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Better together: How joint capacity building can 

improve NGO preparedness for emergencies 
 

Case study of the Transforming Surge Capacity project – August 2017 
 

 

 
The Asia Regional Platform of the Transforming Surge Capacity project has gathered 7 
international NGOs to create the regional shared roster Go Team Asia, which provides 

surge support to emergencies across the region. Roster members receive many 
capacity building opportunities; trainings, simulation exercises, one-to-one coaching, 

and Trainings of Trainers (ToT). This case study shows how the collaborative nature of 
capacity building for Go Team Asia improves individuals’ and organisations’ ability to 
work together, which can help them provide faster and more adequate assistance to 

affected communities. 
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A need for capacity building When 

the Transforming Surge Capacity (TSC) 
project set out to create the shared roster Go 
Team Asia, the aim was to fill occasional, 
specialised skills gaps to help agencies in 
their humanitarian responses. However, 
partner agencies have also come to value the 
roster as a capacity building tool. Since its 
rollout in late 2016, Go Team Asia has grown 
to a membership of 50 responders from 9 
countries in South and Southeast Asia, 
working at 7 INGOs.1  

 
The Transforming Surge Capacity project, part 
of the Start Network, aims to make surge 
capacity more efficient across the 
humanitarian sector, by promoting 
collaboration and localisation. The project is 
implemented in the Asia region with national 
platforms in Pakistan and the Philippines, and 
a regional platform in Bangkok. It is the 
regional platform that created Go Team Asia. 
 
The TSC project spoke to four Go Team Asia 
roster members to find out how capacity 
building impacted their humanitarian work. 
Senior HR staff2 from participating 
organisations also explain how being part of 
Go Team Asia benefits their organisations as a 
whole. 
 
Go Team Asia members were trained using 
modules jointly developed by the 7 
organisations. These modules put particular 
emphasis on soft skills needed in surge, such 
as people management, cultural awareness 
and collaboration. A joint simulation exercise 
was also organised in Jakarta, where roster 
members were deployed to a host 
organisation other than their own. Lastly, Go 
Team Asia provided one-to-one coaching and 
sent selected members to Trainings of 
Trainers (ToTs), enabling them to share their 
knowledge by training others. 
 

                                                        
1 ActionAid, CARE, Christian Aid, Islamic Relief, Muslim 
Aid, Plan International, Save the Children. 
2 Audrey Fernando (Global HR Generalist at CARE USA), 
Mim Pornprapunt (Human Resources Advisor with Save 
the Children in Myanmar), and Sumant Kumar (Regional 
HR and OD Business Partner at Plan International Asia) 
were interviewed. 

Interviewed roster members 

 
Barsha Chakraborty 
Senior Manager at  
Breakthrough India 
 

Attended training, ToT,  
one-to-one coaching. 
Participated remotely in  
the joint simulation exercise.  

 
Wahyu Kuncoro 
DRM Manager at Plan Indonesia 
 

Attended training, ToT,  
joint simulation exercise. 

 
Uzma Shahid 
Associate Advisor on Child  
Protection at Plan Pakistan 
 

Attended training, ToT,  
one-to-one coaching. 

 
Anugrah Abraham 
Programme Performance  
Manager at Christian Aid India 
 

Attended training, simulation  
exercise, one-to-one  
coaching. 

 
 

https://startnetwork.org/start-engage/transforming-surge-capacity
https://start-network.box.com/s/18nf6c9wzaasccmcqbxghhidjcdrtwwo
https://start-network.box.com/s/18nf6c9wzaasccmcqbxghhidjcdrtwwo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-d9PzjsHYKw
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Building individual capacity 
 
Humanitarian responders report that their 
biggest challenges during emergencies are 
ensuring that logistics, communications and 
programming are carried out seamlessly. 
However, CAFOD’s Training Mapping Report, 
which gathered this data at the start of the 
project, also highlights emergency responders’ 
need for softer skills during responses; stress 
management, cultural sensitivity, or 
collaboration skills. This is why capacity 
building under Go Team Asia is focused on 
behavioural, rather than purely technical 
skills.  
 
“This is the best part of this roster [training]. 
It actually emphasises the basics of 
humanitarian behaviour and principles, and 
not just content expertise, which staff will be 
working on anyway,” says Barsha 
Chakraborty, Senior Manager at Breakthrough 
India. A survey carried out after the Surge 
trainings indeed found that participants 
learned the most from wellbeing and 
collaboration modules, on which they had 
little previous knowledge. 
 

Culture and diversity 
 
Through Go Team Asia, roster members can 
support emergency responses all over the 
region. This exposure to 
different countries allows 
the spread of capacities 
through shared learning. 
 
“I used to only have 
experience working 
inside India when it 
comes to emergencies. 
But this was a very good opportunity for me to 
understand more about cultural diversity, and 
Southeast Asian countries,” says Barsha, who 
attended Go Team Asia trainings in Bangkok 
and Manila. Similarly, Wahyu, based in 
Indonesia, says he learned about South Asia 
during trainings, and stresses how crucial 
cultural sensitivity is in emergencies. “These 
are soft skills required for a roster member – 

we need to know more about country-
specific cultural sensitivity,” he says.  
 
Modules covered in Go Team Asia trainings 
also address this need by focusing on cultural 
sensitivity as a subject. As such, Go Team Asia 
is contributing to one of the pillars of the Core 
Humanitarian Standards and a key driver of 
the localisation agenda: ensuring the 
appropriateness of assistance to disaster-
affected communities. 
 
During the simulation exercise in Jakarta, 
roster members – surged in from outside the 
country – also learned to observe local 
cultural codes and pay close attention to how 
their colleagues from the affected country 
handled coordination meetings with 
governments and UN OCHA. According to 
Anugrah, Performance Manager at Christian 

Aid India, this challenged 
participants’ views on what 
makes a culturally sensitive 
response: “The simulation 
was fascinating. Very few 
learning experiences have 
helped me shift my mindset 
significantly, and this was one 
of them,” he says. “I thought I 

was pretty culturally sensitive, but this 
helped me see where I could improve.” 
 

Go Team Asia training in August 2016. 

Go Team Asia trainings are collaborative 

in design. The development of the training 
package was led by CAFOD , with consortium 
members feeding their area of expertise into 
it; e.g. ActionAid on women’s rights, or 
Islamic Relief on working with others. 
Partners also collaborated to jointly deliver 
the training in the region. 

https://start-network.box.com/s/8x3zindia1udqunoutm1plxn0gt96aq4
https://start-network.box.com/s/fxpr3ytedhq6ou41g4rceaxius6cz4z4
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Simulating Go Team Asia: In March 2017, 

members of Go Team Asia were urgently called to 
respond to floods in the imaginary province of 
Hidalgo, Indonesia. Staff from across the region 
was surged to the offices of participating agencies 
in Jakarta, to assist in the response to the 
fictitious disaster. The joint simulation provided 
opportunities for organisational and individual 
learning on collaboration for effective response. 
Full simulation report here. 

Collaboration and cross-agency 
learning 

 
Individual organisations’ emergency response 
trainings often focus on a single organisation’s 
way of working. However, it is also important 
for humanitarian responders to understand 
how other actors work, if effective and 
coordinated responses are to be ensured. 
 
Go Team Asia’s joint trainings were an 
opportunity to introduce organisations to 
each other, by having roster members talk 
about their mandates and why they are 
excited to work with them. “To know more 
about other organisations, as a first responder 
is essential,” says Wahyu. 
 
In some exercises, 
participants were 
encouraged to 
collaborate to succeed, 
and created useful 
networks in the process, 
by connecting with 
emergency staff from 
other organisations. “This 
project gives me the opportunity to expand 
my network, and to get to know the key 
people in other organisations,” adds Wahyu. 
“When we are deployed to a country, it is 
good to already know colleagues in other 
organisations and know how this organisation 
works.” He says this facilitates partnering with 
other organisations to improve the quality of 
the response, as “in the end, the objective is 
to support the communities that are 
affected.” 
 

Stress and wellbeing 
 
Though the negative effects of stress among 
humanitarian responders are well researched 
and understood, overall investment in better 
preparing staff to stressful deployments has 
been low. Sumant Kumar, HR and OD Business 
Partner for Asia with Plan International, says: 
“Health and psychological wellbeing are key 
to avoid responders having a mental 
breakdown, or returning from their 
deployment mentally scarred. There are 

things I think should be mandatory, such as 
psychosocial briefings and debriefs in 
general.”  
 
To help address this need, Go Team Asia’s 
training and simulation put particular 
emphasis on wellbeing and stress 
management, and also include an introduction 
to mindfulness practice. A coaching service 
was also established in collaboration with the 
Talent Development project, allowing roster 
members to speak to senior humanitarians 
about stress factors in their work life. “The 
coaching provided by Go Team Asia is 
absolutely fantastic,” says Barsha. “You do not 
generally get this kind of support – to think of 
your wellbeing or health.” 

 
Anugrah also recalls: “It is 
evident that the coach has 
a deep level of expertise 
and extraordinary skill 
that I really did not expect 
from this coaching 
experience.” Positive 
reactions to Go Team 
Asia’s coaching service 

suggest that capacity building can, and should, 
go beyond training, to include one-to-one or 
peer support, especially on such personal 
issues as wellbeing. 

 

In summary: Besides technical skills, soft 

skills are key to allow humanitarian workers to 
respond effectively in a disaster. The project 
has thus been filling a capacity building gap by 
focusing its activities on cultural sensitivity, 
wellbeing, and learning to collaborate. A 
regional inter-agency roster such as Go Team 
Asia is an ideal space for this; it allows 
members to experience new cultural contexts 
in Asia, increase their cultural sensitivity, and 
learn about other agencies’ ways of working. 
It thus lays the foundations for effective inter-
agency collaboration, and strengthens a 
localised pool of responders based in Asia. 

 
 

https://start-network.box.com/s/j3k85vpasiw6mxpr7y1qfhl41ztnnfm4
https://startnetwork.org/start-engage/talent-development
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Building organisational 
capacity 

 

Improved internal capacity building 
 
Not all humanitarian NGOs have sufficient 
budget to regularly train their staff, and when 
training is delivered, it often focuses on 
technical skills rather than behaviours and 
attitudes. The Surge training curriculum was 
designed to complement agencies’ trainings.  
 
“Within my agency, this type of capacity 
building does not happen every year. To have 
such general topics on how to work with 
others in an emergency is very rare,” says 
Wahyu. Anugrah agrees: “Within my 
organisation, finding budget for training is 
very hard, so there is not a lot of that 
happening. Most training is about operational 
issues.”  

 
With trainees coming from seven different 
organisations, and trainers from four, Go 
Team Asia trainings also provide space for 
agencies to reflect on their internal curricula. 
Five3 of the seven participating agencies 
indeed adopted training modules from Go 
Team Asia within their own systems – 
particularly innovative ones on wellbeing, 
working with others, and cultural diversity. 
 
In addition to being innovative in content, Go 
Team Asia also offers innovative formats of 
capacity building. One-to-one coaching is an 
idea that can be replicated at virtually no cost 
in individual agencies, with experienced senior 
staff coaching junior colleagues.  

 
To make sure learning is disseminated within 
agencies, a number of Go Team Asia members 
were selected to attend Training of Trainers 
courses on Surge. Uzma Shahid, Associate 
Advisor on Child Protection with Plan Pakistan, 
is one of the participants; she now uses 

                                                        
3 These are Islamic Relief, Christian Aid, Plan 
International, Muslim Aid, and CARE, as outlined in the 
Transforming Surge Capacity project’s case study 
“International NGOs collaborating on humanitarian 
surge in Asia.” 

capacity building tools from Go Team Asia 
back at her organisation. Similarly, Wahyu 
uses his new team-building skills at Plan 
Indonesia: “The training is very useful for me 
to develop my team, because staff turnover is 
very high in this kind of work,” he says. 
 
The adoption of the Surge training modules by 
participating agencies suggests that there is 
value in jointly developing capacity building 
tools, as they can be used and adapted by 
many organisations. “Involved agencies work 
on very similar issues. If the basics are 
developed together, that saves everybody’s 
time,” says Mim Pornprapunt, Human 
Resources Advisor at Save the Children 
Myanmar. “It also brings consistency among 
organisations.” 

Collaboration for improved surge 
processes 

 
The simulation exercise in Jakarta tested 
agencies’ ability to surge quickly and 
collaboratively, and gave them an opportunity 
to assess their internal systems by comparing 
themselves with their peers.  
 
The exercise gave participating partners a 
number of recommendations for improved 
organisational surge preparedness. For 
example, the Simulation Report highlights that 
HR and administrative staff need to be more 
aware of deployment protocols, as their 
involvement is key to improve the speed of 

Each agency shares its strengths with others by 
delivering modules that fit their specialisation – Go 

Team Asia training, January 2017. 

https://start-network.box.com/s/8t03rqjy21c8p0ep8yn2kbya74tjcz8j
https://start-network.box.com/s/8t03rqjy21c8p0ep8yn2kbya74tjcz8j
https://start-network.box.com/s/j3k85vpasiw6mxpr7y1qfhl41ztnnfm4
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surge. Common weaknesses were also 
identified, such as delays in signoff chains, the 
difficulty of making travel arrangements over 
weekends, or gaps in internal 
communications. 
 
Wahyu explains how the simulation led him to 
review Plan’s internal emergency systems: 
“[The simulation] really led me to check 
frequently about our disaster preparedness 
processes. If we do not pay attention to 
disaster preparedness, it will be challenging 
when we have an emergency and need to 
host roster members.”  

 
Uzma also says that 
being involved in Go 
Team Asia made her 
reflect on her own 
organisation’s 
emergency 
preparedness. After 
learning, through Go 
Team Asia, that 
ActionAid already had agreements in place 
with other organisations, to be activated 
immediately in case of an emergency, she says 
she thought about doing the same at Plan. “It 
was a good way to learn from others and build 
surge capacity within the organisation,” she 
says. 

 

Collaboration for more appropriate 
response 

 
"Each agency is stronger in a different area," 
says Audrey Fernando, Global HR Generalist 
with CARE USA, be it ActionAid’s rights-based 
approach, or CARE’s gender expertise. She 
recommends that agencies look less inwards 
and more towards "how the pieces can fit 
together."  

 
Go Team Asia does just this, by pooling 
agencies’ capacities and getting each to 
deliver capacity building modules relevant to 
their own focus. This improves the 
appropriateness of responses across agencies, 
as they learn from each other’s experiences of 

what works and does not in humanitarian 
responses. 
 
Common response issues were also identified 
during the simulation; agencies agreed that 
their knowledge of local contexts should be 
improved if they want to deliver better-quality 
responses. They suggested a common solution 
that can be applied across the sector, namely 
strengthening pre-deployment briefing 
processes to ensure staff is fully aware of the 
contexts they are deployed into. 

 
Jointly delivering these modules in country, as 

Go Team Asia does with 
its roster members, then 
pushes savings even 
further, as responders 
are trained together 
rather than separately, 
while also building 
important cross-agency 
relationships that are 
vital to successful 

responses. As previously mentioned by 
Wahyu: “To know more about other 
organisations as a first responder is essential. 
When we are deployed to a country, it is good 
to already know colleagues in other 
organisations and know how this organisation 
works in an emergency response as in the 
end, the objective is to support the 
communities that are affected.” 

 

In summary: Go Team Asia’s joint capacity 

building benefited participating regional 
agencies in many ways: It gave them an 
opportunity to further train their staff in 
areas not covered by internal trainings, 
allowed them to improve their training 
curricula, and put their preparedness 
mechanisms to the test. Most importantly, it 
also provided a space for humanitarian 
organisations to explore collaboration as a 
way of improving their responses. The 
systems set up, and relationships built, at the 
preparedness stage showed the impact these 
can have on delivering better relief. 

“Each organisation has developed their approach 
based on many years, sometimes decades of 
experiences. So those approaches are not in a 
vacuum, they are a collective experience of an 
organisation over many years, and of what has 
worked and what has not, what is appropriate for 
certain contexts and what is not.” – Anugrah 
Abraham, Christian Aid India. 
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Conclusion 
 

 
Collaborative and localised initiatives such as Go Team Asia are a first step to a 
fundamental shift in humanitarian action in Asia. It is about viewing the sector as a whole 
entity working towards a common objective, rather than agencies operating in silos. Joint 
capacity building initiatives, for example the training for Go Team Asia, strengthen the 
collaborative mindset needed by humanitarian responders in the region, and allow 
agencies to jointly prepare for disasters, building relationships that are key to successful 
responses. Go Team Asia is building the necessary capacities for agencies to learn from 
each other, and deliver better responses as a whole. 

 

Recommendations for joint capacity building 
 

1. Recognising the importance of behavioural capacity building 
Technical capacity building delivered by humanitarian organisations should be complemented with 

behavioural training such as on cultural sensitivity, collaboration, and stress management. The Surge 
project is doing so by providing innovative modules complementing agencies’ capacity building. 

Agencies should also look beyond training and explore coaching or simulations to sustainably 
improve attitudes and behaviours of their surge staff. 

 
2. Encouraging agencies to invest in their organisational capacity building 

Besides capacity building for individuals, organisational preparedness should remain a priority for 
humanitarian organisations. Collaborative capacity building such as the Go Team Asia simulation can 
provide peer support opportunities for agencies at the preparedness stage, and improve readiness to 

respond. Joint simulations can be a cost-effective and efficient way to achieve this. 
 

3. Encouraging inter-agency exchanges and learning 
During capacity building, time must be dedicated for organisations to (1) explain their mandates and 

ways of working to others, (2) connect and build strong working relationships, and (3) create joint 
preparedness plans. Go Team Asia showed that these three elements foster a fundamental shared 

knowledge that can strongly improve the quality of humanitarian responses. 
 

4. Addressing the entire sector, not individual agencies 
The humanitarian sector is very fluid; while staff tend to move between organisations, many of them 
remain in the sector for a number of years. If agencies invest in joint capacity building (for example 
through a shared roster such as Go Team Asia), they invest in the whole sector, which means that 

capacity built is not lost in staff movement. 
 

 
 

Transforming Surge Capacity contacts: 
Lisa Joerke, Regional Platform Coordinator: 

lisa.joerke@plan-international.org 
Hamad Latif, Regional Roster Coordinator: 

hamad.latif@plan-international.org 
Qadeer Abdilleh, Project and Communications Assistant: 

qadeer.abdilleh@actionaid.org 

mailto:lisa.joerke@plan-international.org
mailto:hamad.latif@plan-international.org
mailto:qadeer.abdilleh@actionaid.org

