4  The Effectiveness of Foreign Military Assets in Natural Disaster Response, Page 32
5  The Effectiveness of Foreign Military Assets in Natural Disaster Response, Page 15
6  The Effectiveness of Foreign Military Assets in Natural Disaster Response, Page 16
7  The Effectiveness of Foreign Military Assets in Natural Disaster Response, Page 17
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Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan, and Syria, 
as well as for their connections. The 
Ushahidi Haiti Project engaged the 
affected population and diaspora to 
create online maps of damaged areas 
and aid, while Syrians in Germany are 
trying to deliver aid inside Syria despite 
considerable obstacles.

Advocacy: Diaspora groups advocate 
in their countries of residence, drawing 
media attention and pushing for diplo-
matic engagement or investment. So-
mali diaspora members have organized 
to ensure remittances continue in the 
wake of stricter banking regulations, 
while Haiti welcomes diaspora mem-
bers in Parliament, and the diaspora 

has supported recovery in that country 
with advocacy abroad.

Strategic Engagement: Often Diaspo-
ra groups engage on multiple relevant 
fronts that combine the above efforts. 
For example, prior to 2011 the Syrian 
American Medical Society (SAMS) was 
a professional organization of medical 
doctors of Syrian descent that primary 
provided continuing medical education 
and for members in the United States 
and peers in Syria. Since March 2011, 
however, SAMS has mobilized both 
individually and as part of the Union 
of Syrian Medical Relief Organizations 
to provide emergency medical relief 
to Syrians affected by the crisis in their 

home country, raising awareness, finan-
cial support, and donations of medical 
supplies and medicines, and organizing 
trips by medical personnel to volunteer 
in field hospitals and health clinics in 
and around Syria.

Note: The researchers did not interview 
diaspora communities specifically 
as part of the study. This information 
comes from literature review and key 
informant interviews.  See http://www.
odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-as-
sets/publications-opinion-files/263.
pdf; DFID 2011; Meier 2013; Sahloul 
2014; Sida 2014; Steets, Reichhold, and 
Sagmeister 2012; and Sahloul 2014.

The Unique Contribution of Donors

Financial contributions: The largest 
amount of humanitarian contribu-
tions are given by Government donors 
(OECD-DAC and non-OECD DAC) with  
US$ 14.1 billion or 64% of total humani-
tarian contributions in 2013. Non-OECD 
DAC donors gave $2.3 billion or 10% of 
total contributions8 and have contin-
ued to increase over the last decade 
with Turkey, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia 
amongst the top 20 government donors 
in 2013.

Supporting refugees and asylum 
seekers: OECD-DAC donors typically 
spend between 3% to 15% of their total 
ODA to support refugees and asylum 
seekers,9 In 2013, the highest amount 
since 2001, 612,700 people (largely from 
conflict zones from Syria, Afghanistan, 
Eritrea, Somalia, Iraq and Pakistan), 
sought asylum in North America, 
Europe, East Asia and the pacific.10  
Non-OECD DAC donors such as India, 
also support refugees. With the help 
of UNHCR, India has offered asylum to 
and provides assistance to 200,000 refu-

gees from its neighbouring countries 
such as Nepal.11

Early response and resource mo-
bilisation: Donors offer a range of 
services: civil protection measures such 
as search and rescue teams, in-kind 
provisions from designated donor 
warehouse and specialised emergen-
cy response teams who can perform 
information sharing, mapping and 
co-ordination. 12 These services are usu-
ally provided in the first few weeks of a 
new or escalating crisis; some donors 
also fund their domestic civil protec-
tion personnel to build the capacity of 
response teams in partner countries.

Investing in risk management and 
resilience. Donors are increasingly 
funding in ways which allow operating 
agencies and other actors to imple-
ment a longer termed, risk-based 
approach to humanitarian assistance. 
13 Countries such as Australia, Denmark, 
Sweden, Switzerland and the United 
Kingdom are fully implementing in 

multi-annual funding tools which oth-
ers such as the Netherlands are piloting 
these tools.14

Provide military assets to support 
the humanitarian response. For 
some donors, the marginal cost of 
using military assets for humanitarian 
response – especially logistics assets 
and specialist personnel – is funded 
from the aid budget.

Investing in humanitarian research 
especially in reference to the new 
and evolving humanitarian chal-
lenges and solutions. Australia regu-
larly invests in humanitarian research 
through its humanitarian futures pro-
gramme which examines themes such 
as innovation and technology. The EU, 
Sweden, UK and the US are engaged in 
research on current and upcoming hu-
manitarian challenges such as humani-
tarian response in urban contexts.15

Influence: Given their contributions, 
donors have significant influence over 
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the direction of humanitarian assis-
tance including: upholding opera-
tional standards and program quality; 
championing coordination; promoting 
accountability to affected people, 
anticipatory and forward looking 

approaches, leveraging development 
investments.

Advocate: On issues such as hu-
manitarian access, compliance with 
International Humanitarian Law, on 

peace negotiations. Donor participation 
in Humanitarian Country Teams and 
Humanitarian Coordination Forum in 
South Sudan enabled dialogue on the 
humanitarian situation and response 
efforts in the country.16

The Unique Contribution of International NGOs and UN Agencies

Needs assessments and information 
sharing: Actors rely on the multilateral 
humanitarian system to be a source of 
information of who and where the most 
vulnerable are and what will require. 
One private sector actor in the Philip-
pines said, “UN reports were helpful in 
terms of identifying what the problems 
were. We based our projects on the UN 
reports.” Another said, “We love the UN 
map. I look at the map of the health 
cluster and see that it’s nowhere. We 
put our programs in those areas.”

Lobbying and advocacy: When gov-
ernments are causes of and parties to 
conflicts, and particularly where they 

may prevent access to those in need, 
the UN, donors and other international 
agencies can apply pressure on govern-
ment to live up to commitments under 
international law. As one local NGO 
said in Lebanon, “Apply pressure to 
find a solution to the refugee crisis. The 
UN can add most value in advocacy or 
support the locals who will go in and do 
something. UN should lobby for human 
rights issues, lobbying advocacy and 
protection should be more in focus.”

Technical support and capacity 
building: Internationals are recognized 
for their expertise in managing, coordi-
nating and implementing humanitarian 

assistance. Local actors want to learn 
from this expertise and knowledge. 
After Typhoon Haiyan, the Philippine 
government looked to the international 
humanitarian community to provide a 
“stamp of approval” on their plans, as 
well as coordination and standard-set-
ting.

Upholding principles and standards: 
The combined contribution of all the 
actors does not necessarily amount 
to a humanitarian response that is 
needs-based and adheres to minimum 
standards.”

The Unique Contributions of Civil Society

Local and national civil society actors, 
including community based organiza-
tions, national and local non-govern-
mental organizations, associations, co-
operatives, faith-based institutions and 
groups, national and local Red Cross/
Red Crescent societies and chapters, 
volunteer groups, activists and human 
rights monitors, can make the following 
unique contributions::

Timely, localized response: The flexi-
bility and nimble structures of most lo-
cal organizations and their knowledge 
of local terrain and dynamics enable 
them to immediately respond, includ-
ing sourcing and distributing materials 
from local markets. Their knowledge of 
social norms and cultural values are an 

important asset for external actors to 
leverage as they work to deliver assis-
tance that is appropriate and relevant. 
A logbook in one of the most affected 
communities in Leyte, Philippines, list-
ed the order of responders and offers 
of help. Regional and national sources 
such as churches and citizen’s groups, 
municipal aid, the Philippine Red Cross, 
and credit cooperatives were the first 
to arrive–in some cases within hours of 
the typhoon–later followed by interna-
tional aid agencies. For example, the 
Fair Trade Alliance got 80,000 vegetable 
seed packets to coconut farmers whose 
trees had been destroyed in time for 
planting season. They explained, “We 
know it is planting season. Coconut 
farmers need short cycle vegetables…. 

We know the local legislation, history, 
laws and rights.”

Strengthening community capacity: 
Many local organizations are active in 
galvanizing the capacities of communi-
ties through trainings, community de-
velopment, and enabling participation 
in decision-making. The Relief Society 
of Tigray in Ethiopia provides train-
ing, capacity building and support to 
communities on disaster risk reduction 
and preparedness, health, improved 
agricultural methods, and community 
development. 
Access: Local groups are often the 
first to reach people in need and have 
access to areas where internationals 
cannot go for security or other rea-
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sons. Local CSOs have largely led the 
humanitarian response in Kachin, 
Myanmar, mainly due to travel re-
strictions imposed by the government. 
National and local organizations are 
also providing assistance in Syria and 
surrounding countries. Local CSOs 
in the Philippines noted that they 
ended up working in areas overlooked 
by international players, those that 
were difficult to access. For example, 
some islands that required long boat 
rides in rough seas were not receiving 
international aid even though they had 
as much or more need than mainland 
communities. While the Syrian Govern-
ment has instructed that all humani-
tarian assistance inside Syria is to be 
distributed through the Syrian Arab 
Red Crescent (SARC), local organiza-
tions play a major role in assessments 
and assistance provision, including on 
unofficial cross-border operations and 
in ISIS-controlled areas.

Political influence and advocacy: Na-
tional and local organizations and think 
tanks in many countries affected by 
disasters and crises also influence local, 
national, regional and international 
policies. Civil society organizations in 
many countries also support communi-
ties to engage in campaigns, rallies and 
other efforts to influence decision-mak-
ers. All India Disaster Management 
Institute facilitates discussions with 
policy makers, produces policy papers 
and works with communities and gov-
ernment bodies to improve disaster risk 
reduction efforts and the inclusion of 
the poor. Network leaders are often po-
sitioned to link with international play-
ers and represent the perspectives of 
dozens, hundreds, and even thousands 
of agencies at national or regional fora.  
In Haiti, to address coordination weak-
nesses and advocate for a stronger role 
for civil society, a national platform of 

humanitarian NGOs (PONT) emerged in 
2011 with support from OCHA. Mem-
bers can directly access Emergency 
Relief Funds once reserved for inter-
national organizations. In Myanmar’s 
Kachin State, seven local organizations 
established a unique mechanism called 
the Joint Strategy Committee to broker 
relationships with the international 
community. The JSC also put out a 
humanitarian response strategy to “fa-
cilitate a process of shared vision and 
effective coordination among National 
NGOs so that overlapping of activities is 
reduced and gaps minimized.”

Long-term presence: They are 
present at the time of the crisis, are 
positioned with fewer barriers to ac-
cess affected people and are invested 
for the longer term, allowing them 
to better able to connect to longer 
term initiatives such as livelihoods, 
resilience and supporting existing 
coping strategies. Stating a common 
sentiment about international actors, 
a CSO representative in Myanmar said, 
“We were here before they arrived, and 
we will be here long-after.”  This was 
noted in many cases in relation to the 
role of religious institutions, where the 
familiarity and continued presence of 
churches and mosques made them 
places of refuge and reliable, consis-
tent response. In both North and South 
Kivu in the DRC, community members 
noted that they often took refuge in the 
church in times of crisis. While having 
only limited mechanisms to support 
affected communities, the church’s 
comparative advantage in many of 
the communities visited is its existing 
network of members, the land it is 
built on, and its image as sanctuary 
for protection. 
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