
THE STATE 
OF THE 
HUMANITARIAN 
SYSTEM 2018

 
INCEPTION REPORT
Working document  |  April 2017



Contents

1. Summary and Aims         3

2. Research Framework         4

a. Research questions         4

b. Secondary question related to the World Humanitarian Summit    4

c.	 Unit	of	analysis:	definition	of	the	international	humanitarian	system	 	 	5

3. Analytical Structure         7

a.  Performance criteria         7

b. Crisis types          8

4. Analytical framework         9

5.	 Description	of	Research	Components	and	Key	Deliverables		 	 	 19

a.	 Descriptive	statistics	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 19

b.	 Financial	flows	to	humanitarian	emergencies:	2015–2017	 	 	 	 19

c.	 Recipients	of	financial	flows:	2015	–	2017		 	 	 	 	 20

d.	 Organisational	mapping	and	analysis	 	 	 	 	 	 22

e.	 Evaluation	synthesis	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 22

f.	 Literature	review		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 25

g.	 Global	aid	practitioner	survey		 	 	 	 	 	 	 26

h.	 Aid	recipient	surveys		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 27

i.	 Key	informant	interviews	 	 	 	 	 	 	 27

j. Field case studies        31

k. World Humanitarian Summit outcomes and performance     33

6.	 Final	Report	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 36

7. Timeline          37

8.	 Management	Arrangements		 	 	 	 	 	 	 37

Annexes          39



SOHS 2018 INCEPTION REPORT  3  

1. Summary and Aims 

Following	the	publication	of	the	2015	SOHS	report	this	inception	report	sets	out	the	goals	and	scope	

of	research	for	the	2018	edition	and	details	its	methodological	approach.	It	incorporates	the	findings	

from	a	conference	set	up	to	review	the	methodologies	used	in	the	2015	edition,	as	well	as	other	

lessons	learned	from	previous	after-action	reviews.

The	2018	edition	will	assess	performance	over	the	period	January	2015–December	2017.	It	will	also	

compare	its	findings	with	the	three	previous	editions,	in	order	to	capture	key	trends	covering	a	10-

year	period.	The	2018	SOHS	report	will	therefore	provide	an	up-to-date	assessment	of	the	size	and	

shape	of	the	humanitarian	system	and	its	current	performance;	and	also	a	retrospective	picture	of	key	

trends	and	changes	that	have	taken	place	over	the	last	decade.

To	ensure	that	the	report	is	as	readable	and	useful	as	possible,	a	few	small	but	important	

modifications	have	been	made.	First,	in	order	to	make	clear	the	parameters	and	scope	of	the	

report,	the	study	team	has	developed	a	precise	definition	of	the	unit	of	analysis	–	the	international	

humanitarian	system.	In	addition,	it	has	made	changes	and	improvements	to	the	OECD	DAC	

criteria	used	to	assess	performance;	and,	in	response	to	requests	from	readers	of	previous	editions,	the	

methods	used	to	gather	data	from	aid	recipients	have	been	strengthened.	The	study	team	will	also	

seek	to	liaise	with	local	groups	and	organisations	in	the	collection	and	analysis	of	this	data.		

In	view	of	the	commitments	made	at	the	World	Humanitarian	Summit	(WHS),	the	study	team	

will	introduce	and	pilot	a	new	methodology	aimed	at	capturing	outcomes	that	may	be	emerging	

as a result of the reform processes underway. The aim will be to report on whether and how these 

outcomes	are	having	any	impact	on	overall	performance.	

As	with	previous	editions,	the	report	will	be	primarily	descriptive	and	analytical	rather	than	

prescriptive.	It	will	be	based	on	a	robust	and	tested	method	combined	with	the	best	available	

evidence	and,	although	the	analysis	will	reflect	insights	into	the	factors	bringing	about	changes	and	

trends,	the	main	aim	is	not	to	provide	concrete	recommendations	for	change	and	improvement.		

The	SOHS	report	is	intended	as	a	resource	for	all	people	and	organisations	that	work	in,	or	with,	the	

international humanitarian community. 
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1. Research Framework 

a. Research questions

As	with	previous	editions,	the	three	primary	research	questions	for	the	SOHS	are:	

i. To define and describe the architecture of the humanitarian system(s): What are the current 

levels	and	trends	in	funding	flows?	What	is	the	distribution	of	human	and	financial	resources?	

What	are	the	numbers/types	of	agencies?	What	are	the	trends?

ii. To assess the humanitarian caseload: Provide	a	description	of	emergency	responses	–	how	

many?	What	are	the	locations	and	types	of	emergency?	What	are	the	approaches	to	calculating	

a	reasonable	estimate	of	global	beneficiaries?	What	are	the	trends?

iii. To assess performance: How	has	the	humanitarian	system	performed	on	the	basis	of	OECD	

DAC	criteria	(and	potentially	other	criteria	emerging	from	the	WHS	process)?	To	what	degree	

does	performance	differ	from	one	type	of	crisis	to	another?	What	are	the	trends	and	how	does	

this	period	compare	with	previous	periods?	What	are	emerging	key	policy	issues?	

b. Secondary question related to the World Humanitarian Summit

For	the	2018	edition,	the	study	will	also	address	a	secondary	question:	

To what degree have there been changes (outputs or outcomes) in the areas considered 

by the WHS process? How are these changes contributing to the performance of the 

humanitarian system? 

The	study	will	analyse	outcomes	from	on-going	efforts	to	reform	humanitarian	interventions	

related	to	three	themes	derived	from	the	priorities	agreed	at	the	WHS,	the	Grand	Bargain	and	

other	humanitarian	reform	initiatives.	The	themes	are	localisation,	resilience	and	inclusion.	The	

analysis	of	outcomes	will	focus	on	changes	in	attitudes,	behaviour	and	institutional	norms	among	

field-level	boundary	partners	in	their	efforts	to	implement	changes	initiated	at	headquarter	level,	

and	among	those	redesigning	humanitarian	institutions.	

The	analyses	will	reflect	commitments	made	at	the	WHS	for	‘proposed	shifts/changes	in	

direction’.	In	order	to	judge	outcomes	over	time,	the	study	will	look	at	interventions	that	are	likely	

to	have	begun	or	been	designed	before	the	WHS.	As	such,	the	WHS	commitments	will	be	seen	

as	a	touchstone	for	the	study,	but	the	study	will	not	attempt	to	trace	attribution	or	contributions	

from	the	WHS.	Rather,	the	emphasis	will	be	on	areas	where	relatively	concrete	institutional	

outcomes	are	expected	to	be	emerging	at	operational	levels,	which	can	therefore	be	‘harvested’	

through	structured	dialogue	with	humanitarian	practitioners.	
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The	second	method	will	identify	‘progress	markers’	that	will	be	used	as	indicators	for	each	of	the	

five	WHS	commitment	areas	and	map	these	against	the	SOHS	performance	criteria.	This	analysis	

will	complement	the	outcome	mapping	exercise	and	provide	a	bridge	between	this	and	the	main	

performance assessment. 

The	study	team	recognises	that	two	years	is	a	very	short	time	in	which	to	expect	to	see	tangible	

outcomes	on	many	of	the	issues	covered	by	the	WHS.	The	team	also	recognises	that	the	WHS	was	

only	one	milestone	in	a	continuing	reform	process	and	the	outcome	assessment	method	will	therefore	

encompass	outcomes	that	were	emerging	before	the	WHS.

This	focus	on	the	WHS	is	a	new	element	for	the	SOHS,	and	has	yet	to	be	piloted.	ALNAP	will	

therefore	take	an	iterative	approach	to	managing	the	process.	Final	decisions	regarding	whether	to	

integrate	findings	into	the	report	or	present	them	in	a	separate	document	will	be	made	at	a	later	date.	

Guidance	will	be	sought	from	the	SOHS	Methods	Group	and	ODI	specialists	in	outcome	mapping.

c. Unit of analysis: definition of the international humanitarian system 

The	goal	of	the	SOHS	report	is	to	provide	a	longitudinal	analysis	of	the	size,	shape	and	performance	

of	international	humanitarian	assistance.	To	do	this,	it	has	used	the	concept	of	a	‘system’	to	define	its	

unit	of	analysis	over	time.	The	Oxford	English	Dictionary	defines	systems	as	‘a	group	of	interacting,	

interrelated,	or	interdependent	elements	forming	a	complex	whole	working	toward	a	common	set	of	

objectives’.	The	humanitarian	system	is	formed	of	elements	that	have	agency,	and	which	can	respond	

and	change	based	on	their	interactions	with	one	another.	As	such,	it	can	be	understood	as	a	‘complex	

system’.	It	is	non-linear:	the	very	large	number	of	interacting	elements	makes	it	almost	impossible	to	

predict	how	the	system	will	behave.	

It	is	also	emergent:	as	a	result	of	these	interactions,	the	system	itself	may	develop	characteristics	

which	are	the	result	of	multiple	interactions,	but	which	are	more	than	the	sum	of	the	component	

parts. 

Finally,	the	system	is	nested:	it	is	composed	of	elements	(such	as	organisations)	which	themselves	are	

systems,	and	it	sits	within,	and	interacts	with,	larger	national	and	international	systems.	To	provide	

guidance	for	the	research	and	a	clear	understanding	for	users	of	the	report,	the	SOHS	study	team	has	

hitherto	worked	from	an	operational	definition	of	the	humanitarian	system	as:

‘the network of interconnected institutional and operational entities through which 

humanitarian assistance is provided when local and national resources are insufficient to 

meet the needs of a population in crisis.’ (ALNAP SOHS Report 2015: 18)



6  ALNAP  |  WORKING DOCUMENT  |  APRIL 2017

Since	the	last	edition	of	the	report	in	2015,	ALNAP	has	solicited	expert	feedback	and	reflections	

on	whether	the	existing	operational	definition	used	in	the	SOHS	continues	to	fit	our	broader	

theoretical	understanding	of	a	system,	in	response	to	which	we	have	modified	the	operational	

definition	of	the	‘international	humanitarian	system’.	Our	new	definition	is:	

‘The network of inter-connected institutional and operational entities that receive 

funds – directly or indirectly from public donors and private sources, to enhance, 

support or substitute for within-country responses in the provision of humanitarian 

assistance and protection to a population in crisis.’

The	system	as	defined	here	comprises	all	organisational	entities	that	are	funded	specifically	

to	undertake	humanitarian	action,	which	constitutes	their	primary	mandate	or	mission.	

They are operationally or financially related to each other and share common overarching 

goals, norms and principles in humanitarian action. They include: national and international 

NGOs	conducting	humanitarian	activities;	UN	humanitarian	agencies;	the	International	Red	

Cross	and	Red	Crescent	Movement;	and	host-government	agencies	and	authorities,	regional	

intergovernmental	agencies,	government	aid	agencies	and	offices	that	provide	humanitarian	

funding	and	coordination.

As	other	SOHS	studies	have	indicated,	the	shape	and	composition	of	the	humanitarian	system	

is	constantly	changing,	with	an	increasing	diversity	of	new	actors.	The	common overarching 

goals, norms and principles in humanitarian action	are	being	actively	refined	and	in	some	ways	

reassessed in conjunction with the WHS and efforts to operationalise related commitments. 

National	militaries	and	civil	defence	groups,	private-sector	entities,	and	diaspora	groups	can	

also	play	critical	roles	in	humanitarian	responses	and	may	work	in	parallel	to,	and	at	times	in	

coordination	with,	the	core	actors.	

One way that these actors can be understood is as part of complex systems that interact with the 

humanitarian	system	–	and	can	be	highly	influential	on	its	activities	–	but	whose	main	business	

or principal function is not humanitarian action. Their participation is usually determined by 

where	the	crisis	occurs	and	they	often	have	different	approaches	and	ultimate	goals.	Nevertheless,	

it	is	fully	recognised	that	the	activities	of	these	other	actors	will	affect	the	core	humanitarian	

actors	–	and	vice	versa	–	with	both	contributing	to	the	creation	of	an	overall	context	for	collective	

humanitarian work. The quality of the relationships and interface between core actors and these 

groups	can	be	vital	elements	in	the	success	or	otherwise	of	humanitarian	operations	and	will	

therefore	be	included	in	the	analysis	of	overall	system	performance,	as	will	the	analysis	of	attempts	

to	change	the	relationship	between	the	system	and	these	elements.	The	study	of	outcomes	related	

to	the	WHS	will	look	specifically	at	changes	in	attitudes,	relationships,	norms	and	practices.	

ALNAP	also	recognises	that	humanitarian	action	can	be,	and	often	is,	undertaken	by	any	number	

of	additional	actors	–	including	those	affected	by	the	crisis,	bystanders,	local	merchants,	religious	

bodies,	family	members	living	abroad	and	so	on.	In	general,	these	groups	fall	outside	the	scope	

of	the	ALNAP	definition,	but	since	their	activities	may	interface	and	overlap	with	the	core	actors	

they	will	be	acknowledged	and	taken	into	account.
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3. Analytical Structure

This	section	presents	the	research	framework	for	the	2018	SOHS.	It	will	detail	the	changes	made	

to	OECD	performance	criteria	and	crises	types	for	this	edition	of	the	report	and	present	a	new	

analytical research framework.

 

a.  Performance criteria

As	in	previous	editions,	the	SOHS	will	continue	to	use	the	OECD	DAC	criteria	to	assess	

humanitarian	performance.	Based	on	a	review	of	the	criteria,1	ALNAP	will	make	two	small	but	

important	revisions.

The	first	concerns	accountability	and	participation.	In	past	editions,	these	issues	have	been	examined	

under	‘Relevance/appropriateness’	but,	after	discussions	with	the	SOHS	Methods	Group,	that	

criterion	was	deemed	sufficiently	important	to	warrant	a	separate	assessment.	While	‘Relevance’	

looks	at	the	appropriateness	of	humanitarian	assistance	from	the	perspectives	of	affected	populations,	

it	does	not	cover	other	important	aspects	such	as	the	quality	of	accountability	mechanisms	to	such	

populations,	nor	the	quality	of	participation	opportunities.	The	2018	edition	will	therefore	examine	

accountability	and	participation	issues	against	the	specific	criterion	of	‘Engagement with affected 

populations’.2 

The	second	revision	relates	to	the	relationship	between	humanitarian	action	and	other	related	

agendas	concerned	with	risk	reduction,	recovery,	development	and	peacebuilding.	This	relationship	

has	been	addressed	in	previous	SOHS	editions	against	two	DAC	criteria:	‘Connectedness’	and	

‘Coherence’.		However,	both	Connectedness	and	Coherence	look	at	a	wider	range	of	other	issues:	

Connectedness	covers	the	connectedness	of	humanitarian	action	to	national	and	local	actors	as	

well	as	to	international	development	and	peacebuilding,	disregarding	the	fact	that	the	relationship	

dynamics	between	these	two	groups	(national/local;	international	development	and	peacebuilding)	

are	often	very	different.	‘Coherence’	covers	the	coherence	of	humanitarian	action	both	with	

development	agendas	and	with	International	Humanitarian	Law	(IHL).	In	the	2018	edition,	ALNAP	

aims	to	provide	a	more	focused	picture	of	how	the	humanitarian	system	engages	with	counterparts	

in	the	risk-reduction,	resilience,	development	and	peacebuilding	agendas,	and	to	allow	for	a	more	

focused	assessment	of	the	relationships	between	international	agencies	and	local	and	national	actors.	

1	 	This	review	was	based	on	ALNAP’s	experience	in	producing	the	briefing	papers	for	the	2015	Global	Forum	for		 														
																			Improving	Humanitarian	Action.	Similar	issues	with	the	DAC	criteria	are	also	addressed	in	OCHA’s	 
																			study	on	Humanitarian	Effectiveness	(OCHA,	2016):	http://www.unocha.org/node/214196 
2	 	Similarly,	the	OCHA	report	proposes	‘Accountability’	as	one	of	the	12	elements	of	humanitarian	effectiveness	(OCHA,					
	 2016:	39).
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To	accomplish	this,	ALNAP	will	use	the	recently	proposed	criterion,	‘Complementarity’	(OCHA,	

2016)	to	look	specifically	at	the	relationship	between	international	humanitarian	action	and	

national	and	local	capacities,	and	will	use	a	honed	approach	to	‘Coherence’	to	focus	specifically	on	

humanitarian	principles	and	IHL:

• Complementarity:	the	degree	to	which	‘Humanitarian	action	recognizes	and	supports	the	

capacities	and	accountability	of	national	and	local	actors,	and	reinforces	the	self-reliance	of	

affected	people’	(OCHA,	2016:	42).

• Connectedness:	the	degree	to	which	humanitarian	action	‘takes	longer-term	and	

interconnected	problems	into	account’	(ALNAP,	2006:	20).

• Coherence:	the	degree	to	which	humanitarian	action	is	consistent	with	and	takes	account	of	

humanitarian	principles	and	IHL.

Given	that	these	relationships	are	expected	to	undergo	significant	change	in	conjunction	with	the	

commitments	made	at	the	WHS,	the	analysis	of	emerging	outcomes	will	help	to	understand	the	

‘how’s	and	why’s’	behind	these	changing	relations	among	actors	and	institutional	frameworks.	

b. Crisis types

The	2015	SOHS	used	a	performance	framework	based	on	the	four	‘functions’	of	humanitarian	

action.	While	the	approach	offered	clear	benefits,	the	use	of	‘functions’	in	the	research	process	also	

created	challenges,	the	most	significant	being	that	the	four	functions	do	not	currently	align	with	

many	humanitarian	evaluations	and	data	sources.	

While	the	2018	edition	of	the	SOHS	will	continue	to	look	for	patterns	and	trends	across	

the	different	types	of	activities	that	comprise	humanitarian	action,	these	will	not	be	the	

main	organising	framework	for	the	findings	of	the	study.	Rather,	the	2018	SOHS	will	use	a	

triple	framework	based	on	broad,	commonly	understood	crisis	types,	which	are	a	recognised	

categorisation	across	the	humanitarian	system:	

• humanitarian	response	to	emergencies	in	conflict	settings

• humanitarian	response	to	emergencies	in	non-conflict	settings

• humanitarian	response	to	refugee	and	migration	situations	in	recipient	countries
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The	first	crisis	type	is	taken	from	the	IASC	definition:	‘a	humanitarian	crisis	in	a	country,	region	or	

society	where	there	is	total	or	considerable	breakdown	of	authority	resulting	from	internal	or	external	

conflict	and	which	requires	an	international	response	that	goes	beyond	the	mandate	or	capacity	of	

any	single	agency	and/or	the	ongoing	United	Nations	country	program’	(IASC,	December	1994).	

The	second	crisis	type	‘natural	disasters	in	non-conflict	settings’	will	include	crises	caused	by	natural	

processes,	namely	geological,	hydrological	and	meteorological,	as	well	as	those	caused	by	pandemics.		

Humanitarian	response	in	displacement	and	migration	circumstances	will	cover	all	situations	in	

which	there	has	been	large-scale	displacement	where	population	groups	–	refugees,	asylum	seekers	or	

economic	migrants	–	are	in	need	of	international	humanitarian	assistance	and	protection,	either	in	

camp	situations	or	as	dispersed	populations	in	urban	or	peri-urban	settings.

4. Analytical framework

The	new	performance	criteria	and	crisis	types	will	be	brought	together	to	create	the	analytical	

framework	(see	next	page).	

This	analytical	framework	will	form	the	main	structure	for	presenting	and	synthesising	the	findings	

on	system	performance,	in	order	to	make	these	as	clear	and	comprehensible	as	possible.

The	data-collection	activities	will	be	guided	by	a	Study	Matrix	(see	Figure	2	below).	The	matrix	

is	intended	to	provide	a	consistent	basis	against	which	to	assess	performance	across	study	sub-

components	and	in	all	crisis	contexts.	It	will	form	the	underlying	structure	of	the	interview	protocols,	

evaluation	synthesis	matrix	and	other	elements	used	in	the	data-collection	process.	For	this	reason,	

the	matrix	provides	indicators	for	each	performance	criterion	and	identifies	the	primary	research	

tools	that	will	be	used	in	providing	information	against	each	indicator.	Most	of	these	indicators	are	

the	same	as	were	used	in	the	2015	edition,	with	some	modifications	in	light	of	the	decision	not	to	

structure	the	performance	assessment	around	the	‘functions’	of	the	system.

There	will	be	two	new	components	looking	at	the	progress	and	outcomes	of	the	WHS.	The	first	will	

be	integrated	into	the	analytical	framework	of	the	main	research	in	order	to	understand	links	between	

the	performance	of	the	system	and	the	WHS	commitments.	The	second	component,	looking	at	

outcomes	related	to	the	WHS,	will	not	be	incorporated	into	the	main	analytical	framework	in	order	

to	ensure	that	informants	at	various	levels	can	be	encouraged	to	describe	unexpected	outcomes	or	

those	that	extend	beyond	the	humanitarian	system.	This	component	intends	to	provide	a	contrasting	

perspective	by	looking	at	changes	underway	from	the	position	of	those	involved	in	institutional	

reforms.



10  ALNAP  |  WORKING DOCUMENT  |  APRIL 2017

FIGURE 1. SOHS ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

Assessment criterion Research questions Crisis types

Sufficiency/ Coverage To what degree are needs covered?
Are the volume and distribution of resources sufficient to 
meet needs?
Does coverage differ according to key population groups?
What (if any) are the constraints to sufficiency/coverage? 
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Appropriateness/ Relevance Do interventions address the priority needs of recipients?
Does appropriateness/relevance differ according to key 
population groups?
What (if any) are the constraints to appropriateness/
relevance?

Accountability/ Engagement To what extent are affected people able to hold humanitarian 
actors to account for the decisions that are made on their 
behalf?
What (if any) are the constraints to greater accountability?
To what extent are affected people able to participate in/
influence decisions that affect them? 
What (if any) are the constraints to greater participation/
influence?

Effectiveness How well were humanitarian objectives met?
Was the response timely?
Was the response of acceptable quality?
What (if any) were the major constraints to meeting 
objectives in a timely way, and at acceptable levels of 
quality?

Efficiency Do outputs reflect most rational and economic use of inputs?
What (if any) are the constraints to rational and economic use 
of inputs?

Complementarity Do humanitarian activities take appropriate account of 
national and local actors, their capacities and efforts?
What (if any) are the constraints?

Coherence Are humanitarian efforts coherent with core principles and 
IHL?
What (if any) are the constraints?

Connectedness Do humanitarian activities take account of other actors 
working on longer-term needs and root causes of crisis, their 
capacities and efforts?
Is there appropriate alignment across humanitarian efforts 
and development, risk reduction and/or peacebuilding 
efforts?
What (if any) are the constraints?

Impact What are the broader results of the humanitarian response on 
the surrounding context and wellbeing of the local population?
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FIGURE 2. STUDY MATRIX

Criteria Indicators
Eval. 
Synt.

Lit. Rev.
KIIs 
(HQ)

KIIs 
(field)

Field 
studies

Survey 
(pract.)

Survey 
(aid 
recipient)

Financial 
analysis

Caseload 
analysis

Sufficiency/ Coverage            
Are the volume and 
distribution of resources 
sufficient to meet needs? 

I-1.1 Total financial flows compared with 
stated requirements (appeals)

I-1.2 Total pledged compared with total 
committed

I-1.3 Proportion to technical sector compared 
with stated requirements

I-1.4 Volume of public and private financial 
flows following the onset of a disaster 

I-1.5 Funding flows dedicated to protection, 
preparedness/resilience against needs

To what degree are needs 
covered?

I-1.6 Adequacy of programming to meet 
needs

I-1.7 Global and sectoral programming 
presence against needs

Does coverage differ 
according to key population 
groups?

I-1.8 Examples of coverage gaps for 
specific population groups according 
to sex, age, ethnicity, or hard-to-reach 
communities

What (if any) are the 
constraints to sufficiency/
coverage? 

|-1.9 Challenges to sufficiency/coverage 
identified through evaluations, surveys 
and key informant interviews
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Criteria Indicators
Eval. 
Synt.

Lit. Rev.
KIIs 
(HQ)

KIIs 
(field)

Field 
studies

Survey 
(pract.)

Survey 
(aid 
recipient)

Financial 
analysis

Caseload 
analysis

Appropriateness / 
Relevance  

                   

Do interventions address the 
priority needs of recipients?

I-2.1 Extent to which recipients consider 
the assistance to be relevant and 
appropriate

I-2.2 Extent to which operational and 
strategic emphasis focused on priority 
needs

Does appropriateness/
relevance differ according to 
key population groups?

I-2.3  Examples of appropriateness/
relevance being higher/lower for 
specific population groups according 
to sex, age, ethnicity, or hard-to-reach 
communities

What (if any) are 
the constraints to 
appropriateness/relevance?

I-2.4 Challenges to appropriateness/
relevance identified through 
evaluations, surveys and key informant 
interviews

Accountability/ 
Engagement

                     

To what extent are affected 
people able to hold 
humanitarian actors to 
account for the decisions 
that are made on their 
behalf?

I-3.1 The degree to which affected people 
are aware of their entitlements.
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Criteria Indicators
Eval. 
Synt.

Lit. Rev.
KIIs 
(HQ)

KIIs 
(field)

Field 
studies

Survey 
(pract.)

Survey 
(aid 
recipient)

Financial 
analysis

Caseload 
analysis

I-3.2 Presence and strength of sanction 
mechanisms through which aid 
recipients can influence or assign 
consequences to agencies

What (if any) are the 
constraints to greater 
accountability?

I-3.3 Challenges to accountability to affected 
people identified through evaluations, 
surveys and key informant interviews

To what extent are affected 
people able to participate 
in/influence decisions that 
affect them? 

I-3.4 The degree to which affected people 
are included in decision-making and 
management mechanisms, or control 
the decision-making over programmes

I-3.5 Presence and quality of aid recipient 
consultation, as seen in: needs 
assessments, ‘closed’ feedback loops 
and changes to programming in 
response to feedback or complaints

What (if any) are the 
constraints to greater 
participation/influence?

I-3.6 Challenges to participation of affected 
people identified through evaluations, 
surveys and key informant interviews
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Criteria Indicators
Eval. 
Synt.

Lit. Rev.
KIIs 
(HQ)

KIIs 
(field)

Field 
studies

Survey 
(pract.)

Survey 
(aid 
recipient)

Financial 
analysis

Caseload 
analysis

Effectiveness            
How well were humanitarian 
objectives met?

I-4.1 Degree to which protection and 
resilience objectives were met

I-4.2 Level of preparedness (advanced 
funding and rapid deployment systems 
and capacities)

I-4.3 Perceived relative effectiveness of 
different sectors and actors

I-4.4 Accomplishments against objectives 
set out in SRPs or similar (e.g. 
programme proposals)

I-4.5 Demonstrated improved response and/
or quicker recovery in subsequent 
emergencies

Was the response timely? I-4.6 Timeliness of response

Was the response of 
acceptable quality?

I-4.7 Degree to which response meets 
technical standards (e.g. Sphere) or is 
perceived to be of adequate quality by 
aid recipients

What (if any) were the major 
constraints to meeting 
objectives in a timely way, 
and at acceptable levels of 
quality?

I-4.8 Challenges to Effectiveness identified 
through evaluations, surveys and key 
informant interviews
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Criteria Indicators
Eval. 
Synt.

Lit. Rev.
KIIs 
(HQ)

KIIs 
(field)

Field 
studies

Survey 
(pract.)

Survey 
(aid 
recipient)

Financial 
analysis

Caseload 
analysis

Efficiency                    

Do outputs reflect most 
rational and economic use of 
inputs?

I-5.1 Rational allocation of time and 
resources as perceived by participants

I-5.2 Appropriate use of pre-positioning, 
surge capacity and similar logistical 
platforms

I-5.3 Appropriateness of inventory and 
inputs to preparedness/resilience and 
protection

I-5.4 Efficiency of the use of funding 
channels and ‘division of labour’ 
between donors and funding channels. 
Gains in economies of scale vs. loss 
in cascading overheads of sub-
partnership arrangements

I-5.5 Measurable results against activities 
and time spent 

What (if any) are the 
constraints?

I-5.6 Challenges to participation of affected 
people identified through evaluations, 
surveys and key informant interviews
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Criteria Indicators
Eval. 
Synt.

Lit. Rev.
KIIs 
(HQ)

KIIs 
(field)

Field 
studies

Survey 
(pract.)

Survey 
(aid 
recipient)

Financial 
analysis

Caseload 
analysis

Complementarity   
Do humanitarian activities 
take appropriate account 
of national and local actors, 
their capacities and efforts?

I-6.1 Extent to which local/national 
authorities, where appropriate, were 
involved throughout the programme 
cycle (needs assessment and 
prioritisation, planning, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation)

I-6.2 Existence of exit/transitional plans with 
local and national actors

I-6.3 Levels of direct and, where possible, 
indirect funding to local organisations

I-6.4 Extent to which humanitarian objectives 
held distinct from national and local 
agendas when necessary

I-6.5 Quality of partnerships between 
international humanitarian and national 
and local actors

I-6.6 Level of capacity-building activities 
and opportunities for local/national 
organisations

What (if any) are the 
constraints?

I-6.7 Challenges to Complementarity 
identified through evaluations, surveys 
and key informant interviews
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Criteria Indicators
Eval. 
Synt.

Lit. Rev.
KIIs 
(HQ)

KIIs 
(field)

Field 
studies

Survey 
(pract.)

Survey 
(aid 
recipient)

Financial 
analysis

Caseload 
analysis

Coherence                      
Are humanitarian efforts 
coherent with core principles 
and IHL?

I-7.1 Evidence of promotion of/respect for 
IHL by humanitarian actors

I-7.2 Adherence to core humanitarian 
principles by humanitarian actors 
(mapping outcomes of relevant 
meetings at the global and regional 
levels and perceptions indicated by 
surveys)

I-7.3 Number of attacks on aid workers and 
humanitarian relief efforts (hospitals, 
convoys)

What (if any) are the 
constraints?

I-7.4 Challenges to coherence identified 
through evaluations, surveys and key 
informant interviews
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Criteria Indicators
Eval. 
Synt.

Lit. Rev.
KIIs 
(HQ)

KIIs 
(field)

Field 
studies

Survey 
(pract.)

Survey 
(aid 
recipient)

Financial 
analysis

Caseload 
analysis

Connectedness

Do humanitarian activities 
take account of other actors 
working on longer-term 
needs and root causes of 
crisis, their capacities and 
efforts?

I-8.1 Evidence of reconciliation with 
development and peacebuilding 
authorities when possible, 
independence of humanitarian priorities 
when necessary

I-8.2 Existence of exit/transitional plans with 
development actors

Is there appropriate 
alignment across 
humanitarian efforts and 
development, risk-reduction 
and/or peacebuilding efforts?

I-8.3 Degree to which organisations align 
humanitarian and development 
outcomes in planning and reporting

I-8.4 Number of UN implementation plans or 
SRPs that include collective outcomes 
(across development and humanitarian 
spheres)

What (if any) are the 
constraints?

I-8.5 Challenges to connectedness identified 
through evaluations, surveys and key 
informant interviews

Impact        
What are the broader results 
of the humanitarian response 
on the surrounding context 
and wellbeing of the local 
population?

I-9.1 Result of the system’s intervention 
(positive or negative, intentional or not) 
on the broader context of the country 
and the local population’s wellbeing
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5. Description of Research Components and Key 
Deliverables  

a. Descriptive statistics

As	in	previous	editions,	the	SOHS	study	team	will	measure	the	size	and	scope	of	the	humanitarian	

system	by	quantifying	its	organisational,	human	and	financial	resources	and	comparing	these	with	

quantified	measurements	of	need.	The	first	part	of	this	analysis	is	related	to	the	funding	of	the	

global	humanitarian	system,	specifically:	

b. Financial flows to humanitarian emergencies: 2015–2017

International Humanitarian Assistance:

• Total	International	Humanitarian	Assistance	(IHA)	2015–2017

• proportion	provided	by	donor	governments,	including	breakdown	by	governments	and	any	

significant	changes	3

• proportion	of	IHA	provided	by	private	sector	and	private	donations	

• ‘humanitarian’	funding	from	multilateral	development	banks 

Note:	to	be	featured	separately	rather	than	as	proportion	of	total

• amount	of	funds	through	CERF,	country-level	pooled	funds,	CHF	and	START,	2015–2017

• total	stated	requirements	and	levels	of	funding	to	UN	coordinated	appeals,	2015–2017

3		Turkey’s	expenditure	within	its	own	borders	is	not	included	in	the	total	IHA	figure.	The	global	figure	includes	Turkey’s	
in-country	spending,	and	highlights	this	specific	spending.	
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Other relevant financing flows

• Relative	size	of	humanitarian	financial	flows	compared	to	other	key	financial	flows	in	largest	

recipient	countries	of	IHA	in	2017:	national	governments’	non-grant	revenue;	peacekeeping;	

remittances;	Official	Development	Assistance	(ODA).	 

Notes:	

* Depending on availability of data: regional	and	national	governments	have	little	data,	but	to	

be	included	as	case	studies	and	narrative	points	based	on	GHA	materials.

* Depending on availability of data:	Zakat	and	other	Islamic	social	financing	is	very	hard	to	

estimate;	to	be	included	in	narrative	rather	than	charts.	

c. Recipients of financial flows: 2015 – 2017

Channels of delivery: 

• overview	of	channels	of	delivery:	UN	agencies;	NGOs;	the	Red	Cross	and	Red	Crescent	

Movement;	private	organisations	(as	implementers,	depending	on	what	data	allows),	host	

governments,	unspecified;	narrative	on	earmarking

• total	flows	to	national	and	local	NGOs,	direct	and	(where	possible)	indirect	(may	be	handled	

best	by	narrative	reflecting	on	status	of	data	on	this).	Proportion	to	national	and	local	NGOs	

compared	with	other	groups,	such	as	UN,	international	NGOs,	etc.

Which crises: 

• Which	are	the	top	20	recipient	countries	over	reporting	period	of	past	10	years?

• How	many	countries	account	for	half	of	IHA	and	how	many	in	the	long	tail	of	emergencies	that	

received	less	over	the	past	10	years?	

• Which	countries	have	been	receiving	large	volumes	of	humanitarian	aid	for	the	longest	period	

and	have	featured	in	the	top	10	recipients	a)	every	year;	b)	8–10	times;	or	c)	5–8	times?

Targeted recipients: 

• requirements	and	funding	per	intended	recipient	in	UN	coordinated	appeals	in	2017,	particular	

aspect	of	humanitarian	distribution	and	comparison	in-country,	e.g.	cost	of	transporting	a	

particular	relief	item,	cost	of	fuel,	in	order	to	highlight	differences	in	operating	costs	across	

country.
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Where and how funds are used: 2015 – 2017

Emergency types:

• types	of	emergencies	–	complex	emergencies,	natural	disasters,	refugee	displacement	(desirable,	

but	difficult	to	define	types	of	emergencies)

• types	of	emergencies	compared	with	stated	requirements	(appeals	–	desirable,	but	difficult	to	

define	types	of	emergencies)

Types of response:

• requirements	and	funding	per	technical	sector	in	UN	coordinated	appeals

• total	international	humanitarian	assistance	for	cash	and	voucher	programming 

note: will depend on availability of data; to be an estimate

• volumes	of	IHA	for	cash	and	voucher	programming	to	types	of	emergencies	(refugees,	food	

insecurity,	etc.)	 

note: will depend on categorisation,	may	not	be	possible

• proportion	of	IHA	for	cash	and	voucher	programming	compared	to	all	other	IHA	 

note: will depend on data and if figures are comparable	(currently	cash	figures	are	estimates	and	

not	comparable	as	they	come	from	other	sources)

• volumes	of	IHA	for	disaster	risk	reduction	(DRR),	disaster	preparedness,	broken	down	by	

donor note: will depend on availability of data	(currently	only	available	under	DAC	code	and	

reporting	is	flawed	and	partial).	May	be	best	to	include	narrative	text	rather	than	a	chart	on	

DRR	investments.	Could	include	narrative	on	other	financing	for	disaster	response,	including	

insurance and catastrophe bonds
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d. Organisational mapping and analysis

The	2018	edition	will	build	on	past	analysis	using	previous	methods.	The	database	is	continually	

updated,	has	information	on	several	thousand	organisations	and	currently	includes	the	following	

information	fields	for	each	agency:

1. name

2. scope	of	operations	as	national	(within	the	border	of	a	single	country)	or	international	(operating	

regionally	or	globally)

3. annual	total	programme	expenditure

4. annual humanitarian expenditure

5.	 total	international	staff	(if	any)

6.	 total national staff

7. headquarter country

8. countries of operation

9. year founded

10.	 primary	sector	or	focus	area	(if	any)

11. religious	or	secular

12. registry	affiliations

13. signatory	participants	(Red	Cross	Code	of	Conduct,	HAP,	InterAction	or	ICVA)

e. Evaluation synthesis

The	evaluation	synthesis	is	designed	to	condense	and	synthesise	findings	from	the	large	number	

of	evaluations	conducted	throughout	the	international	humanitarian	system	each	year,	revealing	

a	broader	picture	of	overall	system-level	performance.	It	will	summarise	findings	of	evaluations	

undertaken	between	January	2015	and	December	2017.	
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The	study	team	will	compile	documents	primarily	from	the	ALNAP	database	of	evaluations,	as	

well	as	other	public	and	non-public	(i.e.	internal	organisational)	sources,	and	record	the	findings	

for	each	using	a	specific	matrix	for	the	evaluation	synthesis.	This	matrix	will	retain	the	same	basic	

structure	as	in	SOHS	2015,	including	a	rating	system	to	weight	findings	dependent	on	evaluation	

quality.	Although	the	synthesis	analysis	must	clearly	remain	mostly	qualitative,	the	matrix	will	help	

to	ensure	the	greatest	possible	degree	of	comparability	with	the	findings	and	avoid	potential	bias.

The	evaluation	synthesis	method	will	include	the	following	two	steps:

Step 1: 
Categorising	and	coding	the	(mostly	qualitative)	findings	and	recommendations	from	each	

evaluation	report	reviewed	in	an	evaluation	synthesis	matrix.	The	matrix	will	build	on	the	protocol	

used	in	SOHS	2015	for	the	evaluation	synthesis,	as	well	as	being	informed	by	other	evaluation	

syntheses	and	UNEG,	OECD	DAC	and	other	guidance.	It	will	include	the	following	fields	(some	

of	which	may	be	refined,	omitted	or	added	during	the	course	of	the	research):	

• ID#

• evaluation	title	

• year

• evaluator	

• published/unpublished 

• quality score 

• commissioning	agency	

• evaluation	type

• scope and timeframe 

• subject area

• findings	against	criteria	and	indicators	presented	in	the	SOHS	Study	Matrix	(see	Figure	2	

above)

• core conclusions 

• summation

• weaknesses 

• good	practices

• priority recommendations
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Step 2: 
Synthesis	of	findings	against	each	indicator	in	the	SOHS	Study	Matrix	listed	as	relevant	to	the	eval-

uation	synthesis	(see	Figure	2	above)	in	a	Summary	Report.	The	synthesis	findings	will	be	presented	

in	a	structure	based	on	the	analytical	framework	presented	in	Figure	1,	drawn	from	all	relevant	areas	

of	the	evaluation	synthesis	matrix	(findings,	conclusions,	recommendations).	The	synthesis	will	take	

into	account	the	strength	of	evidence	for	each	finding	on	the	basis	of	number,	breadth	and	quality	of	

evaluations	supporting	it.	

The	study	team	will	present	the	following	deliverables	to	ALNAP	during	the	conduct	of	the	

evaluation	synthesis,	and	in	accordance	with	the	timeline	(see	Annexes):

• evaluation	synthesis	matrix	template

• agreed	evaluation	selection	criteria	and	method	for	collecting	evaluations

• mid-term	meeting	inputs:	2-page	written	updates	or	Powerpoints	on	progress	and	findings	to	

date	by	01	July	2017

• participation	in	mid-term	progress	meeting	(by	July	2017,	exact	date	to	be	confirmed)

• analysis	of	evaluations

• submission	of	final	evaluation	synthesis	matrix	by	21	January	2018

• submission	of	full	catalogue	of	any	evaluations	used	that	are	not	on	ALNAP’s	Humanitarian	

Evaluation	and	Learning	Portal	(HELP)	by	21	January	2018

• summary	report	organised	according	to	the	main	research	framework	and	questions,	taking	into	

account	the	intention	to	publish	it	as	a	complementary	document	by	21	January	2018

• submission	of	PowerPoint	presentations	for	pre-drafting	meeting	by	21	January	2018

• participation	in	pre-drafting	meeting,	(week	commencing	12	February	2018,	for	two	days;	exact	

date	to	be	confirmed)

• further	input	and	review	of	component	in	final	SOHS	report	(between	February	2018	and	June	

2018)

• quarterly report updates and catch up calls
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f. Literature review

The	literature	review	will	look	at	policy,	and	research	found	in	books,	journal	articles,	working	

papers	and	opinion	pieces	published	since	January	2015.

In	keeping	with	the	methodology	outlined	in	the	Study	Matrix	(see	Figure	2	above),	the	literature	

review	will	be	used	mainly	to	provide	information	on	specific	areas	not	captured	fully	by	other	

means.	The	indicators	listed	in	Figure	1	relevant	to	the	literature	review	relate	primarily	to	the	

functions	of	the	system	beyond	provision	of	humanitarian	assistance,	i.e.	protection,	resilience,	

preparedness,	IHL	advocacy.	The	rationale	for	considering	these	elements	in	a	separate	literature	

review	is	that,	while	these	activities	should	be	addressed	in	humanitarian	evaluations,	there	is	some	

evidence	that	suggests	they	do	not	receive	consistent	attention	in	humanitarian	activities,	and	so	

will	not	be	adequately	covered	in	evaluations	of	existing	programmes.

Note:	There	will	be	discussions	with	the	consultant	to	agree	on	the	number	of	documents	expect-

ed	and	the	evaluation	criteria	required	to	create	a	balanced	sample.

The	study	team	will	present	the	following	deliverables	to	ALNAP	during	the	conduct	of	the	

literature	review,	and	in	accordance	with	the	timeline	(see	Annexes):

• agreement	of	sample	and	search	criteria	for	literature	review

• compilation	of	annotated	bibliography	based	on	database	search

• mid-term	meeting	inputs:	2-page	written	updates	or	Powerpoints	on	progress	and	findings	to	

date	by	01	July	2017

• participation	in	mid-term	progress	meeting	(July	2017,	exact	date	to	be	confirmed)

• analysis	of	literature	review	sample

• literature	review	report,	expanding	on	key	themes	(with	emphasis	on	themes	and	issues	not	

otherwise	captured	in	the	evaluation	synthesis)	by	21	January	2018

• submission	of	PowerPoint	presentations	for	pre-drafting	meeting	by	21	January	2018

• participation	in	pre-drafting	meeting,	(week	commencing	12	February	2018,	for	two	days;	

exact	date	to	be	confirmed)

• further	input	and	review	of	component	in	final	SOHS	report	(between	February	2018	and	

June	2018)

• quarterly report updates and catch up calls
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g. Global aid practitioner survey 

The	purpose	of	the	global	aid	practitioner	survey	is	to	gather	qualitative	and	quantitative	information	

from	the	widest	possible	range	of	humanitarian	aid	practitioners,	while	allowing	trends	to	be	tracked	

from	previous	SOHS	editions.	The	survey	will	seek	to	elicit	a	current	appraisal	of	the	system	as	it	

relates	to	the	respondents’	direct	experience,	as	well	as	an	assessment	of	whether	and	how	these	areas	

have	changed	over	the	past	two	years.

Questions	in	the	online	survey	will	therefore	remain	largely	the	same	as	SOHS	2015	in	order	to	

keep	a	baseline	comparison	across	the	years,	although	omitting	some	questions	according	to	whether	

they	proved	useful	in	the	previous	edition.	Where	necessary,	questions	will	be	added	to	provide	

information	and	perspectives	that	pertain	to	the	main	assessment	criteria	identified	in	the	SOHS	

Analytical	Framework	(Figure	1)	and	related	indicators	(see	the	Study	Matrix	presented	in	Figure	2).

The	survey	will	be	available	online	in	multiple	languages.	Each	link	will	serve	as	a	portal	for	the	

survey	version	in	that	language.	Depending	on	the	answer	to	the	introductory	questions,	the	

respondent will be directed to the appropriate questionnaire for their institutional type. Support and 

Advisory	Group	(SAG)	members	will	be	identified	to	promote	and	disseminate	the	survey	among	

their	respective	organisations	and	networks.	

The	links	to	each	survey	portal	will	be	disseminated	by	the	study	team	and	SAG	members,	and	

placed	on	the	ALNAP	website.	In	addition,	the	team	will	seek	permission	to	place	them	online	on	

the	following	websites:	ReliefWeb,	DARA,	Development	Initiatives,	ICVA	and	OCHA.	The	survey	

will	also	be	disseminated	through	targeted	use	of	social	media.

In	order	to	increase	the	number	of	respondents	from	host	governments,	there	will	be	a	systematic	

effort	through	the	use	of	direct	contacts,	including	SAG	members	providing	relevant	links.	

Interviewees	at	the	field	level	will	be	asked	to	forward	the	survey	link	to	relevant	contacts	in	the	host	

government	and/or	national	NGOs.	The	field	research	teams	will	also	encourage	interviewees	to	

complete	the	online	survey.	

The	survey	will	be	launched	in	May	2017	and	kept	open	until	October	2017;	the	analysis	will	be	

completed	by	the	end	of	December	2017.	If	there	is	a	major	crisis	and/or	new	developments,	there	

may	be	an	extension	of	the	survey	response	and	corresponding	analysis	period.	
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h. Aid recipient surveys 

The	aid	recipient	surveys	carried	out	in	the	2012	and	2015	editions	of	the	SOHS	provided	

valuable	insight	into	how	humanitarian	assistance	is	actually	experienced	on	the	ground.	It	sheds	

light	on	the	effectiveness	of	the	mechanisms	that	humanitarian	actors	use	to	improve	the	quality,	

relevance	and	accountability	of	their	work,	and	facilitates	comparisons	of	the	perspectives	of	

humanitarian professionals and aid recipients on the quality of aid.

The	2018	edition	will	again	use	text-based	and	interactive	voice	response	(IVR)	survey	

instruments	to	collect	data	from	aid	recipients	in	selected	humanitarian	response	settings,	using	

the	same	survey	questions	from	the	2012	and	2015	editions	to	provide	consistent	comparisons	

over	time.	Aid	recipients	will	be	asked	their	opinions	of	the	timeliness,	quantity,	and	quality	of	

aid,	whether	it	addressed	their	priority	needs,	and	how	it	could	be	improved.	

The	surveys	will	aim	to	reach	at	least	1,000	aid	recipients	in	each	survey	setting,	though	

the	number	of	settings	and	final	number	of	respondents	will	depend	on	budget	and	access	

considerations,	as	well	as	their	added	value	to	the	analysis.	

Since	the	previous	SOHS	research	period,	there	has	been	an	increase	in	mobile-based	surveys	with	

affected	populations.	Bearing	this	in	mind,	ALNAP	will	seek	to	minimise	the	risk	for	respondent	

fatigue	and,	as	with	the	2015	edition,	will	also	explore	opportunities	to	partner	with	operational	

NGOs	to	disseminate	the	survey	in	person.	

For	the	2018	edition,	ALNAP	also	aims	to	achieve	a	richer	understanding	of	the	perspectives	of	

aid	recipients	through	the	use	of	qualitative	components,	in	particular	the	field	case	studies	(see	

Figure	3),	as	well	as	by	drawing	on	other	research	and	data-collection	initiatives	such	as	the	Core	

Humanitarian	Standard	self-assessments.

i. Key informant interviews

The	key	informant	interviews	(KII)	are	designed	to	gather	qualitative	information	from	key	

stakeholders	in	the	humanitarian	system	both	at	head	office	and	field	levels.	The	study	team	

will	conduct	interviews	with	150	key	informants	by	telephone,	or	in	person	where	travel	is	not	

required	(excluding	interviews	conducted	as	part	of	the	field	research).	A	further	100	field-level	

interviews	will	be	carried	out	in	person,	in	conjunction	with	the	field	case	studies.	
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The	interviews	will	be	conducted	concurrently	with	other	study	activities	and	finalised	in	December	

2017.	Interviews	will	nevertheless	be	spread	out	across	the	period	January	–	December	2017,	to	

allow	the	team	to	conduct	both	broad-based	interviews	at	the	start	of	the	data-collection	period,	and	

further	analysis	later	in	the	process.	This	approach	will	allow	the	team	to	target	a	more	specific	group	

of	interviewees	later	in	the	research	process	in	order	to	explore	themes	emerging	from	the	survey	

findings.

The	selection	of	interviewees	during	the	initial	period	will	be	designed	to	achieve	broad	

representation	from	across	the	humanitarian	system.	One	of	the	key	lessons	learned	from	previous	

editions	of	the	SOHS	is	that	achieving	strong	participation	of	national	actors,	in	particular	national	

government	authorities,	is	both	important	but	also	time-	and	resource-intensive.	The	study	team	

will	ensure	stronger	inclusion	of	these	organisation	types,	including	through	partnerships	with	local	

researchers	in	the	field	research.	Diversity	amongst	the	key	informants	at	field	level	will	be	sought,	

to	contribute	to	the	overall	diversity	of	the	250	global	and	field	level	key	informant	interviews.	This	

means	a	particular	emphasis	on	national	authorities	and	local	NGOs	in	the	field	level	interviews.

Field-level	interviews	will	be	selected	in	order	to	take	account	of	geographical	spread	and	the	three	

crises	types	(complex;	rapid-onset	natural	disaster;	migration	and	refugee).	Where	relevant,	an	

adequate	cross-section	of	views	on	the	differing	functions	of	the	humanitarian	system	(preparedness/

resilience;	rapid	response;	protection;	and	advocacy)	will	also	be	sought.	Interviews	in	several	

countries	will	be	carried	out	by	locally-based	researchers.	The	expected	countries	for	field-level	

interviews	are:

For complex protracted crises: DRC,	Nigeria,	Somalia	and	Afghanistan

For natural disasters: Ethiopia	(El	Nino	phenomenon),	Nepal	(2015	Earthquake),	Guinea	

(retrospective	on	the	Ebola	Response)

For displacement crises:	Greece	(global	refugee	crisis)

Data	collection	will	include	two	steps:

Step 1: 
Interviews	will	be	carried	out	from	January	2017	to	December	2017	using	an	interview	protocol	

designed	on	the	basis	of	the	Study	Matrix	presented	in	Figure	2	above.	Interviews	will	be	recorded	

and	coded	against	the	performance	criteria	and	the	crisis	types	presented	in	the	SOHS	Analytical	

Framework	(see	Figure	1	above).	

Step 2: 
Interview	findings	will	be	synthesised	in	a	Summary	Report	produced	by	January	2018,	based	upon	

the	SOHS	Analytical	Framework	(see	Figure	1	above)	in	order	to	present	synthesised	findings	by	

crisis	type	and	assessment	criterion.	The	Summary	Report	will	seek	to	strengthen	the	evidence	base	

for	individual	findings	by	triangulating	across	interview	sources	at	global	and	field	level.	
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The	study	team	will	present	the	following	deliverables	to	ALNAP	during	the	conduct	of	the	key	

informant	interviews,	and	in	accordance	with	the	timeline	(see	Annexes):

KIIs – global 

• interview	protocol	template

• agreed	method	for	interview	analysis	(e.g.	coding	framework,	interview	matrix)

• description	of	selection	criteria/how	interviewees	will	be	selected,	including	country	selection	

for	field

• mid-term	meeting	inputs:	2-page	written	update	or	Powerpoint	on	progress	and	findings	to	

date:	by	01	July	2017;

• participation	in	mid-term	progress	meeting	(by	July	2017,	exact	date	to	be	confirmed)

• 150	Key	Informant	Interviews	completed

• submission	of	audio	recordings	for	150	interviews	/	minimum	five-page	interview	notes	for	

interviews	not	recorded	by	21	January	2018

• submission	of	coded	transcripts	or	interview	notes	for	150	interviews	and	coding	package	

used

• submission	of	PowerPoint	presentation	for	pre-drafting	meeting	by	21	January	2018

• final	summary	report	of	KII	at	HQ	level,	highlighting	key	findings	and	cross-cutting	trends,	

using	agreed	structure	by	21	January	2018

• participation	in	pre-drafting	meeting	(week	commencing	12	February	2018,	for	two	days;	

exact	date	to	be	confirmed)

• further	input	and	review	of	component	in	final	SOHS	report	(between	February	2018	and	

June	2018)

• quarterly report updates and catch up calls
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KIIs – field level 

• interview	protocol	template

• agreed	method	for	interview	analysis	(e.g.	coding	framework,	interview	matrix)

• description	of	selection	criteria/how	interviewees	will	be	selected,	including	country	selection	for	

field

• mid-term	meeting	inputs:	2-page	written	update	or	Powerpoint	on	progress	and	findings	to	date	

by	01	July	2017

• participation	in	mid-term	progress	meeting	(by	July	2017,	exact	date	to	be	confirmed)

• KII	interviews	carried	out	between	January	2017	and	December	2017

• submission	of	audio	recordings	for	100	interviews	/	minimum	five-page	interview	notes	for	

interviews	not	recorded	by	21	January	2018

• submission	of	coded	transcripts	or	interview	notes	for	100	interviews	and	coding	package	used

• submission	of	PowerPoint	presentation	for	pre-drafting	meeting	by	21	January	2018

• final	summary	report	of	KII	at	field	level,	highlighting	key	findings	and	cross-cutting	trends,	

using	agreed	structure	by	21	January	2018

• participation	in	pre-drafting	meeting	(week	commencing	12	February	2018,	for	two	days;	exact	

date	to	be	confirmed)

• further	input	and	review	of	component	in	final	SOHS	report	(between	February	2018	and	June	

2018)

• quarterly report updates and catch up calls
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j. Field case studies

The	research	team	will	carry	out	four	or	five	field	studies	of	different	humanitarian	responses	over	

an	11-month	period.	Countries	will	be	selected	with	the	aim	of	achieving	geographical	spread	and	

representation	of	each	of	the	three	crisis	types,	as	well	as	a	reflection	of	the	range	of	activities	that	

comprise humanitarian action. 

Selection	of	the	sites	for	field	studies	will	remain	open	and	flexible	in	order	to	accommodate	any	

crises	that	arise	throughout	the	study	period.	The	potential	field	studies	will	be:

complex emergency:	Mali,	Central	African	Republic,	Myanmar

natural disaster in non-conflict setting: Haiti,	Nepal,	Ethiopia

population displacement and migration: Lebanon,	Greece

The	purpose	of	the	field	studies	is	to	provide	a	more	in-depth	understanding	of	the	performance	

analysis	and	key	trends	and	themes	as	these	emerge	in	humanitarian	operations	at	field	level.	In	

particular,	the	field	studies	will	be	used	to	understand	the	inter-organisational	dynamics	through	

which	the	humanitarian	system	operates	at	the	field	level,	and	how	these	contribute	to	or	shape	

performance.	They	will	also	be	used	to	understand	the	specific	constraints	and	features	of	the	

different	context	types	and	how	these	play	a	role	in	how	assistance	is	planned,	coordinated	and	

delivered.	

As	with	the	2015	edition,	the	field	studies	provide	a	critical	opportunity	to	consult	with	national	

stakeholders	and	ensure	that	the	views	of	national	authorities	and	national	and	local	civil	society	

organisations	(CSOs)	are	well	represented	in	the	performance	assessment	of	the	system.	Alongside	

the	interviews	carried	out	as	part	of	the	300	KIIs	(see	Figure	3),	the	field	research	will	include	

focus	group	discussions	(ideally	some	of	these	with	aid	recipients)	and	document	research.

Data	collection	will	include	two	steps:

Step 1: 
Selection	of	the	field	study	sites	will	take	place	in	November	2016	and	research	will	begin	from	

February	2017.	Depending	on	resources	and	timing,	four	or	five	case	studies	will	be	carried	out	

over	an	11-month	period.	Individual	case-study	reports	will	be	written	up	for	each	country.	Inter-

view	protocols	and	key	informants	will	be	informed	mid-way	through	by	themes	picked	up	in	the	

practitioner	and	aid	recipient	surveys,	allowing	for	the	field	research	to	pursue	specific	themes	of	

interest	that	emerge	from	the	other	research	components.	
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Step 2: 
Trends	and	themes	across	the	case	studies	will	be	synthesised	in	a	Summary	Report	produced	for	Jan-

uary	2018,	based	on	the	SOHS	Analytical	Framework	(see	Figure	1)	to	present	synthesised	findings	

by crisis type and assessment criterion. 

Deliverables:

• interview	protocol	template

• agreed	method	for	interview	analysis	(e.g.	coding	framework,	interview	matrix)

• description	of	selection	criteria	for	field	studies

• first	two	draft	case	studies

• mid-term	meeting	inputs:	2-page	written	update	or	Powerpoint	on	progress	and	findings	to	date	

by	1	July	2017

• participation	in	mid-term	progress	meeting	(by	July	2017,	exact	date	to	be	confirmed)

• remaining	three	draft	case	studies	by	31	December	2017

• submission	of	audio	recordings	for	100	interviews	/	minimum	five-page	interview	notes	for	

interviews	not	recorded	by	21	January	2018

• submission	of	coded	transcripts	or	interview	notes	for	100	interviews	and	coding	package	used

• submission	of	PowerPoint	presentation	for	pre-drafting	meeting	by	21	January	2018

• final	summary	report,	highlighting	cross-cutting	themes	across	the	case	studies	by	21	January	

2018

• participation	in	pre-drafting	meeting	(week	commencing	12	February	2018,	for	two	days;	exact	

date	to	be	confirmed)

• further	input	and	review	of	component	in	final	SOHS	report	(between	February	2018	and	June	

2018)

• quarterly report updates and catch up calls



SOHS 2018 INCEPTION REPORT  33  

k. World Humanitarian Summit outcomes and performance 

The	WHS	was	a	major	event	in	the	humanitarian	system,	spurring	a	significant	mobilisation	of	

energies	and	resources.	The	2018	SOHS	report	will	include	a	new	research	component	that	will	

seek	to	i)	identify	what,	if	any,	tangible	outputs	or	outcomes	have	arisen	in	connection	to	the	key	

reform	areas	identified	by	the	WHS;	ii)	undertake	a	‘light	touch’	review	of	progress	in	achieving	the	

commitments	made	at	the	WHS;	iii)	explore	the	relationship	between	this	progress	(or	lack	thereof )	

and	overall	system	performance.	There	will	be	two	complementary	parts	to	this	research	component,	

outlined below.

This	is	a	new	element	for	the	SOHS	and	has	not	yet	been	piloted.	ALNAP	will	therefore	take	an	

iterative	approach	to	managing	the	process.	Final	decisions	on	whether	findings	are	integrated	in	the	

report	or	presented	separately	will	be	made	at	a	later	date.	Guidance	will	be	sought	from	the	SOHS	

Methods	Group	and	ODI	specialists	in	outcome	mapping. 

Part 1: Capturing outcomes
Approach

As	part	of	this	component	the	study	will	analyse	outcomes	from	ongoing	efforts	to	reform

humanitarian	interventions	related	to	two	themes	derived	from	the	priorities	agreed	upon	in	the

WHS,	the	Grand	Bargain	and	other	humanitarian	reform	initiatives.	The	selected	themes	are

localisation	and	resilience,	the	latter	emphasising	how	resilience	efforts	reflect	commitments	to

address	vulnerability.

Outcomes	to	be	analysed	will	focus	on	changes	in	behaviour	and	norms	among	field	level

humanitarian	actors	in	their	efforts	to	implement	changes	initiated	at	headquarters	levels	and	among

those	redesigning	humanitarian	institutions.

The	analyses	will	reflect	overall	trends	related	to	the	commitments	made	at	the	WHS	for	“proposed

shifts/changes	in	direction”.	In	order	to	judge	outcomes	over	time,	the	study	will	look	at	how

stakeholders	perceive	trajectories	in	interventions	that	are	likely	to	have	begun	or	been	designed

before	the	WHS.	As	such,	the	WHS	commitments	will	be	seen	as	a	touchstone	for	the	study,

but there will not be attempts to trace attribution or contribution from the WHS. The emphasis

will	be	on	areas	where	relatively	concrete	institutional	outcomes	are	expected	to	be	emerging	at

operational	levels,	which	can	therefore	be	‘harvested’	through	structured	dialogue	with	humanitarian

practitioners.
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Method

The	study	will	apply	an	adaptation	of	the	outcome	harvesting	methodology	(see	http://

outcomeharvesting.net).	Outcome	harvesting	involves	looking	first	at	actors	perceptions	of

what	outcomes	have	occurred,	in	the	sense	of	changes	in	attitudes,	behaviours	and	institutional

relations.	This	is	then	followed	up	with	analyses	of	the	underlying	factors	that	have	driven	these

changes	over	time.

This	method	has	been	selected	so	as	to	contribute	to	systems-level	learning	regarding	trends	in	the

two	selected	themes.	The	intention	is	to	take	a	‘value	free’	approach	that	does	not	measure	changes

against	specific	indicators,	but	instead	seeks	to	explore	how	agencies	themselves	are	rethinking

their	outcome	goals	in	relation	to	changing	global	commitments	and	field	level	realities.

This	component	will	begin	with	interviews	at	head	office	levels	with	senior	staff	directly	or	indirectly	

responsible	for	introducing	these	commitments	in	the	two	selected	locations.	These	senior	staff	

will	be	identified	through	a	‘snowball	approach’	in	dialogue	with	ALNAP	members,	starting	at	the	

Annual	Meeting	in	February.	

Interviews	will	be	used	to	identify	strategic	overarching	intended	outcomes	related	to	the	three	

thematic	areas.	The	key	informants	interviewed	will	be	asked	what	changes	they	would	i)	expect	to	

see;	ii)	like	to	see;	and	iii)	love	to	see	in	relation	to	these	commitments.	They	will	be	asked	what	they	

are	doing	differently	as	a	result	of	these	commitments	and	which	boundary	partners	at	operational	

level	are	expected	to	change	their	attitudes,	behaviour	and/or	institutional	relations	in	order	to	meet	

them.	The	informants	will	be	asked	to	describe	why	these	changes	are	important	for	addressing	

prevailing	problems	in	humanitarian	efforts.	Finally,	they	will	be	asked	to	describe	the	opportunities	

and	problems	they	are	encountering	(or	expect	to	encounter)	as	these	efforts	are	operationalised,	and	

how	these	reforms	are	expected	in	practice	to	address	existing	challenges	in	the	humanitarian	sector.

The	next	step	will	include	a	preliminary	review	of	major	programming	initiatives	in	the	study	

sites	to	identify	contextual	and	political	economy	factors	that	are	likely	to	impinge	on	expected	

outcomes.	Documentation,	evaluations	and	research	literature	on	the	two	selected	crises	and	relevant	

interventions	will	be	analysed.	

The	study	team	will	visit	the	sites	and	conduct	separate	one-day	outcome-harvesting	workshops	with	

the	boundary	partners	that	were	identified	in	the	headquarter-level	interviews	for	each	of	the	three	

themes.	Follow-up	interviews	will	begin	to	clarify	and	substantiate	the	findings	of	the	workshops.	

It	is	estimated	that	the	fieldwork	will	involve	approximately	two	weeks	in	each	of	the	two	sites.	The	

boundary	partners	will	be	asked	to	describe	emerging	intended	and	unintended	outcomes	and	reflect	

on	those	identified	in	the	headquarter-level	interviews.	There	will	be	particular	focus	on	how	they	
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perceive	their	spheres	of	influence,	and	how	this	affects	their	opportunities	and	obstacles	in	achieving	

the	outcomes	identified	by	headquarter-level	informants.	The	prevailing	institutional	relationships	

and	‘messy	partnerships’	that	may	lead	to	path	dependencies	or	facilitate	innovation	in	achieving	

outcomes will also be analysed.

In	the	course	of	the	fieldwork,	a	‘snowball	approach’	will	be	used	to	identify	other	informed	

stakeholders	involved	in	driving	systemic	reform	at	both	the	research	sites	and	international	levels.	

After	the	fieldwork,	these	actors	will	be	interviewed	via	Skype	to	further	substantiate	the	field-level	

findings	and	to	obtain	a	deeper	understanding	of	how	agencies’	headquarter	efforts	are	changing	to	

support	the	outcomes	identified	in	the	field.

A	final	round	of	interviews	via	Skype	with	headquarter-level	stakeholders	and	key	boundary	partners	

will	be	undertaken	approximately	one	year	after	the	first	round,	in	order	to	obtain	information	about	

the	changes	that	have	occurred	in	the	interim.	

The	findings	of	the	outcome	harvesting	will	be	analysed	to	identify	generalisable	patterns	related	to	

the	selected	themes	and	also	in	relation	to	the	contexts	of	the	humanitarian	intervention.	Attention	

will	be	given	to	understanding	how	identified	categories	of	opportunities	and	problems	have	been	

addressed,	including	identification	of	any	common	‘pivotal’	outcomes	that	contribute	to	broader	

reforms.	Special	consideration	will	be	given	to	assessing	the	contribution	of	the	new	impetus	for	

reform	and	new	methods	and	modalities	emanating	from	the	WHS.	

Part 2: Progress markers
Indicators/progress markers for the WHS commitments

In	order	to	provide	a	link	between	the	achievement	of	the	WHS	commitments	and	any	changes	in	

the	performance	of	the	system	against	the	DAC	criteria,	ALNAP	will	identify	progress	markers		for	a	

sub-set	of	the	main	WHS	commitment	sub-areas	(also	known	as	‘shifts’).	These	progress	markers	will	

be	used	as	indicators	to	monitor	the	progress	made	on	these	WHS	target	areas,	and	will	also	provide	

a	bridge	to	the	DAC	criteria,	to	understand	how	progress	or	lack	of	progress	on	these	target	areas	

relates	to	changes	in	the	overall	performance	of	the	humanitarian	system.

Selection of WHS commitments:

Each	of	the	five	broad	WHS	commitment	areas	also	has	specific	commitment	sub-areas,	or	‘shifts’.	

The broad commitment areas are:

1. Political	leadership	to	prevent	and	end	conflicts

2. Uphold	the	norms	that	safeguard	humanity	

3. Leave	No	One	Behind

4. Change	people’s	lives:	from	delivering	aid	to	ending	need



36  ALNAP  |  WORKING DOCUMENT  |  APRIL 2017

5.	 Invest	in	Humanity

The	WHS	Secretariat	has	released	the	commitments	made	under	each	of	the	five	areas	(Figure	4),	

along	with	statistics	on	which	commitments	received	the	highest	support	(counted	in	terms	of	

number	of	commitments	made	under	each	area).	ALNAP	will	select	the	two	commitment	‘shifts’	

with	the	greatest	support	and	identify	progress	markers	for	these,	which	can	be	embedded	across	

the	SOHS	research	components.	Some	progress	markers	will	rely	on	additional	data	collection	

outside the main SOHS research components. 

FIGURE 4: WHS COMMITMENTS

Commitment Area Shift (# commitments made related to 
this shift in parentheses)

Associated DAC 
performance 
criterion

1. Political leadership 
to prevent and end 
conflicts

1C Invest in promoting peaceful and 
inclusive societies, and stay politically and 
financially engaged for the long haul. (100)

Connectedness

1B Act early to address tensions and 
de-escalate violence before situations 
deteriorate. (96)

Connectedness

2. Uphold the norms that 
safeguard humanity 

2D Use every available method to improve 
compliance with the rules of war and hold 
to account those who violate them. (312)

Coherence

2B Let humanitarian and medical 
assistance operate in safety and reach all 
people in need. (172)

Coherence

3. Leave No One Behind 3D Empower women and girls to fully and 
equally participate in decision-making at 
all levels, meet their specific needs, protect 
them against gender-based violence, and 
increase their access to humanitarian 
funding. (391)

Effectiveness

3A Support refugees and internally 
displaced persons to be safe, live in dignity 
and become self-reliant. (388)

Effectiveness
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4. Change people’s lives: 
from delivering aid to 
ending need

4A Respect, support and strengthen local 
leadership and enable people to be the 
central drivers of relief and recovery 
efforts. (407)

Complementarity

4B Invest in early warning and take action 
early to prevent and mitigate crises. (303)

Coverage/ 
Sufficiency; 
Effectiveness

4C Work across humanitarian–development 
divides to meet humanitarian needs and 
reduce people’s vulnerability in support of 
the 2030 agenda. (223)

Connectedness

5. Invest in Humanity 5E Increase humanitarian resources, 
including from a more diverse range of 
actors, and improve transparency and cost-
efficiency of humanitarian financing and 
response. (164)

Efficiency

5A Provide direct and predictable financing 
to local actors and support them to develop 
their capacities to prevent, respond to and 
recover from crises. (107)

Complementarity 

6. Final Report

In	contrast	to	the	2015	SOHS	report,	ALNAP	plans	to	present	a	shorter	report	summarising	the	

findings	of	the	size	and	shape	of	the	system,	and	its	performance	against	the	DAC	criteria.	The	

Summary	Reports	provided	for	the	evaluation	synthesis,	key	informant	interviews,	field	studies,	and	

WHS	analysis,	will	be	published	as	companions	to	the	performance	assessment.	

1. First	draft	to	be	shared	with	a	Support	and	Advisory	Group	(SAG):	July	2018

2. Final	report	to	be	published:	December	2018	

7. Timeline 

A timeline for this project can be found in the annexes.

8. Management Arrangements 

An	organogram	for	this	project	can	be	found	in	the	annexes.
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This	edition	of	the	report	has	taken	a	new	approach	by	putting	together	a	consortium	of	

consultants	with	particular	expertise	in	the	various	components	of	the	study.	The	consortium	

of	consultants	will	work	in	partnership	with	researchers	from	the	ALNAP	Secretariat	to	deliver	

the	different	elements.	The	ALNAP	Secretariat	will	take	the	lead	in	writing	the	final	report.	The	

ALNAP	Secretariat	will	manage	different	elements	of	the	study.	

As	in	previous	years	the	study	will	be	supported	and	guided	by	a	Support	and	Advisory	Group	

(SAG)	consisting	of	about	10	people,	mainly	ALNAP	Members.	Its	main	function	will	be	to	

provide	guidance	and	advice	on	substantive	issues	and	content	primarily	though	written	and	

verbal	comments	on	written	outputs	from	the	consultants.	The	consultancy	team	will	prepare	a	

table	of	comments	and	reactions	to	show	how	comments	have	been	addressed.	Where	possible,	the	

SAG	will	also	provide	assistance	and	support	to	the	field-based	research.		

The	SOHS	Methods	Group	was	convened	by	ALNAP	and	comprises	a	group	of	stakeholders	

involved	in	the	collection	and	analysis	of	system-wide	data.	At	an	initial	meeting	in	London,	the	

group	reviewed	the	methodologies	used	in	previous	SOHS	reports	to	strengthen	the	conceptual,	

methodological	and	analytical	elements	for	the	2018	edition.	An	additional	decision	was	to	create	

a	shared	understanding	among	a	key	group	of	stakeholders	about	who	is	doing	what	in	relation	to	

system-wide	data	collection	and	analysis.	This	group	has	kindly	agreed	to	be	available	to	answer	

specific	methodological	questions	that	may	arise	during	the	course	of	the	study.

The	ALNAP	Steering	Committee	will	receive	regular	updates	on	the	study	and	provide	useful	

advice	throughout	the	process.	

The	Director	of	ALNAP	will	coordinate	the	study.	



1. Annexes
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SOHS 2018 TIMELINE
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