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Executive Summary 

The aim of this paper is to provide a broad based 
overview of some of the trends and issues in the 
existing literature around the evolving engagement 
of the private sector in humanitarian action and the 
interface of the private sector with civil-military 
actors in disasters and conflict.  A number of themes 

are covered in the review including how the 
resources of the private sector and the military can 
be tapped more systematically and strategically to 
support the humanitarian sector to augment its 
capacity to address today’s and tomorrow’s 
challenges. A second theme is ‘trilateral’ interface 

between of the private sector and civil-military 
actors. A third theme briefly looks at some of the 
trends and patterns of the private sector’s pattern of 
engagement in international development and 
potential relevance to humanitarian action.    

Global risks analyses suggest that an increasingly 
globalised and interconnected world, compounded 
by climate change, urbanisation and demographic 
shifts and technological advances, is changing the 
nature of current and future crises threats. The 
humanitarian literature acknowledges this and how 

it will continue to drastically expand the complexity 
of the humanitarian operating environment and 
crisis response. In turn, this has raised substantial 
questions concerning the capacity of the traditional 
humanitarian system to respond to existing and 
mounting needs. It is clear from the literature that 

new capabilities are required as the humanitarian 
system seeks to anticipate and respond to new types 
and dimensions of crisis challenges. In addition it is 
increasingly highlighted in the humanitarian 
literature that the way the traditional sector (e.g. 
United Nations ((UN)) agencies, the Red Cross and 

Red Crescent Movement, donor governments and 
international non-governmental organisations) is 
configured limits its capacity to be able to address 
new kinds of challenges and to build cohesion in an 
increasingly crowded, competitive and diverse 
community.  As humanitarian concerns become 

increasingly part of core politics and new types of 
expertise are required, it is ever more evident in the 
literature that traditional humanitarian actors need 
to consider how to harness other types of expertise 
from both inside the sector and outside the sector.  

To a certain extent, there is growing recognition 
amongst the humanitarian community and the 
private sector that more strategic partnerships based 

around complimentary expertise are needed and the 
need for leadership to foster more systematic 
strategic and sustained collaboration. Technological 
advances, for instance, are increasingly being seen as 
essential to the humanitarian enterprise but 
traditional humanitarian actors have limited 

capacity and resources for extensive research and 
development or to experiment with innovation. 
Framing discussions of how to advance the 
humanitarian enterprise through private sector and 
humanitarian collaboration in terms of co-creating 
mutual value, rather than simply leveraging 

complementarity could help take collaboration to 
the next level.  It may also aid the humanitarian 
community to better incorporate demand-driven 
approaches, with the potential for significant 
improvements in humanitarian outcomes.  Greater 
leadership within the sector to promote the 

engagement of new actors as humanitarian partners 
and to encourage the incorporation of their assets 
and resources into humanitarian policy and 
planning frameworks, as well as those of national 
governments, would also serve to advance this 
discussion and progress to be made with respect to 

how to effectively address future humanitarian 
challenges. 

The private sector’s broader inclusion in 
international development has undergone a 
considerable transformation over the last decade. As 

development, sustainability and growth have 
become more closely entwined, and the private 
sector’s role has been promoted, it has become more 
embedded in the international development 
architecture as a core partner and its engagement 
has matured considerably. The notion that 

communities in developing countries are resilient 
entrepreneurs, producers and consumers rather than 
solely victims in need of support has led to a 
plethora of business ventures seeking to develop 
new business models to leverage this wealth of 
opportunity. It has given rise to a focus on the 

private sector engaging to help create social value 
through integrating NGO and business capacities 
and co-creating value with the communities in 
which it operates as well as the communities within 
broader value chains. Further, there is an emerging 
trend within development for more strategic 

collaboration framed around ‘meta-initiatives’ that 
bring together diverse sectors and actors, including 
government, at different levels to solve ‘systemic’ 
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challenges that no one actor or sector can achieve on 
its own. The international development literature 
demonstrates that such approaches are needed to 
address complex global problems and references the 
private sector as a strategic partner.   

The transferability of the international development 
experience in building a relationship with the 
private sector and working in partnership to address 
development challenges at different levels and 
sectors, including the politics of those processes,  

offers considerable ‘food for thought’ for the 
humanitarian sector as it seeks ways to augment its 
capacity and strengthen its humanitarian impact.  As 
both humanitarian and development sectors seek to 
put resilience at the heart of their respective 
agendas, opportunities for better entwinement of 

both agendas could be explored.  

The literature demonstrates that humanitarian 
actors on the ground have attested to the benefits of 
military services in disaster response due to the 
wealth of resources they bring in the form of 

logistics, lift capacity and securing access. Less 
understood are other capabilities the military can 
contribute in the form of strategic thinking and 
planning, surge capacity, research and development, 
organisational management, and capacity 
development, including how the organisational 

culture of the military understands and embeds 
these capabilities into the context of its overall 
mandate and mission.  

The literature also shows that there has been a 
distinct rise in and normalisation of militarisation in 

humanitarian action since the end of the Cold War: 
military provision of aid is increasingly becoming 
the norm, and within some countries, such as the 
United States (US), national militaries take on 
greater humanitarian roles in foreign nations. Yet, 
military engagement in humanitarian action has also 

taken on political dimensions as humanitarianism 
becomes part of core politics in the context of 
stabilisation and peace building.   There is an 
emerging trend on the part of selected donors to 
adopt more comprehensive or ‘whole of government’ 
approaches for peace-building and peacekeeping 

initiatives. Such approaches call for addressing 
challenges related to poverty, insecurity, violence 
and development more holistically, bringing military 
actors into new roles that have not ‘traditionally’ 
been part of their mandate. The challenges 
presented in the literature on the part of 

humanitarians hinge upon the preservation of 
humanitarian principles and space, and scepticism 
amongst humanitarians about the politicisation of 
the military’s engagement in humanitarian action; 

many traditional NGOs are wary of collaborating 
with military actors for fear they might be advancing 
wider geopolitical or military objectives that may in 
the long run work against the humanitarian 
enterprise. At the same time, the nature of the 

security environment is changing with the rise of 
private military forces (PMFs) and their increasing 
use by NGOs and the UN to provide security and by 
governments to outsource key tasks.  Further, 
despite the many guidelines on effective civil-
military collaboration, many challenges to 

coordination remain.  

While there are promising examples of the military 
tapping into the expertise of the private sector to 
augment its capacity, there is a lack of reference in 
the literature with respect to the interface between 

the private sector, humanitarian actors and the 
military working in partnership to harness one 
another’s expertise in support of a common 
objective.  This warrants further analysis within a 
broader research agenda related to a changing crisis 
landscape and humanitarian effectiveness in the 

future. 
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Introduction

Transformative trends in the global environment are 
contributing to an increasingly complex crisis 
context for humanitarian actors. ´Traditional’ 

humanitarian actors such as multi-laterals, 
international organisations and donors are facing a 
rapidly changing operational environment. The 
expanding scale and scope of globalisation, 
urbanisation, interconnectedness and climate 
change has challenged the capability of the existing 

international humanitarian system to deal with the 
changing dimensions, dynamics and types of 
humanitarian crises.  A range of new actors 
including the private sector, diaspora communities, 
international and national militaries, and emerging 
economies are increasingly stepping up to the 

challenge.  

This literature review is about the expanding range 
of new actors engaging in humanitarian action with 
an emphasis on the ‘trilateral’ interface between the 
private sector and civil-military actors.  The study 

broadly reviews in the literature both trends and 
opportunities to enhance the efficiency and 
effectiveness of the humanitarian enterprise and 
challenges to cohesion and strategic collaboration.  
The private sector and military actors bring a wealth 
of resources, expertise and capabilities with respect 

to strategic thinking, product development, supply 
chains, innovation and innovative practices, and the 
effective use of science and technology–
competencies not typically assigned to the roles and 
skill set of the ‘traditional’ humanitarian sector. 
However, new actors also bring different mandates, 

motives and values to the table which may not be 
readily compatible with how humanitarian 
counterparts understand their mandate or with 
values around traditional humanitarian principles of 
impartiality, neutrality and independence. Some 
lessons can perhaps be gleaned from the evolution of 

the private sector´s engagement in development, 
which appears to be more matured and 
systematically formalised than its current 
engagement in humanitarian action.   

Scope of Study and Methodology 

This study consisted of desk-based research of 
relevant literature in the fields of humanitarian 
studies, development studies, international relations 
and political science.  It has also, where possible, 
included research into humanitarian, economic and 

scientific trends. References were located from a 

search of a range of academic literature, reviews, 
policy briefings, evaluations and guidance from 
humanitarian, private sector and government 

sources. While this review is based upon a broad 
range of sources, it is by no means exhaustive; each 
of the various themes covered could warrant its own 
in-depth literature review and analysis. This review, 
rather, focuses upon scoping current trends and 
evolving challenges and opportunities reflected in 

the current literature.  

This literature review forms part of the 
Humanitarian Futures Programme, King’s College 
London’s (HFP’s) Project ´The Private Sector 

Challenge: Risks and Opportunities in Crisis 

Situations´, with support from the Australian Civil-
Military Centre (ACMC). The 12 month research 
project aims to enhance civil-military stakeholder 
knowledge and understanding of the implications of 
private sector engagement in crisis situations and 
humanitarian action. In so doing, it hopes to help 

prepare military, humanitarian and political 
stakeholders to engage efficiently and effectively 
with the private sector to enhance humanitarian 
outcomes now and in the future.  

This paper aims to provide the broader context, 

setting the framework for the project as a whole, 
including country level research and consultations 
with Australian stakeholders.  It is conceived 
to inform the project through research and analysis 
around three main issues: 

• Broad global trends and transformative factors 

that are influencing the humanitarian context. 

• How the private sector´s role in humanitarian 

action is changing. 

• Challenges and opportunities for private sector 

and civil-military engagement in crisis contexts  

The trends, challenges and opportunities of private 
sector engagement in humanitarian action in this 
report are drawn from relevant literature pertaining 
to evolving operational contexts, and the emerging 
roles of the private sector and the military and their 
interface.  

Key questions raised in the literature include: How 
can the expertise of diverse new actors be leveraged 
to augment the overstretched capacity of the 
humanitarian sector and to enhance future 
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humanitarian action?  What are promising trends, 
approaches and collaborative models that can 
facilitate more strategic cooperation and 
coordination on the ground?  How can cohesion be 
fostered between the private sector and civil-military 
actors who have very distinct mandates and 

motives?  Does the international development 
community’s experience in building collaboration 
and engaging with the private sector have relevance 
for the humanitarian sector? 

The literature indicates that there are numerous well 

established as well as emerging principles, 
guidelines, and approaches to help respond to these 
pressing questions of cohesion and collaboration. 
Guidelines and evaluations covering these issues of 
how to foster more collaborative or joined-up 
approaches point to some common lessons learned, 

including the fact that such approaches need to 
ensure strategies, processes and systems are 
designed with humanitarian outcomes in mind. The 
literature draws some conclusions as to how these 
approaches can be improved including increased 
political leadership for private sector engagement in 

humanitarian action, more pooled funding, joint 
planning, greater recognition of the work and role 
that platforms or intermediary mechanisms can play 
in harnessing private sector expertise and reducing 
barriers to collaboration. Further, more systematic 
evidence gathering is needed to understand, learn 

from and build upon emerging good practice. 

Structure of the Paper 

The paper is in five parts.  Section 1 - Introduction 
describes the background and aims of the literature 

review.  Section 2 -Overview of the Changing 
Humanitarian Operating Environment lays out a 
brief overview of the relevant contextual issues in 
the humanitarian operating environment raised by 
the literature. It provides a useful launching-pad for 
key issues discussed in the remainder of the report 

relevant to the interplay between the private sector, 
civil-military relations and humanitarian actors in 
light of this evolving operational context.  Section 3 - 
The Role of the Private Sector in Humanitarian 
Action explores the evolving role, perspectives and 
motives of the private sector in humanitarian action. 

It looks at how the private sector engages in 
humanitarian action and interacts with the 
international community, drawing on lessons learnt 
from the private sector´s engagement in 
international development.  Section 4 - Civil-
Military and Private Sector Interaction in 

Humanitarian Contexts –The Current State of Play 
explores civil-military interaction in humanitarian 
crises, and private sector-civil-military interface.  
Section 5 – Conclusions draws together the main 
findings from the literature, suggesting ways to build 
upon the findings of this paper to strengthen future 

collaboration and cohesion for humanitarian action, 
both now and in the future.   

Terminology and key definitions 

Humanitarian Crisis Drivers: In common with HFP´s 

previous work, ´humanitarian crises drivers´ is a 
factor or set of factors with the potential to expose 
humans to life-threatening hazards. The term crisis 

threat is used in this study interchangeably with 
‘crisis driver’. A crisis threat or crisis driver can 
consist of a physical hazard such as an earthquake, a 

technological threat such as radioactive leakage, or 
conflict leading to human vulnerability. 

Humanitarian Action: In common with HFP’s 
previous work, ‘humanitarian’ is understood here 
from the perspective of human vulnerability. 

Humanitarian action in this study therefore refers 
not only to relief operations but also to a wide 
spectrum of activities from prevention and DRR 
through to preparedness, response, recovery, 
reconstruction and development.  

Private Sector:  There is not one universally accepted 
definition for the term ‘private sector’. For the 
purposes of this study, the term refers to that part of 
the economy that is owned and controlled by 
individuals and organisations through private 
ownership. Herein, we also use ‘private sector’ to 

refer to state owned enterprises under state 
capitalism, which are created by the government to 
undertake commercial activities. The private sector 
delivers products and services across industries and 
private, public, and social sectors. Important 
features include private ownership, production 

driven by markets and competition, and activity 
driven by private initiative and risk-taking. The 
private sector is described using a variety of terms 
varying across the international, national and local 
level. Types of private sector entities include, but are 
not limited to, businesses, companies, cooperatives, 

corporations, firms, franchises, partnerships, 
multinationals, proprietorships, members of the 
Diaspora community, and sole traders. 

Traditional Humanitarian Actor: ‘Traditional’ 
humanitarian actors refer to organisations with 

mandated roles and responsibilities for providing 
humanitarian assistance in places affected by 
disasters or conflict. Such organisations normally 
include international non-governmental 
organisations (INGOs), members of the Red Cross 
movement, including the International Federation of 

Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) and the 
ICRC, United Nations agencies and programmes, 
and government donors. 

Non-traditional Humanitarian Actor - Humanitarian 
actors are increasingly defined more broadly, to 
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include Diasporas, non-state actors such as 
Hezbollah, the military, and a wide array of 
community organisations. Increasingly, actors also 
include online coalitions of actors providing support 
for humanitarian action through mechanisms such 
as crowd-sourcing and crowd-funding. In this paper, 

these entities are referred to as ‘non-traditional’.   

Collaboration: As with previous HFP work, 
collaboration is cooperative behaviour between two 
or more entities focused upon achieving a particular 
objective, or set of objectives, while seeking to 

ensure a mutually beneficial relationship. 
Collaboration is normally specific to a particular 
period, long or short. There are normally seven 
reasons for collaboration on humanitarian activities: 
strengthened operational capacities; improved 
information and communications; enhanced 

innovative capacities; better policy planning; 
improved strategy formulation; improved advocacy; 
and greater accountability.1

 

Civil-Military Coordination: This refers specifically to 
the interaction between humanitarian organisations 

and military actors for humanitarian purposes. 

                                                           
1  Humanitarian Futures Programme (2009) Gaining the Future: Collaboration 

Guidelines for 21st Century Organisations. London: Humanitarian Futures 

Programme. pp. 5–7. 



 

Humanitarian Futures Programme // Evolving Operational Contexts and the Role of the Private Sector in Humanitarian Action: Literature 

Review 

8 

Humanitarian Crises and the 
Changing Operating 
Environment 

An Increasingly Complex Operating 
Environment  

The literature acknowledges that changes in the 

global environment over the last two decades impact 
heavily on the operating environment for 
humanitarian action. The increasing scale and scope 
of globalisation and interconnectedness, 
urbanisation, climate change and a shift towards a 
multi-polar world are generally accepted in the 

literature as some of the key global trends that are 
rapidly expanding the dimensions, dynamics and 
diversity of crises threats.

2   Climate change will 
heighten regional resource insecurities, food 
production disruptions and prompt rural to urban 
migration, thereby ‘shifting the tipping point at 

which conflict ignites’.
3
  Respondents to the World 

Economic Forum’s (WEF) Global Risks 2012 Survey, 
for instance, identify water and food resource 
insecurities as being the most likely and as having 
the greatest impact on societal risks over the next 10 
years.

4
  The rise of new powerful world economies, 

such as the BRIC economies, and their role as 
donors, private sector actors, armed with arising 
middle class and with investments and trade, is 
leading to an increasingly multi-polar world and 
raising challenges across developing and developed 
economies about Western influence with respect to 

the types of threats and complexity of risks facing 
them.

5
   

The literature further demonstrates how the types, 
dimensions and dynamics of humanitarian crises are 
changing resulting in new and more diverse crisis 

drivers. Burke and Kent 2011 assert that ‘There will 
be new types of sudden and slow-onset crisis agents, 

                                                           
2 Development Concepts and Doctrine Centre (DCDC) (2010) Global Strategic 

Trends out to 2040. London: Ministry of Defence; Kharas, H. and Rogerson, A. 

(2012) Horizon 2025: Creative Destruction in the Aid Industry. London: 

Overseas Development Institute; Kent, R. and Burke, J. (2011) Commercial and 

Humanitarian Engagement in Crisis Contexts: Currents Trends, Future Drivers. 

London: Humanitarian Futures Programme, King’s College London, see pp. 9-11 

‘Transforming trends in the coming decade’; World Economic Forum (WEF) 

(2012) Global Risks 2012, WEF-Risk Response Network. 
3DCDC (2010); Ramalingam, B. and Knox Clarke, P. (2012) Meeting the Urban 

Challenge: Adapting Humanitarian Efforts to an Urban World. London: ALNAP, 

Overseas Development Institute.  
4 WEF (2012) 
5 DCDC (2010); Kharas, H. and Rogerson, A. (2012); Campbell, I., Wheeler, T., 

Attree, L., Butler, D., and Mariani, B. (2012) China and Conflict-Affected States: 

Between Principle and Pragmatism (London, Saferworld).  

including technological systems failures, large-scale 

industrial and chemical collapse, nuclear seepage, 
water scarcity, pandemics and increasing civil strife’. 
The United Kingdom’s (UK’s) Ministry of Defence 
(MOD) points out that technological advances and 
interconnectedness in ´cyber-space, are creating 
new risks such as ´cyber-attacks´.

6
 Further, the 

MOD notes that increased interconnectedness’ will 
reduce the time to plan for and respond to global 
events, raising alarms with respect to current 
approaches and planning timeframes for 
anticipating risk. 

7 Respondents to the WEF Global 
Risks Survey 2012, concur, identifying the possibility 

of a ´cyber-attack´ as the greatest (in terms of most 
likely and of greatest potential impact) technological 
risk over the next 10 years.

8
  The literature notes the 

lack of experience and existing knowledge with the 
humanitarian sector to effectively deal with the 
emergence of these new types of crises and crisis 

dynamics. Ramalingam et al suggest, for instance, 
that traditional humanitarian actors are 
inexperienced in and unprepared for operating in 
the rapidly emerging urban environments. These 
environments, the result of shifting demographics 
from rural to urban areas in developing economies 

are characterized by rapid and unplanned urban 
overcrowding and fraught with fragile infrastructure, 
low-incomes and chronic long-term illness.

9  Rapid 
and unplanned rural to urban migration is also 
giving rise to new forms of urban violence which 
deter humanitarian actors from engaging due to the 

uncertain security concerns this presents.
10

 

In addition to new types of crisis drivers, the varied 
analysis in the literature on some of the most recent 
large-scale events of more familiar hazards (e.g. 
floods, earthquakes, drought) further illustrate how 

the dimensions and impact of events and the nature 
of the affected is changing and the types of 
complexities it poses for the humanitarian operating 
environment: 

                                                           
6 DCDC (2010)   
7 DCDC (2010) pp. 20 
8 WEF (2012) 
9 Ramalingam, B. and Knox Clarke, P. (2012) 
10 Ramalingam, B. and Knox Clarke, P. (2012) 
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• North-East Pakistan Floods 2010: When floods 

hit northern Pakistan in 2010, the Pakistani 

military was also engaged in an operation 

against militants in its north-west territories. 

The combat operation resulted in constraints 

to humanitarian agency movements and to 

relief reaching beneficiaries in the region. 11  

Prior to the floods military campaigns in the 

region had displaced hundreds of thousands of 

people increasing not only civilian 

vulnerability, but escalating the complexity 

and human impact of the disaster.12 

• Haiti Earthquake 2011: following surges in relief 

actors and bottlenecks in aid delivery and 

recovery, the international community has 

acknowledged the need to find new 

approaches for coordinating its assistance in 

crowded urban settings. 

• The Great East Japan Earthquake: the earthquake 

resulted in tsunami waves killing 20,000 people 

and sparked a nuclear accident at Fukushima, 

with profound economic impacts across 

international markets.13 

Ten Transformative Humanitarian 
Factors  

The transnational nature of global challenges and 
changing crisis drivers is, in turn, giving rise to a 
number of trends and transformational factors that 
are likely to characterise the future humanitarian 

operating environment.   

• Growing Political Centrality of 

Humanitarian Crises. Humanitarian crises 

are highly significant political events which 

have moved from the periphery of 

governmental interests to centre stage. The 

literature demonstrates that over the last 

decade humanitarian crises have become more 

central to government interests, taking on high 

and increasing levels of political significance.14  

New crises drivers and an evolving 

understanding of risk, security and 

vulnerability have made humanitarian 

                                                           
11 Donini, A. (2012) Civil-military interaction and the future of humanitarian 

action: Conflict prevention in practice: from rhetoric to reality, ACMC Paper 

3/2012; Harvey, P. And Harmer A. (2011) International Dialogue on 

Strengthening Partnership in Disaster Response. Background Paper 1 Building 

Trust: Challenges for national authorities and International aid agencies in 

working together in times of disasters, Humanitarian Outcomes. 
12 Donini, A. (2012)  
13  White, S. and Lang, H. (2012) Corporate engagement in natural disaster 

response: piecing together the value chain. Centre for Strategic and International 

Studies (CSIS). 
14 Kent, R. and Burke, J. (2011); Harvey, P. and Harmer A. (2011)  

interests part of core politics. 15   This means 

that decisions about who provides assistance 

and how to provide it will increasingly be 

determined by abiding political interests.  

• Changing Types, Dimensions and 

Dynamics of Humanitarian Crises. 

Uncertainty, rapid change and complexity will 

increasingly be the hallmarks of humanitarian 

crises in the foreseeable future. There will be 

new types of sudden and slow-onset crisis 

agents, including technological systems 

failures, large-scale industrial and chemical 

collapse, nuclear seepage, water scarcity, 

pandemics and increasing civil strife. 

• Post-Western Hegemonic States.  

Governments are increasingly less willing to 

accept the involvement of Western powers. 

The literature demonstrates that some 

governments in developing economies, 

primarily those where government apparatus 

such as the military are mandated as first 

response to disasters are increasingly 

considering interventionism by international 

powers as a threat to state-sovereignty.16 ‘The 

focus of some governments on self-reliance in 

the face of disasters and trends in building this 

capacity has seen increasing refusals to issue 

the ´standard emergency´ appeals that have 

traditionally triggered the international 

system’s response’ 17  

• The Future Role and Delivery of Aid - As 

crises are becoming more central to 

government interests the sorts of activities that 

are seen as needed from the international 

community are changing.18 Many authors, for 

instance, note that technological advances that 

serve the poor have the potential to transform 

conventional relief delivery. 19  A report 

produced by the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP´s) Growing Inclusive 

Markets programme, for example, proposes 

that a ´third way´ for channelling Overseas 

Development Assistance (ODA) to 

                                                           
15 Binde, A. and Witte, J. (2007) Business engagement in humanitarian relief: key 

trends and policy implications. London: Humanitarian Policy Group, Overseas 

Development Institute; Kent, R. and Burke, J. (2011);  Kharas, H. and Rogerson, 

A. (2012); 
16Weiss, T. (2012) Humanitarian Intervention, Cambridge, Polity Press; Donini, 

A. (2012). 
17 Taylor, G. et al. (2012) The State of the Humanitarian System: 2012 Edition. 

London: ALNAP, Overseas Development Institute. 
18 Kent, R. and Burke, J. (2011) 
19 Jackelen, J. and Zimmerman, J. (2011) A Third Way for Official Development 

Assistance, Growing Inclusive Markets. United Nations Development 

Programme; Kharas, H. and Rogerson, A. (2012);  
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beneficiaries is and should be emerging, based 

on the success of conditional cash transfers 

and lessons learned from pioneering 

technological and business model innovations 

in the private sector. This suggests that far less 

interest will be paid to the provision of 

‘international aid workers’ and conventional 

response practices 

• The Vulnerability Perspective. The division 

between development and humanitarian 

action will increasingly prove conceptually 

inadequate to meet the complex crises of the 

future.  From a vulnerability perspective, 

humanitarian action will become more 

comprehensive, incorporating issues such as 

resilience, security, risk and poverty reduction 

and more integrated approaches to achieve 

these outcomes.  This is likely lead to a 

blurring of the traditional and sometimes 

artificial distinction between humanitarian and 

development assistance. 

• Expanding Range of Humanitarian Actors. 

A plethora of new actors is contributing to 

humanitarian action, from the military, the 

private sector and non-state actors, to diaspora 

groups and online communities contributing 

through crowd-sourcing and crowd-funding. A 

key defining feature of many of these types of 

actors is that humanitarian work is not 

necessarily their core business. 20  It is 

increasingly recognised in the literature that 

these new actors bring with them not only 

huge amounts of financial, human and 

technological resources, but also new areas of 

expertise, new approaches, processes and 

organisational systems.21 While they contribute 

new capacities and expertise, the expansion of 

actors also brings significant challenges due to 

diversity in mandates and motives causing 

challenges with respect to how to embed their 

assets and expertise into the humanitarian 

sector at large.   

• Supply Versus Demand Driven Activities. 

Humanitarian action will become more 

demand driven. Governments, as well as 

potentially or actually affected communities, 

are likely to be more insistent on quality and 

                                                           
20 Taylor, G. et al. (2012)  
21 Kent, R. and Ratcliffe, A.  (2008) Responding to Catastrophes: U.S. Innovation 

in a Vulnerable World, Report of the CSIS Post-Conflict Reconstruction Project. 

Centre for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS). 

effectiveness, and more vocal about the 

failures of international assistance to deliver 

against these criteria. Trends related to pooled 

funding, with contributions to multilateral 

funding mechanisms such as the Central 

Emergency Relief Fund (CERF) and Country 

Level Humanitarian Funds are also likely to 

continue to increase.  

• Professionalism and Managerialism. The 

humanitarian sector has become more 

professional in many aspects of its work, and 

recent years have seen several 

‘professionalisation’ initiatives emerge.  This 

reflects a developing institutional 

managerialism that demonstrates that the 

humanitarian sector is a ‘competitive industry’ 

in which not only NGOs and United Nations 

(UN) agencies operate but, with an 

increasingly diverse range of actors, seek 

shares of an expanding but ultimately limited 

market.  

• Multiple Humanitarian Principles. Against 

the backdrop of the challenges that have been 

noted, the assumption that ‘traditional’ 

humanitarian principles as independence, 

impartiality and neutrality are universal is 

being challenged. Traditional humanitarian 

principles have proven insufficient in a more 

complex climate. 22  Those with traditional 

humanitarian roles will need to be sensitive to 

differing assumptions about principles and 

find ways to encompass the mandates 

motivations of new actors, whose core 

business, unlike that of traditional 

humanitarian agencies, is not humanitarian 

relief. 23    Indeed, there is a noted tension 

within the debate itself as to whether to 

protect traditional principles or formulate new 

principles for the current climate. While new 

principles have yet to emerge, on the basis of 

changing perceptions of vulnerability, the view 

that resilience and sustainability are central to 

future humanitarian action is, however, 

emerging.  

• Increasing Role of Science and Technology. 

Science and technology can play an 

increasingly important role in reducing future 

vulnerability. Those with humanitarian 

responsibilities will be held accountable more 
                                                           
22 Kent, R. and Burke, J. (2011); 
23 Binde, A. and Witte, J. (2007) 
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and more for ensuring that their work is 

appropriately and systematically informed by 

relevant evolving scientific learning. 

Humanitarian actors will also be called upon 

to consider the implications of their emerging 

two-fold intermediary role, bringing scientific 

learning to the partners with whom they work 

and enabling their concerns to inform 

scientific research agendas. 24 

Humanitarian Capacity Challenge 

The interplay of new types of crisis drivers, along 
with their changing dimensions and dynamics, and 
things like the transformative factors noted above is 
widening the scope of considerations and analysis in 
the humanitarian domain with respect to how it 
thinks about its capacity. From disaster risk 

reduction to preparedness and recovery, traditional 
humanitarian actors find themselves on the one 
hand, facing a greater demand for humanitarian 
action and, at the same time, facing challenges with 
respect to how to expand their mandates and 
augment their capabilities.  

It is increasingly highlighted in the literature that 
the way the traditional humanitarian sector is 
configured limits the capacity of the system to 
address new kinds of challenges.  Although 
expanding its mandates to further embed upstream 

crises issues such as urban risks and functions 
related to preparedness and resilience, the 
humanitarian sector is still largely responsive and 
reactive.

25
 The sector is also inherently supply driven 

and unable to effectively adapt to a demand driven 
approach.

26
  Further, though the humanitarian 

sector may more readily accept the changes 
occurring in the broader environment and the 
subsequent capacity implications, less clear are the 
pathways to help ensure it is more attuned to the 
broader changes and transformative factors affecting 
the humanitarian operating environment, now and 

in the future.   

It is also clear from the literature that new 
capabilities are required as the humanitarian system 
is increasingly involved in areas outside its 
traditional mandates. The literature cites a need not 

only for new capabilities, but also an urgent need to 
reconfigure how new capabilities, that can be drawn 
from private sector and military expertise, can be 
utilised to meet new challenges. A range of new 

                                                           
24 Burke, J. and Oglesby, R. (2012) Platforms for Private Sector-Humanitarian 

Collaboration. London: Humanitarian Futures Programme, King’s College 

London. 
25 Kent, R. and Ratcliffe, A.  (2008) 
26 Binde, A. and Witte, J., (2007); Burke, J. and Oglesby, R. (2012) Platforms for 

Private Sector-Humanitarian Collaboration, (London, Humanitarian Futures 

Programme, King’s College London). 

actors including the private sector; diaspora 
communities; national militaries; and emerging 
economies are increasingly stepping up to the 
challenge. Yet, there remains a sense of uncertainty 
pervading discussions in the literature about the 
motives of non-traditional actors and the 

compatibility of their mandates. These discussions 
are not just normative; they underpin how different 
agents interact with and plan around each other and 
how the resources and expertise of new actors are 
understood, accessed and incorporated. In the 
absence of having more common approaches to 

determine ‘who is best suited to do what’ and to 
assign added-value in different crisis contexts, the 
tendency could be to accept  or restrict ‘what is on 
offer’, which may or may not provide the type of 
capacity, including innovative thinking and 
practices, that the humanitarian sector requires.   

Current thinking also suggests that in an 
increasingly diverse humanitarian community the 
humanitarian sector, as it is currently configured, 
cannot solely be expected to build cohesion, given 
the wide variety of new actors, each of whom comes 
with their own motives, principles and perspectives 

and unique expertise.27  

The literature acknowledges the imperative for 
collaboration and though the challenges of building 
and maintaining collaborative relationships are now 
well identified, less clear, is how to do address those 

challenges in practice. This is likely to become an 
important issue to resolve going forward and a need 
to better understand and build on the transferable 
lessons that are emerging from practice.  

                                                           
27 Kent, R. and Ratcliffe, A. (2008); Kharas, H. and Rogerson, A. (2012); 
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The Role of the Private 
Sector in Humanitarian 
Action

This section explores the evolving motives, role, and 

engagement of the private sector in humanitarian 
action. It looks at how perspectives on the private 
sector as a humanitarian actor are changing, and 
summarises some of the key trends and lessons 
learnt from the private sector´s engagement in 
international development and their potential 

relevance to future humanitarian action. 

Multiple Core Interests and 
Motivations  

Perspectives presented in the literature on the 

motives of the private sector in humanitarian action 
range from notions of ‘global citizenship’  and a 
genuine desire to ‘do good’ to being driven by purely 
business interests such as corporate branding, 
protection of assets, and access to new markets.

28  
With respect to the former, the literature notes that 

there has been a genuine shift in corporate culture 
toward companies seeing themselves as needing to 
be part of a new world order in which global 
complexities, challenges and security threats shift 
the boundaries of what is considered ´good business 
sense´ and good business practice requiring a review 

of business as usual.29   

The humanitarian literature increasingly recognises 
that there is a genuine desire amongst some 
companies to ´do good´. 

30 A study conducted by 
Binde and Witte (2007), for instance, demonstrated 

that the most prominent reasons behind decisions 
for private sector actors to become engaged in 
humanitarian relief were positive branding and staff 
motivations. This study also found that accessing, 
understanding and testing new markets were 
important motivators for engagement.  It is also 

recognised in the literature that businesses are 
driven by factors such as the location of its assets 
and incentivized by donor and IFI presence, access 

                                                           
28 Binde, A., Witte, J., (2007) Business engagement in humanitarian relief: key 

trends and policy implications. London, Humanitarian Policy Group: Overseas 

Development Institute; Kent, R. and Burke, J. (2011); Kent and Ratcliffe (2008) 
29 Wilton Park Conference WP848 Report (2007) Investing in Peace: Spurring 

Private Involvement in Post-Conflict Peace Building; and see for example 

Branson, R. (2011) ´Screw Business as Usual´; Macleod, A. (2012) ‘Why Go it 

Alone in Community Development’, HBR Blog Network 
30 For instance, Binde, A. and Witte, J., (2007); Kent, R. and Burke, J. (2011). 

to governments and to having an enabling 

regulatory environment that is conducive for 
business investment and operations.  

An HFP study ´Commercial and Humanitarian 

Engagement in Crisis Contexts: Current Trends, 

Future Drivers´ (2011), suggests that the private 

sector’s motives cannot be purely reduced to 
financial gain and the complexity of distinguishing 
between motives related to, for example, Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR) and core business 
interests. On the part of the humanitarian 
organisations, their motives to engage with the 

private sector range from accessing new financial 
resources, to harnessing corporate expertise for 
humanitarian purposes to promoting humanitarian 
principles and values.  The fact is the private sector 
and its humanitarian counterparts operate in a 
highly competitive global marketplace, making the 

motives for engagement on the part of both sides 
complex and driven by a wide range of interests.  
Motives, mandates and pressures, then, are 
fundamental to decision making about whether to 
engage, who to engage with, how to engage, on what 
scale and for how long.  The HFP study concludes 

that there is a strong business case both on the part 
of the private sector and humanitarian organisations 
to collaborate and the need for both sectors to be 
able to understand each other’s motives and drivers 
for engagement. Further, both sides need to 
recognise that interests will change in different 

contexts and over time and to accept that their 
different motives will play an increasingly important 
part in determining the frameworks and models for 
how they collaborate.  

Patterns and Trends of Private 
Sector Engagement in Crisis 
Contexts 

The literature acknowledges how the private sector’s 
engagement in humanitarian action has evolved 
since the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami.  In general 

terms, the engagement has shifted away from 
primarily providing cash and in-kind donations, to 
that of working in partnership with humanitarian 
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organisations based upon sharing core business 
competencies, mirroring a similar pattern of the 
private sector’s engagement in international 
development.   

The most well established and common area of 

private sector engagement has been in disaster relief 
and response to natural hazards with a focus on 
contributions in the areas of logistics, transport and 
storage, shelter, water and sanitation, 
pharmaceutical, information technology and food. 
The literature demonstrates that the private sector, 

to date, has been less involved in preparedness, 
disaster recovery and disaster risk reduction.  Yet, 
the current broader shift within the humanitarian 
sector away from response to a focus on resilience 
building and risk management potentially positions 
the private sector to assume a far greater role in 

vulnerability reduction efforts in ways that can 
better link humanitarianism to issues of social and 
economic development and sustainability. Towards 
this end, a recent HFP workshop report (2012) 
`Private Sector Innovation and Humanitarian Action: 

Taking Engagement to the Next Level´ refers to the 

need for more long term thinking overall on the part 
of donors, governments and the humanitarian 
community with respect to how the private sector’s 
innovative capability and technological ‘know-how’ 
can bring additional and complementary 
competencies to bear on the humanitarian 

enterprise. 31
  A recent ALNAP report ´Innovations 

in Humanitarian Action´ affirms this, noting that 
‘given the limited capacity for research and 
development within the sector, humanitarian 
agencies need to consider how to draw on wider 
sources of expertise and ideas, both from inside and 

outside the sector’.
32

  

While the literature demonstrates that rapid and 
large-scale private sector response has been 
attracted in response to disasters, there has been less 
large corporate involvement in response to conflict 

and complex emergencies. Corporate engagement in 
conflict settings has tended to focus on recovery and 
reconstruction and on addressing the long-term 
drivers of insecurity. This is in part due to the 
specific business risks particular to these settings, 
such as concerns over being associated with political 

dynamics or issues related to staff security.
33

 For 
many, such as the extractives industry, working in 
conflict settings is part of business. The UN Global 
Compact, for example, starts with stating that 
‘Companies and investors are paying increased 
attention to the challenges and opportunities in 

                                                           
31  Humanitarian Futures Programme (2012) Private Sector Innovation and 

Humanitarian Action: Taking Engagement to the Next Level. Workshop Report, 

King’s College, London. 
32 ALNAP (2012) Innovations in Humanitarianism. London: ALNAP. 
33 UN Global Compact (2010) Guidance on Responsible Business in Conflict-

Affected and High -Risk Areas: A Resource for Companies and Investors A joint 

UN Global Compact – PRI publication; Binde, A., Witte, J., (2007) 

conflict and high-risk areas’. However, while there is 
evidence to suggest that the private sector is and will 
be involved in conflict settings, this pattern of 
engagement is unlikely to become more predictable 
or consistent.   

Reference to the private sector’s role in 
humanitarian action has tended to focus on the role 
of Multi-National Corporations (MNCs) leading to 
the perception of the private sector as a 
homogeneous entity. However, there is a growing 
recognition of and interest in having a better 

understanding the role of the local private sector.  
This reflects a number of trends,

34
 including the fact 

that local or national companies, usually in the form 
of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) are  often 
the first to respond to crises and show the strongest 
resilience in terms of maintaining business 

continuity necessary for a stable recovery.  Another 
trend relates to the risks that ‘local and diaspora 
entrepreneurs take on in conflict environments’

35
 

Others note how the local private sector in emerging 
economies, particularly SMEs and local businesses, 
are increasingly being seen as the engines of 

innovation and growth.
36

 A recent BBC Media 
Action paper  highlighted that local companies can 
have valuable insight to bear on humanitarian work, 
stating that ‘Communications systems are highly 
localised and  changing fast, thanks to access to 
technology. Those who understand them best are 

always going to be local professionals, including 
local journalists, Information Technology (IT) 
specialists and the private sector. In effective 
communication, affected communities need to be 
recognised and treated as experts and practitioners, 
not just audiences’.

37
 Particularly in mobilisation 

public opinion and working with governments, the 
local private sector can often be better placed to 
contribute to peace-building efforts than 
international companies.   

In general, four types of private sector engagement 

in disaster and conflict contexts can be distinguished 
which allow for many forms of private sector 
engagement. 

38
  

1.  Financial support or in-kind donations of 

goods to humanitarian organisations. The 

most common form of business engagement 

to date has been in the form of corporate 

                                                           
34 Taylor, G. et al. (2012) pp. 32.  
35 Wilton Park Conference WP848 Report (2007) 
36 Stabilisation Unit. (2009) Stabilisation through Economic Initiatives: Private 

Sector Development (PSD). London: UK Cabinet Office Stabilisation Unit; 

DCED (2010) PSD in Conflict-Affected Environments. Briefing Session at the 

German Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development, Thursday, 14th 

January 2010, Bonn.  
37 BBC Media Action (2012) ‘Still left in the dark? How people in emergencies 

use communication to survive – and how humanitarian agencies can help’, Policy 

Briefing 6, March 2012. London: BBC Media Action, p9 
38 Burke, J and Kent, R.(2011) pp.19 



 

Humanitarian Futures Programme // Evolving Operational Contexts and the Role of the Private Sector in Humanitarian Action: Literature 

Review 
14

philanthropy – the donation of cash or in-kind 

goods or services, primarily to INGOs and, to 

a lesser extent, to UN agencies.  Recent 

studies into trends in humanitarian funding 

suggest the private sector will continue to be 

an important source of funds. UN Office of 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN 

OCHA’s) ‘The State of the Humanitarian 

System Report2012’ asserts that there has been 

a fivefold increase in private funding over the 

last two years 39 . A recent Global 

Humanitarian Assistance (GHA) report 

similarly shows a steady upward trend in 

private funding from corporations, private 

foundations and private givers from 2006 to 

2010. Importantly, the same GHA report 

points out that private funding has remained 

consistent even in the absence of large scale 

disasters and of the global financial crises.40  

2.  Partnership and collaboration with 

humanitarian organisations.  While 

corporate philanthropy remains important, 

the literature notes the trend for the private 

sector to contribute more extensive support 

and to share its core competencies.. This takes 

the form of collaboration between the private 

sector and humanitarian organisations 

(donors, UN agencies, INGOs) which has 

increased in scope to encompass, for instance, 

the provision of training and operational 

management schemes and the transfer and 

application of technologies(e.g. DHL, IBM). 41  

This allows for the development of a more 

common model of cooperation to emerge, 

based around core competencies, where the 

focus is on complementary core competencies 

that add mutual value and help meet needs on 

the ground.  Important elements to this 

cooperation include having a long-term 

perspective, a mutual understanding of risks 

and processes to manage them and the 

recognition of the importance of building 

trust and personal relationships.  

3.  Direct commercial engagement within the 

sphere of crisis prevention, humanitarian 

response, or reconstruction.  Private sector 

                                                           
39 Taylor, G. et al. (2012) pp.38 
40 Stoianova, V. (2012) ‘Private Funding: An Emerging Trend in Humanitarian 

Donorship’, Briefing Paper, Wells, Development Initiatives.  
41 Binde, A. and Witte, J. (2007), Kent, R. and Burke, J. (2011), 

engagement in as a contractor to a 

humanitarian entity is well established in 

fields such as transport, logistics, water and 

sanitation and, more recently, to provide 

private security services to international 

humanitarian actors.  However, as the report 

of the 2007 Wilton Park conference 

highlights, contracts are often preferentially 

awarded to international companies rather 

than developing local capacity, thus 

reinforcing long-term drivers of instability 

and inefficiencies in crises response 42 .  

Additionally, this engagement mode can 

become far more complex in protracted crisis 

contexts characterised by a strong national 

and local private sector whose role and 

influence necessitate humanitarian agencies 

to engage beyond a contractual mode and to 

go beyond procurement type relationships to 

identify new forms of relationships based 

more on partnering principles and objectives.    

4.  Direct commercial engagement outside 

this sphere.  This form of private sector 

engagement may take a wide range of 

engagement modes.  For some, engagement 

may be driven by concerns for its own 

business continuity or market viability. For 

others, they may engage in disaster or 

politically unstable contexts as part of core 

business, as part of new market creation and 

business ventures. For example, the extractive 

industry is one that often takes on the risks of 

operating in crises-affected areas. The report 

of the 2007 Wilton Park conference states that 

the extractive industry is and should engage 

in efforts that support governance capacity 

and support international best practice in 

resource governance, where possible, through 

joining initiatives that provide forums for 

business government engagement on 

transparency and accountability, such as the 

CEO Water Mandate or the Extractive 

Industries Transparency Initiative. 

Challenges and opportunities for 
more systematic engagement 

The literature refers to both the tensions and 
challenges related to the private sector’s engagement 
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as well as the opportunities that are emerging to 
make the engagement more systematic.  With 
respect to the challenges, some of the recurrent 
barriers noted in academic and policy literature are 
summarised below

43
:  

However, there are also many emerging 
opportunities and initiatives to foster better private 
sector engagement in humanitarian action.  One 
promising trend is in the work of platforms or 
intermediary mechanisms that foster the 
engagement of the private sector in humanitarian 

action. For example, HFP’s study, ‘Platforms for 
Private Sector-Humanitarian Collaboration’, 
examined the 15 global, regional and national 
humanitarian-private sector platforms: ‘Platforms 
have emerged to help diverse actors jointly 
understand the gaps and identify ways to address 

them.’44   Platforms provide a clear and tailored 
access point for the private sector to engage in 
humanitarian action, helping to increase the scale of 
efforts, reduce competition, provide a ‘safe space’ for 
dialogue and solving problem that constrain 
humanitarian efficiency and effectiveness.  Other 

ways platforms help overcome common challenges 
to engagement take the form of enhancing 
partnering capacity, helping members to speak with 
one united voice and conducting advocacy on behalf 
of its members. HFP’s report calls for platforms, 
particularly those at the national level, to forge 

stronger ties with government authorities and to 
link their own work and the role and contribution of 
the private sector to government policies, 
frameworks and networks, particularly with respect 
to disaster risk reduction and climate change 
adaptation. The report notes the untapped role that 

platforms can play in helping to increase private 
sector involvement in solving more ‘systemic’ 
problems related to an increasingly complex and 
uncertain operating environment.     

Other studies looking at the issue of private sector 

collaborative engagements concur with these 
findings, noting there has been a rise in meta-
initiatives and multi-stakeholder partnerships, as 
Nelson puts it, ‘to improve coordination, scale 
impact, manage costs and enhance effectiveness.    
According to the UN Global Compact ´Partners for 

Development´ over the last decade there has been a 
notable rise in partnerships between multilateral or 
bilateral donors and the private sector. Four 
approaches to partnerships stand out: one-on-one 
partnership that involve one donor and one 
company; public-private partnerships between 

government and one or more private actors to 
provide public services, e.g. water and sanitation in 
urban areas, cross-sector collaboration among 

                                                           
43 Burke, J, and Ogelsby, R. (2012)  
44 Burke, J. and Oglesby, R. (2012)  

private sector, governments, international agencies, 
and civil society groups that seek to tackle more 
complex, ‘systemic’ challenges; and global platforms, 
which can be effective instruments in achieving 
broader development goals. Global platforms, 
according to the research, enable collaboration, 

share and spread know-how, and can spur 
innovative partnerships. The study report notes that 
successful partnerships and projects have a number 
of common features: they tend to involve multiple 
partners (rather than just one or two) and have long 
term strategic vision and commitment from all 

stakeholders.
45   

Framing discussions of how to advance the 
humanitarian enterprise through private sector and 
humanitarian collaboration in terms of co-creating 
mutual value, rather than simply leveraging 

complementary capabilities, might help take 
collaboration to the next level and assist the 
humanitarian community incorporate demand-
driven approaches, as recent experience to co-create 
innovative processes and technologies fit for the 
humanitarian purpose is beginning to demonstrate. 
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Table 1 // Barriers to effective private sector engagement in development and humanitarian action46 

• Information and 
Understanding 

• Lack of evidence of the humanitarian impact of collaboration 

• Much of the private sector  is not familiar with the structures 
and institutions within the humanitarian sector and thus 
struggles in negotiating the complex environment 

• Perceived differences in  motives and drivers for engagement in 
humanitarian action 

• Lack of common language and terminology  

• Lack of understanding among private sector of the principles 
and standards that the humanitarian sector seeks to abide by  

• Lack of clarity and understanding about the competencies,  
contribution, and areas where the private sector has 
considerable expertise and added value 

• Lack of clear or well defined entry points for the private sector 
to engage 

• National and international risk management plans and 
humanitarian assistance frameworks may not recognise or 
include the private sector as a core partner 

• Concerns about sharing proprietary information 

• Lack of evidence on how risks in working together can be 
managed 

• Cultural Differences 

• Differences in how the private sector and humanitarian sectors 
measure success, assess impact, and their approach to accountability 
and visibility  

• Suspicion and distrust of motivations of the private sector  

• Perception of humanitarians as lacking effectiveness or aspiring to 
impractical outcomes 

• Lack of mutual understanding and trust 

• Capacity and Resources 

• Difference in timescales (e.g. duration of involvement or interest), 
operating methods (e.g. success measures, accountability) and 
decision making processes (e.g. different legal entity models, 
organisational cultures)  

• Barriers of scale as partnerships are often small scale and ad hoc 
rather than strategic  

• Transactions costs in time and resources required to build a 
partnership 

• Limited absorption and interface capacity within humanitarian 
organisations and the private sector for partnering 

• Imbalance between time and resources that can be committed by 
humanitarian organisations and private sector counterparts 

• External factors, such as economic downturns and changing 
leadership, can jeopardise arrangements 

• Challenges of coordination with new actors  

• Lack of common models or frameworks for collaboration  

• Lack of partnering capacity. 
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Trends in Private Sector Engagement 
in International Development  

The private sector has become much more 
embedded in international development over the 
last decade compared to its engagement in 
humanitarian action.  Since 2000, there has been a 
noticeable shift in its engagement in social and 
development processes at large that have potential 

relevance to private sector engagement in 
humanitarian action in the future.   

One trend relates to the evolution and progress 
within the international development sector at large 
to promote the private sector and harness its 

capability through partnerships.  This includes the 
launch of a number of global initiatives to promote 
the private sector’s role, including the UN Global 
Compact (2000), the US Agency for International 
Development’s (USAID’s) Global Development 
Alliance (2001) and WEF’s Disaster Resource 

Network, which was also launched in the same year. 
In 2002, over 40 Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) 
signed up to the WEF ´Global Corporate 
Citizenship: The Leadership Challenge for CEOs and 
Boards´; that same year the World Summit on 
Sustainable Development in Johannesburg. . By the 

onset of the global financial crisis in 2008 the private 
sector was gaining a pivotal and almost mainstream 
role in developmental activities. Since then there has 
been a proliferation in different collaborative 
channels, agreements and platforms, knowledge 
sharing and best practice, for example, the Africa 

Enterprise Challenge Fund was created with funding 
from the Consultative Group to Assist the Poor 
(CGAP), DFID, the Australian Government Aid 
Program, the International Fund for Agricultural 
Development and the Netherlands Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs to finance inclusive business projects. 

In the same year DFID published its Private Sector 
Development Strategy ´Prosperity for All: Making 

Markets Work for the Poor´ and in 2009 the Global 
Partnership Initiative housed in the Office of the 
U.S. Secretary of State was launched to serve as an 
entry point for collaboration between the U.S. 

Department of State, the public and private sectors, 
and civil society.  By 2011 DFID had set up a new 
department Private Sector Department to step up its 
engagement with the sector and introduced its new 
private sector strategy ´The Engine of Development: 
The Private Sector and Prosperity for Poor People´.   

Consequently, as a result of these various initiatives 
the private sector’s involvement in international 
development and sustainability matters has come of 
age, with not only policy shifts and dedicated private 
sector departments in bilateral and multilateral 

institutions, but also in the form of common 
standards for engagement and a rise in 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOUs) and 
common statements of cooperation such as the 

bilateral donors’ statement.
47

  The literature does 
not reflect that these discussions and initiatives 
oriented around sustainable development and the 
private sector’s role include efforts to integrate 
disaster risk management issues. Within the 
humanitarian sector at large examples of initiatives 

to both foster and systematise the engagement of 
the private sector in humanitarian action are 
emerging.  UN OCHA and WEF jointly launched the 
Guiding Principles for Philanthropic Engagement in 

Humanitarian Action (2006), a set of non-binding 
principles to guide the engagement. There are also 

websites such as the www.business.un.org and 
DFID’s Global Resilience Action Programme (G-
RAP), all of which provide promising, albeit, isolated 
examples to clarify as well as systematise the role of 
the private sector and build better cooperation.  

Another set of trends in international development 
related to private sector engagement relates to a 
steady shift in perspective and practice with respect 
to the links between poverty reduction, 
sustainability and economic growth. Prahalad, C.K. 
(2002), brought a simple yet revolutionary notion 

into the public domain more than a decade ago: that 
if we view the large populations of poor people 
termed ‘the base of the pyramid’ as value-conscious 
consumers and innovative entrepreneurs rather than 
victims in need of aid or as a burden on resources, 
then a whole world of opportunity can be opened up 

that can enable technology transfer, build 
infrastructure and improve the lives of the poor over 
the globe.48

  

The idea that communities in developing countries 
are resilient entrepreneurs, producers and 

consumers rather than victims in need of support 
has led to a plethora of inclusive business models 
and ventures aimed at leveraging this wealth of 
opportunity.  In turn, this has led to a distinct shift 
in thinking from using the talents of NGOs and local 
entrepreneurs and communities to one of social 

compact that seeks to learn from the poor 
themselves to better understand their problems and 
needs. Collaboration models seek to align interests, 
add mutual value, and are based on the idea of ´co-
creation´ - or creating growth and value in 
conjunction with diverse stakeholders, including the 
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local SMEs, communities in which they operate as 
well as the communities within broader value 
chains. These long-term engagements and 
entwinement of interests, goals and processes 
suggest businesses are deeply embedded in the 
communities within their value chains. These 

models are deemed to create mutually beneficial 
operating standards, to leverage credibility and 
networks to enhance mutual access to difficult 
markets, and lead to a growth in professional norms 
that facilitate coordination. 49   This expanded 
engagement by the private sector has placed 

increased attention on the importance of 
‘responsible business’, leading to a shift in business 
metrics from a pure focus on profits to a focus on 
efficiency, corporate responsibility and ´social 
businesses´. These are taking this business metric 
shift to a new level. These business models use social 

returns to measure their performance rather than 
profits. 

As issues related to how to think about resilience or 
eradicating poverty through creating social and 
economic opportunity have become more closely 

entwined, the private sector has become more 
embedded in the international development 
architecture, this simple notion has matured 
considerably. Thus, the dialogue about collaboration 
with the private sector has evolved well beyond an 
analysis of motives for engagement.  That said, a 

study by the OECD-DAC on donor policies for 
promoting economic growth and the private sector 
notes the importance of understanding challenges 
with respect to diverse actor engagement –with 
potentially disparate goals, agendas, interests and 
constituencies - at the country level and the 

potential for disagreements to occur, noting the 
need for processes for securing country ownership 
and reaching consensus and to understand the 
dynamics and politics of that process. 

50
 

Within the humanitarian community there is an 

emerging acceptance that the private sector will 
continue to have an important role in humanitarian 
response globally. In fact, the shift to concepts of 
increased professionalism of the humanitarian 
sector and structuring of relief around core 
competencies has, no doubt, been influenced by a 

decade of business involvement in humanitarian 
action.  This acceptance, despite persisting debate in 
the background on tensions related to motives and 
mandates, can lay the basis for greater 
experimentation, analysis and evaluation on how 
collaborative approaches with the private sector and 
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other actors can help address the humanitarian 
capacity challenge in ways that lead to having a 
deeper understanding about the dimensions and 
dynamics of future crisis drivers and ways to address 
them. There are signs that this is emerging in 
humanitarian circles, for example Donini in an 

ACMC paper asks the question many are now 
asking, yes there´s more collaboration, platforms, 
conference, measurement etc. but he asks ‘We are 
more technically proficient and do more evaluations 
(and have more conferences) but are we more 
effective at saving lives?’   

In the development community the evolution of 
concepts such as ´inclusive business´ - expanding 
access to goods, services, and livelihood 
opportunities in commercially viable ways 51  has 
created a shift in thinking that developmental 

activities based around core business activities acts 
as a force multiplier for returns from social 
investments, returns such as increased stability, 
consumer and producer base development, more 
capable and efficient value chains, better business 
environment.

52
 Consequently, business metrics for 

many companies have shifted from a pure focus on 
profits to business models that use social returns to 
measure their performance. As a result they track 
the impact of indirect company and direct social 
benefits over time as well as direct profits from the 
business venture.    Useful lessons can also be 

learned from how the conclusions on private sector 
development ventures best practice were drawn. 
They have come out of in-depth analysis and 
evaluation of a variety of projects.

53  As success 
measurement (e.g. indicators, log frames) have 
become standardized across NGOs, the private 

sector and donors. This is led by donors and 
common goals have become more formalized and 
ideas surrounding best practice have emerged.  

Much of the humanitarian literature points to a lack 
of adequate and standardized measurement and 

evaluation of humanitarian outcomes as a barrier to 
taking coordination to the next level. While 
evaluations exist, it is difficult to draw best practice 
from them. Much is known on what not to do, but 
little on how to build an evidence base of how is 
more effective at saving lives or how to achieve 

collaborative impact. As the humanitarian 
community increasingly seek to improve its 
accountability to demonstrate its effectiveness, the 
transferability of the private sector’s experience in 
development of benchmarking and performance 
metrics could warrant further exploration and 

analysis for its relevance to humanitarian action. 
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Civil-Military and Private 
Sector Interaction in 
Humanitarian Contexts 

This section examines the changing context and role 

of the military and humanitarian actors in disasters 
and conflict contexts, including the current status of 
their interaction. Further, it looks at the state of play 
of ‘trilateral’ interaction between the private sector 
and civil-military actors, offering some perspectives 
from the literature on approaches and factors for 

successful cooperation, based on Australia’s 
peacekeeping experience.  

The State of Play: Evolving Roles and 
Terms of Engagement 

The literature shows that there has been a distinct 
rise in, and normalisation of, military involvement in 
humanitarian action since the end of the Cold War. 
Military provision of humanitarian aid is 
increasingly becoming the norm, and within some 
countries, such as the U.S., national militaries are 

taking on greater humanitarian roles in foreign 
nations. Almost half of the OECD/DAC’s donors 
have spending lines within their military for aid to 
civilians.

54
  

The literature suggests that the nature of the 

security environment has changed considerably 
since 9/11, becoming far more complex, giving rise to 
Western governments calling for an expanded role 
for the military, with a role that mixes military, 
economic, development and diplomatic action to 
address issues related to poverty, vulnerability, 

stability, violent conflict and peace building –tasks 
not traditionally associated with the military’s role. 
This reflects a perception that fragile states are 
potential security threats to Western countries, 
requiring more stabilisation, and the use of whole of 
government  or  ‘comprehensive approaches’ that 

UK MOD (2006) defines as ‘commonly understood 
principles and collaborative processes that enhance 
the likelihood of favourable and enduring outcomes 
within a particular situation.

55  Instability is 
perceived to be linked to poverty, inequality and an 
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absence of opportunities, and thus the logical 

response is to promote and support development as 
a means to reduce violence and enhance peace and 
stability.   

On the part of the humanitarian sector, this has led 
to a perception of a military ‘intrusion’ into civilian 

humanitarian space and a blurring of the lines 
between military and humanitarian actors and what 
is perceived as the politicisation and militarisation of 
aid. The challenges presented in the literature on the 
part of humanitarians hinges upon scepticism about 
the politicisation of military humanitarian action. 

Further, an HPG study Trends and Challenges in 

Humanitarian Civil-Military Coordination finds that 
the fundamental difference between the 
motivations, goals and approaches of the two actors: 
the political or tactical motivations of military 
engagement do not sit easily with the principles of 

humanity, impartiality and neutrality. Thus, from a 
humanitarian perspective there is a sense of 
diminishing humanitarian space which is 
compounded by a trend towards the adoption of 
broader and comprehensive approaches taken by 
many donor governments to crisis response. 

56
   

Working in these contexts, the humanitarian sector 
has found itself marked by an increase in violence 
against aid workers, as a result of being perceived to 
be parties to conflict, with humanitarian actors 
increasingly using private military forces (PMFs) for 

their own security and protection, engaging with the 
private sector in the capacity of a contractor or 
service provide.

 57
  With shifting perspectives of 

vulnerability there has been a trend towards PMFs 
not just protecting humanitarian workers and their 
compounds but also vulnerable civilians and 

refugees.
58

 Whilst mostly unguided prior to 2006, 
the use of PMFs has evolved, with the UN, many 
NGOs, and donors now having internal policies and 
external codes of conduct of engaging with or 
contracting these businesses. Humanitarian actors 
still shy away from their dealings with PMFs 
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publically due to the potential damage to their 
public image, however, the relevant capacities of 
such groups is increasingly being accepted.  

With respect to military-humanitarian-private sector 
interface in disasters, the literature demonstrates 

that on the one hand humanitarian actors on the 
ground attest to the benefits of military assets and 
expertise in humanitarian response and the 
acknowledged role of the military in the case of 
disasters due to the wealth of resources that they 
bring. ‘Many governments have used military forces 

as first responders, particularly in domestic 
disasters.  This has been based on the necessity for 
speed of reaction, including proximity to suitable 
resources to the disaster area, the scale of effort 
required or specialist skills needed to deal with the 
consequences of a humanitarian emergency or 

disasters.  While the primary role of the military 
forces is not humanitarian or disaster relief 
operation, military forces have the ability to quickly 
reorient in order to perform such operations and 
have the capabilities that can complement the 
overall relief effort, if the circumstances or political 

will exists.’59
   This raises questions on the part of the 

humanitarian sector as to whether this role is likely 
to increase in the future and speculation on the 
implications of that were it to happen.  

While the literature increasingly acknowledges the 

role of the private sector and its contribution to 
humanitarian action, this review did not find a 
significant degree of reference to the ‘trilateral’ 
interface between the private sector and civil-
military actors in both disaster and conflict contexts. 
That said, there are individual examples of how the 

military draws on the private sector and how the 
private sector, military and humanitarian 
counterparts are actively seeking opportunities to 
collaborate.  One example includes the UK’ Military 
Stabilisation Group (MSSG) that provides the UK 
with an array of private sector skills and knowledge 

that can be used to provide military support to 
civilian efforts to stabilise countries around the 
world that are either emerging from conflict or are 
at risk of sliding into chaos.  Another example lies 
with the World Food Programme’s (WFP) disaster 
preparedness work on pandemics which calls for a 

‘whole of society’ approach that incorporates the 
resources of both traditional humanitarian actors 
and those of government, including the military and 
the private sector. 

60
   More research is needed on 

how this interface between the private sector, 
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humanitarian and the military ‘looks’ in practice and 
what that means.    

Capacities the Military and Private 
Sector can offer to Humanitarian 
Action  

The literature widely acknowledges the added value 
and wide range of capabilities within the 
humanitarian sector. It also notes that both 
humanitarians and the military recognise they need 
to foster more effective collaborative relationships in 

order to meet the demands of future crises.  Yet, for 
the most part this collaboration is viewed quite 
narrowly with respect to the types of assets and 
expertise that the military can offer, with an 
emphasis on technical and operational resources 
and skills, such as transport, medical, engineering, 

rescue, logistics, air reconnaissance or mine clearing. 
61

  In certain instances, for example, in the 2004 
Indian Ocean tsunami and the 2004 and 2005 floods 
in Pakistan the US military provided urgently need 
services, for example helicopter lifting, which only 
the military has the capacity to deploy.  

Yet the literature also notes that only focusing on 
‘what’s on offer’ in the form of  technical and 
operational capabilities overlooks the military’s 
alleged superior capacity for anticipation and 
planning, surge capacity, training, and the ability to 

develop plans and deal effectively with the dynamics 
of complexity and uncertainty.  It is, in fact, these 
very areas overlap with the type of expertise that the 
humanitarian sector at large will require to be ‘fit’ 
for addressing more complex crisis challenges.  At 
the same time the fact that the institutional culture 

of the military is quite distinct from that of the 
humanitarian sector means that any effort to adapt 
and transfer these capabilities needs to take those 
differences as a starting point.  

An HFP and Center for Strategic International 

Studies (CSIS) report examining the major 
shortcomings in humanitarian response in order to 
identify areas where U.S. leadership could have them 
most significant impact offers a number of 
recommendations for the U.S. Government to 
explore on the theme of military engagement.

62
The 

report suggests that there are two main systemic 
weaknesses in the humanitarian architecture – 
strategic planning and operational coherence - in 
which the military has key capabilities it can offer. 
Military actors have the can leverage their assets and 
expertise in these areas to transfer knowledge and 

skills to other humanitarian actors.  
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The report further notes that ‘A range of scientific, 
social, and technological innovations could offset 
the impact of future crises. Many of these 
innovations can be found outside the traditional 
humanitarian sector, particularly within the 
corporate sector and the military.’  Innovations that 

foster operational proximity of humanitarians, the 
private sector and military are needed. This requires 
network driven alignments and cultural changes 
within each sector.  The authors highlight that ‘To 
be truly effective, however, ‘collaboration pools’ 
cannot be limited to the private sector and 

humanitarian agents as both have demonstrated 
aspects that can in some cases hinder the progress of 
innovation in crisis management. The military, for 
its part, brings an essential capacity to this question.’    

As noted, the literature reviewed for this paper did 

not identify a wide body of knowledge on the 
interface between the private sector with civil-
military actors in disasters and conflict.  Nor did the 
review reveal significant findings with respect to the 
‘non-technical’ capabilities that both the military 
and private sector can offer to the humanitarian 

sector and how to best tap into those resources.   As 
part of HFP’s work for the ACMC project, this theme 
will be an important focus of four country case 
studies in Indonesia, Philippines, Solomon Islands, 
Somalia.  

Collaboration Challenges and 
Opportunities  

The literature affirms that the capabilities of both 
the private sector and the military are of relevance to 
the humanitarian sector and its efforts to augment 

its capacity to address future crisis threats.  As 
noted, the challenges and barriers for humanitarians 
to cooperation with the private sector and the 
military are well identified.   

Two recurrent challenges for cooperation with the 

military, noted in the literature, relate to motives 
and to guidelines. With respect to motivations the 
literature notes that the goals and approaches of the 
military which do not always sit easily with the 
humanitarian principles of humanity, impartiality 
and neutrality. NGOs, for instance do not want to 

work with military actors in case they are seen to be 
advancing non-humanitarian military objectives.. A 
recent literature review into civil-military 
coordination conducted by HPG, ‘Trends and 
Challenges in Humanitarian Civil-Military 
Coordination’, found that ‘the overarching challenge 

to effective humanitarian civil–military coordination 
in complex emergencies and natural disasters relates 
to the continuing politicisation...of humanitarian 

assistance.’
63

 Humanitarians interviewed in a U.S. 
review of humanitarian shortcomings stated that 
they are more reluctant about military motives than 
private sector motives mainly because of political 
implications.

 64
 There is a deep cultural clash 

between humanitarians and the military and work 

needs to be done to bridge this divide.  

A second challenge cited in the literature relates to 
principles and guidelines.  In most cases, these 
guidelines recognise that interaction with military 
forces will be necessary to the delivery of 

humanitarian aid today and in the future. 
65

  In all of 
the guidelines the importance of the cardinal 
principles of humanitarian assistance is reaffirmed 
and reemphasized. However there is a growing 
appreciation of the importance of finding the right 
balance between a pragmatic and principled 

response. For example, the ICRC Guidelines for Civil 
Military Cooperation (2001) notes that humanitarian 
organisations have to maintain their independence, 
while at the same time, it attaches considerable 
importance to coordination at all levels with the 
armed forces.   

Other challenges noted with respect to the 
guidelines include a lack of coordinated training on 
the country-specific guidelines at the operational 
level which has resulted in either a too literal 
understanding of engagement guidelines or different 

parties on the ground having varied understanding 
of what they mean in practice. Consequently, the 
guidelines seem static and lack review as contexts 
change.  In addition, with a lack of coordinated 
leadership, instances of non-compliance by the 
humanitarian community have rarely been 

challenged or addressed.
66

 Further, existing 
guidelines for humanitarian efforts often discourage 
the direct engagement of the military (where they 
have direct contact with beneficiaries through 
distributing assistance or engaging in assessments), 
and specify that the military’s indirect engagement 

(where they are providing logistical support or 
supporting the rehabilitation of essential 
infrastructure) should be limited to situations of last 
resort or ‘exceptional’ or ‘unavoidable’ 
circumstances.  In addition, the OECD points out 
that while a number of countries, including 

Australia, Canada, the Netherlands and the UK have 
formal agreements on civil-military coordination in 
disasters, many do not apply to environments where 
troops are engaged in combat or on peacekeeping 
missions.

67
 Harmer et al. also highlight that existing 
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guidance on using the armed forces in disaster 
responses does not sufficiently address how agencies 
should relate to the militaries of affected states.

68
 

However, several country-specific guidelines have 
sought to address humanitarian civil–military 
coordination issues which are not dealt with in 

global guidance. Country-specific guidelines, for 
instance, have sought to clarify the introduction of 
clusters. The guidelines for Pakistan and Haiti, for 
example, assert that the military may be invited to 
participate in cluster meetings on an ad hoc basis, 
and that the cluster leads may engage with military 

actors on behalf of their members.
69

 

The literature also makes note of the factors to 
enable effective collaboration between the military, 
and other humanitarian actors, including the private 
sector. An important document in the literature 

review, and one that draws many of the points listed 
below, is a report by ACMC, documenting lessons 
from Australia’s peacekeeping experience in Papua 
New Guinea´s Autonomous region of Bougainville, 
Solomon Island and Timor-Leste. 

70
  Factors that 

support successful collaboration are based on:  

Alignment of Mandates: More effective private 
sector and civil-military engagement has been 
possible when there are mutual goals and objectives. 
Humanitarian and military actor’s goals are similar, 
but differ greatly in tactical and strategic 

approaches.
71

 Military mandates are being expanded 
to more deeply embed civilian protection as a result 
of expanding notions of vulnerability, which 
presents opportunities for enhanced mutual 
understanding between humanitarians and the 
military.

 72  Collaboration therefore requires each 

type of actor to understand each other’s mandates 
and types of actors (e.g. UN peacekeeping forces, 
other UN Security Council-mandated forces, non-
UN Security Council-mandated forces).   Mandates 
must be tailored, clear and realistic to the context of 
host society, local conditions at the time of 

deployment, as well as to longer term needs and to 
ensure that they are tailored and realistic to the 
particular context.   

An Integrated Approach:  This requires a 
comprehensive, integrated approach based on 

joined-up partnerships on the part of diverse actors 
that may include military, private, civilian and 
humanitarian actors, and other counterparts. A 
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joined-up approach to peace support allows complex 
problems to be addressed through multidimensional 
needs and encourages unity of effort.. Formal 
planning and training mechanisms have improved 
capacity for integrated approaches, but personnel 
have also learnt the importance of good working 

relationships, designed to build common ground 
and trust.  Integrated planning processes, 
interdepartmental coordination groups and joint 
pre-deployment training have each gone some way 
to improving partnerships across civilian, police and 
military components in practice. A strong focus on 

outcomes is also essential along with continuous 
evaluation.   

National Ownership and Local leadership:  The 
strength of national leadership and the level of 
support from local communities and grassroots 

networks is central to the effectiveness of peace 
operations.  These elements must be taken into 
account and nurtured.  This requires that personnel 
of peace operations recognise their role as outsiders 
who, despite good intentions, might introduce 
agendas that are a poor fit with local preferences or 

priorities, or worse, sideline local leadership that is 
crucial to building peace.  

Regional Cooperation: Established defence 
cooperation programs between Australia and its 
regional partners played an important role in the 

preparation, deployment and management of 
operations in the three countries, helping to build 
prior bilateral defence cooperation, providing 
planners with a good working relationship and 
existing channels of communication between 
regional participants. In the field the operations 

benefited from personnel who had received joint 
regional training and, often, who knew one another 
and were familiar with the systems, capabilities and 
language of their regional counterparts.  In this way 
existing defence cooperation initiatives established 
the basis for the working relationships and ethos of 

partnership that are so often crucial for effective 
peace-building and peacekeeping.  

Though context specific, these factors offer useful 
insights for broader peacekeeping missions that call 
for the engagement and collaboration of military, 

humanitarian and international and regional actors. 

The Emergence of a ‘Comprehensive’ 
or ‘Whole-of-Government Approach’ 

The literatures suggests that there has been 

increasing recognition amongst policy-makers that 
political, security, and development interventions 
from one country need to be more systematically 
combined. This is referred to as the ‘comprehensive’, 
‘whole-of-government (WGA) or ‘whole of system or 
society’ approach which is being applied in disaster 
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contexts and to combating conflict, where political, 
economic, military, humanitarian and development 
assistance are being used to bring peace and 
stability

73
. The literature demonstrates that this 

approach has been endorsed by many Western 
donors including Australia, the Netherlands, 

Canada, France, Sweden and the UK.  In 2006 the 
OECD-DAC developed guidelines on WGA in fragile 
states.  The approach calls for the use of more 
integrated and joined up approaches where multiple 
stakeholders provide a wide array of services ranging 
from humanitarian aid to security sector reform and 

poverty reduction.  

Integrationists in favour of the stabilisation agenda 
maintain that such an approach results in less 
duplication of effort and better informed and more 
strategic approaches to operations.   However, many 

others take issue with its attempt to converge 
humanitarian and political activities which they see 
as diminishing humanitarian space.74  As previously 
noted, the rise in WGA and the increase in the 
politicisation of disasters and conflicts has begun to 
blur the boundaries between the military, the 

private sector and humanitarians, with armed forces 
being perceived as humanitarians, civilians being 
embedded into military structures, and 
humanitarians being seen as means to achieve wider 
goals within integrated approaches to conflict 
management and nation-building.75 Critics assert 

the need for humanitarians to exist alongside peace 
building efforts to uphold the principle of humanity 
and the protection of civilian life as conflict rages.76 
Others contend that humanitarian actors themselves 
are increasingly involved in a wide range of activities 
that potentially overlap with aspects of stabilisation 

including things like longer term recovery and 
reconstruction, peace building and development –
resulting in what Slim terms –multi-mandate 
agencies that ‘despite their rhetoric objecting to 
sinister... policies of politisation and wrongfully 
integrated missions, multi-mandate agencies have 

politicised themselves already
77

.   

While the views expressed with respect to this 
approach are not without debate, a review of the 
OECD guidelines for WGA and a recent review 
conducted by DFID on its application of WGA draw 

some useful lessons from their experiences using of 
joined-up approaches.

78
 As the OECD 2012 review 
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points out, the core reason for WGA should not be 
lost and that is to improve impact on the ground.  
These lessons include: 

• A strong joint strategic framework is needed. 

• Joint analysis can help different departments 

develop common understanding. 

• Budgeting must be coordinated and pooled to 

create incentives for better results from joined-

up programmes . 

• A joint approach takes time and is likely to be 

an on-going process. 

• It needs to be recognised when different 

mandates cannot work alongside each other. 

• The process is important as it builds mutual 

understanding, but it is not an end in itself. 

The issues raised in the debate with respect to the 
benefits and challenges of the whole of government 

approach for a stabilisation agenda and its negative 
impact on humanitarianism should not overshadow 
the potential utility for further analysis and dialogue 
on how more joined-up and integrated approaches 
can support the broader humanitarian sector to 
more coherently and coopearatively reduce disaster 

risk, build resilience, expand its capacity or, better 
harness the resources of new actors.  
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Conclusions 

Private Sector and Civil-Military 
Capabilities  

The literature acknowledges that in an increasingly 
complex global environment characterised by 
urbanisation, interconnectedness, climate change 
and technological advances, new capabilities, 
resources and innovations from outside the 

traditional humanitarian sector are needed. It 
affirms that there is a wealth of untapped assets, 
resources, capabilities, and experience outside of the 
humanitarian sector that can be and needs to be 
better tapped if the sector is to have the capacity to 
address the challenges it is likely to face in the 

future.  The literature demonstrates that private 
sector and military actors have distinct capabilities 
and expertise on offer that can be leveraged to 
enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of the 
humanitarian enterprise.  At a minimum, the two 
sectors have core competencies in the areas of 

anticipation and forecasting, strategic thinking and 
planning, research and development, innovative 
capacity and practices, logistics and supply chain 
management and the capacity to plan and operate in 
the face of uncertainty and complexity. These 
capabilities which are often beyond the reach and 

capacity of many humanitarian organisations and 
overlap with the types of capabilities the sector 
needs if it is to be ‘fit’ for addressing future crisis 
challenges. While technological advances are shown 
by the global risks literature to be presenting new 
threats, they also present a richness of new skills, 

knowledge and technologies along with immense 
opportunities for their innovative application to 
humanitarian issues.  More emphasis needs to be 
given to understanding how these opportunities 
work in order to build a more common 
understanding of what ‘capacity for the future’ 

means and how the sector can acquire this capacity 
with the support and resources of new actors.   

The literature notes that for the engagement to be 
taken to a new level a more robust and concerted 
effort needs to be made to address the challenges 

and risks that have been identified with respect to 
understanding factors like differences in motives, 
mandates, terminology, principles and values.  
Further, the literature notes that relationship 
building takes time and work, and that the 
engagement needs to be structured with clear 

outcomes, and the use of collaboration frameworks 

that support the sharing of skills, resources, risks 
and rewards.   

Private Sector and Civil-Military 
Interface 

With respect to humanitarian-private sector 
engagement the literature suggests that role and 
contribution of MNCs is better understood and 
accepted, noting how the private sector’s 
engagement models are expanding beyond 

philanthropy to relationships based on leveraging 
core complementary competencies. Framing 
discussions of how to advance the humanitarian 
enterprise through private sector and humanitarian 
collaboration in terms of creating mutual value, 
rather than simply leveraging complementarity, 

would enhance cooperation and aid the 
humanitarian community incorporate innovations 
and demand-driven approaches, with the potential 
for significant improvements in humanitarian 
outcomes. 

It is clear that the national and local private sector, 
particularly SMEs and the diaspora, need to be 
brought into the debate in order to better 
understand their motives for engagement and what 
they can offer. The literature has widely recognised 
local actors as the first responders, and their roles in 

relief and response, recovery and reconstruction.  
Yet, this has not necessarily translated into a 
building a better understanding of ‘who is the 
private sector’ or an informed appreciation of the 
added value of different types of private sector 
actors. Nor does the private sector meaningfully 

feature in national frameworks and plans or, for that 
matter, international assistance frameworks.  
Further, the literature acknowledges that motives 
for the private sector to engage in humanitarian 
action cannot be attributed solely to financial gain. 
The motives are complex and may be multiple 

related, for example, from ensuring core business 
resilience to drivers related to social and 
philanthropic objectives.  The literature speaks to 
the need and potential for the private sector to 
engage beyond relief and response and for those 
entry points to be much better defined and 

established than they have been to date.    

The lack of reference in the literature on the 
‘trilateral’ interface between the three sectors –
humanitarian, private and military suggests that 
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more research on this theme is warranted.  This 
research agenda should be informed by an analysis 
of what capacity the humanitarian sector needs in 
order  to be ‘fit’ for the future and how the expertise 

of new actors, including the military and the private 
sector, can help the sector acquire or refine its 
capabilities.  An assessment of capabilities, then, 
needs to include, but go far beyond the ‘technical or 
operational’ capacities to include capacities that the 
humanitarian sector may not have now or lack 

resources to acquire, but will need to demonstrate in 
the future.  Western government efforts to adopt 
more comprehensive or whole of government 
approaches and lessons being learned from that 
experience may offer potential pathways for new 
approaches to collaboration, framed more around 

‘who is best suited to do what’ versus ‘what is on 
offer’.    

Principles, Guidelines, Dialogue and 
Platforms for Collaboration and 
Engagement 

With respect to guidelines, the literature notes the 
difficulties with existing guidelines on civil-military 
coordination, noting they cannot guarantee whether 
and to what degree aid organisations and the 
military will cooperate. One overarching issue 

presented is that guidance by its very nature is 
shaped on civilian and military approaches and past 
experience which does not necessarily take into 
account national or regional variations. The 
literature suggests that greater understanding of 
what these guidelines mean for operatives on the 

ground, combined with greater clarity within the 
military of their humanitarian role can help ease 
some of these difficulties in translating guidelines to 
contexts in the field.  

Civil-military capabilities present distinct challenges 

to humanitarian actors that result in an inability to 
leverage one another’s  expertise to its full potential. 
The literature shows, however, that where there 
might be shared goals or objectives, such as the 
protection of civilians, mutual understanding can be 
facilitated.  Other challenges presented in the 

literature on the part of humanitarians hinge upon 
scepticism amongst humanitarians about the 
politicisation of military humanitarian action 
resulting in a wariness of collaboration and a 
blurring of the lines as to who is a humanitarian 
actor. A lack of clarity among military actors about 

their humanitarian roles compounds this issue. 
Overcoming these challenges is essential for more 
effective coordination.  The literature calls for 
increased efforts for dialogue between civil-military 
actors on the basis that engagement with the 

military is a critical component of humanitarian 
action and that military engagement is here to stay.  

Many of the reports reviewed here speak to the 

importance of cross-sector and multi-stakeholder 
partnerships, and how   platforms can foster the 
private sector’s engagement in humanitarian action. 
Platforms are seen as presenting a clear entry point 
for private sector engagement and facilitate access to 
multiple organisations reducing the time-consuming 

task of making varied numerous connections. The 
literature suggests that to truly enhance the 
effectiveness and efficiency of humanitarian 
coordinated action the platforms need to have closer 
interlinks with each other and information on what 
they do and evidence of their impact at different 

levels needs to be more systematised and accessible. 
Further, platforms overall need to be better 
recognised within the international humanitarian 
architecture and that of national governments. 
Meta-initiatives that call for the convening ‘the 
whole system’ have been shown by the international 

development literature to be popular with donors, 
the private sector and governments as a means to 
enhance coordination, improve information and 
knowledge sharing and for forming innovative 
partnerships for solving complex problems that 
individual sectors cannot do on their own. They are 

seen as helping create higher-level buy-in and 
ensure donors NGOs and the private sector to 
leverage their competitive advantages to increase 
efficiency and effectiveness of cooperative outcomes 
in ways that link economic growth, poverty 
reduction and development outcomes. As the 

humanitarian sector shift its focus and resources to 
resilience building, these types of multi-actor 
initiatives may warrant further analysis for their 
potential application to addressing global 
humanitarian challenges as well as augmenting the 
overall capacity of the humanitarian sector itself to 

be more ‘futures’ ready.  

There is general agreement in the literature than in 
order to improve collaboration greater information 
sharing and dissemination of lessons learned is 
needed, particularly in on-going or cyclical disasters. 

Many collaborative approaches and innovations, 
guidelines and codes of conduct have been 
implemented but, overall, the learning that needs to 
be generated from these experiences is not taking 
place.   

Political Leadership 

In the face of the complexity presented by 
expanding and increasingly interconnected crises 
drivers and global threats, growth, sustainability and 
resilience are all increasingly presented by the 
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literature as crucial elements in humanitarian action 
and in development. Stability and security are 
increasingly understood as prerequisites for peace-
building and restoring the path the development, 

while economic and social development is regarded 
as essential to maintaining peace and security.  

Calls to put resilience at the heart of the 
development and disaster agendas suggest that, in 
the future, development and humanitarian issues 

will become more strongly entwined. These 
objectives, which are broader and longer term in 
focus, bring together governments, business, civil 
society and the international community to work 
together to integrate risk and resilience as critical 
factors in their core business and development 

agendas. The literature speaks to how this is 
changing the global development landscape, giving 
way to new thinking and operating models for 
international development and changing the way 
the business operates. Political leadership has been 
essential in creating an environment in which the 

business community, including the local private 
sector, is deeply embedded international 
development issues. 

As humanitarian issues become increasingly more 
central to government interests and form part of 

core politics, the opportunity and need for political 
leadership is ever more highlighted in the literature. 
The literature calls for stronger political leadership 

on humanitarian issues noting that the leadership 
can come from a wide range of sources including 
donors, the humanitarian sector, national 
governments and, for that matter, new actors 

including the private sector.  This can take the form 
of advocacy and promotion of the idea of accessing 
expertise outside the humanitarian sector, 
documenting and promoting exchange around what 
is emerging from practice with respect to new types 
of partnerships and collaboration, and making 

greater effort to bring in the expertise of ‘new 
actors’, including the private sector to learn about 
how it can engage in humanitarian action as part of 
its core business.  

Meanwhile discussions in the literature on 

guidelines suggest political leadership is necessary to 
ensure that guidelines are relevant in light of a 
changing crisis context and military role, and can 
serve as the basis for common and constructive 
dialogue and building common ground. As many 
codes of conduct, guidelines and protocols in private 

sector and civil-military humanitarian cooperation 
are voluntary, political leadership is needed to 
provide incentives and foster collaboration in ways 
that specifically help reduce the engagement barriers 
which are now well established.  Peer reviews of 
WGA also suggest strong political leadership is 

required in creating clearer definitions on the role of 
the military and in ensuring joined-up approaches 
do not pull in different directions.  
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