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One reaction to The State of HR 2013: 
“As HR professionals in the humanitarian field we share the challenge of unleashing the 
potential of individuals within our organisation under tight budgetary restrictions and in a 
constantly changing environment. When it comes to learning and development, this requires 
new training schemes that reach beyond traditional methods of learning, and working in this 
field I am constantly seeking new ideas and inspiration. The 2013 State of HR helped me 
tremendously in this respect. I picked up several ideas that I have and would like to explore 
further. 

“Reading the 2013 State of HR helped me think about concepts such as the ‘re-skilling’/ 
‘up-skilling’ which is of equal interest and relevance to the L&D offer that we develop for 
our HQs and field staff. I was encouraged to note that other ideas, such as the ‘distance 
coaching’ has successfully been tried out elsewhere. The confirmation of the general trend 
of a move away from formal training and of making best use of internal skills and knowledge 
has in our organisation translated into a series of short lunchtime type presentations that are 
primarily driven by internal forces and in a very participatory manner.

“I am looking forward to read the 2014 State of HR and in particular I appreciate the good 
mix of case studies and theory which also addresses more forward looking aspects, such as 
the changing workforce, arrival of generation Z on the job market, and the better knowledge 
of motivational factors for coming generations of “people in aid”.

Anne Kofoed, Team Leader, Human Resources and Security, ECHO, Brussels
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Last year in our State of HR report we focussed on some of the key issues affecting HR 
in our sector, producing a report which was downloaded from our website more than 
any other. Our research findings, drawing from the experience of our membership, were 
reinforced when the Boston Consulting Group‘s report on 2013’s top HR issues correlated 
with our own: change, talent, demography, work/life balance – and the learning organisation. 
We were pleased with the endorsement of the report by members and others who were able 
to use some of the tools we mentioned, or were challenged by the points we raised.

In the State of HR 2014 report we plan to do the same with one difference. We have 
included lots of practical takeaways as well as ‘food for thought’ in the report for you: 
lightbulb moments, references to tools, examples of what our members and others are 
doing, and recommended steps which you can take today. We’re also pleased to offer 
three articles from guest contributors, which provide an alternative perspective to our own: 
Manpower talking about talent; the British Army’s retired Head of HR drawing comparisons 
with our sector; and thoughts on HR and evaluations from a senior evaluator.

The difference is that, this year, there is less focus on trends and more on challenges. This 
is because we commissioned research on the state of humanitarian and development HR, 
and the researcher tells us what he discovered. He tells it straight: there are areas where 
the literature he reviewed, along with our collective experiences, clearly indicates that the 
sector is not performing well enough. Where this happens we, People In Aid, offer our own 
thoughts. The research did show that our sector has sustained general progress in raising 
the quality of HR, both overall and in relation to each Principle in the Code .The research 
concluded that INGO leaders, HR managers and people managers need to take the lead 
to address the mixed quality of HR, to ensure their own activities meet standards and 
safeguard their reputations. They should aspire to good practice in all areas and ensure 
good practices are collected, shared and applied across the sector.

Reporting on organisational performance is increasingly necessary, and there are weightier 
considerations which CEOs and HR practitioners are now dealing with: the link between 

foreword
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good people management and quality of programmes. HR has moved on from just 
offering a personnel function of course: arranging holidays, paying salaries and organising 
inductions. We have, mostly, moved on from simply delivering policies for the organisation, 
and dealing with managers’ staff problems. There’s a lot more business partnering, 
programme planning led by workforce considerations, HR in the organisational strategy, the 
CEO as the Chief Talent Officer, among other things. 

People In Aid has always made the point that organisations’ accountability to donors and  
to beneficiaries is weaker if they are not also properly accountable to staff (who of course 
do all the work which affects beneficiaries, on which donors receive reports from, in turn, 
staff). So while we hope the organisation, managers and staff are satisfied with HR’s and 
managers’ contributions to organisational effectiveness, we also need to be asking whether 
the beneficiary is receiving the best value from the investments made in HR. This is an 
important development to consider, and People In Aid is beginning work on this (see Section 
3 HR’s Impact).

Please read the report carefully, enjoy and benefit. Please let us know your reactions so that 
our work on behalf of all of you can continue to be as relevant and impactful as is possible.

Jonathan Potter 
Executive Director 
People In Aid
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AAP Accountability to Affected Peoples

ACFID  Australian Council for International 
Development
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M&E Monitoring and Evaluation
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Support

MOOC Massive Online Open Courses

MOPAN  Multilateral Organisation Performance 
Assessment Network

NGO Non-Governmental Organisation

OCHA  Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs

ODA Official Development Assistance 

OECD/ Organisation for Economic   
DAC  Cooperation and Development/ 
  Development Assistance Committee

OMH Occupational Mental Health

PDA Private Development Assistance

PDF  Professional Development Framework

PHAP   Professionals in Humanitarian 
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PM People Management

PSEA  Preventing Sexual Exploitation and 
Abuse
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ToR Terms of Reference

UN United Nations

UNDP  United Nations Development 
Programme
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Aid effectiveness: According to the Paris Declaration, this is a function of national 
ownership, donor alignment, donor harmonisation, development results, and mutual 
accountability.

Aid impact: The positive and negative changes produced by a development intervention, 
directly or indirectly, intended or unintended (OECD/DAC definition).

Aid sector: The range of donor governments, private foundations, UN agencies, NGOs, 
private companies, military forces and others involved in the voluntary transfer of resources 
from one country to another for the purposes of international development or humanitarian 
action.

Humanitarian action: Activities aimed at saving lives, alleviating suffering and maintaining 
human dignity during and in the aftermath of man-made crises and natural disasters, as well 
as preventing and strengthening preparedness for the occurrence of such situations.

Human Resources (HR) or Human Resource Management (HRM): A function in 
organisations designed to maximise employee performance in service of their employer’s 
strategic objectives. It is primarily concerned with how people are managed within 
organisations, focusing on policies, processes and systems.

INGOs: Non-profit organisations that implement programmes in other countries to relieve 
suffering, promote the interests of the poor, protect the environment, provide basic social 
services, or undertake community development.

INGO effectiveness: Whether an organisation is ‘fit for purpose’, and may include 
strategic, operational, relationship and knowledge management dimensions, for example, 
as proposed by the Multilateral Organisation Performance Assessment Network (MOPAN, 
www.mopanonline.org). 

International development: Policies and practices aimed at alleviating poverty and 
improving living conditions in developing and least developed countries, societies or 
communities.

People Management (PM): The wider function shared by all managers for supporting and 
managing staff — the planning, recruitment, deployment, management, development, and 
transition of staff carried out by line managers, often with support from HR.

Programme effectiveness: The extent to which a specific aid activity attains its objectives, 
and what major factors influenced their achievement or non-achievement (OECD/DAC 
Criteria for Evaluating Development Assistance).

Glossary of Key Terms
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Overview 
The constant for our sector is change. 
Changing lives is our mission and so many 
external factors – the funding environment 
for example, or Ebola and the four Level 
3 disasters with which humanitarian 
organisations are coping as we go to press – 
require organisational and individual flexibility. 

The report reinforces the extent to which 
the effectiveness and positive impact of 
humanitarian and development work rely on 
staff and volunteers, and the responsibility 
of organisations to support and manage 
them well. Without this, the report confirms, 
organisations are less effective and the 
quality of their programmes may be poorer.

•  The aid sector is facing global 
development, humanitarian and aid 
challenges that defy old assumptions.

•  Organisational effectiveness and 
performance is enhanced most, perhaps, 
by staff and leaders themselves. 

•   There is too little evidence in the sector 
of measuring the impact and return on 
investment, and defining business cases, 
for HR, despite staff-related costs being 
a high proportion of programme costs 
overall.

•  There are practical steps organisations 
and individuals can take to address the 
challenges presented, based on good 
practice from each other, and from outside 
the sector. 

HR’s Context
Human development is accelerating, global 
inequalities have sharpened, and fragile and 
conflict-affected states (FCAS) lag behind. 
The international community is revising 
development priorities, international aid flows 
have increased, the aid sector is growing 
more diverse and complex, and reinforcing 
aid effectiveness continues to be a focus. 
Disasters, environmental challenges and 
demographic changes are threatening 
to undermine human development. 
International responses remain inadequate 
to humanitarian crises, forced displacement, 
and conflict-affected states.

Strategic challenges for INGO leaders 
include offering added value in development, 
ensuring legitimacy, keeping up with 
innovations, and strengthening humanitarian 
capacity. Collaboration, organisational 
structures and devolution of power to 
national partners are becoming priorities. 

HR practitioners and leaders are at the 
forefront of much of this change. Many 
organisations still plan their programmes 

Executive Summary

our commitment to accountability 
should not allow communities 
affected by poverty or disaster to be 

confronted by staff who are inadequately 
recruited, trained, prepared, managed or 
motivated.”
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without input from HR. Recruiting, managing 
and retaining talent remains vital as the 
requirements and advantages of younger 
generations, of national staff, and of 
expatriates require strategic decisions. 
Work on professionalisation in the sector 
continues, as more staff see their jobs as 
career rather than humanitarian, as the 
skillsets required evolve, and as staff care 
and security continue to dominate the 
agenda for humanitarian organisations.

Underlying all of this, as the guest article 
from Manpower reminds us, is talent 
and leadership. “How organisations deal 
with the talent shortage and access the 
right talent, and how they unleash and 
leverage its human potential, (in the face of 
redesigned business models, redefined value 
propositions and reinvented social systems), 
is the test of their ability to succeed in the 
Human Age.” 

 HR’s Quality
The report looks at what is happening in 
each of the areas covered by the People 
In Aid Code of Good Practice’s seven 
Principles. We found areas of good 
performance such as people management, 
reward, and skills development. ‘Good 
progress’, the equivalent of your school 
report saying ‘could do better’, is applied 
to HR strategy, staff care and security, 
recruitment and staff engagement. 

There are concepts which organisations are 
recommended to look into more deeply: 
collaborative work such as shared surge 
rosters; social media for recruitment; serious 
gaming for learning and development; 
preparing for managing a future workforce 
which will cross multiple generations. Pay 
equity will play an increasingly important role as 
talent shifts from expatriates to national staff, 
with diaspora recruitment also being a factor. 

Organisational effectiveness and performance 
are enhanced most, perhaps, by staff 
and leaders themselves. Organisations’ 
processes and culture do not always allow 
leaders to operate effectively, and talent lies 
undiscovered throughout the organisation. 
Staff engagement is not just the annual 
survey followed by a management action 
plan: it is a major contributor to performance 
when properly focussed on commitment, 
wellbeing and motivation.

A guest article from the former Head of HR 
in the British Army focuses on a trinity of 
Sufficient, Capable and Motivated: “enough 
people, properly trained, who want to do 
the job.” There are strong lessons for our 
sector, thinking through, for example, the 
implications of an organisation which recruits 
vertically (few can join from outside the army), 
or where budget constraints require choices 
between people, equipment and training, 
while remaining effective as an organisation.

HR’s Impact
Impact. Measurement. Return on 
investment. Business case. All organisations 
seeking funding and seeking to be 
effective need to address these as part of 
accountability to donors and to beneficiaries. 
We find too little evidence of this happening 
for HR despite staff-related programme 
costs being a high proportion of the whole.

Identified thematic priorities for 
People In Aid, based on member 
feedback, are leadership, reward, 

staff care, local capacity and building talent. 
Emerging priorities include value for money, 
return on investment, skills sharing and 
workflow forecasting. ”

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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HR leaders need to look more closely at: 

•  Metrics: Specifically use more strategic 
metrics rather than traditional ones such 
as turnover and time to recruit. Instead 
measure the spend per employee on 
security or L&D, or the staff costs in 
relation to overall costs.

•   Return on investment: Even the metrics 
serve a limited purpose, useful only within 
the HR function or senior management 
team. The mission of the organisation 
requires that the spend on, for example, 
training has a measurable impact on 
performance. 

•   Impact of HR: Does an organisation 
know whether its HR policies and people 
management practices are contributing 
positively to the quality of the organisation’s 
programmes and its beneficiaries?

There is both evidenced and anecdotal detail 
showing how poor people management 
and poor HR practices have a negative 
impact on programme quality. Evaluations 
can help identify both the bad practice, so 
lessons can be learnt, and the good, so they 
can be replicated. But too few evaluations 
are tasked to look at HR usefully, as our 
guest article from a senior evaluator notes. 
An evaluation may look at numbers or the 
timeliness of a deployment but there is less 
about the effectiveness of the whole.

On the positive side good people 
management practice is a constant in global, 
international and national quality standards, 
supporting and directing those who pursue 
quality. The People In Aid Code has certainly 
helped many organisations evaluate their HR 
and people management over the years. Yet 
this does not tell an organisation whether its 
HR practices are adding value to work with 
communities and beneficiaries. We at People 
In Aid are beginning to work with some of 
our members to pilot a methodology for 
measuring the impact of HR practice on 
programme work.

 
Recommendations
Different readers will take away 
different learnings from the report. This 
summary includes a cross-section of 
recommendations which have emerged from 
our guest authors, from our literature review, 
and from People In Aid’s own findings and 
experience:

•   As a sector we should look for solutions 
and good practices from other sectors: the 
private sector, the public sector and the 
military are offered in this report. 

•   Likewise, increased collaboration with 
other sectors could fuel new learning and 
innovations.

•  Organisations should examine the 
connection between HR and people 
management practices and the quality of 
field programmes.

•   HR leaders need to understand the 
external factors driving change within our 
sector, and help predict, and guide their 
organisations’ response to the changing 
contexts in which they work.

•   HR practitioners need to build their 
networks and their experience of the 
organisation’s field work.

While most organisations declare 
that staff are their most important 
asset in accomplishing their mission 

and assisting beneficiaries, they are not 
active in measuring the benefit of what 
they spend on staff or its impact on 
programme quality.”
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•  HR practitioners should consider the 
value of new developments or tools 
(mentioned throughout the report) for their 
organisations, such as using social media 
for recruitment.

•   HR should focus on impact-orientated 
and mission-focussed metrics, and be 
systematic about measuring the impact 
and return on investment of HR activities 
such as learning and development.

•  Engagement should be treated less as a 
learning opportunity for the organisation, 
and more as a way of offering staff reasons 
to commit and perform.

•  The professionalisation agenda is a 
collaborative one, and those collaborating 
will benefit.

•  Evaluators must be invited to address HR 
and people management issues and draw 
conclusions which can be used to improve 
programme effectiveness.

Conclusions
It is clear that we are living in a time of 
unprecedented changes in the need for 
humanitarian response or development 
interventions, but we are also facing 
significant challenges in how we are able to 
respond as a sector. These have an impact 
on organisations and leaders, requiring new 
thinking and new actions. They inevitably 
include the need to establish, improve, and 
measure the fundamentals that underpin 
every organisation’s ability to deliver its 
mission through its key asset: its people. 

There are many areas where HR must 
make a contribution to addressing 
these challenges, and against which its 
effectiveness and contribution to the 
organisation can be measured. The research 
undertaken to produce this report found 

that there has been clear progress in some 
areas of HR which have been a priority for 
our members during recent years – staff 
care, reward, leadership. Progress has 
also been demonstrated in linking HR to 
organisational strategy, staff communication 
and engagement, global mobility, talent 
management, and capacity building. There 
are still areas which need systematic focus, 
and where, as a sector, we simply don’t yet 
know the answer. The lack of consistent 
and clear answers when we looked into the 
question of how we measure the impact of 
HR – on staff, programme effectiveness, 
beneficiaries – is an unmistakable illustration 
of this. 

However, the opportunity this presents to 
HR leaders, HR practitioners, and agency 
leaders across the sector, is an incredibly 
positive one. From reading this report 
you will, we hope, recognise some of the 
priorities for your organisation. The issues 
raised and recommendations offered are 
a starting point and will contribute to a 
continued discussion as we collectively 
move forward to improve our performance 
as a sector. 

Change is why INGOs, the UN and 
the Red Cross movement exist: to 

change lives, livelihoods, opportunities, 
expectations.Equally they are themselves, 
as organisations, battered by an ever-
changing external environment.”

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Introduction

People In Aid believes that Human 
Resources (HR) and People 
Management (PM) contribute to aid 
and development effectiveness. Our 
theory of change states that we build 
the capacity of NGOs to apply good 
HR practices, which, in turn, increases 
effectiveness and leads to positive 
impacts on communities.

We hope you will enjoy and benefit from 
reading this document, the third of our 
State of HR reports. These reports inform, 
stimulate thinking and offer practical 
examples of good practice for CEOs, HR 
professionals and line managers in the 
humanitarian and development sector.

In recent years, we have assessed progress 
in HR and PM across the international 
development and humanitarian aid sector. 
The State of HR 2011 looked at external 
challenges such as mobility, security and 
funding. It considered the changing face 
of the HR function and key HR issues in 
the field. The State of HR 2013 focused 
on trends, highlighting issues challenging 
organisations working in the sector, 
including reward, performance, learning and 
development, technology and innovation.

The State of HR 2014 looks more in depth 
at performance, particularly the link between 
HR and impact of aid. It asks: What is 
today’s context for HR in the aid sector? 
Where is HR providing quality? What is 
the link between HR and aid’s impact? 
What are the implications for HR in the 
future? The report draws on a review (see 
bibliography) of sector-wide reports, studies, 
interviews and survey data from a range 
of organisations worldwide. It presents 
an analysis which is combined with the 
collective experience of People In Aid’s 
membership.

Section 1 provides an overview of the 
strategic challenges facing HR managers, 
INGO leaders, and people managers. 
Section 2 examines performance in the 
areas of HR and PM covered by the seven 
Principles defined in the People in Aid 
Code of Good Practice (2003), describes 
good and next practice within our sector, 
and offers the opportunity to learn from 
the experience of other sectors. Section 3 
explores causal links between HR, quality, 
effectiveness, and the impact of aid. Section 
4 offers forward-looking advice for the 
aid sector, for organisations and for HR 
practitioners. 
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1. HR’s Context

A few years ago there was a change: HR 
practitioners began to leave their desks. 
They became part of the teams responding 
to a disaster; they visited programmes 
to support managers; they undertook 
HR audits of another of their employer’s 
country programmes; they may even 
have been redeployed to a regional office. 
This increasing awareness of the working 
conditions which they are supporting, and 
field managers’ awareness of what HR can 
offer, is invaluable.

However, there is always more HR 
professionals can learn to help fulfil their 
roles more effectively.  In this section we offer 
a summary, pulling together some of the 
trends in the sector as a whole and in the 
space in which INGOs operate, which will 
affect the way in which organisations need to 
plan and work. The first subsection looks at 
some of the challenges for HR. The second 

and third subsections focus on INGOs and 
on the global environment respectively.

All three subsections look at change. 
Change is why NGOs, the UN and the 
Red Cross movement exist of course: to 
change lives, livelihoods, opportunities, 
expectations and more. Equally they are, as 
organisations, battered by an ever-changing 
external environment. This requires HR 
professionals to be involved in implementing 
organisational change, through recruitment, 
job roles, performance management, 
reward programmes, training and transition. 
They need to develop leadership qualities 
to effect positive change and understand 
that they have a wider role as ‘agents of 
change’ beyond their organisations, because 
their actions will have a strong influence 
on the effectiveness of the organisation’s 
programmes.

Our sector is changing. Lower 
funding, increased capacity of 
Southern organisations, alternatives 

to traditional Western models of 
humanitarian response, the blurring 
of boundaries between development 
work and humanitarian risk mitigation 
or preparedness, and the increased 
involvement of the private sector, to name 
a few.”
Neil Casey and Jonathan Potter, Chair and Executive 
Director, People In Aid, Annual Report 2012



1  The entire population of aid workers is unknown. Estimates for the Red Cross movement alone refer to 13.1 million IFRC volunteers and 
300,000 National Red Cross employees worldwide (ALNAP 2012, citing IFRC data). Some 274,000 field staff work for operational  
humanitarian organisations, of whom 11% are international staff (ALNAP 2012). 
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HR challenges
These are some identifiable areas where 
the external environment is requiring 
action from HR.

Planning. INGOs act as competing 
businesses to raise funds and spend them 
to fulfil their missions. This business model 
relies on maintaining and developing a global 
workforce,1 and human resources is the 
largest expenditure. Unpredictable short-term 
funding and the recent recession in donor 
countries complicates keeping staff, charting 
careers and investing in people, while HR 
absence from programme planning leads to 
failings in workforce planning and programme 
delivery. Few organisations have avoided 
staff cuts, and some have experienced 
multiple rounds. The redundancy process has 
become part of ‘business as usual’ for some 
INGOs (People In Aid 2013), while Roffey 
Park’s 2014 Management Survey found that 
‘managing change’ was by far the biggest 
challenge for HR.

Talent. The challenge is varied in terms of 
quantity, quality and diversity. PwC (2012) 
says that, in the wider global economy, talent 
management remains a primary focus for 
business leaders amid talent chain supply 
problems. The global mobility of human 
capital, as noted by Deloitte in 2011, will 
become increasingly important due to the 
complexity of doing business on a global 
scale and the increasing importance of 
emerging markets. Professionals, especially 
among Generation Y, increasingly expect 
that their work will have a positive social 
impact (MacLeod 2013), and may reject 
the traditional expatriate career in favour 
of a ‘pick and mix’ career that primarily 

values family and time (People In Aid 
2013c). Younger staff are joining the sector 
expecting the benefits of a career more than 
the satisfaction of working for a cause, and 
may be upset by the benefits received by 
beneficiaries which are not offered to them 
as staff. International staff are endangered: 
they are very expensive and they do not 
have local knowledge. While international 
staff do have advantages (precisely because 
they are not local), the national staff who 
would logically replace them find career 
structures disadvantaging them, and have 
neither equal development opportunities nor 
reward packages. Organisations, particularly 
international ones, also need to look at 
the skills and competencies required for 
the future: there will probably be less need 
for engineering or water and sanitation, 
and more need for legal knowledge, 
capacity-strengthening and organisation 
development experience, and negotiation 
or communications skills (see Alexander 
Matheou, page 16). 

Professionalisation. The sector is criticised 
for not being professional (while being 
praised for being moved by the voluntary 
spirit). Guest author Ricardo Sole (see 
page 91 ) points out some of the difficulties 
surrounding the professionalisation of staff, 
such as, for example, the clash between 
attitudinal (“I am motivated”) and structural 
(“I am suitably skilled”) professionalism. 
Increasingly we see the personal goals of 
a career overriding organisational goals. 
Are opportunities for Western professional 
aid workers greater than for national staff 
with less access to education? UNHCR’s 
recent diktat on the rates national staff 
should be paid by its partners reportedly 
puts an end to the value of experience. 
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There is, however, much work being done 
on professionalisation of the individual, as 
summarised by Jonathan Potter (see page 
22).

Staff security. 2013 was the worst year 
on record for recorded violence against 
humanitarians (155 aid workers lost their 
lives), and statistics indicate that attacks 
are on the rise. Being a humanitarian has 
always been a risky calling and attacks on 
aid workers are unfortunately not a new 
phenomenon. At an ODI-hosted event in 
2014 (People In Aid 2014), it was pointed 
out that whilst “numbers matter, context 
for those numbers also matters.” There 
are complexities at play, because not only 
are there many more aid workers than in 
the past, there is also better reporting of 
incidents within both the media and aid 
organisations themselves. There are in 
addition many more locals or nationals 
experiencing a disproportionate number of 
incidents. Organisations might make the 
assumption that national staff will be safer 
because they ‘are local’ but they do not 
always take into account ethnic or political 
affiliations. 

 

INGO challenges 
The strategic challenges facing INGO 
leaders are great. They include offering 
added value in development, ensuring 
legitimacy, keeping up with innovations 
and strengthening humanitarian capacity.

INGOs need to offer ‘added value’ in 
development and ensure legitimacy. 
Governments have agreed to enable 
NGOs or civil society organisations (CSOs) 
to exercise their roles as independent 
development actors, recognising they 
“play a vital role in enabling people to claim 
their rights, in promoting rights-based 
approaches, in shaping development 
policies and partnerships, in overseeing their 
implementation, and in providing services 
that are complementary to those provided 

NGOs are increasingly finding 
themselves working [...] on the 
front line. Security and conflict 

analysis has to be integral to [our] work.”
Rae McGath, Director, North Syria and Turkey, Mercy 
Corps, speaking at the ODI-hosted event on “Violence 
against aid workers and the future of humanitarianism”, 
August 2014 (People In Aid 2014)

“The free-wheeling nature of 
autonomous humanitarian 
agencies such as INGos will be less 

and less tolerated, governments of crisis-
affected states will become increasingly 
wary of those outside humanitarian 
organisations who feel that their biggest 
contributions will stem from ‘boots on 
the ground’, and NGOs will increasingly 
struggle to identify value-added and 
comparative advantages.”
Randolph Kent, Justin Armstrong and Alice Obrecht 
(2013)
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by states” (Fourth High Level Forum 
on Aid Effectiveness 2011). As national 
institutions and national networks ‘own’ the 
aid agenda, Alexander Matheou says (see 
below) the responsible question for INGOs 
to keep asking is: “How can international 
aid strengthen national institutions and 
networks?”

The role of responsible INGOs may be to 
integrate the resources and experiences of 
outsiders with the assets and capacities of 

insiders to develop contextually appropriate 
strategies for pursuing positive change 
(Anderson et al. 2012). Many INGOs are 
looking closely at their relationships with 
national partners,2  as have some donors.3  
However, some host governments have 
expressed growing frustration about INGOs 
and their perceived lack of deference to 
national authority and sovereignty, along 
with tensions around conflicting cultures 
and guiding principles (ALNAP 2012). In a 

Strengthening national institutions 
Alexander Matheou, IFRC Regional Representative for Southern Africa
Pressure is coming from a changing aid architecture in which more assertive aid recipient 
governments, a new generation of aid donors and increasingly decentralised traditional 
donors are setting the aid agenda at a country level, with international influence coming 
more from regional inter-governmental bodies than Western capitals.

This trend invites us again to emphasise, in the spirit of commitments made in Paris and 
Busan, the predominant role of national institutions and national networks as owners 
of the aid agenda. The responsible question to keep asking therefore is: “How can 
international aid strengthen national institutions and networks?”

Sadly, we know more about what doesn’t work than what does. We know that 
unsolicited technical oversight, multiple earmarked projects, short timelines and 
numerous trainings do not leave foundations for strong institutions.

More likely to work are: long timeframes, committed governance, the patience to 
accept trial and error, peer accountability, internal audit controls, customised rather 
than generically rolled-out capacity building, and unlocking the potential to raise and be 
accountable for income domestically.

Investing in strong institutions will probably mean less work for generalist aid workers and 
more work for lawyers, marketing specialists, accountants and HR managers.

This is a shift not just in required skillsets but in strategy, i.e. focusing on the capacity 
to sustain delivery rather than the delivery itself. This can’t be the starting point for the 
most pressing humanitarian crises, but where crises are chronic and international aid is 
receding, then long-term humanitarian and development goals are more likely to be met 
by investing in institutions rather than in projects — and aid agencies need to orientate 
themselves accordingly.

2 For example http://www.christianaid.org.uk/images/building-the-future-of-humanitarian-aid.pdf.
3 For example http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/evaluation/2013/LNGO_Evaluation.pdf.



4  Risk management (World Bank 2014), resilience (Global Humanitarian Assistance 2013), cash transfer programmes (Global Humanitarian 
Assistance 2013), access to information (Global Humanitarian Assistance 2013), and technology orientated approaches (IFRC 2014).
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The idea of international assistance 
needs to be redefined away from 
a system for delivering things 

and reinvented to support collaborative 
planning.”
Mary B. Anderson, Dayna Brown and Isabella Jean (2012)

Several INGOs have restructured to 
form multinational confederations; 

projects are now engaging with social 
media and other technologies in ways that 
increase the voice of beneficiaries and 
improve accountability; global advocacy, 
lobbying and media representation is a 
key element of all work; partnership with 
local entities is almost always the norm; 
and standard setting and development 
opportunities for those working in the 
sector strive to ensure that the sector 
delivers consistent quality work and is 
accountable.”
Harriet Dodd (2013)

resurgence of national sovereignty around 
the globe, international aid will suffer if it can 
be seen as rooted in a paradigm of Western 
hegemony (Kent et al. 2013). 

INGOs need to keep up with operational 
innovations. Noted in recent literature4  
are risk management, resilience, cash 
transfer programmes, access to information, 
and technology-orientated approaches. 
The Humanitarian Innovation Fund (HIF 
2013), reflecting on its first two years of 
grant-giving, identified the importance 
of partnerships in successful innovation 
and the increasing use of technology for 
communicating with beneficiaries. Its report 
also pointed out areas of concern: too much 
programming without an evidence base; 
the poverty of  monitoring and evaluation 
(M&E) systems; the inability to be open to 
‘unknown unknowns’; and the struggle to 
take innovations to scale.

INGOs need to strengthen overall 
humanitarian capacities. ALNAP 
summarised this well in 2010: with human 
resources increasingly recognised as 
a central determining factor in effective 
humanitarian action, there is a need to invest 
more in national staff development, and to 
consider the growing capacities of national 
governments to meet the needs of their 
own citizens in times of disaster, in advance 
of launching response efforts. Beyond 

initiatives within individual organisations 
and across networks such as the IFRC to 
build stronger capacities for response, the 
Humanitarian Leadership Academy (HLA) 
has been established to work with the 
humanitarian sector and other partners to 
help communities become more resilient in 
the face of disaster, and give them training 
and skills to respond to crises in their 
own countries. The START Network has a 
number of projects, including strengthening 
surge capacity and talent development, 
which aim to strengthen the capacity of 
local staff at all levels. The private sector’s 
growing role in response and development, 
independently or as partners with a UN 
organisation or INGO, adds considerable 
capacity as well as complexity. In future, 
new and expanded threats may necessitate 
a far greater focus on a wider range of 
enhanced capacities, including human 
resources, anticipatory capacities, and 
abilities to innovate and deal with new forms 
of collaboration (Kent et al. 2013). 



5   UNDP defines this as “a composite measure of indicators along three dimensions: life expectancy, educational attainment and command over the resources needed for a 
decent living.”

6   UN: “Beyond 2015: Overview.” www.un.org/millenniumgoals/beyond2015-overview.shtmll.
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Global challenges
Global development, humanitarian crises 
and aid trends offer distinct challenges. 
As human development accelerates, 
global inequalities sharpen and fragile 
and conflict-affected states (FCAS) 
lag behind. Disasters, environmental 
challenges and demographic changes 
threaten to undermine human 
development. As the international 
community revises development 
priorities, international aid has reached 
an all-time high, and the aid sector is 
growing more diverse and its architecture 
more complex. While the international 
community seeks to reinforce aid 
effectiveness, international responses to 
humanitarian crises, forced displacement 
and conflict-affected states remain 
inadequate. 

Human development has surged. In recent 
decades, countries across the world have 
converged towards higher levels of human 
development, as shown by the Human 
Development Index (HDI).5 Progress has 
been faster in low and medium HDI countries 
according to the UNDP (2013). Enormous 
progress has been made towards achieving 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). A 
UN report notes that global poverty continues 
to decline, more children than ever attend 
primary school, child deaths have dropped 
dramatically, access to safe drinking water 
has been greatly expanded, and targeted 
investments in fighting malaria, AIDS and 
tuberculosis have saved millions of lives.6 

Development has sharpened global 
inequalities. Wide disparities remain 
within countries of both the North and the 
South, and income inequality within and 
between many countries has been rising, so 
opportunity is not open to all. The 1.2 billion 
poorest people account for only one per cent 
of world consumption while the billion richest 
consume 72 per cent (UN 2013). 

Fragile and conflict-affected states 
remain furthest from achieving the 
MDGs. Some 1.5 billion people live in FCAS, 
and about 70 per cent of fragile states have 
seen conflict since 1989. Basic governance 
transformations in these countries may take 
20 to 40 years. Yet 30 per cent of Official 
Development Assistance (ODA) is spent 
in fragile and conflict-affected contexts 
(International Dialogue on Peacebuilding 
and Statebuilding 2011). Violent conflict 
remains concentrated in Sudan, Nigeria, 
Pakistan, Mexico and Syria — for which the 
UN launched a US$5.2 billion humanitarian 
appeal in mid-2013, the largest in history 
(GHA 2013). UNHCR (2012) believes that 
global displacement patterns will be affected 
by world population growth which will keep 
growing from today’s seven billion people 
to 10.1 billion by 2100, taking on new and 
different forms, and mostly in Africa and Asia.

 

“The choice for NG0s is not about 
whether to like or dislike the world 
that is emerging in the second 

decade of the 21st century, the choice 
is about adaptation, collaboration and 
rediscovering their role, or not.”
Randolph Kent, Justin Armstrong and Alice Obrecht (2013)
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Disasters affect more people in complex 
ways. The HERR report (2011) claims that 
climate-related disasters could affect 375 
million people yearly by 2015, up from 263 
million in 2010. They will become more 
frequent, unpredictable and complex. In 
addition, a rising world population and growth 
in urban areas will increase the humanitarian 
caseload, especially in less developed 
countries where more people die in a disaster 
than in developed countries. Disasters 
repeatedly hit where there is chronic poverty, 
conflict and exposure to regular shocks and 
stresses — affecting tens of millions of people 
yearly, aside from ‘mega-disasters’ (GHA 
2013). 

Kent et al. (2013) explain that, in future, the 
dimensions and dynamics of conventional 
crisis drivers, such as volcanic eruptions, 
floods and earthquakes, will increase 
exponentially, principally because of a 
confluence of these hazards. They go on to 
note that the political significance of these 
crises will grow, so even the most powerful 
governments will fall if they fail to respond 
adequately. Meanwhile the HERR report (2011) 
shows that globalisation and an increasingly 
interconnected world mean disasters often 
have a global impact. 

Environmental challenges threaten 
human development. The UNDP (2013) 
identifies climate change, deforestation, air 
and water pollution, and natural disasters as 
hurting poor countries and poor communities 
most. Climate change is already exacerbating 
chronic environmental threats, and ecosystem 
losses are constraining livelihood opportunities, 
especially for poor people. Unsustainable 
production and consumption patterns have 
accelerated deforestation, water scarcity, 
food waste, and high carbon emissions (UN 
2013). DFID (2013) concludes that if the global 

average temperature rises more than 2°C 
above pre-industrial levels, significant negative 
impacts of climate change will be more likely 
and the cost of managing them will rise sharply. 

Demographic changes further complicate 
development. According to World Bank 
figures (2013), the world is experiencing rapid 
demographic change, with changes in fertility, 
mortality and migration. By 2050, there will 
be nine billion people, most living in today’s 
developing countries. More people will live 
in cities and the average age will increase. 
Dependency ratios (the number of younger 
and older people divided by the working-age 
population) will change. In 2025, nine per cent 
of the population in developing countries will 
be aged 65 or older, a 42 per cent increase 
since 2010. Future population growth, mainly 
concentrated in urban areas, poses challenges 
for countries that cannot meet the needs of 
their current populations. They will be hard-
pressed to provide more schools, health care, 
employment opportunities and infrastructure 
for growing populations. Ageing populations 
bring their own burden of chronic and non-
communicable diseases, such as heart 
disease, stroke, cancer and diabetes.

The international community is revising 
development and humanitarian priorities. 
The UN, governments, civil society and 
others are preparing an ambitious post-2015 
sustainable development agenda, informed 
by an Open Working Group on Sustainable 
Development Goals, an Intergovernmental 
Committee of Experts on Sustainable 
Development Financing, and the High-
Level Political Forum. Results from these 
consultations and other processes in 2014 will 
feed into the UN Secretary-General’s Synthesis 
Report expected by the end of 2014. A High-
Level Panel of eminent persons has urged 
five large transformative shifts following the 



7 www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/. 
8  OECD (2014) “Aid to developing countries rebounds in 2013 to reach an all-time high,” 8 April 2014. 

www.oecd.org/newsroom/aid-to-developing-countries-rebounds-in-2013-to-reach-an-all-time-high.htm.
9 http://devinit.org/report/measuring-private-development-assistance-emerging-trends-challenges/.
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MDGs: leave no one behind; put sustainable 
development at the core; transform 
economies for jobs and inclusive growth; build 
peace and effective, open and accountable 
institutions for all; and forge a new global 
partnership (UN 2013). In the humanitarian 
sector, UN-OCHA is coordinating the 
consultation leading up to 2016’s World 
Humanitarian Summit, which “will set a new 
agenda for global humanitarian action. It will 
focus on humanitarian effectiveness, reducing 
vulnerability and managing risk, transformation 
through innovation, and serving the needs of 
people in conflict.”7

International aid has reached an all-time 
high. In 2013, development aid rose by 6.1 
per cent in real terms to reach the highest level 
ever recorded, despite continued pressure on 
budgets in OECD countries. Donors provided 
a total of US$134.8 billion in net ODA, marking 
a rebound after two years of falling volumes, 
after a number of governments stepped 
up their spending on foreign aid. An annual 
survey of donor spending plans by the OECD 
Development Assistance Committee (DAC) 
indicated that aid levels could increase again 
in 2014 and stabilise thereafter. However, 
a trend of a falling share of aid going to the 
neediest sub-Saharan African countries 
looks likely to continue.8 Private development 
assistance (PDA) – finance for development 
from private sources given voluntarily through 
formal channels – seems to be rising, with 
OECD countries reporting $45bn in 2013.9  

The international aid sector is growing 
more diverse. Besides OECD countries, 
a rising number of developing countries 
provide aid bilaterally and through regional 
development funds, which usually involves 
mixing aid with trade, loans, technology-

sharing and direct investments. Countries 
of the South often provide grant aid without 
explicit conditions on economic policy or 
approaches to governance. UNDP suggests 
(2013) that they have indirectly introduced 
competitive pressures for traditional donors 
and encouraged them to pay greater 
attention to the needs and concerns of 
developing countries. 

The development cooperation 
architecture has become more 
complex. The number of state and non-
state actors has increased, along with 
cooperation among countries at different 
stages in their development, many of them 
middle-income countries. South-South 
and triangular cooperation, new forms 
of public-private partnership, and other 
development approaches have become 
more prominent, complementing North-
South forms of cooperation. International 
actors have recognised “a new and more 
inclusive development agenda, in which these 
actors participate on the basis of common 
goals, shared principles and differential 
commitments” (Fourth High Level Forum on 
Aid Effectiveness 2011). 

 The international community seeks 
to reinforce aid effectiveness. Aid 
has achieved many positive results, but 
the OECD suggests its effectiveness has 
been undermined by lack of coordination, 
overly ambitious targets, unrealistic time 
and budget constraints, and political self-
interest. Recognising this, international 
actors have sought to forge a ‘new global 
development partnership’ that embraces 
diversity and recognises the distinct roles that 
all stakeholders play. They have reaffirmed 
commitments to scale up development 
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cooperation, committed to increasing a 
focus on development results, and pledged 
to use and strengthen developing countries’ 
systems (Fourth High Level Forum on Aid 
Effectiveness 2011). Economic pressures 
on traditional donors have further increased 
demands for aid effectiveness, influencing 
how organisations demonstrate their 
effectiveness and funding these efforts. 
Organisations are investing in monitoring, 
evaluation and learning, assessing value for 
money and measuring outcomes instead of 
process (MacLeod 2013). DFID (2013a) has 
emphasised value for money, targeting aid at 
whoever/wherever will benefit most, impact, 
and is introducing ‘payment by results’. But 
it continues to grapple with complexity in 
programming and ‘hard-to-measure’ benefits 
to communities.  

International responses to humanitarian 
crises, forced displacement, and 
conflict-affected states remain 
inadequate. The HERR report (2011) asks 
whether increased humanitarian caseload 
and challenges could break the already 
stretched international humanitarian system, 
which struggles to cope with current levels of 
need. OCHA (2013) reported that, by mid-
2013, global humanitarian action had entered 
‘uncharted territory,’ with a higher number of 
people needing help and resources still to be 
secured, mainly because of the Syria crisis. 
This has deteriorated further during 2014. As 
ALNAP (2012) points out, the humanitarian 
system has long suffered from an insufficiency 
of funding and gaps in coverage, largely as a 
consequence of financial, human and material 
resources not growing fast enough to keep 
pace with rising needs.

Responding to change in our sector 
Ousainou Ngum, CEO of ACORD, Kenya

The following is a summary of Ousainou’s presentation to the Humanitarian HR Africa 
2014 conference 2014 (People In Aid 2014a).

There are four areas through which we can begin to respond to what is going on in our 
sector:

•  Private sector and business: Our approach to date has been to see the relationship as 
philanthropic – we need to change that and develop a relationship which allows us to 
work together in a way that is mutually beneficial.

•  Project implementation: We need to move beyond this and look at delivering systemic 
change. A project is not an end in itself. It has to be a means to something else.

•  Delivery: We need to influence delivery from local perspectives so people take 
ownership rather than continuing to replicate our work.

•  Pro forma partnerships: We need to think about working more in collaboration, more 
in consortia, building sectoral partnerships and moving away from pro forma. If we are 
serious, we need to be talking about creating enabling environments for governments, 
and functioning states and citizenry.
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Professionalisation applies to both 
organisations and individuals. 
Professionalisation for individuals embraces 
competencies, recognition of skills, quality 
assurance, professional and qualification 
frameworks, and more. Professionalisation in 
our sector has enemies (“The volunteer spirit 
is at the heart of our work”), strong advocates 
(many governments) and encouragement 
from those who benefit (e.g. individuals 
gaining skills and organisations becoming 
more effective). Maybe the sector already is a 
profession.

The professionalisation agenda for individuals 
is not new. But the last few years have seen 
more activity and thinking than previously, 
and we would all do well to keep an eye on 
it as it could impact any of us institutionally 
or personally. It’s a hard agenda to limit. As 
soon as you talk about qualifications in the 
humanitarian sector, you have to consider 
those subsets of the sector, such as 
engineering or medicine, where qualifications, 
continuous development, standards and so 
on are embedded and mandatory. As soon as 
you think about developing skills, knowledge 
and behaviours, you need to consider formal, 
non-formal or informal approaches. Yet it 
is worth pursuing: it supports staff mobility 
and opportunity; it assists recruitment, 
performance management and training; it 

responds to criticisms of the performance 
of our sector; and prepares the sector 
for the challenges ahead. Above all, our 
commitment to accountability should not 
allow communities affected by poverty or 
disaster to be confronted by staff who are 
inadequately recruited, trained, prepared, 
managed or motivated.

The Australian study summarised in the box 
on page 23 offers good insights into the 
scope of professionalisation and individuals’ 
opinions on the needs and future of the 
professionalisation agenda. Here we highlight 
three initiatives which illustrate the recent 
growth of interest in professionalisation and 
which are helping take the agenda forward: 
ELRHA, EUPRHA and the CBHA’s Core 
Humanitarian Competencies Framework. 
We suggest some gaps and next steps 
which the coming years may address. We 
recognise there is much more going on of 
course: the Australian NGO community 
made some progress with The Development 
and Humanitarian Assistance (D&HA) 
competency framework; EU Aid Volunteers 
will be prioritising recognition of learning for its 
volunteers; and  the Humanitarian Logistics 
Certification Program (www.hlcertification.
org) is an example of a sub-sector working 
through its needs.

Professionalisation 
Jonathan Potter, Executive Director, People In Aid
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1. The Core Humanitarian Competencies 
Framework (www.peopleinaid.org/cbha)

In 2010, People In Aid facilitated a process 
with ActionAid, on behalf of the CBHA 
(Consortium of British Humanitarian 
Agencies). Organisations have had their own 
frameworks for a long time of course, but the 
fact that 15 agencies agreed on a single one 
was something new and a model of practical 
collaboration. The premise of the work was 
that agencies value such frameworks as 

a cornerstone tool to inform recruitment, 
learning and development, and performance 
management systems, but most of the 
agencies said that the use of their frameworks 
was patchy at the field level.

This is being used worldwide, and a 
Learning Day (13 July 2013) confirmed the 
competencies had stood the test of use in 
ECB’s (Emergency Capacity Building Project) 
five locations (Niger, Bolivia, Indonesia, 
Bangladesh and East Africa). Other examples 

Synopsis of “Professionalisation of the Humanitarian Sector in 
Australia and the Asia-Pacific Region” 
Michele Lipner for ACFID, January 2013

Michele’s paper defines the agenda neatly as “one that focus[es] on: continuous 
learning; core competencies; greater harmonisation, standardisation and accreditation 
in training and education; and an association that brings the community of 
practitioners together to share and advance good practice” (page 3). The agenda, 
it finds, has gone beyond the point where we should be asking whether the sector 
needs professionalising: “Heightened expectations exist amongst governments and 
beneficiaries that those who deploy come with a level of skills and proficiency” (page 
11), and professionalisation is a means to an end – that end being “achieving the 
ultimate objectives of quality and appropriate assistance and aid effectiveness” (page 5). 
There seemed to be unanimity from the research participants that this agenda must be 
progressed.

Yet there are barriers to making progress: the lack of collective commitment and the lack 
of funding generally, as well as the choice organisations make not to invest in human 
resources development and individual professional development. Enhancing practitioner 
competencies and developing ‘career professionals’ is a necessity and this must be 
completely inclusive, i.e. for those entering the sector as well as those already in it and 
with no distinction between international and national staff.

The paper points out that there are many fruitful collective approaches in the sector, but 
that this agenda has been more ad hoc, “lacking consistency in terms of standards, 
training, core competencies or educational opportunities.” Its recommendations relate 
mostly to how Australia can act, although there is clear recognition of initiatives started 
elsewhere and that this is a global agenda in which all must engage. The research on 
how to do this concludes: “Commit comprehensively and implement incrementally” 
(page 22).
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of use have been relayed to us from around 
the world. They were the “starting point” 
for the EU’s lifelong learning work on 
humanitarian action (EUPHRA) and have been 
the main basis for Islamic Relief Worldwide’s 
recruitment, performance management and 
training for their Middle East programmes. 
Further, the framework has been widely 
used by a Dutch University, a Canadian 
trainer, in a European government’s roster, 
and in a number of British INGOs’ training 
programmes.  

It is the wish of members of the CBHA’s 
successor network (now known as the 
START Network) and of ELRHA (see point 
3 below) that People In Aid ensures the 
framework receives more attention in 2014, 
through field testing, contextualisation, 
an associated assessment methodology, 
revision, dissemination and a study of its 
impact.

2. EUPHRA (European Universities on 
Professionalisation of Humanitarian 
Action)

At around the same time as the CBHA 
Framework was developed, the NOHA 
network of European universities teaching 
humanitarian action (www.nohanet.org) moved 
from a programme based on study content to 
a competence-based programme of delivering 
their Masters in Humanitarian Action. They also 
initiated a process called EUPRHA, supported 
by ECHO and the EU’s Lifelong Learning 
Programme, to develop a qualifications 
framework (QF) for humanitarian action.

The framework differs (www.euprha.org/haqf/) 
from a competency framework by using levels 
related to academic attainment. Level 7, for 
example, corresponds to what one might 
be expected to know on completing an MA. 
Each level identifies the required ‘Knowledge, 
Skills and Responsibility/Autonomy’ (taking 
responsibility and acting with autonomy). 

The framework is helpful for universities, 
providing a common reference for the 
development and delivery of their curricula, 
a common language and an updated 
assessment of the needs of their potential 
students. However, EUPRHA is also targeting 
non-formal learning (i.e. training) and informal 
learning (i.e. prior experience). Both of these 
areas are problematic for such a framework. 
Short training courses do not fit well into the 
levels, so a combination may be needed for 
someone to move from one level to another, 
or a portfolio of certified learning may need 
to be developed (see ELRHA below). There 
is little experience of assessment of prior 
learning. Some help may be around the 
corner for some of us: by 2018 all European 
countries have to report on how they have 
systematised recognition of non-formal and 
informal learning.

The benefits EUPRHA sees in its framework 
are many. It is a point of reference for 
assessing learning and a contribution to 
professionalism and quality assessment of 
the humanitarian sector. It will help to identify 
desired learning outcomes for students or 
those working in learning and development. 
It supports recognition and transparency 
of qualifications, and comparability of 
qualifications between countries and 
organisations. Educational progression routes 
and mobility are also an intended outcome, 
i.e. the common understanding of training 
and qualifications able to promote workers’ 
mobility between countries and organisations.

The QF is work in progress but may come 
to have as much influence on INGOs as on 
universities. To do so, it needs to address 
a number of issues. How applicable is the 
QF (based on the European Qualifications 
Framework) around the world?  How might 
it help national staff, or disadvantage them 
if they cannot access the education and are 
not assessed in the same way as expatriate 



10  UNHCR has recently established a set salary which its partners can pay its national staff: might a QF help persuade such a donor these staff are worth what partners are 
already paying them, or more?

11 ELRHA (2012) “Global Survey on Humanitarian Professionalisation,” page 2.
12  Save the Children UK, British Red Cross, Bioforce, People In Aid, PHAP, Pearsons Educational, Humanitarian Logistics Association, Humanitarian Leadership Academy, 

Kings College London and CILT.
13 Passport may not be the word used when the project is launched.
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Europeans?10   Would greater recognition 
of contextual knowledge and of local 
experience mean less need for short-stay, 
fly-in, bunkered expatriates? How can the 
levels be made available and useful to those 
outside the university system, particularly 
NGOs which don’t necessarily recruit against 
qualifications but are prepared to value 
experience and provide training?

3. ELRHA (Enhancing Learning and 
Research for Humanitarian Assistance)

ELRHA came into existence to support 
partnerships between researchers and 
practitioners in order to improve the 
effectiveness of humanitarian action. A 
logical strand of work was, therefore, 
to build on its partnerships in order to 
propose an international system for 
professional development and recognition 
for the humanitarian sector. ELRHA’s two 
studies (from May 2010 and March 2012) 
can be found here: www.elrha.org/work/
professionalisation. 

The first, a ‘scoping study’ identified the major 
problems stopping the flow of trained people 
in the sector. Amongst its recommendations 
were: creating recognised professional 
pathways and progression routes into the 
humanitarian sector, especially around the 
lack of entry and mid-level qualifications; 
formalising occupational standards for 
humanitarian work; and quality marking 
of learning and development providers. 
The report recommended the formation 
of a professional association. While no 
leaders were identified to take this forward, 
Professionals in Humanitarian Assistance and 
Protection (PHAP) is perhaps developing into 
this (www.phap.org). 

The second report, a ‘global survey’, 
concluded that: “Humanitarian workers 
continue to face major barriers to training 
and professional development opportunities. 
For field-based staff, these barriers appear 
particularly insurmountable. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly the survey findings suggest that 
the humanitarian career pathway and barriers 
to access are as much about organisational 
culture and planning as they are about the 
physical location and cost of courses. For a 
sector that expects remarkable personal and 
professional dedication from its workforce, 
we must surely acknowledge that this state 
of affairs is no longer good enough.”11 
Much of the emphasis in the report is on 
the disadvantages for national staff, and 
on asking donors and agencies to take a 
more strategic approach to learning and 
development.

ELRHA is now coordinating a consortium12  
which aims to establish a new system for 
the humanitarian sector that would be 
globally applicable – one which captures, 
recognises and certifies the skills, learning 
and development of aid workers. The main 
proposed outcome of this initiative is the 
creation of an internationally recognised 
Learning and Development Passport13 for 
humanitarian workers and the development 
of a Professional Development Framework 
for the humanitarian sector, underpinned 
by an agreed set of core and technical 
competencies for humanitarian work. The 
creation of an L&D Passport and framework 
will bring the current diversity of professional 
initiatives that exist in the sector into one 
common structure and will provide the 
platform needed to address the large-scale 
need for professional development in the 
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humanitarian sector. This will be achieved 
through:

•  the creation of a Professional Development 
Framework (PDF);

•  one or several quality-assured assessment 
mechanisms;

•  quality assurance for training and 
assessment;

•  an online information management system 
for the passport;

•  the identification of a long-term guardian 
body for the passport system.

4. What remains to be done?

Compared to some professions – such as 
medicine with its range of qualifications, 
professional bodies and accredited licences to 
practice – our sector is a long way from where 
it can be.14 Much has been done and much is 
being done, but it is not coherent and it is slow. 

The requirements of a successful 
professionalisation agenda are only being 
addressed piecemeal by our sector. These 
include: the need to gain institutional 
recognition of not only the contribution that 
professionalisation makes to mission fulfilment 
and meeting funding targets but also the 
benefits it brings to the institutions themselves; 
funding; harmonisation of initiatives to 
reduce overlap and enhance impact; and 
the involvement of stakeholder groups (e.g. 
national staff, beneficiary communities) in 
setting the agenda.

There are, additionally, many specific needs. 
Some key ones are: 

•  How do we, or should we, distinguish as 
a profession between core humanitarian 

work and the sub-sectors within it, such as 
medicine or logistics?

•  How can we best establish and spread 
methodologies for assessing prior learning 
and behaviours, as well as evaluating 
learning outcomes? Is a KAP-survey 
(Knowledge, Attitude, Practice) appropriate 
and sufficient?

•  How can we be proactive in enhancing 
the position of national staff? ELRHA 
has put it best (recommendation 2 in its 
2012 report): “Agencies should commit 
to working with senior managers and HR 
and training departments to address the 
lack of access by national staff to learning 
and development and career progression 
opportunities.” ELHRA has also said: “The 
results of the survey suggest that there is 
a need for more systematic change, with 
organisations and senior managers placing 
greater emphasis on recognising talent and 
increasing the trust and responsibility given 
to national staff, so that they can embark 
on professional development pathways and 
access opportunities in the same way as 
their counterparts in the North. This will mean 
both agencies and their donors pursuing 
a more strategic approach with regard to 
planning staff development.”15

•  We need an understanding of when 
humanitarianism as a profession can, or 
should, hold the individual to account.

As a central participant in a number of 
initiatives, and an interested observer in the 
rest, People In Aid will look to support and 
influence the agenda as it progresses. 

14  Compared to other professions, and how the concept of ‘profession’ is defined, our sector can be said to meet most criteria. This case is argued by Dr Eric James 
in a forthcoming article in Disasters. He brings together evidence to show that the humanitarian sector has the constituent elements of a profession. Four criteria are 
proposed for a profession: specialisation of knowledge (skill levels, training, qualifications); the establishment of the profession as a livelihood (reward, motivation, 
career pathway); organisation and institutionalisation (associations and support mechanisms); and, finally, legitimacy and authority (based on common perception and 
authoritative recognition of, for example, codes and standards). He also notes unintended consequences for professions: distance from beneficiaries, aversion to risk 
and innovation, and barriers to entry.

15 ELRHA (2012) “Global Survey on Humanitarian Professionalisation,” page 8.
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2. HR’s Quality

The quality of HR within the aid sector 
has continued to rise. Despite pressure on 
resources in recent years, good practices are 
being shared and applied across the sector, 
sector-wide reviews find improvements in 
HR overall and in relation to each principle 
of People In Aid’s Code of Good Practice 
(2003), and general improvements have 
been recognised by stakeholders over recent 
decades. In some areas requiring greater 
collaboration — such as secondments, 

rosters, joint training and talent exchanges 
— the aid sector might be ahead of the 
wider voluntary sector (People In Aid 2013d).

In this section, we examine performance 
in the areas of HR and PM covered by the 
seven Principles (see box below) of the 
Code. We describe good and next HR 
practices from the aid sector and consider 
whether there are lessons to be learnt from 
other sectors.

People In Aid’s Code of Good Practice (2003)
Guiding Principle: People are central to the achievement of our mission.

•   Principle 1 Human Resources Strategy: Human resources are an integral part of our 
strategic and operational plans.

•  Principle 2 Staff Policies and Practices: Our human resources policies aim to be 
effective, fair and transparent.

•  Principle 3 Managing People: Good support, management and leadership of our staff is 
key to our effectiveness.

•  Principle 4 Consultation and Communication: Dialogue with staff on matters likely to 
affect their employment enhances the quality and effectiveness of our policies and 
practices.

•  Principle 5 Recruitment and Selection: Our policies and practices aim to attract and 
select a diverse workforce with the skills and capabilities to fulfil our requirements.

•  Principle 6 Learning, Training and Development: Learning, training and staff 
development are promoted throughout the organisation.

•  Principle 7 Health, Safety and Security: The security, good health and safety of our staff 
are a prime responsibility of our organisation.
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People In Aid’s data offer one measure 
of progress. Since 2001, our membership 
has increased from 22 to 210 members 
(March 2014), and diversified from 60 per 
cent UK-based organisations to 29 per 
cent. Our members are now based in 49 
countries, work in over 190 countries, spend 
over £16 billion on their missions and employ 
over 278,000 people. Our reach is wide, with 
many thousands accessing and benefiting 
from the good practice we offer. Our 

newsletter, for example, reaches more than 
4,000 readers in over 150 countries and 
more than 1,800 organisations, while one of 
our products (the NGO Local Pay survey) is 
used by 1,715 organisations in 84 countries. 
The users of our individually tailored support 
services report without exception that the 
work has had a beneficial impact on their 
organisations. Reviewers have found that 
People In Aid has had an impact on small 
and medium-sized NGOs. 

Members’ priorities
Over the course of 2010, People In Aid posed a strategic priority question to members 
with whom staff came into contact. “The Question” as it became known was: “What is 
the single most important thing your organisation needs to address through its people 
and organisational development strategy to ensure that you are more effective in 2015?”

The top four strategic priorities were:

 Priority % of members
 Capacity strengthening 17%
 Resourcing, recruitment and retention (and reward) 15%
 Leadership development 14%
 Performance management 12%

The 2013 Members’ Survey explored those areas which had seen the highest increase 
in priority or exposure over the previous five years (more than one could be selected). 
The results were closely aligned to the earlier predictions apart from an increase in the 
importance of staff safety and security:

 Priority % of members 
 Leadership 25%
 Staff safety and security 24%
 Recruitment and retention 19%
 Local knowledge and capacity building 16%

When asked whether these had had an impact on programmes, 85% of respondents 
replied positively but there was a lack of quantifiable evidence to support this claim.
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The People In Aid Code of Good 
Practice (2003) offers another measure 
of progress. It is a globally recognised and 
valued standard to guide the design and 
implementation of an HR policy, upheld 
by many as the quality standard for HRM 
(Crowe Clark Whitehill 2011). The sector 
widely accepts the Code’s Principles. People 
In Aid’s 210 member organisations are 
formally committed to it, although formal 
certification against the Code has had a 
mixed reception from members. New and 

prospective members, such as the Lutheran 
World Foundation and OFADEC (see below 
and page 31 respectively), use membership 
and the Code to develop and implement 
their HRM strategies. When implementing 
the Code at field level, Frans Pakvis of 
Oxfam Novib (2014) advises: “It is not so 
much the implementation of the Code and 
its procedures that is of highest importance, 
rather it is to improve an organisation’s 
effectiveness through better HR and people 
management.”

Establishing HRM priorities 
Aline Ritchie, Head of HR, Lutheran World Foundation, Switzerland

Aline is one of five people in the HR team, which supports about 140 people, half of 
whom work in Geneva and half in the field. Two of the team look after international staff, 
one deals with payroll and the other is an HR specialist. Aline’s priorities since Lutheran 
World Federation (LWF) started on the path to becoming a member of People In Aid have 
been:

•  To ensure HR has a voice. 

•  To review costs and value for money. 

•  To strengthen the staff appraisal system. 

•  To develop a staff development policy and a training plan.

•  To join People In Aid; to build her network of contacts and support in the sector; to 
benchmark the benefits she is offering; to receive input to the operationalisation of the 
HR strategy (which is part of LWF’s 2012-17 strategy); and to share good practices.



31

HR’S QUALITY

INGO change in  
performance analysis
Roger Parry and Alicia Gayle, 
Agenda Consulting, UK
Agenda Consulting supports many 
non-profits with their staff engagement 
strategies and surveys. They looked at 
changes in organisational performance, 
based on staff survey results, between 
2010 and 2013.

“The first thing to say is that the 
sample is small (ten organisations) and 
we should be careful about drawing 
conclusions, not least because there 
will be significant organisation-specific 
reasons for changes,” says Roger. 

Overall, the average improvement for all 
questions and organisations was 1.7 per 
cent over an average of two years. The 
figure for People In Aid members was 
2 per cent, and 1.2 per cent for non-
members. Of note:

•  Staff engagement and 
communications were up slightly 
although there were some large 
variations between organisations.

•  Improvement in leadership was 
higher, an area which many 
organisations were working on, as was 
management.

•  Reward had improved in People In 
Aid member organisations but had 
worsened among non-members.

“Like many prominent national 
NGOs, OFADEC suffers from 

poaching (four finance managers lost, 
for example). Our recruitment is sound, 
but it could benefit more from People In 
Aid’s inputs in areas such as development 
and performance evaluation. We need 
improvement in order that we can be sure 
that our field work is right […] and we need 
external eyes to bring credibility through 
the People In Aid brand. I do not believe 
there are local cultural issues which might 
prevent us from learning from People In 
aid which should make more noise and 
reach out to more national organisations. 
Membership is important, and diversity 
within that is an asset. People In Aid’s 
principles are good, but they aren’t always 
seen on the ground.”
Mamadou Ndiaye, Director, Office Africain pour le 
Developpement et la Cooperation (OFADEC), Senegal
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Our sector has much to learn from 
others. This guest article from the British 
Army shows, to an astonishing extent, 
how similar the issues and desired 
outcomes are between HR in the military 
and in our sector. The article shows a 
whole-organisation approach to HR and 
people management we can all learn 
from, where the focus of HR practices is 
clearly on the achievement of the army’s 
mission, its organisational sustainability 
and readiness for change.

To steal a phrase, Armed Forces are a stock 
of human capital who have to be recruited, 
trained and educated, organised, equipped, 
fed, housed, cared for, and ultimately 
deployed, recovered and transitioned 
back into society. How each element of 
this is done matters. Well-led, trained 
and motivated forces have consistently 
succeeded or survived in circumstances 
where the maths would have predicted 
early and disastrous operational failure. The 
Armed Forces therefore put huge effort into 
using their personnel efficiently, in order to 
maximise operational effectiveness.

I’ll try and set out how this is done, and 
then see if there are parallels from which 
deductions might be drawn. I should say 
now that I do not pretend to be an expert 
in the charitable and aid sectors, but 
organisations are human, and both the 
Armed Forces and aid organisations have to 
work in difficult and sometimes dangerous 
circumstances in a way that others do not. 

I hope that there will be something of value 
here, whether immediate or deferred.

The HR framework used is one based on a 
trinity – of Sufficient, Capable and Motivated 
personnel – enough people, properly trained, 
who want to do the job. Like all models it is 
inadequate, and different elements of work 
cross over and defy neat categorisation, but 
it offers a start.

Sufficient
Let me start with Sufficient. The operators 
will lay down the purpose and size of 
the organisation, and the mix of skills 
and experience they require to man the 
equipment and teams within it – down 
to individual posts in ships, vehicles and 
aircraft. The ‘manners’ will model how to 
achieve this, bearing in mind always that 
most Armed Forces overwhelmingly are 

SUffICIeNT

CAPABLE MOTIVATED

The Impact of HR in the 
armed forces
Guest Author: Lieutenant General Sir Bill Rollo (Retired)
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recruited ‘vertically’ – and that ‘horizontal’ 
entry from other forms of employment is 
increasingly difficult, because the experience 
gained in junior posts is impossible to 
replicate and stringent operational fitness 
requirements favour the young. 

Accurately estimating both future manpower 
requirements and future wastage rates 
(themselves heavily dependent on the state 
of the economy) is always difficult. However, 
there are some obvious errors to avoid. 
Cutting recruiting below what is needed to 
sustain the long-term strength in order to 
reduce manpower costs quickly is the worst 
as it causes long-term damage – a cohort 
insufficient in quantity, and perhaps quality, 
that moves through the organisation for 20 
years or so. Sustaining a stable supply of 
quality recruits is therefore fundamental. 
Rapid changes to demand confuse the 
market – and are ultimately expensive, in 
terms of the increased effort then required 
to recruit, and also in retention incentives to 
retain an increased proportion of a smaller 
pool.

Workforce planning clearly does not stop 
with recruiting. Key elements thereafter 
are the systems for promotions and 
appointments – succession planning – as 
people move through the organisation. 
Huge effort goes into getting this right, with 
selection based on a combination of rigorous 
training and education, experience and 
proven performance. Great responsibility is 
placed on leaders, whether junior or senior, 
perhaps most of all on unit-commanding 
officers – men and women aged, say, 35 to 
40, who are responsible for a ship, regiment 
or air squadron. Getting it right is critical. A 
poor choice will impact on every aspect of 
a team’s performance, and ultimately may 
lose lives and affect the nation’s reputation 

and interest. How you tell whether you are 
getting it right is again difficult. Operations 
are the ultimate test, but the system has to 
be able to make hard decisions, based on 
evidence and judgment, and stand by them.

The final key ingredient in Sufficient is the 
retention of the people you want to keep, 
which is all the more important given the 
difficulties of horizontal entry. The truism is 
that you recruit a soldier and retain a family. 
The Services are composed of volunteers. 
They join and stay for a very wide variety 
of reasons, chief amongst which is the 
challenge and purpose of the job. As people 
get older this has to be balanced with other 
demands on them. The organisation’s 
structure and use – its operational tempo – 
has to be sufficiently in balance to provide 
periods of respite for retraining and family 
time, for both men and women. Additional 
remuneration can only partly compensate for 
this, and even then, not indefinitely.   

Capable
Capable in this context means appropriately 
trained and experienced for the post 
concerned. All Armed Forces aspire to be 
learning organisations, able to generate 
not just specific skills, but leaders with the 
experience and education to be agile and 
adaptable when confronted with the next 
problem rather than the last. 

Initial training focuses at least as much on 
ethos – values and standards – as on skills. 
Subsequent training will supply the skills 
required for a particular piece of equipment 
or role, set out in considerable detail in 
job specifications and training manuals, 
and within a clear overall competency 
framework. Broadly in mid-career, the cohort 
from whom future senior leaders will be 
selected will undergo one or more periods 
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of education of up to a year to expand their 
knowledge, broaden their outlook beyond 
their previous experience and prepare them 
for more senior roles. Beyond the schools, 
both training and education are also clearly 
the responsibility of leaders at every level, 
reaching their peak immediately before 
operational deployment.

How do we know whether this is money well 
spent? Again, the ultimate test is operational 
– do the people deployed feel confident 
that their training has prepared them for the 
challenges they face, and has experience 
borne this out? Much effort goes into gaining 
immediate feedback from current experience 
and channeling this into the training of the 
next elements to be deployed. Sometimes 
this is straightforward – for example, driver 
training for new vehicles is inadequate, 
therefore accidents result. At other times, 
when the issues concern knowledge and 
intellectual preparation, they are less clear-
cut and even more important.

Once more, it is easy to point out mistakes. 
Training is expensive and an easy target 
when times are hard. Arguably it is one 
of the last things you should cut since 
the consequences of poor training are 
immediate and can be life- or operationally 
threatening. Difficult judgements are required 
as budgets shrink on how to obtain the most 
operational effect for a given sum between 
people, training and equipment, but in an 
age of discretionary operations deploying 
people who are not properly prepared is the 
path to reputational and political disaster. It 
would be better to have a smaller force that 
is properly trained and manned.  

Motivated

If Sufficient and Capable have been difficult 
to tie down, Motivated is worse, with a 
wider group of contributing factors, many far 
beyond the reach of any HR organisation. 
Ultimately, motivation is dependent on 
leadership and is the responsibility of the 
chain of command – those with the legal 
authority to exercise command – in the same 
way that HR policies, such as those for 
Equality and Diversity, will only be effective 
if properly implemented. But HR policies 
over a wide field affect motivation, and 
have to be regarded as fair if they are not 
to contribute to people leaving prematurely. 
The most obvious is remuneration. No one 
joins the Services to get rich, but there is 
an expectation of fair treatment, based 
on comparisons with those in broadly 
equivalent civilian jobs plus an element for 
the additional risk, rigour and discipline of 
Service life. For the last 30 years this has 
been more or less effectively satisfied by 
the Armed Forces Pay Review Body, and 
Service pay has broadly kept pace with the 
growth in overall real wages. But there are 
many other elements which form part of 
the deal, from medical treatment to housing 
to leave, and fair systems of assessment, 
promotion and selection.   

How can you measure the effectiveness 
of these? Attitude surveys often produce 
confusing results –  e.g. “my morale is fine, 
others’ is not,” or vice versa – and tell you 
what you already know –  e.g. people do not 
like pay constraints. Bullying and harassment 
can be elusive targets in organisations with 
necessarily hard edges, but are reputationally 
and operationally damaging. The hard 
measure of morale is whether people stay 
in the organisation or not, with a key sub-
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question of whether the right people stay. 
Determining the latter is dependent on your 
ability to determine quality and the integrity 
of your reporting system – if everyone is 
‘outstanding’, the system breaks down. 

Current Issues
Armed Forces manpower has been cut by 
20 per cent as part of the overall reduction 
of Government spending. Personnel costs 
have been limited through pay constraints 
and future increases limited through pension 
reform. A bleak success has been the use 
of redundancy rather than cutting recruiting 
to achieve the majority of the reductions 
required. A further positive element has 
been a determined effort to maintain training 
levels and the promotion of, and other 
opportunities for, those who continue to 
serve. While overall pay levels have been 
constrained, financial incentives have 
been available, and used, where manning 
shortages have appeared in key operational 
specialisations.

Looking further ahead, much work has gone 
into a New Employment Model which will 
better balance the needs of the organisation 
with those of the individual, with more 
flexibility required by both to meet uncertain 
operational (and therefore organisational) 
requirements, and the changing nature of 
the future employment market and individual 
career needs. Amongst many other 
challenges, the Armed Forces need to be 
able to retain the ability to expand, and to 
draw specific skills from across civil society 
which it is uneconomic to retain on a full-
time basis (as for years they have for medical 
staff). These are both strong arguments 
for increasing the size of the Reserves. 
Moreover, as the Forces get smaller, while 
retaining as far as possible a very wide range 

of skills, they are becoming increasingly 
vulnerable to the loss of key specialists who 
it has taken many years to train. 

How much of this is relevant  
to People In Aid?
The short answer is that I don’t know. 
It is easy to see the differences with the 
inherently decentralised and disparate world 
of ‘People In Aid’ and a tightly structured 
and relatively closed system such as the UK 
Armed Forces. However, I would hazard a 
guess that some questions are common:

•  How do you attract and retain quality 
people, with packages which go beyond 
financial remuneration, and acknowledge 
the peculiar motivations of people, 
within sustainable career pathways and 
deployment patterns?

•  How can you expand and contract 
quickly to meet changing operational 
requirements, while retaining core 
expertise, and make best use of the 
national human resources available in 
areas into which agencies deploy?

•  How do you construct a training system 
which is rigorous, yet flexible, responsive 
and affordable and, preferably, based 
on an internationally agreed set of 
competencies?

•  Above all, how best do you achieve the 
fundamental need for excellent leadership?

I do not know how to put a price on the 
answers to these questions. I do know that 
there is no more inefficient way of spending 
your money than on an organisation which 
lacks the human resource, in both quality 
and quantity, to put it to good use.
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Principle 1:  
HR strategy
Principle 1 Human Resources Strategy: 
Human resources are an integral part of 
our strategic and operational plans. 

Strategic HR activity is certainly 
underway. Organisations have committed 
to integrating HR into their strategic plans. 
Some, such as MAG (see next column), 
include people-related risks in their strategic 
risk assessments (i.e. health and safety, 
labour law and HRM). More INGOs have HR 
professionals in their senior management 
team, and many HR managers seek to act 
strategically (People In Aid 2013). People 
Count Third Sector found that 83 per cent 
of international development organisations’ 
senior HR people are members of the Senior 
Management Team (People In Aid 2013e). 
This was more than the whole sample median 
of 73 per cent. This is perhaps the result of 
the HR Business Partner Model approach 
which the sector has increasingly adopted.

Some smaller organisations have also 
introduced a professional HR team. For 
example, the HR function within ActionAid 
Brazil has grown from an ‘add-on’ task 
managed by the finance team to a 
professional department (see page 39). And 
Dwelling Places in Uganda (see page 37) is 
reaping the rewards of including HR within the 
planning process for the first time. 

Organisations have made efforts to 
improve operational capacity and the 
quality of human resources (People In Aid 
2011). During the last few years, our members 
have tended to focus most on leadership, 
staff safety and security, recruitment and 
retention, and local knowledge and capacity 
building (see Members’ priorities, page 29). 
Organisations have tried to address staff 

turnover which can be as high as 30 per cent 
of permanent staff (compared with People 
Count’s UK voluntary sector benchmark of 18 
per cent) by relying on local staff to deliver on 
assistance, and promoting more national staff 
to roles outside of their own country and to 
senior roles (HAP 2013 and see also ‘Attracting 

“At MAG, we have developed 
a corporate risk register and 

dashboard for reporting purposes. 
“The risk register includes a section on 
people and managing the risks of failing 
to recruit, develop and retain high calibre 
staff in order to deliver on our business 
plan and contractual objectives. It looks 
at whether we’ve got the correct HR 
mechanisms in place, and what would be 
the impact on the programme if these 
weren’t in place. 
“The dashboard looks at a range of KPIs 
measured against strategic objectives. So 
for example, we measure staff numbers 
and ratios, turnover, time to recruit, 
recruitment gaps, conduct and/or 
whistleblowing cases, etc.
“In addition, we have a recharge target 
built into our hR budget for certain 
posts. In particular, when our Head of 
International HR visits programmes, for 
example to work on compliance and 
pulling together standard operating 
procedures, the programmes have to fund 
the visit. A charge is made against the 
grant budget.”
Samantha Wakefield, Director of HR, Mines  
Advisory Group, UK
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returning diaspora’ on page 42). Newer 
ideas such as workflow forecasting are being 
introduced. Like cash flow forecasting, workflow 
forecasting encourages the HR function to 
gather information from around the organisation 
about future skills needs, and to ensure that the 
finances are available to support it. This gives 
time to upskill existing staff.

However, gaps remain between HRM 
and organisational strategy. We have 
found (2013) that HR’s involvement in strategy 
too often depends on ‘strategically gifted’ 

HR leaders handling multiple transactional 
challenges. The HRM–strategy gap may be 
due to: 

•  HR’s focus on operational demands. People 
managers see HR adding most value 
in operational, transactional areas, e.g. 
managing the process of redundancies or 
the interpretation of employment law, but 
HR managers would like line managers to 
take more responsibility for management-
related tasks devolved to HR (People In Aid 
2013). Larger organisations have moved 

Including HR within the planning process in a small national NGO 
Maureen Kitiibwa Nakitto, Deputy Director of Child Protection, Dwelling 
Places, Uganda

The research behind The State of HR 2014 indicates that few NGOs and INGOs are 
measuring the impact of HR. However, during the course of carrying out the research, 
People In Aid spoke to Maureen Kitiibwa Nakitto, Deputy Director of Child Protection 
at Dwelling Places (DP), a small national NGO based in Uganda, about some of the 
progress her organisation is making in this area. DP provides holistic care services to ex-
street children, abandoned babies and high-risk slum families. Spearheaded and founded 
by Mrs. Rita Nkemba, it officially began operations in 2002 and became a member of 
People In Aid in 2012.

For the first ten years, DP did not have a properly defined HR function. In 2013, one of its 
strategic objectives was to “make DP a place where highly skilled and motivated people 
work.” Its first ever HR Director was recruited and part of the role was to ensure staff 
needs were prioritised.

As DP started to update its organisational strategy, it included the HR function within the 
planning process. DP believes that without HR, its programmes cannot run effectively. It 
began a programme of staff care initiatives, using resources available through People In 
Aid membership.

“As a result of our new HR strategy, DP is taking better care of its people, who in turn 
have become more committed and have increased their efficiency in addressing their 
beneficiaries’ needs,” explains Maureen. “The impact has been evidenced by the 
feedback from staff, beneficiaries and the programmes. DP’s performance against 
planned activities is assessed annually using M&E tools, and it is informed about the 
effectiveness and contribution of HR via its quarterly child status index and annual 
beneficiary analysis.”



16  Analytics, defined by Human Capital Analytics, is “the process of extracting ‘meaning’ out of data and using it to shape decisions that 
improve performance.”
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to strengthen senior HR capacity in the 
field by creating Regional HRM positions, 
with HR professionals taking on increased 
importance as organisations go through 
enormous upheavals such as restructuring, 
shifting from direct implementation to 
partnership, serious security threats from 
terrorism, political unrest and natural 
disasters (Teresa Kamara, People In Aid 
2013).

•  Uncertainty about HR’s strategic relevance. 
As Teresa Kamara asks (People In Aid 
2013): “Now that they have more seats at 
the table, what do they do once they get 
there?” HR professionals in the field may 
feel unable to contribute to global decisions 
and advise on their local implementation, 
even when decisions made at HQ level 
which affect country programmes are not 
contextually appropriate, and local HR 
leaders are “left to pick up the pieces”. HR 
professionals may not recognise their roles 
as ‘agents of change’ inside organisations 
and beyond. Tensions may exist between 
HR and finance functions (Markby 2014), 
unable to “work outside their own bubble 
or silo, learn from each other, develop 
leadership qualities and change.” HRM 
may suffer from a certain identity crisis 
about its precise role, in relation to welfare, 
personnel, human resources, human capital 
and people management (People In Aid 
2011). 

•  HR’s lack of metrics to inform strategy. We 
have found (2011) that HR managers have 
conventional ‘dashboard’ figures covering 
diversity, turnover and ratio of HR staff to 
employees. However, they are less likely 
to know: staff costs in relation to overall 
costs; staff working months per expatriate 
compared to local staff; the cost of security 

per humanitarian worker; days spent on 
learning and development per employee; 
and the percentage of operational spending 
to support staff and volunteers. 

In addressing this gap, INGOs could learn 
from the business sector where HRM is 
also frequently disconnected from strategic 
leadership. To overcome this, the CIPD 
(2013) has advised HR professionals to: 
build better relationships and be more visible; 
demonstrate credibility; keep talent high on 
the agenda; see the economic climate as an 
opportunity; and build the future leadership 
capability of HR. INGOs could also adapt 
appropriate metrics from business, particularly 
those which are impact-orientated, forward-
looking and focused on the entire HR system, 
not just on individual HR practices (CIPD 
2011). Kemsley (2013) offers guidance on 
how to overhaul HRM’s approach to data 
and metrics, while Human Capital Analytics 
recommends an ‘analytics culture’.16

What are the key messages  
for HR? 
•  Understand the ‘bigger picture’ for your 

organisation, the trends within our sector 
and the challenges we are facing.

•  Think and act strategically as well as 
operationally.

•  Ensure that HR is part of strategic planning.

•  Build relationships around the organisation 
and know the work of those you support.

•  Focus on impact-orientated and mission-
focussed people metrics.

•  Recognise your potential as an agent 
for change both within and beyond your 
organisation.
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Positioning Human Resources in ActionAid Brazil 
Janaina Tavares, Human Resource Coordinator, ActionAid Brazil

Within ActionAid Brazil, while the country programme was still small, HR had fallen under 
the finance team’s remit, with payroll being its main purpose. Global ActionAid policies 
were translated into Portuguese and shared with staff. Any HR issues were handled on 
an ad hoc and needs-related basis. 

However, as the organisation grew rapidly, it became a priority to establish HR processes 
and procedures, ensure efficient administration of routine functions, anticipate long-term 
problems, and meet strategic performance goals and objectives. This coincided with the 
appointment of a new Country Director who understood the importance of having an 
HR function and the benefits of having a professional and proactive team looking after 
staff. As a result, an HR Coordinator was recruited and this decision was supported by 
staff who, during a staff survey, had stated that they wanted a specific HR person who 
understood HR policies and their needs.

“From the beginning it was important to keep the lines of communication open with all 
staff and to build a department based on the needs of ActionAid Brazil and its staff,” 
says Janaina. “The new Country Director undertook a restructuring which looked at each 
department and budget. A staff survey was conducted. The staff handbook, policies 
and procedures were reviewed, and a brief audit completed to assess the alignment 
of HR with state, federal, and local municipality rules, regulation and policies. With this 
information to hand, work started on updating the internal HR policies. A few ‘quick wins’ 
were implemented immediately, e.g. salary increases.” 

Janaina offers the following advice to others who are embarking on the process of 
building an HR function. “Each organisation is going to have a different reason for 
needing an HR function. These are some suggestions for planning the process:

•  Identify what the HR needs are (through a survey or audit) and plan for a follow-up 
review to see if you have been successful and added value.

•  Build your plans in three phases: immediate impact projects (quick wins), short-term 
projects and longer-term projects.

•  Your plans will probably be disrupted. Build that into your timelines.

•  Don’t underestimate how much information your staff need and want.

•  Do your best to not become the ‘office cop’ – the hardest role you have is balancing the 
organisation’s needs (legally and from a reputation perspective) and the people’s needs.

•  Finally, the top three skills you should use on a daily basis: talk, listen and learn.”

Read the full case study at: www.peopleinaid.org/resources/casestudies.aspx.
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Principle 2:  
Staff policies and 
practices
Principle 2: Our human resources policies 
aim to be effective, fair and transparent.

HR policies are the framework within 
which an organisation and its staff operate. 
At least a basic set of core policies is 
required for effective staff management. 
For organisations that work in more than 
one country, it is important to have a global 
philosophy for HRM and consistency in the 
application of policies, whether adapted 
locally or not.

Good progress has been achieved in 
the area of HR policies and practices. 
Policies act as common operating 
practices for an organisation, contributing 
to effectiveness through familiarity. Some 
individual policies – such as grievance, 
performance or pay – will always receive 
relatively negative responses in staff surveys. 
Having the right policies in place is only half 
the journey: organisations need to work hard 
to consult with staff and ensure awareness, 
and provide training and, in some cases, 
refresher courses. An ever-increasing focus 
on ‘onboarding’ (i.e. induction) means that 
new staff are aware of the policies and 
practices, and can put them into practice. 
ALNAP (2014) points out that policies are 
a valued tool for successful leaders, who 
empower their teams to make decisions 
which are embedded in policy.

We have seen organisations focus on a 
number of areas recently. Preventing Sexual 
Exploitation and Abuse (PSEA) has received 
much attention from networks such as HAP 
and Keeping Children Safe as well as People 
In Aid. Reward is another such priority area, 

and we use reward below to illustrate the 
advantages of sharing and collaboration, and 
the returns gained from strong policies.

Sharing policies and practices on 
reward has continued to be a focus 
for HR professionals. We continued to 
offer salary benchmarking to the sector, 
collaborating with Birches Group and 
InsideNGO. NGO Local Pay surveys have 
become the authority on reward figures 
within the NGO community: in 2013-14, 324 
organisations with over 1,700 country office 
participants from over 80 countries took 
part. NGO Global Pay had just under 80 
organisations subscribed. Merlin describes 
how it has derived benefit from being a 
Global Pay participant (see page 41).

Organisations have worked hard to 
benchmark salaries, total reward packages, 
and policies and practices in relation to each 
other. Our online Reward Forum has seen 
discussions and debates across more than 
80 topics with participants sharing policies 
and advice on subjects from hardship 
entitlements to currency devaluation. In 
2013-14, People In Aid’s Reward Network 
hosted five network meetings and four 
workshops (in London, Antwerp, Nairobi, 
Kampala and New York). The themes 
covered included employment tax, pensions, 
local and global pay, salary benchmarking, 
pay and relocation, and returning diaspora. 

But applying clear, fair, and consistent 
rewards and benefits remains difficult. 
Global mobility  continues to create policy 
tensions between national and international 
staff. Evaluations mostly identify the negative 
aspects of expatriates’ capacity, and 
negative terms and conditions for national 
staff, such as reliance on insecure short-term 
contract arrangements, and low pay and 
benefits. The challenges and opportunities of 
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global mobility17 are explored further under 
Principle 5 (see page 51).

Equality gaps remain. In recent years, 
organisations have maintained salary 
freezes, increasing focus on the reward 
systems required to remunerate employees 
and volunteers. But just 17 per cent of 
international development organisations in 
the UK have undertaken an equal pay audit 

in the past three years (People Count 2013). 
Reward and equal pay remains a hot topic, 
with organisations looking for pay structures 
that will ensure equal pay and fair pay for 
international and local staff. Moving away 
from hiring expatriate staff, organisations 
such as HelpAge International and World 
Vision (see page 42) are seeking to attract 
diaspora staff.

Participating in the NGO Global Pay benchmarking survey 
Ben Clerc, former HR Business Partner, Merlin

The rationale for Merlin participating in the NGO Global Pay benchmarking survey, like 
many organisations in the sector, was to assess its competitiveness in terms of salary 
and benefits objectively. It had experienced some recruitment and retention issues which 
exit interviews suggested were linked to salaries and reward. “Benchmarking yourself 
with strong hard data is essential to know where you stand in the sector and review it 
internally,” explains Ben.

NGO Global Pay is sponsored by Birches Group and People In Aid. It is tailored to 
the needs of the international development community, and covers international and 
headquarters-based roles. Focused on internationally recruited professional positions, 
the survey includes country- and regional-level roles covering the full range of programme 
and operational positions found in the NGO community.

Merlin has participated in the survey for some years now and has addressed different 
issues each time to ensure it remains competitive. For example, the organisation:

•  increased the salaries of all international and head office staff;

•  introduced a clear policy, consistent approach and communications plan for its benefits 
package;

•  integrated some allowances into base pay;

•  discarded its loyalty bonus scheme;

•  re-assessed its approach to role classification and subsequent job evaluation and grading.

According to Ben: “The key benefit for Merlin is the ability to have some reliable hard 
data to assess, as objectively as possible, reward practices. In particular it enables the 
organisation to find out whether its approach to remuneration is in line with its strategy. 
By looking externally, it encourages internal assessments and discussions, which are 
essential to any effective organisation which wants to make the best informed decisions.”

Read the full case study at: www.peopleinaid.org/resources/casestudies.aspx.

17 Global mobility refers to international and local reward packages, building local capacity, the mobility of local talent, managing returning diaspora, and the use of rosters and secondments.



What are the key messages for HR? 
•  Use the Code, a globally acknowledged 

framework, to ask staff their opinion and to 
ensure HR policies and practices are up to 
standard.

•  Ensure relevant policies are part of 
onboarding.  

•  Share and learn from each other’s policies 
and practices: HR professionals have 
benefitted from collaborating, for example, 
on reward. 

•  Benchmark yourself against other 
organisations to make informed decisions 
about salaries and benefits packages to help 
address recruitment and retention issues.

Attracting returning diaspora
NGO Local Pay, a collaboration between People In Aid, Birches Group and InsideNGO, 
has become the authority on salaries and benefits for the local staff population of the 
international NGO and development community. Many People In Aid members are using 
the data to inform their reward policies.

Martha Newman, Head of HR at HelpAge International, explains how her organisation 
has used the data to develop reward packages aimed at attracting diaspora back to 
in-country roles with its ‘National Plus’ contracts. Although there are no quantifiable 
impact data, Martha and her team feel that they have been able to recruit stronger 
candidates: “Previously, people felt the only way to progress in their career was to work 
in international roles but these contracts enable those with international experience to be 
recognised and work in their own countries.”

In an interview with Devex (People In Aid 2013f), Myles Harrison, Senior Director of 
Operations at World Vision’s East Africa Regional Office,  revealed how the organisation 
continues to act to attract diaspora to work in their home countries: “The new Local 
Plus package helps make this decision easier for those candidates who would rather 
be home,” said Myles. “The Local Plus is a package that World Vision offers for staff 
returning to their home countries to move away from hiring expats.”
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NGOs and HR practices in Egypt 
Usama Bastawy , Management Consultant, UK

From Egypt, Usama Bastawy reports (2013) that some national NGOs funded by 
European donors contract national staff but pay them only 40 per cent of contracted 
salaries, while the director cashes in the remaining 60 per cent. “If employees complain, 
their employment is terminated. If they take it to court, their case normally takes years to 
be reviewed. When their cases are reviewed, NGOs normally bribe court officials to get 
away with penalties. Accordingly, nationals are left with no other option but to accept this 
unjust situation.”
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Principle 3:  
Managing people
Principle 3: Good support, management 
and leadership of our staff is key to our 
effectiveness.

Sound people management is a major 
contributor to programme success and staff 
have a right to expect managers to prepare 
them to do their jobs.

Progress has been made in the critical 
area of people management.  
People Count 2013 found that the UK’s 
international development sector showed 
relatively good performance management: 
90 per cent of employees had received an 
appraisal in the previous year (People In Aid 
2013e). Employees typically met their line 
manager to discuss performance 12 times 
a year (nine is the median for the voluntary 
sector). The average number of formal 
warnings per 1,000 employees was zero 
(compared to nine in the sector, and 18 
across the country). The number of individual 
grievance cases per 1,000 employees was 
two, less than the whole sample median of 
nine.

However, our own research (2011 and 
2013), has shown that general problems 
remain with people management. Managers 
do not always clearly define tasks, roles and 
responsibilities. High levels of disillusionment 
amongst longer-term staff have been 
attributed to roles not being clearly 
defined. Managers do not always confront 
underperformance, and poor management is 
still a major cause of turnover.

Leadership development has been a 
priority in recent years. People In Aid 
members have indicated that it has been 
their highest priority (see Member priorities, 
page 29). Improvement in leadership and 

management was seen amongst NGOs 
studied by Parry and Gayle (see page 31).

Stanley Arumugam from ActionAid 
International, speaking at our regional HR 
Network meeting in South Africa, suggested 
that definitions of leadership tend to 
oscillate between the ‘doing’ (outward) and 
the ‘being’ (inward) of leadership. Ideally 
it takes a combination of both to ensure 
effective leadership. It is therefore crucial 
for an organisation (with HR leading, we 
would add) to agree on, and have a clear 
definition of, what leadership means in the 
organisation, in order to then be able to 
inspire leadership behaviours and culture, 
and inform the systems and processes to 
support these (People In Aid, 2014). 

People management needs in 
small development NGOs 
Ann Start, former Learning and 
Development Director, Retrak, 
Belgium, and People In Aid Trustee

The following common needs were 
identified during research amongst small 
development NGOs in Kenya, Ethiopia 
and Uganda:

•  HR systems and processes which 
managers could follow, and which staff 
were aware of.

•  Developing management skills which 
could motivate without money and 
without creating a culture of fear.

•  The building of staff capacity, including 
support for a volunteer management 
system to help overworked staff.

•  Being aware of how to support the less 
competent staff in a small team.
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It is not just leaders at the ‘top’ of the 
organisation that we are concerned 
with – People In Aid’s past work on 
leadership has underlined the importance 
of encouraging leadership behaviours at all 
levels. Translating this into practice requires 
sensitivity and rigour, but as the Centre for 
Creative Leadership put it (Johnson 2013): 
“What you can teach a Wall Street banker 
about leadership, you can do much the 
same to a poor farmer in the Sudan.” The 
same principles, they say, apply.

At an ODI-hosted event on ‘Leadership in 
Crises’ in July 2013 (People In Aid, 2013g), 
some examples of where more systemic 
change would help leadership flourish were 
offered:

•  Leadership is failing because it is not 
rewarded by organisations, which are often 
too risk-averse and bureaucratic, and more 
willing to incentivise technical results. 

•  The crisis mentality of a response 
disempowers (or at least does not 
build the capacity of) local leadership, 
which is necessary for the recovery and 
development phases. 

•  Organisational brand too often takes 
precedence over the humanitarian mission 
at times when shared leadership is 
required.

•  Our organisations foster vertical systems 
(i.e. hierarchy), which do not produce 
leaders able to work horizontally (i.e. in a 
more collaborative way).

Agency leadership gaps also remain, 
prompting the Consortium of British 
Humanitarian Agencies (CBHA, now the 
START network), founded in 2010, to 
increase the number and competencies of 
potential leaders. We have found that, at the 
HQ level, leaders are getting a much better 
reputation for dealing with adversity, but 
agency field leadership is seen as less good. 
Weaknesses in the sector were related to 
‘dependent leadership’, where compliance 
is prioritised over collaboration, or where a 
results-/project-focus excludes trust-building 
or shared purpose between all departments. 
Leadership is frequently cited as a key area 
of concern in evaluations, and linked to staff 
attrition (People In Aid 2011 and 2013).

What are the key messages  
for HR? 
•  Ensure roles and responsibilities are 

clearly set out in job descriptions for 
both HR practitioners and managers, 
and appropriate training is provided, 
to minimise the people management 
knowledge gap.

•  Borrow and learn from other sectors: 
successful leadership is successful 
leadership, regardless of the type of 
organisation. 

•  Design your development programmes 
to encourage leadership behaviours 
at all levels and across all areas of the 
organisation, at HQ and locally.

The debate about leadership of 
humanitarian action is hard to 

separate from the debate about leadership 
in and of the humanitarian system as a 
whole. Changes in how the system works 
are required to ensure the quality of 
leadership which [….] we know is the main 
factor dictating whether a response is 
successful or not.”
Jonathan Potter, Executive Director, People In Aid; 
reporting on an ODI-hosted talk entitled ‘Leadership in 
Crises’ (2013g)
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The impact of good people management 
International Aid Services (IAS), Uganda 

International Aid Services (IAS) is a relief and development organisation based on a 
biblical foundation with the goal of meeting all the needs of a person and restoring him or 
her physically, psychologically and spiritually. IAS is involved in the sectors of water and 
sanitation, agriculture, education, health, Christian ministries and emergency response.

Although IAS had many staff policies and practices in place, many of them were not 
communicated clearly to the teams they affected. Though the policies implemented were 
sufficient, the documentation surrounding them was not. Job descriptions and inductions 
also suffered from this problem, which resulted in staff being unclear about their individual 
responsibilities and duties, as well as those of their colleagues.

Subsequently, IAS worked with People In Aid to implement the Code of Good Practice 
and has been certified ‘Verified Compliant’. The process of auditing and implementing the 
Code, and achieving this level of certification, has improved IAS policies and practices, and 
how it is seen as an employer and as an organisation.

There are some clear examples of this in North Uganda:

•  Staff development: The North Uganda Project Coordinator joined as a graduate with no 
project experience. Over the years, IAS has developed her, which has had a direct impact 
on her effectiveness in her role and increased motivation in her team. Vitally, the impact 
is also evidenced in the community she looks after: the organisation is communicating 
more clearly and has a fuller understanding of the community. Country Director, Juliet 
Namukasa, explains: “The reaction of the community towards her indicates her impact 
– songs include her name and a baby was named after her recently. Not only has the 
training she received helped her do her job better, but she also passes these skills to her 
staff, is appreciative of the investment IAS is making in her and has been retained in the 
agency.”

•  Staff turnover: This is low in Uganda. According to Juliet: “This is not because we pay a 
lot – pay is fair — but because we are a good employer, with good people practices. The 
beneficiaries benefit, as staff stay longer and know their communities better – learning 
from each other.” 

“It is a challenge to measure the impact this has had on beneficiaries,” says Juliet, “but we 
have not had any more complaints from that community. Just thanks. Our community sees 
IAS staff as exemplary, and this is down to HR.”

Read the full case study at: www.peopleinaid.org/resources/casestudies.aspx.
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Regional staff association in Kenya
Joseph Kabiru, CAFOD Africa News Officer, Nairobi, Kenya 

Joseph is the current Chair of CAFOD’s local staff association in Nairobi. The association 
was formed in 2009. Two thirds (about 23) of the local staff are members. It is not exclusive 
so managers can also be members because it is a welfare association rather than a union. It 
deals mostly with welfare issues and these affect both staff and management. In addition to 
the Chair, there’s a Deputy Chair, Secretary and Deputy Secretary. 

Initially the staff association met monthly, but now Joseph convenes a meeting when 
there is an issue to be addressed. In addition, there is a quarterly meeting with CAFOD’s 
HR team in London. The staff association considers both local and global issues. “We 
wanted CAFOD to introduce a per diem system because people were feeling bogged 
down with obtaining receipts for everything that you have to purchase when you’re on a 
field visit,” explains Joseph. “We raised the issue with the London HR team because it 
affects the organisation at large and it needed to be considered at a corporate level.”  

Other issues are localised to a regional office. “For example, the staff association felt 
strongly that we were not getting good value for money from our medical insurance 
provider. The association and local HR team collaborated. We shopped around and 
found two companies that almost fitted CAFOD’s budget and the services that we 
wanted. The members voted, and the provider with the highest number of votes won 
and is now our current provider.”

The members usually find that this is a good forum because they can put issues on the 
table for consideration, and this relieves any tension between management and staff. 
“It keeps the communication going between management and staff,” says Joseph. “It’s 
something that I’ve found works well for us here.” 

Principle 4:  
Consultation and 
communication
Principle 4: Dialogue with staff on 
matters likely to affect their employment 
enhances the quality and effectiveness of 
our policies and practices.

HR policies informed by a process of 
consultation with staff stand a greater 
chance of being understood and effectively 
adopted. In addition, when any change is 
being implemented which will affect staff, 
they should be consulted and given the 
opportunity to make their views known. 

Engagement is too often treated as a process 
to be gone through, such as running an 
annual survey, whereas the goal should 
be commitment, motivation, retention and 
productivity.

There are also less formal areas of 
communication which are important to 
staff. Leaders who do not embody the 
organisation’s values are a major cause 
of turnover and demotivation. Managers 
who do not model good practice, for 
example through the hours they work or 
not respecting security arrangements, will 
hamper others’ performance and perhaps 
increase staff burnout.
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Employee engagement in the UK’s Third Sector
Alicia Gayle and Roger Parry, Agenda Consulting (2013)

Agenda wanted to explore how employee engagement could best be measured 
and which factors have a strong impact on engagement. Its research, based on 100 
surveys with 77 Third Sector organisations and 28,000 people, led the authors to 
conclude that a ’Good Place to Work’ was the best measure for the sector. It was the 
most demanding/discriminating measure. In addition, it was the most influenced by 
organisational factors, the relative impact of which they found to be as follows:

•  Perceptions of Leadership, Values and Communications strongly influenced ‘Good 
Place to Work’.

•  Perceptions of Service, Role and Wellbeing were also relevant but less strong.

•  Perceptions of Learning, Reward and Colleagues were weaker.

•  Perceptions of Management were statistically weak, but managers act as a lens 
impacting the perception of other factors.

There are many examples of 
good communication enhancing 
effectiveness. Several of the case studies 
published within this report and on our 
website illustrate where organisations have 
benefited from good communication and 
consultation, particularly when they are an 
integral part of change programmes. See the 
following examples:

•  Establishing an HR function in ActionAid 
Brazil (page 39).

•  Extending the Code into Oxfam Novib’s 
partner organisations (page 86).

•  CAFOD’s local staff association in Kenya 
(page 46).

•  Mitigating the impact of restructuring on staff 
in Trócaire’s Somalia programme (2010).

•  Merlin’s communications plan for its reward 
package (page 41).

•  Christian Aid’s communications plan for its 
Wellbeing Project (page 66).

•  Implementing the Code at HIJRA in 
Somalia (page 83).

More consideration should be given to 
the importance of staff engagement. The 
aid sector benefits from more motivated staff 
with a stronger belief in their organisation’s 
values than the private sector. However, 
perhaps it should pay more attention to 
staff engagement, which has long been 
recognised as a factor in job performance 
in other sectors. Research evidence for 
this has been steadily increasing in recent 
years, particularly in the health sector. 
West and Dawson (2012) linked staff 
engagement in the UK’s National Health 
Service (NHS) to various individual and 
organisational outcome measures, including 
staff absenteeism and turnover, patient 
satisfaction and mortality, safety measures, 
and infection rates. The NHS and Engage for 
Success, a UK initiative seen to be of such 
importance that it was officially launched 
by the Prime Minister, provide examples of 
process and of desired impact (see pages 
49 and 50 respectively). 



48

The STaTe of hR 2014

Cerus Consulting (2013) found that 
many charities’ approach to measuring 
employee engagement is flawed. This 
study demonstrated that, in the short-
term, employees often deliver ‘above 
average’ levels of performance despite (not 
because of) the organisation. However, 
this was at a price: “eventually frustration 
with organisational practices, burnout and 

stress come to the fore [...].” Consequently 
organisational performance will suffer as will 
employee wellbeing – a doubly disastrous 
outcome not only for employees but for 
the beneficiaries whom the charities aim 
to serve. Cerus provides some examples 
of good practice used by organisations to 
mitigate these risks (see below). 

Employee engagement in the Third Sector – a time bomb 
waiting to explode?
Cerus Consulting (2013)

This study of employee engagement within the Third Sector highlights its critical 
importance and the potential risks and consequences of not taking it seriously. However 
some organisations have already ‘seen the light’ and are starting to rethink their 
approach to employee engagement. The author offers a few actions that organisations 
can take to mitigate the risks:

•  Make employee engagement a priority for the Executive Team and educate them 
about their role in establishing a culture that fosters engagement.

•  Invest in building leadership and management capability that puts employee 
engagement at the heart of what it means to be an effective leader and manager. 

•  Treat surveys carefully and ensure that they are measuring the right things.

•  Recognise that it’s not just about conducting an annual survey – employee 
engagement is about embedding the culture, behaviours and practices which are 
essential for long-term, sustainable organisational success.

•  Recognise that employee engagement is about relationships, which by definition are 
complex and fickle – seek to understand how employees emotionally connect with the 
organisation, their work, their colleagues and their clients.
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Employee engagement and NHS performance
M A West and J F Dawson (2012)

Evidence from the national NHS Staff Survey, which has collected data on employee 
engagement since 2009, gives a clear message about the importance of staff 
engagement. In general terms, the more positive the experiences of staff within an 
NHS trust, the better the outcomes for that trust. Engagement has many significant 
associations with patient satisfaction, patient mortality, infection rates, Annual Health 
Check scores, as well as staff absenteeism and turnover. The more engaged staff 
members are, the better the outcomes for patients and the organisation generally.

Engagement is fostered through:

•  Good staff management.

•  Having well-structured appraisals (where clear objectives are set, the appraisal is 
helpful in improving how the employee does their job, and the employee is left feeling 
valued by their employer).

•  Working in a well-structured team (where teams have clear shared objectives, work 
interdependently and meet regularly to discuss their effectiveness).

•  Supportive line management.

•  Good job design – i.e. involving meaningful, clear tasks with some opportunity to be 
involved in appropriate decision-making.

•  Employee health (high levels of work pressure and stress can lead to disaffection and 
disengagement).

Of particular importance in health services is that the focus of the organisation’s systems 
and procedures is on improving quality of care, patient safety and meeting patients’ 
needs. The findings make it clear that cultures embodying engagement, positivity, 
care, compassion and respect for all – staff, patients and the public – provide the ideal 
environment within which to care for the health of the nation.
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What are the key messages  
for HR? 
•  Don’t treat staff engagement as a process: 

it is a destination where the goal should 
be commitment, motivation, retention and 
productivity.

•  Remember that staff surveys are valuable 
but they are not the answer to the 
problem: (a) they must be part of an 
overarching employee communications 
plan and (b) action must be taken on the 
results to invigorate staff engagement.

•  Clear communication is critical for staff 
engagement: incorporate a range of 
tools, methods and channels within your 
employee communications plan. 

•  Ensure staff voices are an integral part 
of the innovation process: an engaged 
workforce is one that will deliver results.

•  Ensure your organisation has a good 
understanding of the psychological 
contract with staff and, particularly, with 
volunteers.

•  Managers have a role to play in creating 
and sustaining a high-performance culture: 
develop your managers to be engaging 
and empowering.

Engage for Success
(www.engageforsuccess.org/)

Engage for Success is a UK-based cross-sector community whose members are 
convinced that engagement leads to employee commitment, and staff who are 
motivated to contribute to organisational success and enhance their own sense of 
wellbeing. It proposes that these four enablers of engagement have proved to be useful 
lenses which can help organisations assess the effectiveness of their approaches:

•  Visible, empowering leadership that provides a strong strategic narrative about the 
organisation, where it has come from and where it is going.

•  Engaging managers who focus their people and give them scope, treat them as 
individuals, and coach and stretch them.

•  An employee voice throughout the organisation, for reinforcing and challenging views, 
between functions and externally, with employees seen as central to the solution. 

•  Organisational integrity where the values on the wall are reflected in day-to-day 
behaviours. There is no ‘say–do’ gap.
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18  IASC Task Force on PSEA (2013) “Challenges and Options in Improving Recruitment Processes in the Context of Protection from Sexual 
Exploitation and Abuse (PSEA) by our own Staff.”  www.peopleinaid.org/pool/files/UNDP-Joint-Recruitment-Report-PSEA.pdf.

Principle 5: 
Recruitment and 
selection
Principle 5: Our policies and practices 
aim to attract and select a diverse 
workforce with the skills and capabilities 
to fulfil our requirements.

Getting the right person in the right place at 
the right time remains the key objective in 
any recruitment process. The need for formal 
written recruitment policies and procedures 
is recognised, as are the consequences of 
recruitment mistakes.

Many aid organisations have committed 
to good recruitment and selection, 
and modest progress has been made. 
In 2010, recruitment was seen by our 
members as one of the top four strategic 
priorities moving forward. This held true 
since data collected in 2013 indicated it 
had been the third highest priority in recent 
years. HR is having to be innovative in the 
ways that it approaches dealing with the 
issues around the workforce of the future 
(i.e. multi-generational, the 100-year life, 
changing career expectations, etc.), the fight 
for talent and global mobility. Tools have 
been prepared to support local managers 
in country-specific recruitment and 
development of a concise marketing strategy 
(People In Aid 2014b). Online recruitment 
has become popular in the last few years, 
and social media has been used to recruit 
staff and engage with post-graduates (ACF 
2014, see page 54). An NGO task team 
was asked by the Inter Agency Standing 
Committee (IASC) to identify challenges and 
options for improving recruitment processes 
in the context of PSEA (protection from 

sexual exploitation and abuse).18  Oxfam has 
shared its experience of strengthening its 
reference-checking policy (see page 52).

Recruitment difficulties are known to 
persist. Our research (2011) has shown 
that finding skilled staff and managers is a 
frequently identified problem, especially key 
technical and competent managers who 
will remain in the field for extended periods. 
HRM processes have slowed recruitment of 
key staff in emergencies. Some staff brought 
in from other regions have caused significant 
loss of trust with the local community. 
Moving away from hiring expatriates, 
organisations such as HelpAge International 
and World Vision (see page 42) are seeking 
to attract diaspora staff.

The sector has tried to address staff 
turnover by relying on local staff to deliver 
on assistance, and promoting more national 
staff to roles outside of their own country 
and to senior roles (HAP 2013). But high 
staff turnover is an enduring problem that 
undermines programmes (People In Aid 
2011, ALNAP 2012). Online volunteering, as 
well as initiatives such as EU Aid Volunteers, 
offers alternatives to traditional recruitment.

Global mobility was a key theme at our 
Humanitarian HR Europe 2014 conference 
(People In Aid 2014c) at which Lynn Rutter 
examined the opportunities for resourcing, 
reward and talent management in a truly 
global organisation (see page 55). She offers 
practical steps for NGOs, highlighting that: 
“Rather than worrying about being resource-
scarce, we should work together as a sector, 
for the benefit of the sector. We need to 
think of ourselves more as collaborators and 
not competitors. […] If we collaborate, we 
are very resource-rich.”
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Robust reference checking
Helen Evans, former Regional Human Resources Manager, Middle East, Oxfam GB

Oxfam GB is committed to continuously improving its HR policies and procedures. When 
a serious allegation of misconduct is made and investigated, it is common practice to 
then identify any opportunities for organisational learning. One such ‘lessons learnt’ 
review identified a need to strengthen its reference-checking process to ensure it was not 
unknowingly hiring staff with prior disciplinary warnings. This review also identified a need to 
apply any reference-checking policy more rigorously during humanitarian scale-ups.

As a consequence, the organisation revised and strengthened its reference-checking 
policy. It recognised however that ultimately, no matter how well a policy is written, it will 
only be effective if staff see the value of implementing it in practice. This can be particularly 
challenging during the pressure of large and complex humanitarian scale-ups when the 
process might appear time-consuming.

During a subsequent humanitarian scale-up, the HR lead took time at the outset to engage 
the Country Director in the business rationale for robust reference-checking. Dedicated 
administrative resource was allocated to assist the HR function over a two-week period to 
ensure rigorous reference-checking took place.

Helen explains: “The process included double-checking:

1. If it was a written reference, was this given on headed note paper?  

2. If it was an email reference, was the email sent from an official work email address?

3. If it was a verbal reference, did we have a means of verifying the identity of the person 
giving the reference (e.g. calling a mobile versus an office landline)?

4. If we had any concerns about the authenticity of the reference, we then contacted the 
organisation on whose behalf the reference was given, to check that the person giving the 
reference was the correct person to be doing this.

5. If any concerns were flagged in the reference, we called for further information.

6. If any sections of the reference were left blank, we also followed up with a call.”

As a result of these enhanced checks, the humanitarian programme identified three out of 
20 people who were subsequently not hired. Had Oxfam GB hired these three candidates, 
valuable management time could have been taken up with issues of performance and 
misconduct. 

“A common challenge across the INGO sector is that we have the right policies in place but 
they are not always well understood by staff,” says Helen. “If we are to be effective in hiring 
the right staff then we need to take time to explain the benefits of organisational policies, 
and in doing so get buy-in to implement them robustly.” 

Read the full case study at: www.peopleinaid.org/resources/casestudies.aspx.
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Beyond the aid sector, Manpower (2013) 
predicts: ”The companies that come out on 
top will be the ones that learn when it’s best 
to buy talent and when it’s more effective to 
build it.” For companies with high-volume 
needs, it often makes most sense to hire 
outside talent with the potential to develop 
requisite skills, and then develop once on 
board. 

Humanitarian deployment difficulties 
are well known. Difficulties are linked 
to leadership (at all levels within an 
organisation) sending the wrong people to 
do the job (People In Aid 2013). Mobilising 
internal short-term deployments has proven 
difficult and often leads to inefficiencies 
(ALNAP 2012). 

Humanitarians continue to struggle with 
surge capacity, and an insufficient number of 
‘surge’ staff delaying programme delivery or 
impacting on quality. Organisations are hiring 
local capacity, but recruiting staff from existing 

in-country programmes can be problematic 
(People In Aid 2011) and create paralysing 
tension between long-term development 
programmes and quick humanitarian 
responses. Only three major humanitarian 
donors have their own surge capacity, but 
many felt that UN surge capacity needed 
improvement (ALNAP 2012).

As the ‘war for talent’ remains, especially in 
humanitarian crises, several organisations 
are using rosters as a way of recruiting talent 
fast (see below). People In Aid’s review in 
2007 of surge capacity and surge capacity 
mechanisms within international NGOs 
remains a helpful document. In 2014 we will 
lead on a review of progress through the 
START Network which aims to build shared 
surge capacity in a number of countries over 
the next three years.

Roster Management – the right people in the right place at the 
right time
Plan International’s Emergency Roster
The increasing number of complex disasters calls for more skilled and committed staff. 
Plan International’s Emergency Roster aims to ensure that there is a timely, coordinated and 
structured approach to deployment. The Emergency Roster is a database of pre-selected 
deployable internal and external candidates who have the appropriate skills and experience 
to support emergency preparedness and response based on specific selection criteria. It 
also stores information on these candidates. The roster is managed by the Disaster Risk 
Management Team supported by the Human Resources and Organisational Development 
Department of its Global Centre. 

Norwegian Refugee Council — NORCAP (2014)
NORCAP is a standby roster operated by the Norwegian Refugee Council’s Expert 
Deployment Department. The roster´s purpose is to strengthen the UN and other 
international mechanisms through the rapid deployment of professionals and experienced 
personnel. NORCAP comprises 500 women and men, from Africa, Asia, the Middle East 
and Norway, who are ready to deploy internationally within 72 hours. NRC has adopted an 
holistic approach to roster management and the deployment cycle.
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What are the key messages for HR? 
•  Ensure you have robust recruitment 

policies which are well communicated to 
avoid costly mistakes.

•  Use more innovative ways of recruiting, such 
as social media, to attract the right talent.

•  Consider whether it is better for your 
organisation to hire talent from outside or 
whether there are opportunities to develop 
it from within.

•  Search for opportunities to collaborate with 
other organisations to combat the challenges 
of resourcing.

A LinkedIn strategy for recruitment 
Candice von Memerty, former Director of HR, Action Against Hunger UK
Action Against Hunger (ACF UK) recruits for the wider ACF International Network. It had 
always been slightly challenging to attract professional candidates to its pool, so it reviewed its 
recruitment strategy and looked at other potential platforms to attract prospective employees.

Candice explains: “As social media plays such an important role in today’s world, we wanted 
to find out whether a social media strategy could potentially work as a recruitment tool for 
us. However, before we even considered a strategy, as a small team of two and with no 
advertising budget, we needed to determine whether social media would be the best use 
of our time and resources. We used Sean Carton’s 10 point checklist* and then devised the 
social media recruitment strategy with our main focus on LinkedIn, having identified it as the 
most suitable to reach our objective.” 

ACF UK wanted to target:

•  people with an interest in the humanitarian sector;

• technically competent post-graduates who wanted to gain experience; 

• people with particular technical experience (e.g. nutrition, sanitation, etc.).

There were pros and cons to using LinkedIn, and many lessons learnt. The strategy more 
than trebled the number of followers, by far the largest segment (29 per cent) being post-
graduates) wanting to enter the sector. However, experienced candidates still remained 
outside of its grasp. It was possible to access candidates at a reduced cost compared with 
online job boards or press. One placement was achieved via LinkedIn and ACF UK hopes this 
will continue to grow but recognises that a budget is required to target specific people. The 
most important learning point was the need to have interesting stories and facts, as this drives 
engagement and brings in new followers.

According to Candice: “We believe that social media will play a part in attracting and retaining 
staff. However it plays only one small part amongst a much wider recruitment strategy. It is 
a great way to get people involved, creating awareness of what your organisation does, but 
most importantly, the impact your organisation has on the beneficiaries you serve. It is not to 
be used as the one and only recruitment tool.” 

Read the full case study at: www.peopleinaid.org/resources/casestudies.aspx.

* Sean Carton — Center for Digital Communication, Commerce and Culture at the University of Baltimore and Chief Creative 
Officer at idfive in Baltimore
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The challenges and opportunities for resourcing in a truly global 
organisation
Lynn Rutter, Change Manager, Commonsense HR, UK

Lynn’s session at the Humanitarian HR Europe 2014 Conference examined the 
opportunities for resourcing, reward and talent management in a truly global organisation. 
The reality is that most of us are still functioning very much with a ‘northern perspective’. 
She identified some of the trends and drivers behind global mobility, most notably:

•  a growing drive to have a more meaningful presence in countries where we are operating 
– or ‘Southernise’;

•  changes in funding models;

•  a growing focus on the concept of networked NGOs. 

Lynn provided examples from the corporate sector describing what a successful approach 
to a global recruitment model could look like. She drew together common themes and 
highlighted practical steps which were relevant to NGOs. Some of the key messages were:

•  HR needs to be involved from the outset with any new recruitment and resourcing 
strategy for it to be delivered effectively and ensure it meets the organisation’s needs. 

•  Start early, and take a long-term view. Plan ahead and plan well.

•  Do we have seat at the table? Are we in contact with people in the field? Are we clear 
what scale-ups and scale-downs there will be? Do we understand the programme? If not, 
what do we need to do to make sure we do? 

•  What are we doing to make sure that we have the right language skills, skillsets, etc. for 
the future as well as now? How are we going to identify them? 

•  Are we still fishing in the same pond? What research have we done to identify new 
entrants? 

•  What are we going to do to make sure we’re getting the supply of new people and talent 
into the sector? We need to look at building longer-term capacity and resilience in our 
sector. 

•  What partnerships are there that we can leverage to build and grow a talent pool in 
advance? 

Lynn summarised as follows: “Rather than worrying about being resource-scarce, we should 
work together as a sector, for the benefit of the sector. We need to think of ourselves more as 
collaborators and not competitors, so we are sharing resources and contacts, rather than just 
going out and ‘reinventing the wheel’. If we collaborate, we are very resource-rich.“

See the full conference report and other resources at www.peopleinaid.org/hhreurope2014. 
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Principle 6: Learning, 
training and 
development
Principle 6: Learning, training and staff 
development are promoted throughout 
the organisation.

An organisation’s ability to meet its 
objectives is significantly enhanced 
by investment in learning, training and 
development (LTD). Its effectiveness will 
depend not only on its capacity to develop 
its staff and but also its own ability to be a 
learning organisation. 

Considerable effort has been placed 
on LTD and progress has been 
recognised. According to the CIPD (2014) 
L&D practitioners are facing an exciting but 
challenging time. In its 2014 annual survey, 
it advises that increasing alignment of L&D 
activity with the organisational strategy is 
critical but this should not be at the expense 
of keeping up-to-date with the latest industry 
trends, new learning insights and emerging 
technologies. It reports on the growing focus 
of measuring the impact of L&D activity as 
well as the difficulties many organisations are 
experiencing evaluating L&D effectiveness. 
The CIPD’s research demonstrated that on-
the-job training and in-house development 
programmes remain the most commonly 
used L&D practices, followed by e-learning 
methods and coaching by line managers. 
In-house methods are generally considered 
more effective than external events and 
formal education courses. Leadership 
development and talent management remain 
high on the agenda for most organisations.

Not surprisingly, there are parallels within our 
own sector. Leadership (see page 29) and 
talent management (see WaterAid, page 58) 

have been priorities for organisations. Our 
L&D Practitioners Network has reviewed the 
Academy model as a strategic response to 
our sector’s needs. At its recent meetings, 
the Network has also examined a range 
of emerging training methods such as 
Massive Online Open Courses (MOOC), 
blended learning and serious games (see 
page 59). The Network has also explored 
measuring learning and the demonstrating 
its value. Concern Worldwide has shared its 
experience in measuring learning outcomes 
(see page 78).

In recent years, the quality of aid 
workers in the field has improved. 
ALNAP (2010 and 2012) reported that 
humanitarian stakeholders felt the overall 
quality of aid workers in the field seemed 
to have improved. Increased investments 
in staff capacity had been noted, such as 
the creation of posts for organisational 
learning and staff wellness managers, and 
the effectiveness of strategic secondments. 
The HERR (2010) concluded there had been 
a number of worthwhile initiatives, progress 
had been made with staff skills in the past 
decade, and that the best aid agencies had 
invested in their staff and fast tracked them 
when they proved capable.

Competency gaps in humanitarian 
action are being addressed. Many 
useful initiatives have been developed by 
NGOs/INGOs (Walker and Russ 2010); 
the competency framework developed in 
2012 by the CBHA is being successfully 
rolled out; and plans for the START 
Network include a multi-organisation 
roll-out of LTD programmes based on 
the core humanitarian competencies. 
However, significant competency gaps 
are known to remain, and are consistently 
identified in major emergencies as ‘a major 
limiting factor’ (HERR 2011). Failures 
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in technical knowledge are raised with 
respect to protection, accountability, and 
communication style. Communities note that 
aid organisation staff’s styles of interaction 
can limit recipient participation (Anderson et 
al. 2012). These competency gaps may be 
explained by structural gaps (HAP 2013), 
including the lack of established professional 
pathways into humanitarian work (HERR 
2011). 

The humanitarian sector has benefitted 
from multiple training initiatives aimed 
at organisations. Besides People In Aid, 
initiatives such as CBHA, and Enhanced 
Learning and Research for Humanitarian 
Assistance (ELRHA), Leadership Academy, 
Bioforce, RedR and other providers, 
together with dozens of masters degrees 
and specialised training courses, offer both 
practitioners and students opportunities 
to acquire or reinforce skills (HAP 2013). 
Attempts at mapping available courses have 
proved difficult previously: the latest attempt, 
covering only Europe, can be found at  
www.hamap.euprha.org/. Some 
organisations have made significant 
investments in training and development of 
national staff for surge capacity. However, 
significant gaps remain: staff training and a 
lack of appropriate skillsets have been raised 
in many evaluations (ALNAP 2012), reports 
and surveys (People In Aid 2011). 

Humanitarians spend some 95 per cent of 
their time in action and five per cent training 

(HERR 2011) — the inverse of professional 
military forces. Our Guest Author Bill Rollo 
(see page 32) describes the HR framework 
used by the Armed Forces where a huge 
effort is put into developing personnel to 
maximise operational effectiveness. Many aid 
organisations have evolved without a culture 
of training (HERR 2011), rely on a flawed 
Training of Trainers model (Russ 2014), 
are reluctant to invest in training for fear of 
increasing funds spent on administration 
(HERR 2011), or consume too much time 
writing proposals and reports (Time to Listen, 
Anderson et al. 2012).

The humanitarian sector will 
increasingly benefit from 
professionalisation initiatives aimed at 
individuals. There is growing momentum 
to explore the potential for creating a unified 
system of professional development (Walker 
and Russ 2010). Three initiatives within 
our sector are highlighted in the article on 
Professionalisation (see page 22). In addition 
to the Humanitarian Leadership Academy 
(HLA), other organisations including Plan 
International and Islamic Relief Worldwide 
are embarking on the Academy journey. 
Nonetheless, professional development 
take up has been limited, for reasons such 
as language factors, access problems, 
and lack of trust (Russ 2014). Professional 
development opportunities rarely include 
communicating and working effectively with 
disaster-affected populations (Russ 2014).19

19  ELRHA’s second global survey focused on further exploring the state of professional development in the sector and questioned a total of 938 respondents through an 
online survey in English, French and Spanish on five key areas.
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What are the key messages  
for HR? 
•  Ensure L&D activity is aligned with 

organisational strategy.

•  Gather data to evidence the impact 
of learning on organisations and 
programmes, and ultimately beneficiaries.

•  Keep leadership development and talent 
management high on your agenda.

•  Seek out opportunities to collaborate 
within the sector on LTD. 

•  Get buy in from stakeholders within your 
organisation for the professionalisation 
agenda. 

•  Use the Core Humanitarian Competency 
framework to address competency gaps. 

•  Constantly explore new ways to offer 
learning while recognising the value of on-
the-job training and in-house development 
programmes.

Developing talent collaboratively across the sector 
Emily Wilton, Learning & Talent Manager, WaterAid, UK

The Heads of Learning, Development & Talent from five organisations (WaterAid, NSPCC, 
Oxfam, Cancer Research UK and British Red Cross) set up as a Talent Network group to 
share challenges and good practice. The group shared a common vision: to maximise the 
potential of their people, and identify opportunities to develop their talent together.

The group designed a programme comprising four masterclasses to be delivered over a 
nine-month period. The charities shared organising and hosting responsibilities equally. 
Each organisation had up to eight places for each class, and invited participants from a 
mixture of disciplines/departments. The target audience was: 

•  future leaders, who wanted to benefit from different perspectives as part of their personal 
leadership development; 

•  aspiring heads of department or equivalent; 

•  people who had recently transitioned into new roles; 

•  people who had great potential and could operate at senior level.

Some masterclasses went very well and received excellent participant feedback. Many 
participants reported that the practical focus was useful and that attending with staff from 
other charities was beneficial. Learning and approaches from the masterclasses were 
widely implemented in some of the organisations, and also shared with colleagues. 

According to Emily: “Overall the success of these masterclasses has highlighted the 
power of working together across the sector. They produced very cost-effective solutions, 
harnessed expertise of others and benefitted several individuals and organisations.”

Read the full case study at: www.peopleinaid.org/resources/casestudies.aspx.
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Serious gaming and the potential for immersive learning
The potential for use of ‘serious games’ and immersive simulations to enhance training 
in our sector was explored by members of our L&D Network at one of its meetings 
which was organised in conjunction with Totem Learning (People In Aid, 2014d).  

Play is the purest and oldest way of learning, and serious gaming uses technology to 
support natural learning through computer simulations that mimic real life scenarios. 
It is a way of challenging behaviours and teaching attitudes and skills in any chosen 
context. Games teach you how to play them through trial and error; they use immersion, 
engagement and choice. Gaming provides a ‘safe to fail’ environment.

One example provided by Totem is that of a diversity and equality game, set in a 
fictional space station manned by several alien races. The idea is to deal with common 
challenges that managers face every day – such as a complaint against their team 
member – but to do so in completely unfamiliar territory. This not only brings out the 
unconscious bias in how the learner/gamer responds to the aliens (e.g. assumptions 
made about gender, intelligence and so forth), but it also brokers an emotional 
attachment by demonstrating traits the species can show that challenge perceptions. A 
second example is the huge potential for using the very latest in virtual reality technology. 
In this case, it could be possible to model a refugee camp or an earthquake-hit urban 
centre to provide learning scenarios for our sector.
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Principle 7: Health, 
safety and security
Principle 7: The security, good health 
and safety of our staff are a prime 
responsibility of our organisation.

Principle 7 was the reason for the People In 
Aid Code: the physical and psychological 
health and welfare of staff is critical not just 
to those staff but also to their employers 
and those they are trying to help. This will 
happen most effectively if the other six 
Principles are in place.

The challenges of staff health and 
wellbeing are increasingly recognised. 
Staff safety and security has been the 
second highest priority for our members 
in recent years (see Members’ priorities, 
page 29). Recent research suggests 
humanitarians face numerous mental health 
and psychosocial challenges, including 
increased risk for depression, anxiety and 
burnout (Welton-Mitchell 2013). According 
to several studies a good 50 per cent of 
INGO staff are worried about high levels of 
exhaustion and stress. 

When it comes to field operators the 
numbers quickly rise (People In Aid 2013):

•  “Room for Improvement” (Macnair, 1995) 
showed how the main causes of aid 
worker stress in Goma and Rwanda were 
‘organisational issues’, ‘security’ and 
‘workload’.

•  In 2007, the Headington Institute 
(Augsburger et al.) ran a survey of 
expatriates in Darfur. By far the top two 
causes of stress were “witnessing or 
hearing stories of personal tragedy” 
(mentioned by 41 per cent of respondents) 
and “being separated from family and 
friends” (40 per cent). 

•  ICRC found, in 2009, that 36 per cent 
of expatriates returned from missions 
in worse health; 28 per cent reported 
exhaustion caused by the working 
environment, superiors and colleagues, 
and housing (Dahlgren et al. 2009).

•  In Gulu, North Uganda, national staff in 21 
agencies were shown to have high levels 
of depression (68 per cent) and anxiety 
disorders (53 per cent). Causes were 
noted as financial hardship, uncertainty 
about peace, separation from close family 
and unequal treatment of expatriate and 
national staff (Ager et al. 2012). 

Workload is consistently top of the 
complaints list for those working in our 
sector. This is often due to decreased staff 
capacity and increased work. What is being 
done? Here are some solutions offered at 
our Members’ Forum in 2013: 

•  Upskilling staff.

•  Daimler will not allow an email into the 
inbox of anyone on holiday, so there is no 
temptation to work during a break and no 
fear of having to catch up afterwards.

•  Google limits emails to five sentences. It 
also promotes ‘detachment’ (downtime to 
switch off work) and ‘reinspire’, allowing 
staff to work 20 per cent of their time on a 
project they really want to do.

•  Christian Aid’s work on wellness led to a 
focus on the human contribution to the 
organisation and not on the work itself or 
the content.



61

HR’S QUALITY

20  Mental health and psychosocial support (MHPSS) for humanitarian staff is often referred to as staff welfare, care, or wellbeing. MHPSS includes institutional re-
sponses intended to mitigate distress and enhance resilience of staff in response to stressors encountered during the course of providing humanitarian assistance 
(Welton-Mitchell 2013).

Some report that field staff are being 
overburdened with an ever-growing 
list of expectations in relation to new 
standards, guidelines, cross-cutting issues 
and organisational priorities (ALNAP 
2010). Others note growing technology-
related pressures (People In Aid 2013). In 
many organisations, work-life balance is 
undermined by a long-lasting culture of 
‘presenteeism,’ although it is now possible 
for people to work from virtually anywhere 
(People In Aid 2013). 

HR has risen to the challenge and 
strengthened its response to these 
challenges. Humanitarian workers are 
now widely coached, mentored, briefed, 
debriefed, counselled, and offered 
psychological first aid. Work by organisations 
such as People In Aid, RedR, the Antares 
Foundation, InterHealth, the Headington 
Institute and KonTerra have all played their 
part in mainstreaming staff care/wellbeing 
programmes, and securing funding. 
Many organisations have modified their 
historical approach to MHPSS,20  from 
focusing staff care services on intervention 
for acute stressors (i.e. traumatic events 
such as a bombing or sexual assault), to 
recognising that chronic stress often a result 
of environmental stressors can be just as 
debilitating (Welton-Mitchell 2013). 

Our debriefing workshop is one of our 
longest running and most popular events, 
offering practical guidance on how to set 
up effective debriefing for people returning 
from relief, development or missionary 
assignments. This has formed the basis of 
the debriefing systems set up by a number 
of our member organisations such as 
UNOCHA and Medair. VSO implemented 
an over-arching ‘People First’ strategy, and 
pledged to offer debriefing to all volunteers, 
not only to those who returned early from 
assignments (People in Aid 2012). Focussing 
on the many stresses in the life of a 
deployee, the Norwegian Refugee Council’s 
Expert Deployment/NORCAP Department 
has shared its in depth experience of 
debriefing (see page 63). 

I was desperate to talk to someone 
who I knew would be able to handle 

extremely traumatic experiences. I had 
shared some of it with others, but most 
people could not cope, which left me 
worse off.”
“I haven’t been able to tell anyone about 
this. I can’t tell my wife, because then she 
would feel traumatised too. I couldn’t tell 
my colleagues, because they had all seen 
similar atrocities and were already coping 
with too much. The thing which kept me 
going was knowing I would be able to talk 
about it during this debriefing. That saved 
me from going under.”
Quotes from returned aid workers, People In Aid 
Debriefing Manual (2013a)
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21  A total of 15 people were consulted as part of this study from 11 organisations and an independent consultant: SCF (UK and US); Oxfam (GB and International); 
Amnesty international; Concern; People in Aid; CiC; RedR; EISF, Dan Church Aid; WaterAid and CAFOD.

More and more organisations have ‘wellness 
programmes’, perhaps bringing together 
scattered initiatives from HR, occupational 
health, or external providers such as EAPs 
(Employee Assistance Programmes) into a 
coherent strategy. Christian Aid’s Wellbeing 
Project (see page 66) is an example. 
Headlines from Buck Consultants’ 2014 
survey of health promotion, workplace 
wellness and productivity programmes are:

•  53 per cent of respondents are now 
measuring outcomes from their 
programmes (up from 36 per cent in 2012).

•  Lack of budget, as a reason for not having 
a programme, is down from 55 per cent to 
39 per cent.

•  Top reasons, globally, for having a 
programme are “reducing employee 
absence due to sickness or disability” 
and “improving workforce engagement/
morale”. For European employers it was 
“improving worker productivity”.

•  The most important modifiable health risks 
are physical activity and stress.

Nico Pronk (2013), Past President of the 
International Association for Worksite 
Health Promotion, found that the return 
on investment for wellness programmes 
can be as high as 6:1, arising from lower 
healthcare costs, greater productivity and 
higher morale. He cites six essential pillars 
for successful programmes:

1. engaged leadership at multiple levels;

2.  strategic alignment with the company’s 
identity and aspirations;

3.  a design that is broad in scope and high 
in relevance and quality;

4. broad accessibility;

5. internal and external partnerships;

6. effective communications.

But important gaps still remain in staff 
care services. A UNHCR evaluation found 
a lack of adequate response to critical 
incidents, inadequate utilisation of formal 
MHPSS services, a lack of adequate support 
for informal peer networks, and a lack of 
accountability for the adequacy of MHPSS 
services provided (Welton-Mitchell 2013). A 
Christian Aid study among 11 organisations21 

found that focal points on wellbeing and 
resilience acted largely from personal 
interest, and only one organisation had a 
stand-alone wellbeing and resilience policy 
with a specifically assigned budget. Services 
were focused on international staff and field 
operations, not on conventional aspects of 
employee wellbeing and resilience, and did 
not sufficiently address burnout risk (Drapkin 
2013). 

Employers worldwide are increasingly 
recognising the value of employees’ 
health and their overall wellbeing to their 
organisations. Van der Beek (n.d.) finds 
that Workplace Health Promotion (WHP) 
programs are thought to generate financial 
savings, and Pronk (2013 see above) 
argues that good health is good business, 
in relation to ROI. The traditional approach, 
Occupational Mental Health (OMH), focuses 
on preventing ill-health, e.g. job burnout, 
rather than promoting health, e.g. work 
engagement (People In Aid 2013h).

At the same time, aid workers have also 
faced growing threats to their safety 
and security. Aid worker casualties have 
grown, with a tripling over the last decade, 
reaching over 100 deaths per year (Egeland 
et al. 2011). Aid workers have also suffered 
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An Holistic approach to debriefing  
Ole Martin Holte, Special Advisor Staff Care, Norwegian Refugee Council 
(NRC) Expert Deployment/NORCAP Department, Norway

“Sometimes in our work it is not necessarily the security threat, or hearing bombs 
on a daily basis, that is the biggest challenge,” says Ole Martin. “It can be the sense 
of isolation and loneliness in the office that, together with all the other stressors, is 
the drop that makes the chalice overflow. The many stresses in the life of a deployee 
are the main reason why effective debriefing is crucial. During debriefing, staff share 
experiences on topics like the harsh working conditions in the field, unhealthy food, 
poor accommodation, heat, illness as well as conflicts in the office and the lack of 
interpersonal and communication skills. Many factors can strongly affect staff: living 
a highly transitional lifestyle – not knowing where or what a home is; the difficulty in 
maintaining good relationships with family, friends, children and partners; the security 
and risk challenges, threat of kidnap, hearing bombs, etc. as well as their experiences 
of coming from one particular culture and arriving in a new culture with a different 
language. There are also challenges connected with long working days, with staff often 
struggling to maintain a good work-life balance.” 

These experiences, and many more, were the backbone for why it was important for 
the NRC´s Expert Deployment/NORCAP Department to look more closely into how it 
actually met (or did not meet) the needs of its staff. 

NORCAP is a standby roster and, during the last 15 years, the understanding and 
development of NORCAP’s Debrief System has undergone major changes. The 
NORCAP approach strives to have an holistic approach to debriefing. The organisation 
places strong emphasis on the welfare of the staff it deploys to conflict and disaster 
areas. Close engagement with staff before, during and after their deployment is critical 
to its staff care scheme, which consists of seven components:

1. Briefing and preparation before deployment.

2. Follow up in the field.

3. Post-assignment individual debrief, face-to-face or by Skype/phone.

4. Additional invitation to four annual and optional two-day Debrief Seminars.

5. Voluntary sessions with a psychologist/psychotherapist, paid by NRC.

6. Personal contact between assignments.

7. Increased support/follow up in times of particular challenges/crises/critical incidents.

The scheme has developed over time in close cooperation with roster members, who 
are an important source of any improvements. 
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As Ole Martin explains: “A well-designed approach to debriefing is crucial to the 
success of an organisation sending people to work in the humanitarian sector. Staff 
care is not supposed to be accidental. Quite a few of the NORCAP deployees have 
chosen working as a deployee to be their career. It is not about people taking on one 
deployment, once every two-three years. The majority of deployees do this as a full-time 
job. Therefore it is even more important with a good follow up to help them work on their 
professional skills and their personal wellbeing.”

Read the full case study at: www.peopleinaid.org/resources/casestudies.aspx.

more attacks, i.e. more victims relative to 
the estimated total number of aid workers 
(AWSR 2013). Aid worker kidnappings have 
quadrupled over the past decade, and more 
aid workers have been victims of kidnapping 
than of any other form of attack. In 2012 
there were 167 incidents of major violence 
against aid workers in 19 countries. But 
most attacks continued to take place in a 
small number of countries: Afghanistan, 
Somalia, South Sudan, Pakistan and Sudan 
(Humanitarian Outcomes 2012 and 2013). 

Some security measures have been 
ineffective or hindered aid effectiveness. 
Reduced presence has reduced humanitarian 
action in some conflict areas where violence 
has surged in recent years, such as 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Somalia (Egeland 
et al. 2011). Security measures imposed 
by host and donor governments have also 
impeded humanitarian action in certain cases, 
by restricting movements and activities of aid 
workers, imposing security measures that 
run counter to maintaining perceptions of 
neutrality (ALNAP 2012). Some evaluations 
suggest that security measures for staff 
were taken to such an extreme that they 
significantly hindered operations and made it 
almost impossible to work effectively (People 
In Aid 2011). Some security staff may occupy 
a ‘security bubble’ without mainstreaming 

security risk management in organisations 
(People In Aid 2013i).

Some security measures reflect 
inequities between international and 
national aid workers. Most national 
staff feel that they are still more exposed 
and under a greater burden of risk than 
their international counterparts, leaving 
significant room for improvement (Egeland 
et al. 2011). The great majority of aid worker 
victims in 2012 (82 per cent) were national 
staff, but the attack rate for international 
staff was actually more than twice as high 
(Humanitarian Outcomes 2013). 

However, good practices in security risk 
management have been adopted by 
humanitarian organisations: maintaining 
effective presence through risk management, 
focusing on ‘how to stay’ as opposed 
to ‘when to leave’ (Egeland et al. 2011); 
alternatives to bunkerisation, using ‘smart’ 
protection measures that add a layer of 
security to the organisation but minimise 
negative appearances; strengthening duty 
of care for national staff and responsible 
partnership with local partner organisations; 
sustained humanitarian dialogue with all 
relevant actors to build acceptance, as 
demonstrated by the ICRC; and reference to 
the core humanitarian principles of humanity, 
neutrality, and impartiality (Egeland et al. 2011). 
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An Oxfam GB security adviser stresses that 
operating alone does not work, recommending 
interconnectedness with finance, logistics, and 
HR (People In Aid 2013i).

In response to these challenges, People In 
Aid recently organised a double staff care 
event on managing kidnap and ransom 
situations together with the debriefing 
workshop of aid workers and volunteers. 

What are the key messages  
for HR?
•  Understand and monitor the mental health 

and psychosocial challenges faced by the 
employees and volunteers throughout your 
organisation.

•  Be proactive and have the right policies 
and training in place when it comes to staff 
wellbeing and security, including national staff. 

•  Implement a stand-alone wellbeing and 
resilience policy: it could prevent burnout 
and would make managers and staff more 
aware of the actions they need to take.

•  Ensure you have an effective debriefing 
system in place for all your humanitarian 
workers.

•  Measure the ROI of your programmes 
to demonstrate that good mental and 
physical health of your staff is beneficial to 
your organisation.
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Reviewing staff wellbeing at Christian Aid
Karen McCreanor, former Strategic Business Development Partner 
International, Christian Aid, UK

All employers have a legal duty of care towards the wellbeing and safety of staff. It is also 
well documented that staff who report positive levels of wellbeing perform better and have 
higher quality relationships and partnerships. Christian Aid takes this seriously. 

“I received approval to set up a Wellbeing Project Team to review staff wellbeing in the 
organisation,” explains Karen. “This Team was cross-organisational recognising that several 
departments were strong stakeholders.” In addition to an external review (Drapkin 2013), 
the Team conducted an internal review which included report reviews, interviews, staff 
workshops and survey data analysis.

While Christian Aid had many policies and systems in place to promote positive wellbeing, 
it was found that they needed to be more visible to staff. The schemes included: different 
types of leave such as annual leave, compassionate leave, extended maternity leave and 
pay, flexible working, rest and recuperation leave, generous sickness pay; counselling and an 
employee assistance programme; post-travel debrief opportunities with an external provider; 
a staff survey in order to capture staff views; various discussion groups and opportunities to 
learn and share information. In addition, many teams and country offices had implemented 
their own mechanisms such as celebrating birthdays and important occasions, occasional 
breakfasts or lunches together, table tennis, on-site yoga, prayer sessions, singing sessions 
and many others. 

The findings indicated that there was more that could be done to promote positive wellbeing 
at different levels, and the Team set about designing practical and realistic initiatives: 

•  There were plans which focused on encouraging the organisation to work together to 
address the concerns raised in the staff survey including addressing issues appropriately 
when raised, tackling poor performance, and promoting organisational learning and 
sharing.

•  Stress management and wellbeing materials and workshops for staff were designed and 
piloted.

•  Communication was key to ensuring everyone in the organisation understood the 
importance of this work, the drivers and the beneficial outcomes. Communication 
mechanisms included a presentation to the Directorate and senior management teams, 
emails to staff, discussion groups, information available on the home page of the intranet, 
reminders from the Corporate Security Manager to managers, and the promotion of 
discussion by HR and Business Development. 

“The issue of wellbeing is huge and can embrace many areas,” explained Karen. “However, 
the Team has learnt that it is best to focus and deliver well on a few simple initiatives at a 
time, taking into consideration resources and other organisational initiatives.”

Read the full case study at: www.peopleinaid.org/resources/casestudies.aspx.
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The history of humanity has been 
divided into eras defined by how 
people dealt with the environment and 
the resources available. In the Stone, 
Bronze and Iron Ages, people bent raw 
materials to their will. The Industrial, Space 
and Information Ages were defined by 
the domains people conquered with the 
ever-improving technology. The current 
era – The Human Age – first identified by 
ManpowerGroup in 2011, is a volatile and 
fast-changing new era marked by the rise of 
‘talentism’, that puts unprecedented value 
on talent and human potential as the drivers 
of business success.

Human potential is the major agent of 
economic growth and the catalyst for 
positive change in the Human Age. The 
talent and skills of individuals are formidable 
global forces that are a catalyst for 
economic, political and social change and 
progress. Human potential is the world’s 
main source of inspiration, transformation, 
innovation and new developments. Yet, 
despite all its power, progress and optimism, 
the Human Age poses great challenges 
to businesses and leaders. With more 
than 75 million people under the age of 25 
unemployed in 2012, and young people 
comprising 40 per cent of the world’s 
unemployed, it has unacceptably high 
unemployment rates, especially among the 
younger generation.(i)

Women continue to be suboptimised 
as a source of global workforce talent: 
they comprise nearly 50 per cent of the 
workforce but make up only five per 
cent of CEOs, despite clear evidence 
pointing to macro- and micro-economic 
gains linked to gender diversity, including 
greater productivity and economic growth, 
and increases in countries’ GDP and 
competitiveness.(ii) Global talent migration 
has reached an unprecedented scale due 
to talent shortages, as the undersupply 
of talent and oversupply of labour means 
that highly skilled workers are in great 
demand and able to call the shots while, 
by contrast, individuals who lack skills 
struggle to find employment at all.(iii) In 
fact, ManpowerGroup’s 2013 Talent 
Shortage Survey found that 35 per cent 
of global employers were struggling to fill 
open positions despite continuing high 
unemployment.(iv) How organisations deal 
with the talent shortage and access the 
right talent, and how they unleash and 
leverage its human potential (in the face of 
redesigned business models, redefined value 
propositions and reinvented social systems), 
is the test of their ability to succeed in the 
Human Age. 

Human Age organisations can only do 
as well as their most valuable resource – 
employees. Talent has taken the central 
role becoming the new ‘it’ for Human Age 

Unleash the Human Potential 
of Your People to Drive 
Organisational Effectiveness
Guest Author: ManpowerGroup
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organisations. The contributions of every 
employee count. The hiring of each individual 
is carefully considered because with the 
right people, with the right skills and talents, 
applied in the right place and at the right 
time, Human Age organisations can achieve 
all they have done so far, and more.(v) 

Since talent is the key force impacting 
organisations’ competitiveness and 
effectiveness, business leaders are being 
challenged to build organisations capable 
of attracting, retaining, developing and 
optimising the talent they need. That 

requires significant investment of time, effort 
and finances. Once these organisations 
harness and unleash the full potential and 
talent of their people, they can outpace 
their competition, deliver faster time to 
value and win. But to achieve that, Human 
Age leaders need to adjust their mindset to 
ensure that they have the right work models, 
people practices and talent-sourcing to 
build a sustainable talent pipeline, ensure 
organisational resilience and drive results 
in the uncertain and constantly changing 
ecosystem. 

Source: Leading in the Human Age, ManpowerGroup 2013.(vi)
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Essential to the success of Human Age 
organisations is a close collaboration 
between their business and human resource 
leaders. CEOs rely on HR leaders, who 
are uniquely positioned to drive the most 
effective communication and to align the 
workforce strategy with business strategy 
at all organisational levels. HR leaders’ 
expertise and unparalleled insights into 
the world of work help challenge outdated 
assumptions about workforce management 
and identify structural gaps that may 
impede strategy execution. While working 
closely with business leaders on designing 
a roadmap for success, HR leaders must 
conduct an honest and comprehensive 
assessment of long-term organisational 
needs, as well as a thorough evaluation of 
the available work models and workforce 
mixes.(vii) They must determine the choices 
and investments required to ensure that their 
organisation has a workforce to deliver the 
business plan now and in the future. They 
must make it clear whether the organisation 
can ’build’ or needs to ’buy’ talent and 
skills. All of this requires a firm grasp of 
the changing world of work dynamics, a 
deep understanding of what drives talent 
in the Human Age, as well as an intimate 
knowledge of their organisations’ strategic 
objectives. 

The most critical task a Human Age leader 
must undertake is to design and implement 
a robust, ‘one-size-fits-one’ workforce 
strategy that aligns with and supports their 
organisation’s unique business strategy.(viii) 

Because each organisation has its own 
distinct cultural blueprint, ‘one-size-fits-all’ 
approaches to developing sustainable and 
diversified talent simply don’t work. Forward-
looking leaders, who care about building 
sustainable workforces, analyse their 
organisation’s workforce models, people 

practices and talent sources from their 
organisation’s unique perspective. They take 
a one-size-fits-one approach to sourcing, 
assessing, retraining, onboarding, engaging 
and developing talent, to ensure that their 
organisation’s evolving needs are met. 

At the heart of this approach are three 
fundamental sets of questions that 
organisations need to ask themselves— 
and find answers to. The first set has to 
do with the organisation’s overall strategy 
and purpose: What implications does 
the organisational strategy have on the 
workforce strategy both in the short term 
(one to three years) and in the long term 
(three years and beyond)? How will the 
organisation evolve or change (in terms of 
services, community needs, geographical 
footprint, etc.)? What core skills and 
roles will it need to support change? The 
analysis should be holistic and cover both 
technical skills and workforce competencies 
or soft skills — such as problem-solving, 
communication, planning, organisation, 
collaboration, self-management and 
decision-making.

The second set of questions has to do with 
the organisation’s leadership: What kind of 
leaders does it have now and will it need 
in the future? Do they possess the right 
mix of skills to successfully lead? Can they 
deal with anticipated changes? Can leaders 
be retrained or will the organisation need 
new leadership? Is the leadership aligned? 
For example, the 2011 Right Management 
and Chally Group ‘first-of-its-kind’ global 
study examined the skills, competencies 
and developmental initiatives that help 
global leaders succeed. The top four 
competencies it identified for CEOs were: 
creating a strategic vision (91.7 per cent); 
inspiring others and maintaining leadership 
responsibility (62.3 per cent); developing an 
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accurate and comprehensive overview of 
the business (56.9 per cent); and decision-
making (54.5 per cent).(ix) The part of the 
discussion focused on leadership qualities 
should therefore zero in on the short-term 
and long-term strategic priorities of the 
organisation. This will be an essential piece 
of the process because the leaders will 
be the ones that determine not only the 
needs and priorities but also the workforce 
investments and outcomes.

The third set of questions has to do with 
unleashing the human potential through 

the right talent and skills: What talent gaps 
exist currently in the organisation? Is the 
organisation equipped to address them? 
Does it proactively address the anticipated 
changes in talent and skills needs? Is the 
leadership connecting the business needs 
to the abilities of the current workforce? Is 
the organisation exploring all available talent 
sources? 

It is critical for HR leaders to act as talent 
supply-and-demand experts, and to bring in 
external demographic data and trends, and 
juxtapose them with internal talent availability 

ManpowerGroup has developed a practical 
framework – the Teachable Fit Model – that 
is being used by employers to identify what 
capabilities really matter for success. By 
dissecting job roles, employers can identify 
the skills that can migrate across industries or 
be developed with relative ease. Employers 
can then be more detailed and specific about 
the pragmatic requirements of the job, and 
more focused on the gaps that can be filled. 

Employers can use the model to evaluate 
candidates and predict how successfully a 
potential candidate’s skills gaps can be filled. 
The model can also be used to help identify 
and target complementary industries in order 
to tap into previously unconsidered talent 
pools, as well as identify and cross-train 
existing employees who have the capability 
and potential to be developed into other roles.

Source: Teachable Fit, A New Approach for Easing the Talent Mismatch, 2010 Manpower.(x)
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and business strategy. CHROs must 
consider the impact of external forces (such 
as the emergence of individual choice, “co” 
work models, technology, policies impacting 
talent migration, changing demographics, 
etc.) and internal forces (the current work 
model, people practices, the quality of the 
talent, anticipated talent and skills needs, 
etc.) on the organisation’s ability to develop 
a sustainable talent pipeline. It is essential 
for HR leaders to prioritise the talent gaps 
that are most critical to achieving the 
organisation’s strategy. Having the survey of 
needs and the gap analysis at hand, the HR 
leader can champion the process of creating 
a long-term workforce strategy and later, an 
action plan that ensures that the organisation 
will always have the right array of skills in 
the right places and at the right times to 
meet its evolving needs. Interestingly, the 
most critical human capital priorities listed 
by the participants of the State of Human 
Capital Survey (The Conference Board 
and McKinsey & Company 2012) were: 
leadership development and succession 
management (65 per cent); talent acquisition 
and retention (55 per cent); strategic 
workforce planning (53 per cent).(xi) 

Once talent gaps are identified, the 
success of an organisation’s recruiting 
efforts is critical. Organisations must have 
the resources to identify new sources of 
talent, to efficiently screen out mismatched 
candidates and to build a strong talent 
pipeline. By optimising global and diverse 
talent pools, organisations can access 
skills that may otherwise be unavailable to 
support their goals, build ‘bench strength’ 
and enhance effectiveness. Conversely, 
making a poor hiring decision can be costly, 
and negatively impact workforce morale 
or an organisation’s reputation. Selecting 
candidates who will succeed in, and stay 

with, the organisation is critical. Studies 
have shown a direct link between an 
organisation’s proficiency in acquiring talent 
and its ability to execute its strategy. In fact, 
57 per cent of organisations consider talent 
acquisition to be the most important HR 
process supporting the business strategy.(xii) 

As human resource leaders ensure their 
organisations have the talent they need to 
be effective and win in an uncertain and 
unpredictable business environment, they 
must also develop workplace and leadership 
models that promote collaboration and 
innovation. Complex organisations with 
obfuscated processes and old-fashioned, 
hierarchical work models impede 
collaboration, the flow of information, the 
surge of innovation, and the development of 
an entrepreneurial mindset. They impede the 
development of human potential and talent – 
two major agents of economic growth in the 
Human Age. Human Age organisations must 
allow for freer communication with multiple 
touch-points to drive increased innovation 
and sharing of information and expertise, 
greater employee alignment behind 
leadership decisions, and faster strategy 
implementation. It is the role of human 
resource leaders to develop simplified, more 
horizontal and collaborative work models, 
and people practices that will allow their 
organisations to draw on the talents and 
skills of all employees and erase the barriers 
between functional and geographic silos.

Exposing employees to other functions 
helps them gain new skills, increases their 
understanding of the overall organisational 
purpose and strategy, and gives leaders 
the flexibility to adjust talent flows to meet 
changing business needs. The role of the 
senior executive team is to define the type of 
model that will inspire the most appropriate 
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types of collaboration for their organisational 
needs. Knowledge management sharing is 
a key platform for generating and refining 
best practices, while social networks both 
broaden collaborative efforts and speed 
them into real time. With this in place, 
leaders no longer have to recruit individuals 
from outside the organisation but can tap 
instead into the existing, internal talent 
pipeline. According to a recent Right 
Management and The Conference Board 
survey, internally developed talent is better 
at maintaining an organisation’s culture and 
keeping critical knowledge, experience and 
relationships within the company. The survey 
also reinforced the preference for internal 
hiring, with respondents predicting that, in 
the next 12 months, they would fill 58 per 
cent of their talent needs internally and only 
39 per cent by hiring externally.(xiii) Horizontal 
constructs also have secondary benefits, 
as they nurture closer relationships across 
locations and divisions and enhance an 
innovative spirit.

Human Age organisations that wisely 
balance and leverage a wide range of flexible 
work models, including full-time and part-
time workers, and remote or virtual talent 
with in-demand skills, will maintain a serious 
advantage in the Human Age. According 
to Staffing Industry Analysts and Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, the US continent workforce 
is estimated to reach six million in 2018.(xiv) 

To address the prevailing shortage of 
talent, many organisations have adopted 
flexible workforce models. They use a 
wider range of talent sources and work 
arrangements, including contingent and 
project-specific talent, research networks 
and crowdsourcing. For example, between 
1985 and 2009, temporary workers, as a 
share of the total workforces, increased in 
eight out of ten European countries.(xv) As 
talent pipelines are now more dispersed, 

and travel or migration for work is easier, 
they can also recruit from across borders. 
This use of strategic migration is enabling 
them to find talent when sources nearby are 
dry, and to keep pace with opportunities in 
a cost-effective way. In fact, according to 
the International Organization for Migration, 
some 105 million people were “working in 
a country other than their country of birth”, 
earning US$ 440 billion in 2011.(xvi)

While strategic migration epitomises 
workforce flexibility, it is focused on an 
organisation’s more immediate needs and 
does not address the fundamental problem 
of talent supply. Training often offers a 
more logical way to grow a larger and more 
sustainable supply of talent. New training 
initiatives designed by employers in tandem 
with workers can achieve this goal. One 
example of a successful programme is the 
“Integrar programme” started in 1995 by 
the National Metalworkers’ Confederation 
of Brazil, which provides union and labour 
economics education to union leaders, 
elementary and secondary education and 
technology training to employed workers, 
and mathematics, reading, work and 
technology training and certifications to 
unemployed workers.(xvii) Older approaches 
rooted in a static, classroom environment 
and narrowly focused on only a few 
skills and regions no longer relate to the 
realities faced by organisations in the 
global economy. Easier access to online 
programmes targeting a variety of skills, 
and the greater direct involvement of senior 
leaders in these development programmes, 
will enable organisations to build the skills, 
experience and mindsets that individuals 
need to deliver results.

Human Age workforces are more diverse 
than ever: contingent, generational, virtual, 
cultural and geographical. Organisations 
that incorporate and embrace workplace 
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diversity optimise a wide range of skills and 
experiences, leverage more opportunities 
and drive greater productivity and 
effectiveness. When addressing diversity, 
human resource leaders must not only tap 
into different talent pools, but must also 
rethink the needs of their entire workforce. 
Hiring people with different educational 
and work experiences, and from diverse 
cultural and ethnic backgrounds helps 
Human Age organisations understand their 
stakeholders and customers better and be 
more effective globally. In short, diversity 
in the workplace has a direct correlation 
with the bottom line. HR professionals from 
Fortune 1000 companies answering the 
2001 SHRM survey indicated that diversity 
in the workplace improves: the corporate 
culture (79 per cent); the recruitment of new 
employees (77 per cent); client relations (52 
per cent); and retention of employees (41 
per cent). It also decreased complaints and 
litigation (41 per cent).(xviii) On the other hand, 
Human Age leaders have also discovered 
that a diverse workplace requires heightened 
sensitivities and flexibility. Management 
techniques in Brazil may not resonate in 
Brunei, although they may be just right in 

Belgium, or the reverse. Organisations must 
therefore use a number of techniques, from 
hiring consultants to help senior executives 
communicate better with foreign employees, 
to sending employees to countries in order 
to  familiarise them with different cultures 
and teach globally-minded behaviours.

As the Human Age leaders understand 
that organisations will only fare as well as 
their employees, it is the role of the CHROs 
to set the tone for their organisations to 
embrace fresh thinking on recruiting, skills 
and career development and employee 
engagement. Aligning workforce strategy 
to the organisation’s strategy is not a 
‘once-and-done’ activity. Just as with the 
business strategy, human resource leaders 
must regularly revisit and challenge their 
thinking and procedures for alignment and 
accountability. They need to ensure that 
their workforce strategy accelerates the 
organisation’s execution of the business 
strategy. The process of assessing, 
forecasting and adapting as business 
needs change, employees retire and new 
generations join the workforce is ongoing. 

(i)  http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_180976.pdf.
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3. HR’s Impact 

In this section we look at work 
being done, or not being done, to 
measure the effectiveness of HR. 
HR and people management is 
an established part of aid and of 
organisational effectiveness, although 
the business case for it is too often 
weak. Evaluation of HR’s contribution 
to programmes is insufficiently robust 
to help organisations understand 
that business case, even when this 
evaluation is undertaken, for example, 
using the People In Aid Code. We also 
consider the impact that HR is having at 
programme level, and what can be done 
to increase measurement.

The seed for this – that poor HR practices 
are linked to poor quality in the organisation 
and the programmes – dates back to the 
“Room for Improvement” report (Macnair 
1995) which gave rise to People In Aid. In 
the Rwanda response “poor recruitment 
procedures, the lack of staff development, 
and of […] employer responsibilities for their 
staff, have resulted in difficulties for both 
field workers and their employing agencies. 
It can be argued that these poor practices 
have also resulted in difficulties for intended 
beneficiaries of aid programmes.”

HR’s contribution to 
effectiveness
The aid sector strongly believes that 
HR is central to aid effectiveness. 
ALNAP (2012) has identified six factors of 
effectiveness: timeliness, HR, preparedness, 
coordination, leadership, and monitoring 

and evaluation. OECD DAC defines 
effectiveness as a key criterion in evaluating 
development assistance, concerned 
with “the extent to which an aid activity 
attains its objective”, and the major 
factors influencing achievement or non-
achievement of those objectives include 
aspects of human resources, such as staff 
competencies, management and leadership. 
Numerous organisational mission and values 
statements also reflect this: for example, the 
People In Aid Code’s Guiding Principle for 
organisations states that “People are central 
to the achievement of our mission, […] the 
effectiveness and success of our operations 
depend on the contributions of all salaried 
and contract staff, and volunteers.”

In our work, when the people 
management systems fail or good hR 

practice is not in place, the consequences 
could be a matter of life and death for some. 
What the aid sector and governments have 
acknowledged after more than 60 years of 
financial support to reduce global poverty 
is that money has not solved the problem. 
What has made a difference, however, 
is how organisations like People In Aid 
improve the way in which humanitarian and 
development agencies perform – enabling 
greater effectiveness and impact. Better 
performing NGOs mean that more lives are 
saved and more communities get to live in 
dignity and security.”
People In Aid Annual Report 2012



75

HR’S IMPACT

While quality in HR management is most 
fully defined by the People In Aid Code, 
other leading standards or quality and 

accountability initiatives also highlight the 
importance of staff and managing staff in 
one way or another (see box below). 

Each Principle of the People In Aid Code demonstrates a link to effectiveness:

•  Principle 1 links HR strategy to organisational effectiveness and staff welfare. 

•  Principle 2 states that staff policies and practices must enable effectiveness. 

•  Principle 3 links good people management to effectiveness: that staff should expect 
management to prepare them to contribute to achieving the organisation’s mission; 
that sound people management is “a major contributor to programme success”; that 
achievement of the mission depends on clear objectives, standards and performance 
monitoring; and that a whistle-blower policy creates openness and trust, which 
improve overall effectiveness. 

•  Principle 5 states that recruitment “significantly influences how effective [our staff] 
are in fulfilling our objectives”, adding that mistakes can damage an organisation’s 
activities. 

•  Principle 6 states that an agency’s ability to meet its goals and objectives is 
“significantly enhanced by an investment in learning”; that sustained success requires 
learning to be “part of the agency’s culture and firmly rooted in management systems”; 
and that increasingly an organisation’s effectiveness will depend on its “capacity to 
develop its staff, and its own ability to learn”.

Beyond the People In Aid Code, these leading quality and accountability initiatives also 
highlight HR. Many refer to the People In Aid Code:22  

•  The Sphere Project: “Humanitarian agencies provide appropriate management, 
supervisory and psychosocial support, enabling aid workers to have the knowledge, 
skills, behaviour and attitudes to plan and implement an effective humanitarian 
response with humanity and respect.” (The Sphere Project: The Humanitarian Charter 
and Minimum Standards in Humanitarian Response’s Core Standard 6 on Aid Worker 
Performance.)23

•  HAP International: “The organisation ensures that staff have competencies that enable 
them to meet the organisation’s commitments.” (The HAP Standard in Accountability 
and Quality’s Benchmark 2: Staff competency, HAP International 2010.)24

•  The IASC Task Force on Accountability to Affected Populations (AAP): “Demonstrate 
their commitment to accountability to affected populations by ensuring feedback 

22  For example, in The Sphere Handbook a ‘key indicator’ for Core Standard 6 runs: “The principles, or similar, of the People In Aid Code of Good Practice are reflected in 
the agency’s policy and practice.”

23 www.spherehandbook.org.
24 www.hapinternational.org.
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and accountability mechanisms are integrated into country strategies, programme 
proposals, monitoring and evaluations, recruitment, staff inductions, trainings and 
performance management, partnership agreements, and highlighted in reporting.” 
(The IASC Task Force on Accountability to Affected Populations (AAP)’s commitment 1 
to Accountability to Affected Populations (CAAP) on leadership and governance.)25

•  Transparency International’s handbook on addressing corruption in humanitarian 
operations includes key sections on management leadership and human resources. 
(Transparency International’s Handbook of Good Practices for Preventing Corruption in 
Humanitarian Operations 2010.)26

•  Standards for Child Protection includes tasks for HR throughout. (Keeping Children 
Safe Coalition 2011.)27

•  Building Safer Organisations Guidelines, Annexure A, Checkpoint 4: staff and 
volunteers (ICVA).28

Aside from global standards, many national standards have similar references. Here are 
some examples:

•  Cambodia (Cooperation Committee for Cambodia): “The organisation has a clear and 
fair written personnel policy and procedures which are implemented.”29

•  Australia (ACFID): “Signatory organisations will protect the human rights and safety of 
personnel, including paid and volunteer staff, working in Australia or overseas.”30

•  Uganda (QuAM): “Staff (including the head of the NGO) are recruited in a transparent 
manner, following written policies or guidelines where these exist, to avoid nepotism 
and all other forms of favouritism.”31

•  Ireland (Comhlámh): “[We] ensure that volunteers participate in appropriate 
preparation, training and induction.”32

The Core Humanitarian Standard, field-tested and now in its final round of consultation, 
is an endeavour to synthesise standards. It proposes nine Commitments by which 
organisations, beneficiaries and individual staff can assess whether their humanitarian 
action is high-quality, effective and accountable. One Commitment covers staff capacity 
and support and starts as follows: “Staff are treated fairly and equitably, and are 
supported to do their job effectively.”33 

25 www.humanitarianinfo.org/iasc
26 www.transparency.org
27 www.keepingchildrensafe.org.uk
28 www.hapinternational.org
29 www.ccc-cambodia.org.
30 www.acfid.asn.au
31 www.ngoforum.or.ug
32 http://issuu.com/comhlamh
33 www.corehumanitarianstandard.org/the-standard
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Beyond the aid sector, HRM theory 
has studied the link between HRM 
and organisational effectiveness. In 
the last 25 years, there have been rapid 
developments in HRM’s contribution 
towards firms’ performance, and a 
continuous emphasis on the involvement 
of HRM strategy in business strategy. Such 
developments have precipitated changes 
in the nature of the HR function from being 
reactive, prescriptive and administrative to 
being proactive, descriptive and executive. 
The contribution of HRM in improving a firm’s 
performance and in the overall success of 
any organisation (alongside other factors) 
is highlighted in the literature (Budhwar and 
Aryee 2008). 

Empirical research has found a ‘significant 
relationship’ between HRM practices and 
‘organisational outcomes’ such as employee 
turnover, productivity, quality, sales, profits, 
return on investment and market value. 
More modestly, research has also identified 
‘HRM outcomes’, i.e. immediate effects of 
HRM practices: knowledge, skill and abilities 
or competence; motivation; organisational 
commitment; behaviour; flexibility; 
customer orientation; teamwork; and cost-
effectiveness (Paul and Anantharaman 
2003). Our guest author Manpower, the 
multinational HR consulting firm, considers 
‘talent’ central to competitiveness and 
effectiveness (see page 67).

The business case  
for good HR
The standards, principles or indicators 
mentioned above (see pages 75-76) are 
helpful definitions of good practices 
and recommendations for action. They 
will help organisations and aid to be more 
effective. However, they are going to be less 
useful if there is no business case for quality 
in HR and people management. 

The average percentage of staff costs 
compared to all organisation costs is 47 per 
cent, excluding organisations that provide 
aid in kind (e.g. food) where it may drop 
to as low as six per cent (People In Aid 
2013). The figure can rise to between 50 
per cent and 80 per cent when all spending 
on people is taken into account, including 
salaries, benefits, travel, workspace, 
learning and development, etc. While most 
organisations declare that staff are their 
most important asset in accomplishing their 
mission and assisting beneficiaries, they 
are not active in assessing the benefit of 
what they spend on staff or its impact on 
programme quality.

Knowing the return on investment (ROI) 
of an activity is important. This is the case 
even if it is simply to justify similar spend for 
next year’s budget (as described by Concern 
on page 78) or to measure the efficiency 
and effectiveness of the HR function and 
to demonstrate the value added (as with 
Islamic Relief Worldwide, page 80). There 
are lessons specifically for HR to learn, set 
out for People In Aid’s members by the 
founders of the US-based ROI Institute: 
Phillips and Phillips (2013) completed a 
review of the best practices in the use of 
its ‘ROI Methodology’ by humanitarian and 
development organisations (see page 79). 
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ROI – measurement by learning outcomes 
Honor Marr, Concern Worldwide, Ireland

Pathway is Concern’s new management development programme, targeted at middle 
managers across the organisation. Designed in consultation with managers and staff, it 
addresses common management and leadership challenges. In 2013, 80 people went 
through the programme.

“Concern uses performance in each of the learning outcomes of Pathway to help 
determine the impact it is making,” explains Honor. “Senior management teams in 
participating countries are asked to rate the general performance of their managers 
in each learning outcome area before they commence Pathway and again after 
they complete the six-month programme. They are also asked to give examples of 
where impact is observed at individual and team level. The exercise enables country 
management teams to collectively reflect upon and assess the impact of Pathway in 
performance terms.”

For those staff who completed the programme in 2013, increases were observed in 
performance across all learning outcomes. Delegating work to others saw the biggest 
percentage increase with scores 70 per cent higher following programme completion 
compared with before. This was closely followed by providing regular feedback based on 
performance (up 62 per cent) and actively listening (up 59 per cent).

Concern also conducts pre- and post-360 assessments based on competencies to 
inform evaluation, together with 1:1 interviews with the participants’ line managers. The 
data collected are used to help refine and develop the programme. 

“Evaluation is key to the evolution of Pathway,” concludes Honor, “both for participant 
progress and as a measure of success for the programme itself.”

Two criticisms of ROI are the time 
spent and the focus on money. The 
softer measures are important as shown 
in this example from Professor Dicker and 
Dr Parry (2013) at Cranfield University on 
International Mobility (IM): “First, IM has 
aimed at global leadership and career 
development. Therefore, a long-term 
assessment of promotion and retention 
patterns of expatriates would be important. 
Second, control, coordination and knowledge 
transfer goals are highly important for IM 

strategies. Thus, the establishment of globally 
integrated (or otherwise suitable reporting 
systems) as well as measures of culture and 
knowledge diffusion should be designed. 
Third, shorter term business needs such as 
skills-filling and rapid deployment of staff are 
a key organisational goal. These could be 
assessed through measures such as time-
to-deployment, filling of vacancies (internal 
or external) and performance on the job 
abroad.” 
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Best practices in the use of ROI in humanitarian and 
development organisations 
Patti Phillips and Jack Phillips, ROI Institute, USA

Despite the unique challenges of volunteer and humanitarian programmes, the ‘ROI 
Methodology’ is being used to measure programme effectiveness, make necessary 
process improvements and add organisational value. Here are the best practices 
identified in those organisations that are successfully implementing the methodology and 
show results that include the actual financial ROI:

•  The methodology is implemented as a process improvement tool and not a 
performance evaluation tool for HR staff.

•  The methodology generates a micro-level scorecard with six types of data describing 
results.

•  Data generated by the methodology are being integrated to create a macro-level 
scorecard for the HR function. 

•  ROI impact studies are conducted very selectively, usually involving between five and 
ten per cent of all programmes and solutions. 

•  ROI evaluation targets are set, showing the percentage of programmes evaluated at 
each level.

•  A variety of data collection methods is used in ROI analysis.

•  For a specific ROI evaluation, the effects of HR are isolated from other factors.

•  Business impact data is converted to monetary values.

•  The methodology is being implemented for about three to five per cent of the HR 
budget.

•  ROI forecasting is being implemented routinely.

•  The methodology is used as a tool to strengthen/improve the HR process.
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ROI as a critical measure of HR management success 
Mahmoud Almadhoun, Islamic Relief Worldwide (IRW), Germany

IRW, an international relief and development charity working in over 30 countries, has 
expanded rapidly over the last few years in terms of programme size, organisation size 
and overall global presence. The total number of staff currently stands at around 2,000 
employees across 40 offices worldwide. 

In such a context of high growth and increased expenditures/investments in HR 
and people initiatives, getting value for money and understanding the return of that 
investment was crucial. HR leaders were therefore called upon to develop better 
approaches to measuring the efficiency and effectiveness of their HR function, and to 
demonstrate the value added. The strategic HR leadership team at IRW has actively 
worked to promote a culture of performance management, based on quantitative 
methods and data such as HR Value Added (see below) and HR-ROI metrics. These 
measurements have then provided useful information for the CEO and decision makers 
in terms of global programme success and areas for improvement. 

IRW adopted several key performance indicators (KPIs) not only for measuring the value 
added by HR and the contribution of HR to annual income, but also to measure several 
hidden costs of HR. These included:

•  HR Added Value (measures the average income generated by an employee),

•  HR Return on Investment (measures the ROI generated for every euro invested in HR),

•  employee productivity,

•  turnover rate,

•  cost of employee training,

•  average HR cost,

•  sick leave rate and

•  HR costs per working day.

Measurable KPIs and metrics help to align HR investments with organisation goals and 
thus optimise organisational effectiveness. Adopting a business practice of measuring 
HR impact on the overall business performance establishes a logical connection to 
strategic and financial management that impacts effective decision-making.

Read the full case study at: www.peopleinaid.org/resources/casestudies.aspx.
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Evaluating HR
The importance of HR as a determining 
factor in effective humanitarian action 
is increasingly recognised. As reported 
by ALNAP (2010): according to Webster and 
Walker (2009), “a good response comes 
down to the people”; “investing in people 
is one of the most critical ways to improve 
response”; and “building relationships 
and trust across the entire organisation is 
essential”. 

Despite this, evaluating HR is still not a 
priority in most organisations. This leaves 
the HR function, and good practice in people 
management low-profile and vulnerable. This 
was one of the messages from Willem van 
Eekelen, an experienced evaluator speaking 
at the Humanitarian HR Europe conference 
2014 in Budapest: 

We also asked another senior evaluator, 
Ricardo Sole, to give us his views on HR’s 
role in programme delivery as seen through 
evaluations (see page 91). Later we will 
look at the role of the People In Aid Code in 
helping organisations to evaluate their own 
HR practice.

In 2013 ALNAP found that: “The staff of 
a humanitarian agency, both nationally 
and internationally recruited, are a key 
determinant of the success or failure of a 
humanitarian intervention, yet the human 
resource component of humanitarian 
action is rarely given much attention in [the 
evaluation of humanitarian action] except 
when there are obvious problems.” To help 
address this, People In Aid worked with 
ALNAP to include some key HR and people-
related questions for evaluators in the 
ALNAP guide, including the following:

•  To what extent is the staffing structure and 
capacity appropriate and adequate for the 
effective implementation of operations?

•  To what extent is management capacity 
appropriate and adequate for the effective 
implementation of operations?

•  To what degree have human resource 
systems, practices and policies supported 
or hindered operations?

•  How has leadership supported or hindered 
overall performance?”

We hope that those commissioning 
evaluations will ask their evaluators to 
incorporate these questions. Once the 
answers are available on the ALNAP 
website, People In Aid will be able to gather 
very valuable lessons for our sector and offer 
solutions. One example was related to us 
by the internal auditors of a People In Aid 
member. They had looked at a programme 
which had underspent and failed to achieve 
its goals, meaning the communities had 
not received what had been promised. 
From talking to the communities and 
staff, the auditors found the reason for 
the failing was that none of the staff had 

To date, as an evaluator, I have yet to 
see a terms of reference (ToR) where 

people management (HR) is included as a 
part of the ToR and programme evaluation. 
We make the so-called heroic assumptions 
that good people management leads to good 
programme management which is then 
linked to beneficiary satisfaction. It’s a chain 
of causalities but there’s no hard proof.” 
Willem van Eekelen, Chair, People In Aid
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had job descriptions: there had been no 
accountability or performance management 
and no-one had known precisely what their 
role was. Such gaps are easy to address 
organisation-wide as well as at programme 
level.

Evaluating HR by 
implementing the 
People In Aid Code
The business case for good people 
management practices incorporates 
a number of factors. These include staff 
satisfaction, recruitment and retention 
benefits, management of risk, productivity 
and well-managed staff delivering a better 
service to beneficiaries. 

These benefits are a key driver for 
People In Aid members who implement 
the Code of Good Practice. The Code is 
an internationally recognised management 
tool that helps organisations enhance the 
quality of their HRM. It is the result of years 
of international collaboration by a wide 
range of NGOs, international organisations, 
public bodies and private sector firms. 
As a management framework, it is also 
an important part of organisations’ efforts 
to improve standards, accountability and 
transparency amid the challenges of disaster, 
conflict and poverty. 

The implementation process itself brings a 
number of internal opportunities and benefits 
for organisations, which include:

•  A framework for analysis: the Code 
provides a comprehensive overview of the 
human resources issues affecting agencies 
in relief and development.

•  The identification of gaps: the 
implementation process may identify gaps 
in policies, practice, training or monitoring.

•  Prioritisation: by focusing on seven 
principles, the Code helps to categorise 
issues under key areas of HRM and 
prioritise workplans accordingly.

•  Stakeholder participation: staff are involved 
in the process and will feel that their voice 
is being heard.

•  Collaboration: implementation requires 
human resources and operational staff 
to work together; and all implementing 
organisation benefit from the experiences 
of others. 

Consistently high numbers of our members 
(79 per cent in 2013) have told us that 
they have found the Code to be a valuable 
resource. It has been shown to have 
had a significant impact upon individual 
organisations which have engaged with 
it (Crowe Clark Whitehill 2011). HIJRA, a 
Kenya-based organisation, used the Code 
to improve performance in HR and its case 
study illustrates the impact this had on the 
organisation specifically in terms of staff 
retention (see page 83). 

Implementing the Code communicates 
some important messages for the 
organisation. It tells staff and volunteers 
that the organisation is serious about 
listening to their views and about improving 
the ways in which it supports them. It 
also tells the wider community, including 
peers, donors and beneficiaries, that the 
organisation is following a standard which is 
widely recognised in the sector. 
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Some INGOs have extended 
implementation of the Code to their 
partners. Oxfam Novib has shared the 
implications, challenges and opportunities 
that it encountered when it sought to 
extend the Code to its partner organisations 
(see page 86), and offers guidance to 
other organisations which are considering 
embarking on a similar journey. 

In 2011-12, ActionAid, the global federation 
with its HQ in Africa, restructured to enable 
it to deliver on its new international strategy. 
HR became an integral part of organisational 
effectiveness but there was less clarity about 
the quality of HR across the federation. To 

ensure alignment to ActionAid’s Global HR 
Standards, the federation embarked on a 
challenging journey to audit HR and gain 
the first People In Aid Quality Mark across 
its affiliates as well as developing its own 
HR Audit Toolkit (see page 85). The link to 
the communities it works with was made 
clear by the Chief Executive: “Overall we 
recognise that the better we manage people, 
the more effective our overall impact is. 
Signing up to the Code demonstrates the 
value we place on our staff and recognises 
the role they play in achieving our vision, 
mission and values.”

Committed to the People In Aid Code
HIJRA, Somalia

Humanitarian Initiative Just Relief Aid (HIJRA) is an NGO founded in 1992. HIJRA Somalia 
has implemented a range of programmes from humanitarian relief and recovery to 
development programmes, mainly in South Central Somalia. With the outbreak of the civil 
war in 1991, most of the qualified and experienced people left Somalia. Staff recruitment 
and retention became a major challenge for organisations like HIJRA with limited funding. 
Since 2000 HIJRA has expanded its programmes tremendously. It is now able to offer 
stable employment for some positions, although many are still funded by short-term 
projects. 

The organisation established an HR Department to manage its human resources 
effectively. It established that retention was affected, amongst other things, by: 

•  poor remuneration due to unstable funding from the donor community;

•  lack of learning, training and staff development;

•  weak HR systems; 

•  lack of staff recognition; 

•  the absence of salary scales;

•  no adherence to qualifications and experience impacted negatively on staff wanting to 
remain in HIJRA for a longer duration – therefore they looked to other organisations for 
career progression; and

•  lack of staff policies and practices.

To address these staff retention problems, it was critical that the new HR Department 
had the full support of senior management, and the new HR strategy became an integral 
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part of HIJRA’s overall strategic plan. A primary objective of the HR strategy was to 
obtain internationally recognised human resource accreditation, so HIJRA began to 
implement the People In Aid Code. 

The following initiatives were implemented: new staff policies and practices; an employee 
survey; employee recognition initiatives; improved compensation packages; and 
encouragement of personal growth via training and development programmes.

Subsequently, HIJRA has seen a number of significant changes:

•  Improved staff relations and a reduction in recruitment costs.

•  Improvements in both staff morale and donor confidence and support to the 
organisation. This has resulted in significantly increased motivation and engagement 
levels among all employees.

•  The creation of an HR manual and its subsequent implementation has resulted in better 
understanding of staff job obligations and enhanced teamwork. 

•  Listening is key to staff retention. Conducting the employee survey and developing action 
plans for the survey findings reassured employees at all levels that HIJRA is committed to a 
continuous improvement programme.

•  Succession planning and career progression: key skills, knowledge, experience and ideas 
remain within the organisation.

According to HR Manager Mohammed Ibrahim Nur: “Where employees feel safe, they will 
tell you what’s on their minds, whether they are planning to try something else. Your work 
culture must foster trust for successful two-way communication. Above all, look at the 
remuneration aspect of your employees, based on the market needs for comfortable living. 
Clear staff policies and practices, personal growth and professional development, recognition 
and communication are three basics in employee retention. These three practices, which are 
also highlighted in People In Aid’s Code of Good Practice, are the initiatives that led HIJRA to 
retain its best talented employees successfully.”

Read the full case study at: www.peopleinaid.org/resources/casestudies.aspx.
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Implementing an HR audit
Leigh Thornycroft, HR Project Coordinator, ActionAid International, South Africa

ActionAid is a global federation, working in over 45 countries with its head office in Africa. 
Its International Secretariat underwent a restructure in 2011-12 to enable it to deliver 
on its new international strategy. Through this restructure, HR became an integral part 
of Organisational Effectiveness, focusing on key projects to enhance the value of its HR 
capacity, systems, policies and processes. 

The International Secretariat was unsure of the standard and quality of the HR policies, 
practices and procedures across the federation. The organisation needed to ensure that 
these were aligned to ActionAid’s Global HR Standards (which are themselves aligned to 
People In Aid’s Code of Good Practice), and that they adhered to local labour laws.

To address this, while also working towards People In Aid Accreditation across the whole 
federation, ActionAid developed an HR Audit Toolkit. “The People In Aid HR Audit Toolkit 
was a fabulous resource to use as a starting point on this project,” explains Leigh. “It 
gave good instructions, clear questions and had a succinct layout for us to follow and 
adapt to our specific needs.”

ActionAid now has a structured and industry-tested way of reviewing HR-related issues 
across the federation, which helps to create consistency and better accountability.

“Looking at HR audit areas through staff surveys helps us to examine the HR practices 
in reality through the lenses of our employees. This HR audit tool uses different means 
of verifications by a professional HR auditor to come out with a final score that is based 
on factual evidence and can then be used for benchmarking of different countries and 
regions across ActionAid.”
HROD Country Coordinator, Asia

“The need for an HR audit cannot be over-emphasised if we really believe that our human 
capital is the most cherished and valued resource of the organisation; and the HR Audit 
Toolkit is apt for the task as it ensures confidentiality and inclusiveness, authenticity and 
validity.”
HROD Manager, Ghana

According to Leigh: “The HR Audit Toolkit provides a mechanism that we can use 
to systematically collect and collate information about the ‘health’ of HR across the 
federation on a biannual basis. It will highlight areas of both strength and weakness and 
encourage collaborative working among ActionAid’s HROD Managers. It will also feed 
into HR work plans and ensure that our country directors and senior management teams 
are involved in, and take responsibility for, the management of our staff.”

Read the full case study at: www.peopleinaid.org/resources/casestudies.aspx. 
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Extending the Code into partner organisations
Frans Pakvis, International HR Advisor, Oxfam Novib, The Netherlands

Oxfam Novib is one of the 14 national affiliates of the Oxfam International Confederation. 
Partner organisations are screened in advance of cooperation before they gain access to 
donor programmes or money. Sometimes the state of their HR activity is part of that pre-
entry screening. As the Code recognises, HR is key for an organisation but extending that 
line to partner organisations is not always so easy. As Frans explains: “Although the Code 
is a globally recognised and valued standard to guide design and implementation of an 
HR policy, when implementing it at a partner level in the field, we had to ask ourselves:

•  Can we ask for the Code to be implemented?

•  If so, how and to what extent? 

•  Knowing that HR capacity and knowledge have their limits in fragile states or have 
strong cultural differences, should we compromise on our HR principles?

•  Are we imposing too much of a ‘northern’ view on HR?” 

Oxfam Novib found that, technically, implementing the Code was not the main challenge: 
more often it was the softer side of things like management style, fair recruitment and 
generally accepted behaviour, etc. “These all had the potential to bring us into conflict,” 
says Frans, “especially if we demand that partners accept the Code as a condition 
for cooperation.” He offers the following suggestions which proved to work in finding 
common ground on how to implement the Code’s HR principles, taking into account both 
differing cultures and expectations:

•  Awareness of possible differences of opinion about implementation of the Code and 
highlighting them.

•  Recognition and mutual acceptance of possible differences.

•  Building on respect for each other’s view.

•   Organising awareness workshops with senior management involvement and HR 
practitioners.

•  After-care and continued (online) support.

•  Organising workshops and peer meetings to facilitate the above.

•  Being clear that compromise will not be tolerated on a number of principles like fair 
management, transparency, equity, child protection and more.

According to Frans: “This study taught us to be aware of the needs of partners and to 
take the effect HR has seriously. To be clear on mutual differences without compromising 
is possible! The focus should always be on mutual interests – in having sound HR 
capacity at a grass-roots level.”

Read the full case study at: www.peopleinaid.org/resources/casestudies.aspx.
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Exploring HR’s impact 
We have noted that standards to help 
organisations manage their staff and HR 
matters effectively are widespread. We 
have offered some methods for looking 
at the business case for investing in HR 
activities. We have looked at evaluation 
in the organisation by People In Aid, and 
inadequately in the field by evaluations. 
Finally, we will look at how HR, good or 
bad, can and does have an impact on 
programme work, and how our sector can 
work harder on this. 

The aid sector assumes a strong link 
between the work we do and the impact 
and change our efforts will have in the 
communities we serve. Whether it is a 
donor providing funding, an organisation 
building a well in the right place, or HR 
equipping staff with the right skills to build 
the well, ultimately our shared outcomes are 
focused on the change we want to see in 
the communities in which we work.

In HR terms this contribution takes many 
forms – from recruiting the right people, job 
design, training, performance management 
and developing leaders to learning from 
exiting staff. And it is this HR contribution 
that more and more actors now seek to 
link to positive or negative impacts on 
communities. 

Despite programme-level evaluations being 
around for many years, evaluating HR is 
less systematic and arguably less robust, so 
too little is still known about how HR really 
influences the effectiveness and impact of 
aid. Evaluations and consultations have 
generally identified negative impacts of HR. 

In general, recipients appreciate aid 
linked to specific impacts. “Many people 
tell positive stories about specific projects, 
individual staff, or special planning or 
decision-making processes that they credit 
with achieving what they hoped for,” report 
Anderson et al. (2012). We have collected 
a number of examples (from People In Aid’s 
own research, HAP, ALNAP, The Listening 
Project and others) which link aspects of HR 
to programme impact. 

The majority of them demonstrate the 
negative impact of poor HR on programmes:

•  High staff turnover is found to frequently 
undermine programme effectiveness. 
In almost every case it has a negative 
impact on programmes, making it difficult 
to cultivate a professional workforce, and 
disrupting teams and corporate memory.

•  Communities told People In Aid, during 
the drought response in the Horn of 
Africa (2012), about the negative effects 
of: nepotism and political interference in 
recruitment; high staff turnover leading 
to programme discontinuity and lack of 
knowledge; inadequate staff awareness 
(giving rise to problems of gender 
insensitivity, for example); and poor staff 
knowledge (they were unaware of local 
issues, had limited contextual knowledge 
and did not speak the local language).

•  Poor pay, terms and conditions — most 
often for national staff — are found to 
have a negative impact on staff and 
programmes. 

Being more informed in our reward 
policy helps us ensure that we have 

the right staff to work with older people.”
Martha Newman, Head of HR, HelpAge International
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•  Slow recruitment of key staff in 
emergencies and inflexible practices can 
hinder operations, and when INGOs bring 
in staff from other regions or countries this 
causes significant loss of trust amongst the 
local community. 

•  Poor recruitment and leadership 
undermined impact in an African 
programme: an interim country director 
was recruited in a rush, deployed to 
the capital city but refused to go to the 
field base, and the local team was not 
empowered to implement the activities 
thus leading to a month’s delay.

•  Learning, training and competency gaps 
are also linked with poor effectiveness, 
with a lack of language skills or contextual 
knowledge causing a net decrease in 
impact. The lack of ability to communicate 
totally impedes aid effectiveness (Russ 

2014), and multiple handbooks, indicators 
and approaches lead to confusion and 
inconsistent application of standards.

•  High levels of stress and poor living 
conditions are found to have seriously 
impacted the ability of staff to perform 
their duties. Chronic stress, often a result 
of environmental stressors, is thought to 
impact the effectiveness and efficiency of 
service delivery (Welton-Mitchell 2013). 
Further examples are given in the HR’s 
Quality section (see Principle 7, pages 60-
66).

However, there are examples of the positive 
impact of good HR on programmes:

•  HAP has asserted positive impacts from 
staff acting accountably to beneficiaries.

•  The Listening Project sees positive 
impacts from staff taking time to listen and 
work with aid recipients, and concludes 
that: “People matter, and the staff of 
international and local aid agencies shape 
people’s experiences with international 
assistance efforts.”

•  Although insecurity has a negative 
influence on effectiveness when it leads 
to reduced presence in countries such 
as Afghanistan, Pakistan and Somalia, 
maintaining a presence through risk 
management influences effectiveness 
positively (Egeland et al. 2011).

•  Robust reference-checking at Oxfam GB 
ensured the humanitarian programme 
identified three applicants that should not 
be hired for reasons related to preventing 
sexual exploitation or abuse.

•  An INGO consortium, the CBHA, reported 
direct impact on beneficiaries from 
management development courses. These 

We can often easily see where 
poor people management may 

have contributed to poor delivery, but 
very rarely can we see how good people 
management contributed to good delivery 
because the measures aren’t there at the 
beginning. I would love to see us start to 
identify evidence of the impact of good 
people management through future 
implementations of the Core Humanitarian 
Standard on Quality and Accountability. I’m 
really excited about it: it’s the beginning of a 
journey!”
Jacquie Heany, Director of Organisational Development 
and People, CAFOD
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included better contextual understanding 
through a ‘stakeholder influence matrix’, 
and various activities that involved the 
communities as partners, such as proposal 
writing, confidence-building and baseline 
assessments. Application of humanitarian 
principles and standards was another 
outcome, while improved capacity and 
leadership at national level emerged as a 
strong benefit. 

•  A former guerrilla fighter in East Africa 
told the Centre for Creative Leadership (a 
leadership development provider): “Where 
you come from, this leadership training 
may result in better management and 
better business practices. But here, this 
teaching has the potential to save lives […] 
If they heard today what you were teaching 
us, I believe we could end many of these 
conflicts.”

In broader HRM research, direct 
linkage between HRM practices and 
organisational financial performance 
has always been a matter of concern, 
but uncertainty endures about HRM 
and its impact. In an authoritative overview, 
Guest (2011) concludes that HRM research 
is riddled with errors in data and outcomes, 
leaving room for considerable doubt about 
processes at play and perhaps hiding 
the size of any true effect. Another review 
finds that not a single HRM practice has 
a direct causal relationship to financial 
performance – instead, it finds 40 indirect 
paths originating from HR practices leading 
to organisational financial performance (Paul 
and Anantharaman 2003). One cautionary 
case study finds attaching greater importance 
to the HR department linked with high-level 
financial performance but, at the same time, 
observed declining employee commitment 
and morale (Hailey et al. 2005). 
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Measuring HR’s 
impact 
Examples like the ones in the previous 
section demonstrate links between 
HR and its impact on organisations’ 
effectiveness. It is more obvious in areas 
such as preventing fraud and corruption, and 
ensuring child protection. But there aren’t 
enough examples, and many are anecdotal 
with a lack of hard evidence to substantiate 
them. Some of the examples offered link HR 
practices with better programme quality as 
a result of workforce planning, recruitment 
of local experts, reward policies, and 
performance management. People In Aid 
has developed a Results Chain (see below) 
which links HR with impact on communities 
and beneficiary populations. 

We have embarked on a pilot project with 
two organisations to test the premise that 
good HR leads to good quality programmes. 
The project will look at baselines in HR 
practices and programme quality and 
conduct a longitudinal study of the changes 
arising from the implementation of HR 
policies and practices. The aim over the next 
few years will be to: measure the impact of 
good PM on programme quality; develop 
some simple-to-use tools to help HR and 
evaluators measure impact; and provide 
some qualitative and quantitative evidence 
for the business case for HR, thereby 
encouraging greater application of good 
practice.

The People In 
Aid Code of 

Good Practice

People In Aid activities Aid organisation activities

Better people 
management 

in aid 
organisations

Impact of better management on organisations

Benefits on aid outcomes of improved management

More 
effective 

and efficient 
delivery of aid

aid 
outcomes

Impact

Reso
urce

s Services

NetworksEv
ents

Impact on organisations

People In Aid’s Results Chain
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This note intends to raise some of the 
issues related to HR which an evaluator 
comes across during professional 
practice, and is aimed at sharing 
experiences and perspectives while 
examining broader interests. It is not 
intended to provide exhaustive data 
or evidence on the subject. Should 
some of the aspects identified become 
relevant for further in-depth exploration, 
additional research could be carried out 
accordingly. 

Evaluators of humanitarian action 
(encompassing projects and programmes, 
country portfolios, action plans, etc.) are 
asked to judge the achievement of intended 
results based on available data and solid 
evidence. A theory of change is articulated 
and logical links between the components 
of the chain are assessed. Evaluators 
dive into matrices where inputs, outputs, 
processes, outcomes, milestones and 
final results are dissected. Conclusions 
are drawn and recommendations follow. 
This comprehensive exercise is meant to 
provide stakeholders (managers, donors, 
constituencies, etc.) with the elements 
necessary to pass judgment on ‘how’, 
‘what’ and ‘when’ practices work well, less 
well, or do not work at all. Solid arguments 
are built in order to help decision-makers 
improve performance, thus enabling detailed 
plans to follow.

However, something is usually missing. 
If we agree upon the assumption that 
human resources are critical to getting 
things working, and should this assumption 
be considered, a black hole unfolds on 
the average Terms of Reference (ToR) for 
evaluations. Beyond the usual mention 
under the classical evaluation criterion of 
efficiency (e.g. “Are the financial and human 
resources adequate?”), little is asked about 
the number, quality, adequacy (in terms 
of adequate skills and knowledge) and 
engagement (motivation) of the human 
workforce involved in a humanitarian 
response. 

This may be related to two factors: 

•  The complexity of the issue: An external 
evaluator is badly placed to judge HR 
recruiting processes, the criteria selected 
to determine adequacy for the job or 
retribution, etc. Are evaluators (either 
all-purpose evaluators or specialised 
sector evaluators) prepared to deal with 
HR complexities? Can they judge HR 
selection processes? How can they assess 
the adequacy of salaries and benefits? 
Is staff satisfaction any of the evaluators’ 
business?

•  Reluctance to show/share internal, and 
sometimes opaque, processes: These 
may include compromises made to hire 
staff who have to be relocated, as well as 

An Evaluation 
Perspective of HR Issues 
in Humanitarian Action
Guest Author: Ricardo Sole, dahlia (Development and Humanitarian 
Learning in Action)
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occasionally non-transparent recruitment 
processes, given that NGOs especially, but 
not exclusively, are traditionally vulnerable 
to pressure from boards, donors and wider 
constituencies. The bottom line is held to 
be: “If we get results, the issue of HR loses 
relevance from an evaluation point of view.” 
But is this really so? 

The outcome, irrespective of the factors 
leading to it, is that very few references to 
HR aspects and related recommendations 
seem to be included in evaluation reports. 
Essentially, the evidence of rapid turnover 
in specific crises is the more frequently 
mentioned fact: the evaluator is a particular 
victim of turnover and tends to highlight it, 
e.g. direct evidence or information of the 
period to be evaluated is often missing 
because staff members have already left, etc. 

Sometimes an evaluator in the field comes 
across poor teams, weak professionals, 
demotivated individuals and offices 
performing inadequately. He/she would 
normally reflect these shortcomings in his/
her report, typically in the draft version. 
Explanations and justifications provided 
will usually identify these shortcomings 
as being the consequence of exceptional 
circumstances, or a systemic problem may 
be acknowledged (e.g. “We cannot find 
competent French-speaking staff” for the 
response to the Sahel nutritional crisis). 
Assuming that, by default, managers are 
not prone to question their workforce in the 
presence of strangers (they handle HR as 
internal family issues), building on an in-
depth analysis of HR becomes unrealistic if 
not clearly explicit in both the ToR and the 
evaluation exercise as a whole. 

As long as overall outcomes are acceptable, 
or the causes of shortfalls are related to 
conspicuous reasons (e.g. security, lack 
of access, logistical collapse, lack of 
funds, etc.), the evaluator loses ground 
so as to drive a general conclusion on HR 
drawbacks. A limited recommendation on 
improving specific aspects in particular 
situations (e.g. a specific field office, a 
particular personality conflict, a problem 
in the reporting chain or in the chain of 
command, etc.) will be the only mention in 
an evaluation report to address potentially 
dangerous systemic situations. 

There appears to be a structural flaw in 
addressing HR issues in humanitarian 
action evaluations, and that is the lack of 
a defined professional career. Evidently, 
the humanitarian world encourages 
professionalism, but it seems that more 
traction, engagement and commitment 
from both donors and constituencies will 
be required in this regard. The current 
weak regulatory framework, the lack of 
overall accreditation or certification for 
professionals, and the weak association 
network all lead to poor articulation of HR 
issues in the evaluation exercise, since those 
basic points of reference remain weak. 

In some cases, the formulation of 
organisational aims and a sense of mission 
will provide the necessary ‘umbrella’ or alibi 
for aid workers to justify their commitment, 
prioritising it over a clear professional 
validation of competencies. In such cases, 
goodwill would cover up inadequacies and 
organisations may seem ready to absorb 
the inefficiencies of HR performance by 
enhancing volunteer contributions, which 
do not always translate into effectiveness. 
Here the differentiation between ‘attitudinal’ 
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versus ‘structural’ professionalism applies.34  
Both components should be present, yet in 
many instances attitudinal professionalism 
overrides the structural component of 
adequate skills and capacities.  

On the other hand, professionalism has 
made substantial headway, especially in 
large multinational organisations. However, 
there are side-effects related to HR issues 

in those cases, as these become diluted 
in considerations of internal promotion or 
complex internal procedures. Consequently, 
the sense of mission suffers. Large agencies 
tend to behave like corporations, with 
additional layers of vested interests. Staff 
members are recruited in the context of 
internal professional careers and progress 
on the promotion ladder becomes the 
priority. Personal commitment to results 

Evaluating in surge situations
In the evaluation of humanitarian action, the metrics of HR are essentially limited to the 
timeliness for the mobilisation of staff in emergency situations. Specific procedures to 
mobilise staff in emergencies are developed and become benchmarks. For example, 
following the earthquake in Haiti in January 2010 and the subsequent urgent need to 
deploy large numbers of high calibre staff in the field, UNICEF’s DHR re-established a 
dedicated emergency unit and introduced an emergency recruitment process in May of 
the same year. Based on the experience gained through the application of this process 
in Haiti, in December 2010 UNICEF promulgated their ‘Recruitment and Staffing in 
Emergency Situations’ (known as the ‘Fast Track’) as the main policy guiding the modus 
operandi for the recruitment and deployment of staff in humanitarian crises. The Fast 
Track allows offices facing emergencies to limit and accelerate certain recruitment 
procedures and completely skip some of the steps required in regular processes. The 
main principle of the policy is “agility within the bounds of compliance”, aiming at fulfilling 
the organisation’s needs for the rapid deployment of fixed-term staff in emergencies 
without compromising quality. Indicators of the process are defined, allowing for some 
sort of assessment of the HR system’s performance. This enabled a limited assessment 
in the case of the Rea-Time Evaluation (RTE) of the Horn of Arica, the Real-Time 
Independent Assessment (RTIA) of UNICEF’s Sahel response, and the Mali RTE. 
Basically, the adaptation of HR to emergencies becomes a question of the number of 
staff, and the timeliness of deployment, but little is known about adequacy and the level 
of staff satisfaction with the outcome. 

It must be noted that this policy has been reviewed in a learning approach that reveals a 
commitment to improvement. The Fast Track Procedure Review (FTPR review, UNICEF 
2013), commissioned by UNICEF to analyse the implementation of this policy between 
2010 and 2012, compares quantitative and qualitative data relative to other recruitment 
processes, investigates the policy’s efficiency and effectiveness, and analyses associated 
risks.

34  Concepts in: Hall, Richard H. (1968) “Professionalization and Bureaucratization.” American Sociological Review, 33(1): 92-104, cited in “Professionalizing the Humanitarian Sector, a 
Scoping Study,” by Peter Walker, Feinstein International Center, Tufts University and Catherine Russ, RedR UK, Report commissioned by ELRHA, April 2010.
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becomes a secondary concern, while HR 
as a critical tool to achieve results dissolves 
into the organisational architecture within 
which programming, M&E systems, and 
the evaluation of programmes and projects 
become the tools to which performance 
is referred. HR evaluation mechanisms 
are beyond the scope of the external or 
independent evaluations of programmes and 
projects in humanitarian action.

The establishment of objective and 
transparent systems, even if cumbersome, 
as well as attempts to facilitate quick 
deployments, will not always improve 
recruitment processes.  Certain oversights 
have been identified in some of the 
evaluations carried out recently. Examples 
refer to forcing recruitment processes 
to allow for ad hoc solutions in order to 
recruit staff for abolished posts within 
an organisation, or the case of a newly-
appointed manager in a crisis country who 
brought along old acquaintances from a 
previous assignment. Intangible factors 
such as loyalty, previous experience in 
similar situations, capacity in dealing with 
the different layers of the organisation, etc. 
can justify apparently arbitrary decisions in 
many cases, but can be counterproductive 
in an emergency. These may prove to be a 
cause of delays and could potentially impact 
negatively on the overall transparency of 
the recruitment process. Only independent 
evaluations can provide proof of adequacy 
and success, and this should be addressed 
through a better definition of what should be 
looked at in terms of HR issues. 

Large agencies overcome the limitations 
of their cumbersome and dense systems 
through the establishment of agreements 
with other organisations, known as ‘standby 
partners’, which provide HR on call. Once 
again, the attitudinal element weights more 

heavily than the solid professional approach. 
These ‘standby partners’ are somewhat 
difficult to integrate into the HR management 
of recipient agencies. Not infrequently, 
their adequacy for the post proves to be 
weak, which becomes difficult to address 
if an evaluation raises the question: “Is 
this something the recipient agency can 
do something about?” Normally, agencies 
merely hope that their next ‘standby partner’ 
will be more adequate and do a better 
job. The underlying factor here may be the 
lack of an articulated professional career 
for emergency specialists. A good cluster 
lead is melted down to an available cluster 
lead, while the quality of staff and their 
performance records are not sufficiently 
taken into account when mobilising 
resources for the next catastrophe. 
Although this ‘standby partner’ approach 
could potentially be a very good option 
for collaborative efforts, it would appear 
already advisable to undertake some form 
of evaluation to identify weaknesses and 
highlight ways to improve the mechanism. 

HR is usually addressed, in the usual 
evaluation’s ‘theory of change’, as inputs 
necessary for obtaining desired outcomes. 
In some cases, the assumption held is that 
if financial resources are made available, HR 
will be mobilised. No question is raised, nor 
any interest made explicit, as to the issues 
that ultimately affect performance, such as 
the adequacy of HR, forms of mobilisation or 
the quality of contracts, for example.

HR is viewed as part of the operational 
capacity of a response. The main challenge 
in the context of humanitarian response is 
the need to adapt HR to sudden demands. 
It is likely that there are other, more 
complex, factors which facilitate or impair 
the adequate use of inputs. HR constitutes 
an associated, and necessary, factor linked 
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to assumptions (that adequate and high-
quality staff are recruited), rather than to 
a simplistic efficiency element, perhaps 
from the manufacturing industry. How to 
design an adequate evaluation framework 
to engage and interact with HR in the 
evaluation exercise of a programme remains 
a challenge. Moreover, HR constitutes a 
dimension in the theory of change with 
regards to ‘where we want to go’ and ‘what 
we want to achieve’.  

However, it is difficult for an evaluation of a 
humanitarian response to attribute a given 
level of influence to HR factors in terms of 
the achievement of results. This becomes a 
hidden factor in most production scenarios, 
wherein HR is asked to comply with its 
duties to assure that activities are ongoing 
and progressing towards intended results. 
Contextual factors normally overshadow the 
significance of HR. Local capacity limitations, 
logistical problems, issues of access to 
affected populations and so forth are usually 
prominent factors in this regard. However, 
working in difficult environments and facing 
unexpected challenges require HR to provide 
more flexibility, creativity and capacity to 
adapt than in an average company. This fact 
is rarely evaluated. 

Furthermore, information on HR in terms of 
the number of staff recruited, performance 
records, staff evaluation forms and internal 
memos, etc. is usually not provided. It is 
also worth noting that internal recruiting and 
promotion processes are complex and not 
well understood by evaluators (clarifications 
are usually given when the draft report raises 
issues related to HR). Moreover, aid workers 
are never asked if they are happy, if they think 
they will remain in the programme, or what 
concerns should be addressed in order to 
improve their wellbeing and enhance their 
productivity. General evaluative experience 
supports the contention that staffing problems 

(e.g. frustration over promotion procedures, 
conflicts due to the lack of professional 
capacity of a section chief or the poor quality 
of ‘standby partners’, etc.) are kept confidential 
and not disclosed to external eyes or ears. 
Yet if a staff member raises his/her frustration 
and  blames colleagues or even management, 
this becomes embarrassing for an evaluator, 
who is caught out without adequate tools or 
evaluation frameworks in place for internal 
quarrels that should not influence his/her task. 

Proposed ways ahead: 
•  Better define, in the ToR for evaluations, 

the need to assess aspects  (dimensions) 
of HR that are critical to the operation, i.e. 
adequacy in terms of the number, quality, 
performance and satisfaction of staff 
should be part of an external evaluation.

•  An HR reference framework needs to be 
defined, containing standard criteria and 
indicators. This should not be intended to 
allow for comparison, but rather to assure 
some sort of measuring of adequacy 
against agreed or generally accepted 
benchmarks.

•  Ensure the availability of specific 
information for the evaluation of HR in 
an operation. This should go further than 
merely tracking HR processes (delays 
and time involved) –  it should also look at 
adequacy including: 

•  Information on transparent recruitment 
procedures and records of recruitment 
assessments: this information could be 
used if relevant when carrying out an 
evaluation.

•  Information on job descriptions of the staff 
involved. 

•  Performance evaluation records of the 
staff: evaluation of performance should 
be made available in a format that allows 
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for an overview of HR performance and 
adequacy.

•  Some sort of capacity/tools to interview 
staff about their satisfaction and 
aspirations should be guaranteed. 

•  Ensure that management response 
formats include actions for HR managers 
and that recommendations about HR are 
part of the evaluation report. 
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4. Recommendations 

Overview
Different readers will take different learnings 
from this State of HR 2014 report. The 
premise, using the People In Aid Code 
as a framework, is that the effectiveness 
and positive impact of humanitarian 
and development work relies on staff 
and volunteers, and the extent to which 
organisations support and manage them 
well. Without this, organisations are less 
effective and the quality of their programmes 
may be poorer. Some of the findings re-
emphasise messages that People In Aid 
has promoted for years. If you are confident 
that your organisation has acted on these 
messages, then we would now ask you to 
measure the impact of that work.

The State of HR 2014 demonstrates that:

•  The aid sector is facing global 
development, humanitarian and aid 
challenges that defy old assumptions.

•  Organisational effectiveness and 
performance is enhanced most, perhaps, 
by staff and leaders themselves.

•  There is too little evidence of organisations 
in the sector measuring the impact and 
return on investment for HR, despite staff-
related costs being a high proportion of 
overall programme costs.

•  There are practical steps organisations 
and individuals can take to address the 
challenges presented, based on good 
practice from each other, and from outside 
the sector.

Sector
For our sector, there is a clear message that 
collaboration, sharing and learning from 
others are key. 

•  Learn from Outside: We should look 
for solutions and good practices from 
other sectors. What works in one sector, 
perhaps with some adaptation, will work in 
ours. Experiences from within the private 
sector, the public sector, the military and 
the wider third sector are offered in this 
report. Collaboration with other sectors 
could fuel new learning and innovations.

•  Better Together. We should continue to 
foster collaboration within our sector. Many 
examples have been presented which 
demonstrate the benefits already gained 
from this, from simple sharing of policies 
and practices and benchmarking, to 
shared work and consortia initiatives. 

Organisations
For organisations, it is critical that they are 
flexible, adopting new thinking and actions. 
An organisation’s ability to deliver its mission 
lies in its key asset: its people. It has a 
need to establish, improve and measure 
the strategies, policies and practices that 
support that asset.

•  Human resources must be an integral part 
of the organisation’s strategic planning.

•  Organisations must examine the 
connection between HR/PM practices and 
the quality of field programmes.
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•  Evaluators must be invited to address HR 
and people management issues and draw 
conclusions which can be used to improve 
programme effectiveness.

•  Organisations should have a good 
understanding of the psychological 
contract with staff and, particularly, with 
volunteers.

•  Employee communications plans should 
incorporate a range of tools, methods and 
channels. Clear communication is critical 
for staff engagement.

•  Staff engagement should be treated 
less as a process and more as a way 
of ensuring commitment, motivation, 
retention and productivity. An engaged 
workforce is one that will deliver results.

•  Organisations must have effective 
development programmes in place for their 
current and future managers, who have 
a role to play in creating and sustaining a 
high-performance culture. Organisations 
should be developing engaging and 
empowering leaders.

•  Organisations should also consider 
whether it is better to hire talent from 
outside or whether there are more 
opportunities to develop it from within.

•  Organisations should be proactive in 
introducing and measuring staff wellbeing 
programmes, and in having security 
measures in place, especially for national 
staff. 

HR practitioners
There are recommendations, examples 
of best practice and references to tools 
provided within Section 2 on HR Quality 
which will assist HR practitioners in their 
day-to-day operational management. 
They are not repeated here. Instead the 
recommendations below focus on the 

‘bigger picture’ and the need for HR to 
make a contribution to addressing the 
challenges, against which its effectiveness 
and contribution to the organisation can be 
measured.

•  HR practitioners should recognise their 
potential as an agent for change both 
within and beyond their organisation. 

•  HR leaders must understand the 
external factors driving change within our 
sector, and help predict and guide their 
organisation’s response.

•  HR practitioners should build their 
networks and their experience of the 
organisation’s field work.

•  HR leaders must ensure that HR is part of 
strategic planning.

•  HR must focus on impact-orientated 
and mission-focussed metrics, and be 
systematic about measuring the impact 
and return on investment of HR activities 
such as learning and development.

•  HR practitioners should consider the value 
of new developments, innovations and 
practical ideas mentioned throughout this 
report, from our own and other sectors, for 
their organisations.

And finally…
The picture which the State of HR 2014 
presents to HR leaders, HR practitioners 
and organisation leaders across the sector 
is an incredibly positive one. From reading 
this report you will, we hope, recognise 
some of the priorities for your organisation. 
The issues raised and recommendations 
offered are a starting point. We hope that 
they will contribute to a continued discussion 
as we collectively move forward to improve 
our performance as a sector. People In Aid 
exists to support you in the actions that you 
may need to take.
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