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Systemic network analysis of refugee relief:
a business-like approach

In one week during July 1994 approximately one million people fled Rwanda to
eastern Zaire around the town of Goma.  The major relief organizations had no
contingency plans about who would do what and when for such a large event.  Once the
crisis appeared on television, hundreds of small non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
appeared without prior notice.  They had no concept of what needed to be done – only a
conviction about what they were going to do.  Relief organizations working in Zaire did
not have regular contact with those working in Rwanda.  Tens of thousands of people
died from disease before the situation was brought under control.  Although the refugee
crisis was a direct consequence of the genocide in Rwanda, political missions and
military units in Rwanda and Zaire did not work with relief agencies to control violence.
The perpetrators of genocide soon controlled the refugee camps.  The presence of
‘genocidaires’ contributed to a rebellion in eastern Zaire in 1996 that swept across the
country and toppled the government.  The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC,
formerly Zaire) is currently suffering through a second civil war that is partly driven by
the presence of Rwandan genocide suspects.  Coordination among relief, political and
military actors was a humanitarian and political necessity, but it was sorely lacking.

Since ‘Goma’, organizations dedicated to assisting refugees have improved their
coordination capacity and thus their ability to respond effectively.  United Nations
agencies, NGOs, national and international funding agencies, and even some militaries
have launched an array of efforts to increase interaction between organizations and to
improve communications between field offices and headquarters.  Despite progress, the
need for further improvement was painfully obvious in Albania during 1999 when
hundreds of thousands of people fled Kosovo.  It was yet another example of a general
phenomenon: the interaction of humanitarian organizations with each other, and even
more with military organizations, revealed differences over procedures, aims, modes of
operation and authority (Gordenker, 1999).

Better coordination is impeded, in part, because the learning process is stunted.
The overwhelming majority of studies that seek to learn lessons from past relief
operations are empirical and inductive.  Some of the earliest are still the best (Donini,
1996; Whitman and Pocock, 1996; Seiple, 1996). Multiple efforts to increase
coordination between organizations are atomized. While it is essential to gain knowledge
by evaluating the past, it is also necessary to fit the various pieces of information
together. Ironically, efforts to improve coordination during refugee relief operations are
uncoordinated.

This article presents a theory that treats the refugee relief community – refugees,
internally displaced persons, UN agencies, non-governmental organizations, political
missions, military contingents and donors – as a single system.1  In systems theories, the
whole is different from the compilation of the parts.  Studying the components and their
relations to one another will not tell us about the whole.  Systems are not additive or
linear; the repeated interactions of the parts are central to understanding system processes
and outputs. (Alter and Hage, 1993; Jervis, 1997; Arrow et al., 2000) This
reconceptualization of the coordination problem seeks to move the debate forward by
depicting coordination as search for efficiency in an organic whole, where diverse parts
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operate within a shared set of environmental, structural and procedural constraints and
opportunities.  This ‘plausibility probe’ indicates that systemic network theory provides
sufficient analytical leverage on the problem of improving refugee relief operations to
merit further theoretical and empirical research.

The article consists of three arguments and a prescription.  First, the refugee relief
community can be seen as a complex  system. I do not contend that the myriad elements
of refugee relief comprise system in a mechanistic sense.  Rather, I posit that systems
theory identifies, in abstract terms, the distinct elements of relief operations and their
relationships to each other.  It provides an analytic framework in which to place findings
from empirical accounts of relief operations.

Second, systemic network theory, a branch of systems theory  developed in
business management literature, can increase our understanding of the incentives and
constraints on organizations to improve their interaction.  Systemic network theory
identifies environmental, structural and procedural variables of open systems that
determine the extent to which coordination between organizations can develop and
thrive.  In a systemic network, coordination and cooperation replace authority and
competition.  Pressure for adaptive efficiency and improved product quality replace
pressure for productive capacity.  In a refugee situation, for example, diverse
organizations work together to ensure that the population gets what its needs (e.g. micro-
nutrients), rather than simply getting more of what the aid agencies already provide (e.g.
bulk food).

Third, the refugee relief system is developing the characteristics of a network.
This development is the result of positive feedback within the system. Recursive changes
in the structure and processes of the system are making it more responsive to its
environment. These changes are driven by unsatisfactory outcomes of relief operations,
environmental uncertainty, structural complexity, division of labor, frequent and repeated
interaction among relief organizations and a common goal of relieving suffering.
However, the refugee relief system will never become a fully integrated network, like
modern movie production, due to dependence on a small group of large donors, the vast
number of organizations involved, high turn over of ‘clients’ and low differentiation
between implementing organizations.

A precondition for effective coordination is that members of the system have
reasonably predictable expectations about each other’s actions and understand what
others expect of them (Arrow, et al., 2000:104). In light of this, the paper’s prescription
calls for humanitarian, political and military organizations to promote the construction
and use of a web of information within and among the components of the refugee relief
system. Joint training and education are particularly effective ways to increase
organizational connectivity to deal with conflict within the system, the need for common
understandings and the need for synchronized physical activities (Chayes and Chayes,
1999).

The article is a preliminary foray into the plausibility of these arguments.  The
next section posits that the refugee relief community is an open system and identifies
characteristics of open systems.  The section following that presents a systemic network
theory as a specific type of open system.  The fourth section applies systemic network
theory to the refugee relief system. Section five looks at the potential of the refugee relief
system to develop into a highly coordinated network.  The conclusion suggests directions
for future work.
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OPEN SYSTEMS

The common and accurate perception that emergency relief efforts are chaotic
collections of diverse actors does not obviously lend itself to the concept of a system.
Indeed, the actors and activities of a refugee relief operation are completely unlike a
system such as a factory.  Nor can we draw a close analogy with much less mechanistic
municipal school systems.  The refugee relief community does not constitute a system in
the narrow sense, but thinking in terms of systems theory highlights variables and
relationships that impinge on coordination capacity and can not be brought together at a
lower level of analysis.2

To make the case that it is sensible and useful to conceive of refugee relief efforts
as a whole in terms of a system, it is necessary to begin with a few definitions.3 At its
most basic level, an organization is “a system of consciously coordinated activities or
forces of two or more persons” (Selznik, 1996: 127). A more complicated definition
describes organizations as “goal-directed, boundary-maintaining, information-processing
activity systems” (Aldrich, 1975:50). Note that the concept of system is important to
both definitions, implying dynamic interaction between the parts.  Analysts have applied
this idea to groups of organizations for many years (Boulding, 1956; Katz and Kahn,
1996; Scott, 1996). Note also that coordination is a central activity of organizations.
Organizations direct this activity in a purposeful way that is dependent on information.

A system is ‘open’ when its external environment influences it.  That is, when it
is dependent on its environment for input of resources and output of products or services.
In contrast, a closed system regulates its behavior based on internal stimuli, like a home
heating system (the thermostat being part of the system) (Katz and Kahn, 1996). An open
system is characterized by a division of labor, goal-directed behavior, communication of
information, at least one feedback mechanism and its relationship to its environment
(Katz and Kahn, 1996).

Systems have a division of labor because the constituent parts are specialized.  If
the parts work together, specialization allows them to complete complex tasks with
greater efficiency.  It also makes the constituent parts mutually dependent upon each
other.  In a loosely coupled system, there is redundancy, slack or partial autonomy of
units that allows one part to break down without paralyzing the whole.  In a tightly
coupled system there is no such wiggle room.

A university is loosely coupled; a nuclear power plant is not.  A department in a
university depends on the president to raise money for its core budget.  The president of
a university depends on the department to teach well and do respected research so that
she can make a viable pitch to prospective students and donors.  If the department does
bad work it makes the president’s job harder, but it is not catastrophic since there are
other departments (and sometimes sports teams) she can use to make her case.  If the
president is a bad fundraiser then the department will suffer, but it will close down only
in rare cases.  In a nuclear power plant, a pump that moves water to cool the fuel rods
depends on a thermostat to tell it went to turn on and off.  The thermostat depends on the
pump to do what it is told.  If one or the other fails, system shut-down is the only way to
avert a catastrophe.

Coordination is defined here as an interaction process between two or more actors
in which they seek to achieve a similar outcome.  It is juxtaposed to conflict, in which
the actors seek different outcomes. Mutual dependence of parts makes coordination and
communication between them an essential component of a well functioning system.
Actors within the system consciously manipulate the coordination process to increase the
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odds of achieving the desired outcome and to improve efficiency in the process.
Manipulation occurs in centralized and decentralized ways.

The refugee relief community is an open system in that it consists of loosely
coupled, specialized units. Their goal directed behavior is characterized by a division of
labor that depends on communication.  Stimuli from the environment drive the units
actions and what they do changes in response to feedback from the environment and
from each other.  Specifically, refugee relief operations are highly complex and
differentiated open systems in which most of the linkages are loose but dependence on
external funding is tight.  The intended outputs of the system are services to refugees.
The system also produces unintended economic and political outcomes.

FROM OPEN SYSTEM TO SYSTEMIC NETWORK

There are three basic models of system governance.  The network model of
governance is a hybrid of the more commonly known hierarchical and market models. A
network is a loosely coupled open system of independent organizations with a high
degree of connectivity.  The primary function of a network is to distribute and
redistribute resources, products and clients between organizations, just like other
governance forms.

The classic concept of a pyramidal structure with formal direction from the top
down and reportage from the bottom up represents the hierarchical model.  Lower levels
of the pyramid have minimal discretion to make their own decisions and there is little
horizontal communication between units on the same level.  Hierarchical organizations
attempt to reduce domain-induced conflicts to maximize results.4  Hierarchies are
effective structures for coordination in a stable environment, but their rule-based
processes make them slow to respond in fast-paced environments, such as refugee crises.

The market model of governance focuses on collections of independent units with
overlapping domains that try to maximize their profit by driving the similar units out of
business though competition.  Conflict, rather than cooperation, is a means of
maintaining the health of the market at the expense of some individual components.

Systemic networks, like markets, are abstract conceptual systems. Like markets,
networks allow horizontal communication and independent decision-making by
constituent parts. Feedback from the environment strongly influences decision-making.
This makes networks adaptive, which is an important attribute in the rapidly changing
environment that characterizes a refugee crisis. In contrast to markets, members act
collaboratively to create, plan, implement and evaluate their activities.   Members jointly
develop a shared understanding of the tasks, means to achieve them and sometimes an
overall strategic vision (Chisholm, 1996:6-7; Alter and Hage, 1993:79).

Like hierarchies, networks attempt to reduce domain-induced conflicts.
Networks seek conflict reduction to maximize the quality of the collective output.
Delivery of social services provides a good example.  Doctors, physical therapists and
job councilors that share a patient who is the victim of a head injury will all get paid
whether they work closely together or not.  However, the more closely they collaborate,
the better the quality of care the patient will receive.  Each specialist has an interest in
providing high quality care for his or her patient and therefore has an incentive to
collaborate.  Comparison with refugee relief operations is instructive, since relief
organizations are in the business of providing basic social services.

Members of a network are loosely coupled, belong to the network voluntarily and
meet as needed to carry out their joint activities.  Organizations have an incentive to be
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part of a network in certain circumstances because networks improve their ability to
address ill-defined, complex problems that no organization can handle alone.

Systemic network theory

Like all open systems, a systemic network consists of four basic parts:
environment, structure, processes and outcomes.  Exogenous forces establish the
environment of a systemic network.  The environment, in turn, places demands on the
network’s structure and processes and strongly influences their form.  The outcomes of a
system’s structure and processes influence the environment through a feedback loop.
The outcomes also potentially can lead to adaptations in a system’s processes and
structure through feedback.

I have adopted and slightly modified the theoretical framework presented by
Catherine Alter and Jerald Hage (1993). They provide the most comprehensive and
carefully articulated theoretical treatment of systemic networks that I have found; and
their book is widely cited in literature on organization processes and business
management. Figure 1 depicts the relationship of the variables and their sub-components.
The following paragraphs explain the theory and highlight relevant hypotheses.  Many
hypotheses can be constructed within network theory.  This analysis focuses on a few
that appear to be the most important for understanding coordination problems in the
refugee relief system.  Looking more broadly, the range of work on network governance
is enormous and holds the potential of many interesting applications to the world of
politics.5
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 A system’s environment consists of task requirements and the level of
dependency faced by organizations within the system.  The task requirements are defined
as what organizations within the system must do to serve their clients.  They are
described in terms of their complexity, uncertainty, duration and volume (Alter and
Hage, 1993:117-122). A client base that requires a number of different services
simultaneously imposes a complex task requirement.  For example, a summer camp for
children who are physically and emotionally disabled must cope with a wide range of
needs at the same time.  Uncertainty refers to the extent to which actions have knowable
outcomes.  Accuracy of knowledge about the needs of the client determines the level of
uncertainty.  This is a function of access to the client, technical knowledge and task
complexity.  For example, a doctor can be fairly certain she has made a proper
prescription if she diagnosed her patient in her office, ran a lab test and confronted a
limited set of symptoms.  She can be less confident if she only talked to her patient over
the telephone, did not use a lab test or confronted multiple and diverse symptoms.  The
length of time that it takes to receive feedback also has a bearing on uncertainty.  The
duration of a task refers to the amount of time it takes to process one client or work unit
from beginning to end.  Systems that can reduce the duration of a task are better
equipped to handle a high volume.  The difficulty of tasks (complexity and uncertainty)
and their scale (duration and volume) strongly influence the structure and processes of
networks.

The dependency characteristics of a system also have a significant impact on a
network’s structure and processes (Alter and Hage, 1993:109-113). The first element of
dependency is the number and location of points of access to resources.  Systems that
rely on a single point of access are far more dependent than ones that have multiple
sources.  For example, if a city relies on a single generating plant for its electricity and
there is a fire in the plant, the city will lose its electrical power.  However, if the city
receives electricity from several generating plants, then redistribution of resources
through the power grid can prevent loss of electrical power.  Furthermore, when a
system’s access to resources is vertical it is more dependent than when its access is
horizontal.  In other words, when the source exists on the same hierarchical level as the
user in the system, then the system as a whole is less dependent than when the source is
at a higher hierarchical level.  This is because resources from a vertical source often
come with restrictions on their use.  A school that receives money from a state
government has less discretion over how to use the money than a school that raises
money by holding a carnival.  This factor relates to the other dependency characteristic:
the amount of regulation to which a system is subject.  The less regulation from outside,
the greater the decision-making power of the system as a whole with regard to processes
and outcomes.  Less regulation allows a system to be more responsive to feedback.

The structure of a system has six variables: size, complexity, connectivity,
centrality, differentiation and stability.  The number of organizations in the network
determines the size of a system.  The complexity of a structure refers to the number of
services or products offered by organizations within the network (Alter and Hage,
1993:155-158). A complex set of task requirements (an environmental variable) requires
a complex structure to produce effective outcomes.  The complex structure can take the
form of a large system consisting of many specialized organizations or a small system
with fewer organizations each providing a range of services.  When different
organizations offer diverse services, complex tasks require the members of a network to
work closely together if they are to produce a high quality output.  For example, an
automobile manufacturer needs to consult regularly with the producers of a car’s many
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parts so that those parts will fit together.  The manufacturer tells its suppliers what it
wants and the suppliers inform the manufacturer about the limits of what is possible.
Frequent communication, from design through production, leads to a higher quality car.

The connectivity of a network refers to the total number of communication
linkages within the system (Alter and Hage, 1993:160-161). The degree to which the
total volume of work flows through a single, or a few, core organizations in the network
determines the centrality of a system (Alter and Hage, 1993:152-154). A structure’s
connectivity and its centrality are negatively correlated by definition.  The more
connections there are in a system, the less centralized it is.  The more centralized a
system, the fewer connections there are within it.  In general, the more densely connected
a network is, the more responsive it is to feedback from the environment, processes and
outcomes of the system.  Conversely, the more centrally organized the network is, the
less adaptive it is.  Organizations in a large network must be willing to concede some
connectivity and rely disproportionately on one organization for direction and
information exchange.  This is because of the high transaction costs of hundreds of
bilateral connections.6

The differentiation of a network is the degree of functional specialization of its
member organizations (Alter and Hage, 1993:160). High task volume and duration
together with high complexity of tasks lead to high differentiation because individual
organizations must routinize their actions to handle the scale and difficulty of the task
requirements.  A hospital, for example, is highly differentiated.  A countervailing
tendency exists in environments characterized by high task volume, duration and
complexity, but where uncertainty is also high and centralization is low.  The
differentiation between organizations decreases as each organization diversifies its
capacities to cope independently with task difficulty.  A military alliance has a low level
of differentiation.

The final variable of a system’s structure is its stability.  Stability is the extent of
turn over of participating organizations, geographic locations, and the client set (the
whole population, not just individuals within it).  A professional sports league is a stable
system.  Disaster relief operations are unstable.  In an unstable structure, organizations
are less familiar with each other and their clients’ needs.  They are therefore less likely to
trust each, share resources, and develop or maintain a shared vision of the system’s
goals.

The processes of interaction between organizations are the primary determinants
of whether or not a system develops into a network.  A system will be an adaptive to its
environment when feedback is constructive, frequent and occurs at all stages of a
production or service process, from planning to implementation. When feedback is
negative, infrequent or confined to a portion of the production/service process, then a
system will not be adaptive.  In an adaptive system the quality of the product or service
produced increases over time.  In a non-adaptive system the quality of the output is likely
to be less well matched to the clients’ needs (Thompson, 1967). Networks are a highly
adaptive type of system.

The process of coordination is particularly important in open systems that seek to
provide high quality, differentiated goods and services in an environment that imposes
difficult and large-scale task requirements, such as refugee relief operations.  When
Japanese auto manufacturers took a large portion of the United States market share from
their American competitors in the 1970s and 1980s, it was because they offered a higher
quality product at the same price.  Part of the reason they could offer better value for
money was because their design and production systems were more closely integrated
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than the systems of American auto manufacturers (Clark and Fujimoto, 1989; Coriat,
1995). Put another way, the Japanese production system more closely resembled a
network because its components were more densely connected, so feedback was more
direct and immediate.

A system’s processes take place at administrative and operational levels.
Methods of interaction at the administrative level tend to be formal, such as contracts and
written policies (Alter and Hage, 1993:91-94). The more an activity is subject to
standardization, the better formalized rules and procedures work.  But the more an
activity is subject to environmental uncertainty, the more an effective process must rely
on cooperative and joint learning from experience (Aldrich, 1975; Van de Van, 1976). At
the operational level, clients or materials can move from one organization to the next in
three ways: sequentially, reciprocally or collectively.  If they move sequentially, clients
are treated by one organization at a time.  If they move reciprocally, they are treated by
more than one agency simultaneously.  If they move collectively, they are treated by
personnel drawn from several organizations that develop treatment plans together and
systematically share tasks.  The collective method of interaction best serves clients with
multiple simultaneous needs.  The sequential method serves them least well (Aldrich,
1975:63-66; Van de Van, 1976; Alter and Hage, 1993:91-95).

At both the operational and administrative levels, overlap of organizational
domains leads to competition.  At least a small amount of domain overlap and policy
differences are inevitable in non-monopoly situations.  In a market system, competition
produces greater specialization and the demise of individual organizations to reduce
domain overlap.  In a hierarchy, top-down planning and direction reduce domain overlap.
In a network, a high degree of connectivity reduces domain-induced competition through
adaptive feedback and increased specialization, like a market.

An important feature of network governance is that relationships between
component parts that are socially, not legally, binding (Jones, et al., 1997). In social
settings, negotiation of domain boundaries works best when the members of the network
expect to interact with each other regularly in the future.  If the degree of connectivity is
low or if the participating organizations change regularly – if the network is thin or
unstable – then undifferentiated organizations with the system will compete more
aggressively, which will reduce the quality of the output of the system as a whole.

The output of an organizational system has two aspects.  It consists of events that
feed back to the environment and adjust the system’s task requirements and sometimes
its dependency.  Output also is the participating organizations’ perceptions of the
effectiveness of the systems’ structure and processes at fulfilling the task requirements
imposed by the environment.  In a network, this self-conscious perception feeds back to
the processes and, indirectly, to the structure of the system.  Organizations collectively
use the information to adapt the system’s structure and processes to increase its
perceived effectiveness.  Both types of feedback can be positive or negative.

REFUGEE RELIEF THROUGH THE LENSE OF NETWORK ANALYSIS

Applying network theory to the refugee relief system reveals causes of poor
service provision to refugee populations and of unintended political and economic
consequences.  These causes are already well known, but identifying their relationships
to each other in terms of a system’s environment, structure and processes opens the
possibility of systemic improvements.  Figure 2 provides a visual summary of the
refugee relief system discussion below.
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The environment of a relief effort imposes demanding task requirements and
resource dependency on the refugee relief system.  Relief organizations face a high
volume of complex and uncertain task requirements.  Often thousands or tens of
thousands of people are in sudden need of a wide range of services (shelter, food, water,
sanitation, medical attention, physical protection, etc.).  Uncertainty about the needs of
the population in any individual relief operation can be high due to limited access to
refugee populations, multiple simultaneous needs and a low level of control over how
resources are used at their end point.7  This has a negative impact on outcomes and
demands a high degree of interaction at the operational level of the relief process.
However, at a broader level, across individual operations, the degree of task uncertainty
is low.  With some variations imposed by circumstance, the necessities of life are known.
This leads in the direction of positive outcomes and allows for established procedures
and organizational relations at the administrative level of the process.

High and vertical resource dependency derives from the dominant funding role of
a few governments.  United Nations agencies’ emergency budgets are funded in an ad
hoc manner by making special appeals to donors when crises arise.  Non-governmental
organizations attempt to remove themselves from this dependency by raising money and
material from the private sector.  A few are successful at maintaining their distance, but
the overall trend of the past ten years has been for NGOs to take more and more money
from governments, as governments have become increasingly dependent on NGOs to
implement their relief and development agendas (Weiss and Gordenker, 1996). This
dependency restricts what relief organizations can do and when they can respond.  For
example, donors make more money available for operations in the Balkans than for
operations in western Africa.  Donor governments  to the World Food Program are likely
to supply bulk wheat and corn products, that they buy to maintain their domestic
agricultural sector, even if local sources can fulfill that need and high protein food is in
short supply.

Interestingly, the oligopoly (limited number of suppliers) is counter-balanced by
an oligopsony (limited number of consumers).  If governments want to contribute to
refugee relief efforts, there are only a few large organizations which have the capacity to
absorb large donations and to make a large impact on a refugee crisis.  Thus the
organizations are in a position to resist regulation, which is the second type of
environmental dependency.  At the same time, NGOs have repeatedly witnessed the ill
effects of zero regulation and have begun to regulate themselves with a code of conduct
and attempts to define and employ ‘best practices’ (International Review of the Red
Cross, 1996). The voluntary and collaborative nature of the self-regulation make it a
network-building activity.  Self-regulation, however, does not overcome competition
between similar organizations, which is exacerbated by high resource dependency and
many small organizations (i.e. a large system structure).  Competition is often an
effective mechanism to improve service quality and output.  But often it has led to
imbalanced relief responses.  NGOs like to do telegenic tasks, such as staffing feeding
centers, with their logos prominently displayed on tee-shirts.  Most decline to do dirty
but essential jobs such as digging pit latrines.

The structure of the refugee relief system is large, complex, differentiated and
unstable.  That is to say, many organizations offer a wide array of services to populations
that are highly mobile and unpredictable.  While it is true that there are only a hand full
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of large UN agencies and NGOs, there are hundreds of small NGOs that respond to
refugee crises.  In addition to providing food, water, medical assistance and shelter, large
and small organizations trace family members, offer psychological counseling, preach
religious beliefs, and so on.  An even greater differentiation exists between humanitarian
organizations and political and military organizations that are part of the refugee relief
system.  This complexity and differentiation within a large system can encourage
cooperation between dissimilar groups who see an advantage in the division of labor. It
can also cause dissimilar organizations to ignore or conflict with each other.  A prime
example of dissimilar organizations conflicting is the interaction of military and
humanitarian organizations over the issue of security.  The potential for conflict also
resides among the myriad NGOs that do similar things and seek money from the same
sources.

The system’s structure is unstable because client sets turn over in a way that is
only vaguely predictable.  Political and military factors beyond the scope of the system
determine where and when refugee crises begin and end.  The system’s complexity and
instability promote unsatisfactory outcomes and place high demands on processes of
interaction at both administrative and operation levels.  Fulfilling process demands could
be facilitated if the structure were highly centralized or highly connected.8  However, the
refugee relief system displays low centralization and low connectivity.  This is the crux
of the coordination deficit.

For the refugee relief system to cope with the demands imposed by its
environment and structure, it must have processes that are highly integrated and flexible.
Presently, that is not the case.  The system’s processes are a mix of coordination, conflict
and confusion.  At the administrative level, relations between the largest components –
the UN agencies – are determined by formal memorandums of understanding and
bureaucratic relationships.  This provides a needed degree of stability to the system, but
it also inhibits innovation.  Non-governmental organizations suffer from a different
problem, namely lack of consistent communication.  They are in the process of
overcoming the deficit through concerted efforts such as membership groups.  The best
example is InterAction, a consortium of over 160 NGOs that acts as a central clearing
house for basic information on each organization, provides access to evaluation reports
of past operations, promotes standards of responsible conduct and brings top managers
together at an annual meeting.

Processes of action at the operational level during relief efforts exhibit more
connections between organizations than at the administrative level.  The interaction
mechanisms tend to be personal (communication occurs through designated individuals,
such as liaison officers) and group oriented (communication occurs through ad hoc and
regular meetings and involves more people).  Although the group process in particular is
conducive to procedural adaptation, the treatment of refugees is far more reciprocal than
it is collective.  Organizations provide services simultaneously and inform each other of
what they are doing at weekly or daily coordination meetings.  However, they rarely take
the next step of developing a joint strategy of integrated service provision.  When joint
planning does happen, it is often very short term and is designed to make the most out of
limited resources, such as vehicles and radios.  For example, representatives from three
NGOs might ride in one vehicle to an outlying village, but the chances are good that they
will each report separately to their own organization, rather than presenting a joint
assessment to all the organizations working in the area.

With regard to outcomes, all systems have a performance gap, particularly open
systems that depend on their environment for input and output. Network theory tells us
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the performance gap will be large when environmental controls are tight and task
requirements are complex, voluminous and uncertain, as they are in complex
emergencies.  It will also be large when central elements of the system’s structure are
bureaucratic, as is the case with UN agencies.  The performance gap is made more likely
by the instability of refugee populations and the arrival and dropping out individual relief
organizations.  In refugee crises, the performance gap is dramatically revealed in the
early days and weeks of a refugee crisis by increasing rates of mortality and morbidity.
As aid operations get up and running these rates decrease. The performance gap then
shifts to less obvious, but equally troubling problems, for example, an inability to help
refugees return home or resettle, long-term economic dependency and perpetuation of the
violence that caused the refugees to flee. In an attempt to avoid these problems, aid
organizations must not only plan the humanitarian program carefully but they must also
coordinate with political and military actors.

Organizations within a system can compensate for environmental and structural
constraints, and thus reduce the performance gap, when they move away from formalized
and rule based processes to more free-form, decentralized processes that focus on
problem solving within the guidelines of coherent and shared patterns of thinking
developed at the administrative level.  In very complex systems this requires intense
coordination mechanisms at the operational level, such as cross-functional teams of
specialists (Aldrich, 1975; Chayes and Chayes, 1999).

THE NETWORK POTENTIAL OF THE REFUGEE RELIEF SYSTEM

Structure is a powerful variable in systems theories.  Indeed, the structural realist
view of the international system has dominated international relations literature over the
past several decades, through its own research agenda and through contending responses
to it.  One high profile response in recent years is constructivism, which contends that
structure, while powerful, is not immutable and is subject to change by actions of the
components.  The central argument of this section of the article is in the constructivist
camp.  It recognizes that the kernel of the coordination deficit in the refugee relief system
lies in structural attributes of low connectivity and low centralization.  It also posits that
structure of the refugee relief system is changing through positive feedback loops.

In particular, components of the system (individual organizations) perceive
problems with the system’s outputs and try to change their own actions and their mutual
interaction in the processes ‘box’ to address the perceived problems.  At the same time,
environmental changes, partially in response to the outputs of the system, impinge on the
structure.  The concatenation of small changes in processes and environment leads to
changes in the system’s structure.  The adjusted structure guides and constrains
subsequent operations.  This development history is a general phenomenon of complex
systems (Arrow, et al., 2000:131).

The refugee relief system is too big, complex and constrained by demanding
environmental variables to become a fully networked system.  Nevertheless, I contend
that this recursive process is likely to make the refugee relief system more interconnected
and adaptive over time – more like a network – with the results that organizations will
work together more smoothly, refugee welfare will be improved on average and
catastrophic unintended consequences will be fewer.  My optimism stems from one
theoretical and two empirical observations.  First, complex systems tend to increase in
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complexity over time as components interact.  The proliferation of connections, and the
network potential they hold, is one part of the process (Arrow, et al., 2000:91).  Increased
complexity by itself will not lead to a more efficient system, nor one that produces
outcomes with a smaller performance gap.  In fact, increased complexity can make a
system work less well and encourage catastrophic breakdowns (Perrow, 1984).  This is
where the empirical reasons come in.

As stated above, the organizations that comprise the system are acutely aware of
the shortcomings of their output.  They self-consciously strive to improve their
individual and collective responses.  This directed behavior is likely to push the natural
dynamism of the system in a certain direction over time.  Second, the over riding
operative mode of the components of the system is cooperation, not competition.  The
refugee relief system is radically different from the anarchical state system where each
member has to guard its survival by balancing against potential enemies.  Circumstances
call for, and allow, a cooperation game (stag hunt) rather than a conflict game (chicken).
UN agencies, NGOs, political missions and military contingents all want to provide
solutions to a common set of problems, despite having different competencies and
preferred operating modes.  The refugee relief system contains a competitive market
dynamic between similar components, particularly NGOs, but all types of organizations
are acutely aware that they can not meet the demands of the environment by themselves
and must cooperate to succeed.  Each is more likely to thrive in the future if it succeeds
in the present.

That said, a word of caution is in order. Predictions about complex systems are
notoriously difficult, as incorrect weather forecasts constantly remind us.  In a system of
‘thinking’ parts, unpredictability is amplified by anticipatory behavior of the parts
(Jervis, 1997). ‘Groups are complex adaptive systems whose members are complex
adaptive systems.  They are also embedded in multiple systems that are themselves
complex.’ (Arrow, et al, 2000: 210) It is entirely possible that recursive changes will lead
the refugee relief system to become more rigid, more conflictual, less adaptive, less able
to provide for the needs of refugees and more likely to produce unintended political and
economic consequences.  This could happen even if no organization within the system
seeks such an end.  Because systems exhibit non-linear relationships, any change in
inputs or processes can lead to unexpected outcomes.  Any prediction about the future
direction of a complex system must be tentative and made with humility.

System feedback

Although the logic of dynamic systems theory holds that detailed predictions in a
non-linear system break down very quickly, predictions about evolving patterns can be
made if two types of information are known.  The investigator must know the initial
values of the environment, structure and process variables, and the rules that govern the
system’s dynamics (Arrow, et al., 2000).  The refugee relief system’s process, structure
and environment variables were reviewed in the previous section, so I will not
summarize them here. The system’s dynamics, on the other hand, need more attention.

If the refugee relief system develops toward becoming a network, it will happen
through feedback within the system. (See Figure 2.) Feedback can be positive or negative
and can occur between individual components or sets of components.  Positive feedback
is amplification through the system of  changes that originate either within the system or
outside it.  Through positive feedback, small adjustments can lead to interactions among
coupled components that ratchet up the initial effect.  Positive feedback is the mechanism
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for change in the system.  Negative feedback is dampening within the system of changes
from within or outside.  Through negative feedback, even large initial changes might not
have a significant impact on a system because components within the system adjust to
maintain equilibrium.  Negative feedback is the mechanism for stability in the system.

The first of three primary feedback loops in the model used in this article is the
material effect between the system’s output and its environment. The second loop is
between the component organizations’ perceptions of the output and the processes of
organization action.  (Within the processes ‘box’ of the model, there is feedback within
organizations – between the field and headquarters – and between organizations at
headquarters level and field level.  This is, of course, an ideal-type model.9) The third
loop is between the system’s processes and its structure.  The nature of this feedback is
both material and perceptual.  The model yields a multitude of hypotheses about the
development of a system. I only address the few that are most pertinent to my contention
that the refugee relief system is developing network characteristics.

H1: The material outcomes of refugee relief operations have an impact on
environmental variables of task requirements and of dependency.  Changes in
environmental variables affect the structure and processes of the system. Adverse
outcomes increase dependency as the providers of resources attempt to control the
system. Adverse outcomes also fail to substantially decrease task requirements and in
some cases even increase them.  Increased dependency and continued high task
requirements tend to move the system away from network attributes. If this dynamic is
operative, we should observe movement away from network development.  The system
should become more centralized, with decreased differentiation, as organizations try to
cope with an overwhelming environment and each tries to cover all the bases.

H2: Organizations’ perceptions of the outcomes of relief operations have an
influence on processes of interaction within and between organizations.  If the
constituent parts of the system do not like what perceive, then they will try to improve
the way they do business.  If they like what they perceive, then they will try to ingrain
their practices.  This effort at improvement should be manifested in evaluative studies,
recommendations for change and practice, and attempts to implement the
recommendations.

H3: Organizations’ processes change the structural variables.  The effect can
come about through conscious collective effort or not. That is, the system can develop by
nature (adaptive), by purpose (directive), or by both. If the refugee relief system is
developing network attributes, it will have increased connectivity, differentiation and
complexity. We should see an increase in information sharing and planning, a greater
number of formal and informal connections among organizations, an increased division
of labor, and new services.

H4: Structural and procedural adjustments modify the way environmental
demands and resources flow through the system, which alters the outcomes of the system
for any given set of environmental inputs.  No two refugee crises are alike, so a one-to-
one comparison is not possible.  However, over time a modified refugee relief system
should result in (at least) lower mortality and morbidity rates on average, increased
attention to needs beyond the bare necessities to sustain life, less economic distortion
caused by relief operations and fewer instances of ‘feeding the killers’.

Limitations on the length of this essay (and perhaps on the reader’s patience) do
not allow for a thorough investigation of these four hypotheses.  In the spirit of a
plausibility probe, which this work claims to be, the following paragraphs take each
hypothesis in turn and look at the evidence at three points in time: 1993-94, when events
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in Somalia and Rwanda made everyone painfully aware of the relief system’s
deficiencies; 1997-98, half way between that period and the present; and 2001, at the
writing of this article.

The first hypothesis holds that adverse outcomes will lead to continued high task
requirements and greater dependency, leading to increased centralization and less
differentiation between organizations. By the end of 1994, the task requirements in
Somalia were daunting but many relief organizations had withdrawn.  The task
requirements in Rwanda and Zaire had lessened since the middle of the year, but
remained high.  Problems extended beyond these two places.  World wide in 1994 the
number of refugees was higher than it had been for the previous 20 years, with the
exception of the three years immediately preceding (UNHCR, 1995:248). In 1994,
dependency variables were mixed. There was no immediate impact on regulations or the
nature (not amount) of funding, but political constraints mushroomed in Somalia and
hardened in Rwanda.

By 1997-98, dependency had increased and world wide task requirements
remained high, with a new focus on ‘enduring crises’.  Regulations imposed by
governments remained practically non-existent, but aid organizations got an ever larger
portion of their budgets from a few governments and governments placed political
constraints on what governments would do (there were no humanitarian military
interventions in this period, for example).  As expected, we observe some centralization
within the system.  In the UN, the position of Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian
Affairs, created after the Kurdish refugee crisis in 1991, became more assertive through
the Department for Humanitarian Affairs (DHA), the Inter-Agency Standing Committee
(IASC), composed of the heads of all relevant UN agencies and with representatives
from large NGOs, and the Consolidated Appeals Process (CAP), a mechanism by which
relief agencies and organizations combined their funding appeals to large donors into a
single document.  The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and DHA were
promoting the idea of a ‘lead agency’ to direct operations during crises.  The impact on
differentiation is unclear.  Hundreds of small NGOs continued to provide similar
services, but the biggest players emphasized specialization.

At the present time, the picture is mixed. Task requirements are high, with the
number of refugees increasing over the past three years (U.S. Committee for Refugees,
2001:4).10  Dependency on a handful of countries for funds is ever-increasing, with
constant funding short-falls.  In 2000, UNHCR suffered its worst budget gap in years
(Drumtra, 2001).  Regulation by donors of relief organizations activities remains low,
perhaps because of the oligopsony relationship noted earlier.  Political constraints are in
flux.  Governments are ‘gun shy’ in general and unwilling to take bold moves in places
like Afghanistan and Sudan, currently the two largest refugee producers (U.S. Committee
for Refugees, 2001:5), but willing to establish UN-run administrations for countries
coming out of civil crisis, as in Kosovo and East Timor.  In regard to centralization, the
IASC and the CAP play important roles in the refugee relief system, but the DHA has
been replaced by a less-directive information clearing house (discussed below), and the
UNHCR is no longer billing itself as the lead agency.  The number of NGOs continues to
increase without clear differentiation in competency between many of them, yet the main
organizations have become ever more differentiated.

The second hypothesis holds that organizations’ perceptions of relief operations
will lead to changes in processes of action to address perceived problems.  Evidence that
would support the hypothesis includes evaluative studies, recommendations for change
and continuation of good practices, and attempts to implement the recommendations.
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The Somalia and Rwanda experiences both prompted a number of evaluative analyses by
outside scholars and diplomats (Whitman and Pocock, 1996; Clarke and Herbst, 1997).
More importantly, the Rwanda disaster prompted the most comprehensive evaluative
study done by the relief community to date (Joint Evaluation, 1996).  It was
extraordinary in its depth and clarity and unprecedented in its multi-donor and multi-
provider character.  All of these studies, the Joint Evaluation in particular, offered
explicit recommendations to improved future responses to so-called ‘complex
emergencies’.

By 1997-98, some recommendations had been implemented.  For example,
timely epidemiological and food security surveys during crises, with standardized
methodologies and presentation of results. But most recommendations remained
unfulfilled, such as donors providing advanced funding to allow implementing agencies
to respond effectively to fast-moving events.  Also left undone was “filling the hollow
core” of large relief operations where no one has the capacity to provide direction or
overall coordination (Joint Evaluation, vol. 3, 1996).  Despite lack of a strong record of
implementation, organizations within the refugee relief system had learned the
importance of identifying ‘best practices’. The most ambitious effort was the initiation of
the collaborative Sphere Project in 1997, designed to improve the quality of assistance by
establishing universal minimum standards of humanitarian assistance and to increase the
accountability of the humanitarian system. We see in this effort not only a concerted
attempt to improve the system’s practices, but also the development of shared
understandings and expectations among the humanitarian components of the system.  To
quote from the Sphere Project’s own material (an admittedly subjective thing to do),
“Many humanitarian actors have recognized Phase I [1997-1998] of the Sphere Project
for the unique interagency co-operative process that developed a framework for, and
commitment to, quality and accountability in humanitarian practice” (Sphere Project,
2001).

Evaluation, recommendation and implementation efforts continue in 2001.  The
Sphere Project has turned its focus to implementation, with a number of top agencies
committed to the Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster Response
(Sphere Project, 2001). Another example is the Humanitarian Policy Group at the
Overseas Development Institute in London that has become a leading voice in
developing coherent policy recommendations across a range of related issues.  One of
their most interesting projects, as far as this paper is concerned, is the Active Learning
Network for Accountability and Performance in Humanitarian Action (ALNAP),
established in 1997 and consisting in 2001 of donor organizations, UN agencies and
NGOs.  It is “an international interagency forum working to improve learning and
accountability across the humanitarian system.”  It does this by “providing a forum for
the identification and dissemination of good practice and the building of consensus on
common approaches” (Overseas Development Institute, 2001).  Again, we see that
responses to perceived problems in the system lead to conscious attempts to change the
way business is done.  The result is both substantive standards and recommendations and
integrated effort among the components of the system.

The third hypothesis states that changes in processes conducive to network
development should lead to structural changes of increased connectivity, differentiation
and complexity.  These changes should be manifested as a greater number of contact
points among organizations, an increased division of labor and new services.  In 1994,
the degree of connectivity and information sharing in the system was low.  There were
some forums that brought NGOs together, such as the American coalition InterAction.
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However, most relief organizations were content to rely on ad hoc meetings rather than
establishing a coherent coordination structure (Bennett, 1996).

By 1997-98 this state of affairs had begun to change in significant ways.  The
troubled DHA was reorganized and renamed the Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), with a focus on the dissemination of information to the
entire refugee relief system and interested outside observers.  OCHA now provides
financial tracking, based on appeals and payments, to relief organizations and donors; a
Humanitarian Early Warning System (HEWS); and an Integrated Regional Information
Network (IRIN).  The information is distributed electronically to aid workers,
government officials and concerned members of the public and is available through the
Internet (ReliefWeb, 2001).  In addition to simple information sharing, a number of
training programs have appeared in recent years that establish the basis for shared
understanding of objectives and even joint planning.  Some of the initiatives take the
form of Masters degree programs at universities (Tufts, 2001; York, 2001), while others
are designed to bring together practitioners for shorter periods (Center of Excellence,
2001).  The number of points of contact are not only increasing, they are becoming
institutionalized.

At present, initiatives such as these continue to grow.  For example, IRIN has
expanded from one office in Nairobi in 1995 to three offices spread across Africa and
one in Pakistan, covering Central Asia. Another initiative that began in 1994 and has
established itself as a valuable ‘connector’ is the Center of Excellence in Disaster
Management and Humanitarian Assistance, located in Hawaii.  It is, perhaps, the premier
center for civil-military interaction in the area of disaster assistance.  Civilian-military
cooperation is one area where the refugee relief system is especially under developed.
The Center engages in operational research and evaluation, information sharing and
training courses in an attempt to prepare soldiers and humanitarians to work together
(Center of Excellence, 2001).

Throughout the 1994-2001 period it is not clear whether differentiation among
organizations has increased.  Organizations such as UNHCR, the World Food Program,
CARE and Médicins Sans Frontières have always specialized.  We do see increased
complexity, as the theory indicates, in the form of increased attention to cross-cutting
issues such as the welfare of women and children in refugee situations and awareness of
the inter-twining of emergency relief operations with long-term rehabilitation programs.
However, this complexity manifests itself more in the processes of action than in the
structure of the system.

Hypothesis four maintains that structural and procedural adjustments in the
system ought to result, over time, in outputs characterized by lower mortality and
morbidity rates on average, increased attention to needs beyond the bare necessities to
sustain life, less economic distortion caused by relief operations and fewer instances of
‘feeding the killers’.  The record on the first point over the past seven years is not good.
We have not seen 800,000 people killed in three months, as in Rwanda, and fewer people
than expected died in East Timor in 1999.  Nevertheless, millions of people face
harrowing existence and even death from Angola to Yugoslavia.  The mortality rate in
Afghani camps for displaced people reached alarming proportions in 2001 (Deutsche
Presse Agentur, 2001).  Much of this poor record is due to factors exogenous to the
system, such as the behavior of warring parties and whether or not relief organizations
are allowed to operate in places of need.

Where relief organizations have been allowed to operate, the record is better (not
surprisingly) but still mixed.  The level of coordinated activity in response to the Kosovo
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conflict in 1999 was very low.  Humanitarian organizations were unprepared for a
massive outpouring of refugees, so NATO military forces had to fill the gap.  They set up
camps that undeniably helped the refugee population, but the camps did not conform to
the standards the humanitarian community had adopted.  The political fallout from the
Kosovo war was felt acutely in the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia that found
itself with an Albanian insurgency on its hands in 2001.  In East Timor in 1999, in
contrast, the degree of coordination of the humanitarian response was very high and the
East Timorese benefited proportionately.  In addition, humanitarian organizations were
acutely aware of the danger of sustaining militiamen in the camps of refugees in West
Timor.  Consequently, they quickly moved as many people back to East Timor as they
could and they withdrew from the camps when militia activity became overt. In Guinea
in 2001, thousands of people have been displaced by fighting along the border area
where Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone meet.  They are suffering and dying from
inadequate care, despite efforts by aid organizations to attract donor attention.
Importantly, however, UNHCR moved the refugee camps further into Guinea and away
from the conflict zone to minimize the exposure of the refugees to violence and to
minimize the feeder effect on violence of relief assistance.

To summarize, evidence partially supports the first hypothesis.  The system is
subject to demanding environmental variables, partly in response to the outcomes of
previous operations.  These demands have led to increased centralization, as expected,
but not to decreased differentiation, in contrast to expectations of the theory. The second
hypothesis, that dissatisfaction with system outputs should lead to evaluative studies,
recommendations and implementation of the recommendations, is supported by evidence
of development in the processes of action.  The third hypothesis that changes in
processes will feedback to change the structure is supported as far as the structural
variable of connectivity is concerned.  It does not appear to be supported by expected
increases in differentiation and complexity.  From the perspective of developing a
network, increased connectivity is more important than reducing redundant competencies
or increasing structural complexity.  The fourth hypothesis, that the system should yield
better outputs if it develops network attributes is not sustained.  The record on mitigating
refugee mortality and morbidity and on avoiding unintended consequences of assistance
is mixed.

Overall, the refugee relief system is adapting its processes and structure in
response to environmental demands and perceptions of outcomes.  The dominant trend
appears to support the position that the system is developing network attributes,
particularly with regard to processes of evaluation and structural connectivity.  The trend
is not universal.  Not all of the changes point toward network development.
Furthermore, some changes anticipated by the prediction of network development do not
appear to be taking place.  It would be surprising in a complex system if all indicators
pointed in the same direction.

A prescription

Network development can be viewed in terms of three stages: simple exchange of
information or resources; limited cooperation in accomplishing a functional purpose; and
broad cooperation involving production of a thing or service (Alter and Hage, 1993:48-
49). The first is not much different from a market system.  The second is the most
common conception of how organizations can and should coordination their actions
outside the pure market model.  The third is a fully functioning network in which
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organizations integrate their actions and plans toward a commonly defined objective.
Presently, the refugee relief system resembles the second category of limited
cooperation.

If the refugee relief system is to maximize its coordinated activity, which is
widely seen as a method for improved performance, then it must evolve from the second
stage toward the third stage.  Communication is the central element of all network
interaction, be it formal or informal, administrative or operational, sequential or
collective.  A web of information exchange that is interactive, organized and horizontal
with a minimum of proprietary vertical direction and reporting characterizes a network.
It is the responsibility of the organizations involved to actively build and use a web of
information (Chayes and Chayes, 1999).

This prescriptive statement immediately confronts a barrier: knowledge is power.
The classic depiction of organizations (which network theory does not supplant) is that
they strive to maximize profits and power. Therefore, the requirement to share constantly
a broad spectrum of information is a particularly difficult proposition.  Information has
the same characteristics that make money valuable.  It is highly liquid so that it is easily
convertible and usable; it can be accumulated and stored (although most situation-
specific information changes rapidly); it is universal and required by all types of
organizations; and it is unique in the sense that it is not easily substituted (Aldrich,
1975). Extensive exchange of information reduces an organization’s proprietary control
over a valuable resource and therefore weakens its power position in relation to other
organizations.

A partial a solution to this problem lies in the realization that information is
different from money in one very important way: it is a positive-sum commodity.
Information passed from one organization to another is still available to the first
organization.  Furthermore, the reciprocal nature of information exchange indicates that
organizations that provide information are ‘paid back’ in kind.  In a group of
organizations faced with complex task requirements, the ones that engage in mutual
exchange of information have the potential to adapt more rapidly and succeed more often
than the ones that go it alone.

A related problem is that organizations with different philosophies or operating
procedures may believe the benefits of information exchange come at too high a cost.  A
stark example is the interaction of humanitarian and military organizations, which has
become a frequent occurrence in the past decade.  Information about the location of a
violent militia group might cause an aid organization to avoid that location or to
negotiate with the militia leader.  A military commander, on the other hand, might use
the information to attack the militia.  Aid workers who wish to avoid escalating the level
of violence will be disinclined to share the location information with military officers.
Conversely, military officers who want to preserve the element of surprise will not want
to share location information with aid workers who might talk to the militia.  In short,
different types of actors, especially soldiers and humanitarians, do not trust each other to
act in the ‘right’ way.

Game theory tells us that trust and distrust develop over time through successive
iterations of interaction between two or more actors.  The level of trust and the speed
with which it increases (or decreases) depends on how many parties interact, how likely
future interactions are, and how likely the participants in a large interaction set are to talk
to each other (Axelrod, 1984). Repeated interaction can lead to enhanced information
acquisition and exchange as well as the emergence of shared interests and common
strategies (Zajac and Olsen, 1993).  Because network governance relies on socially
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binding relations, organizations within the system share information about each other, as
well as about the object of their actions.  Therefore, even when the interaction set is
large, information about the trustworthiness of individual organizations travels quickly.

In this regard, the concept of connectivity is critical to the functioning of a
network.  The more frequently organizations interact and the wider their scope of
interaction, the more structurally embedded they become.  Connectivity over time
between multiple organizations promotes trust because it diffuses values and norms
between autonomous units.  It also diffuses information about parties’ behaviors and
strategies.  These, in turn, promote the development of a systemic macro-culture and
reputations of individual organizations.  From a network perspective, these social
mechanisms are far more effective and adaptive than reliance on authority, bureaucratic
rules, standardization or legal exchanges (Jones, et al., 1997).

CONCLUSION

This adaptation of theory from business management and dynamic systems
literatures to refugee relief operations indicates the potential value of further work in this
area.  Systemic network theory provides a means of describing and analyzing refugee
relief operations as coherent systems, even if they appear to be anything but coherent
from an empirical point of view.  Most of the hypotheses embedded in the theory are
well established and have been subjected to repeated testing in business and social
service environments (Oliver and Ebers, 1998).  This article has attempted to establish
the basis for similar work in the area of humanitarian assistance.

The logic of inquiry implied by systemic network theory can be summarized as
follows.  In complex systems, the action of component parts is recursive and nonlinear.
From local processes of interaction, systemic patterns emerge.  The repetition of
processes creates and adjust links in the structure of the system.  The structure,
reciprocally, enables some patterns of behavior and inhibits others and thus influences
the ebb and flow of communication, resources, cohesion, division of labor and so on.
The dynamic between structure and processes determines how well the system is able to
adapt to the demands placed on it by its environment.  The more adaptive the system is,
the smaller the gap between the demands of the environment and the output of the
system.  A high functioning system will meet the needs of its environment.  When those
needs change, the system will adjust.  A low functioning system will be unable to meet
the demands of the environment and will not adjust easily to changes in the environment.

This systemic analysis is distinct from the approach of most (although certainly
not all) international relations scholars, who look at the system of states and focus on
behavior driven by competition and conflict.  It is concerned with non-state actors in the
international system.  It focuses on behavior driven by the need for cooperation. One of
the strengths of network theory is that it moves away from understanding systems as
inherently competitive (i.e. market or anarchy), but without falling prey to the alternative
of a system that is centrally controlled (i.e. hierarchy).  For this reason, it is particularly
well suited to understanding systems where there is a strong incentive for autonomous
units to work together in common cause – not where there is an adversary, but where the
objectives to be achieved are too challenging and complex for any one organization to
achieve alone.

In the previous section, I conducted a summary probe of the argument that the
refugee relief system is developing network characteristics, by specifying four macro-
level hypotheses and reviewing evidence between 1994 and 2001.  The overall
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impression is two-fold.  First, the systemic network model is indeed a useful way to
analyze coordination developments in the refugee relief community.  Second, the system
is developing some network characteristics, but the development is spotty.  In addition, it
does not appear that the developments noted have had a significant impact on the
outcomes of individual relief operations.

Obviously, a great deal more empirical work is needed.  Scholars interested in
system dynamics might focus on whether the refugee relief system is really developing
in the way that my preliminary account indicates.  Beyond the question of whether it is
developing are questions of exactly how and why it is developing, or not developing.
Scholars and practitioners interested in the outcomes of relief operations might focus on
why apparent changes in the system have had limited impact on the successes and
failures of particular operations.  An ambitious agenda might combine the two.  One can
imagine tracing the pattern of system development and outputs by taking repeated
measures over time.  For instance, if the variables of connectivity and quality of refugee
care are chosen, then a three-dimensional plot can be constructed, where time is on the
horizontal (X) axis, connectivity is on the vertical (Y) axis and quality of care is on the
depth axis (Z). Comparing time and connectivity would reveal whether the system is, in
fact, becoming more like a network, as my quick review indicates.  Comparing
connectivity and output would reveal if there is a correlation between the two and if that
correlation holds over time.  Additional research could then look for the reasons for the
correlation, or lack of it, by investigating other variables within the model.

The depth and breadth of coordination envisioned by systemic network theory
exceeds the objectives of most coordination improvement efforts currently underway.
Organizational systems in the private sector have adopted integrated planning and team
implementation, but the process of change has been slow.  There is reason to believe that
the refugee relief system can begin to approximate the same practices, although a
completely networked system is highly unlikely, given the environmental and structural
constraints inherent in the system.  Relief organizations must grasp the concept of
systemic networks.  Then they will have to self-consciously modify their interactions to
overcome environmental and structural constraints on network development.  If they
create a networked system, the outcomes are likely to be better service provided to the
refugees and fewer unintended economic and political consequences.
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ENDNOTES
                                                  
1 I use the term ‘refugee relief system’ for convenience.  It refers to the community of
actors who attempt to provide relief and rehabilitation to both refugees and internally
displaced persons.
2 The most famous book in international relations to make a system level argument
(Waltz, 1979) treats the concept of a system as a simplifying tool for the analyst. Jervis
(1997) emphasizes complexity in his systems approach to understanding state relations.
3 The subject of analysis is the group of organizations that respond to refugee crises and
constitute a system over time.  One could also apply systemic network theory to a
particular refugee relief operation.
4 An organization’s domain is defined as the products and services it needs to carry out
its activities and the products and services it produces as a result of its activities (Aldrich,
1975). Two companies that produce different products do not have overlapping domains
and will not compete with each other. Depending on their needs and products, they might
cooperate with each other.  Two companies that produce the similar products, paper
companies for example, have overlapping domains and will compete with each other. A
hierarchical organization can reduce domain competition between component parts by
making each more specialized.  For example, a corporation could direct one of its paper
plants to produce newspaper-quality product and the other to produce stationery-quality
product.
5 For a review of business management literature, see Oliver and Ebers (1998).  An
ambitious book that treats small groups as complex systems, and provides a useful
literature review in the process, is Arrow, McGrath and Berdahl (2000).
6 As the number of organizations grows arithmetically, the number of potential
connections grows exponentially (Pfeffer  and Salancik, 1978).
7 For example, UNHCR and NGOs sometimes distribute food through indigenous civic
organizations within the refugee population in an effort to avoid infantilizing the
population.  The aid organizations then have trouble determining whether or not the
people who need help the most are getting it.  Worse still, indigenous organizations
sometimes use the food to support paramilitary units at the expense of legitimate
refugees.  The Rwandan refugee camps in Zaire from 1994 to 1996 are an outstanding
example of this problem.
8 To be an adaptive network, the system would have to be highly connected, not highly
centralized.
9 A common complaint among relief agency personnel is that their headquarters offices
do not pay attention to the reports they file and therefore do not allow adjustments to
programs to meet the specific needs of a situation.
10 It should be noted that the number of refugees and internally displaced persons is
beyond the control of the refugee relief system.  That fact does not lessen the need for the
system to confront the demand.


