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What are clusters and what do they do?

Clusters are voluntary coordination bodies bringing together agencies in a humanitarian 
response. Each cluster concentrates on a technical sector such as nutrition or protection. 
Although they follow the same broad terms of reference, they differ markedly in the activities 
they conduct and the degree of coordination they attempt.

The clusters address a wide variety of activities, including:

•	 sharing information
•	 reducing gaps and duplication between the programmes of different agencies
•	 building capacity of members and other stakeholders
•	 setting strategies and priorities for the response in ‘their’ sectoral area
•	 common problem solving
•	 advocacy
•	 establishing and promoting common standards or procedures

For more information on this 
study, please visit:

www.alnap.org/leadership

http://www.alnap.org/leadership
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How successful are clusters?

While the diversity of clusters makes it hard to provides an overall judgement, most 
sources agree that it is better to have clusters than not to have them. Where clusters do 
not formally exist, humanitarians generally create ‘cluster-like’ structures.

They are generally successful in sharing information and fairly effective in reducing 
gaps and duplications and at advocacy. They are less successful in operationalising 
common strategies and approaches.

It	is	hard	to	define	the	impact	of	the	clusters	on	the	success	of	programmes.	However,	
in evaluations where affected populations have been asked, they have generally been 
positive about the effects of coordination.

What is coordination?

The nature and degree of coordination differs from one cluster to another. There is no 
clear consensus on what coordination means, and no agreed understanding of what 
successful coordination looks like. 

This research proposes a spectrum of coordination: Generally, the higher the degree of 
coordination, the higher the cost in time, resources and independence (but the greater 
the potential results). In practice, most clusters focus on communication and 
alignment activities.
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WHAT ARE THE BARRIERS TO 
WORKING IN CLUSTERS?
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What makes coordination successful? 

In	most	cases,	cluster	participation	is	voluntary.	Participating	agencies	tend	to	see	coordination	as	a	way	to	increase	effectiveness,	efficiency	
and	coverage.		However,	there	are	at	the	same	time	constraints	to	coordinating	within	the	cluster.	The	need	for	organisational	independence,	
competition	for	funding,	inflexible	existing	ways	of	working,	lack	of	time,	the	physical	locations	and	the	language	of	meetings	are	among	the	
barriers	to	organisations	engaging	in	clusters.	Local	and	national	organisations	often	find	it	particularly	difficult	to	engage	with	the	clusters.	

This research focused primarily on how the clusters overcome such barriers to achieve successful coordination. ‘What works’ varies from cluster to 
cluster	depending	on	activities	and	objectives,	context,	organisations	involved,	etc.	There	is	no	one	‘silver	bullet’.	However,	the	following	factors	are	
all important:

•	 clarity over the purpose and priorities for the cluster
•	 a focus on activities that have direct operational relevance to 

members (rather than on collecting information for other 
actors)

•	 clear, mutually agreed and respected procedures for information 
management and decision-making

•	 sharing common goals for the response
•	 trusting relationships and the ability to recognise and resolve 
conflicts

•	 an independent, knowledgeable, respected cluster coordinator
•	 clear divisions between cluster activities/needs and those of 

cluster lead agencies
•	 clear and agreed roles and responsibilities for cluster members 

and cluster coordinators
•	 development of sub-national as well as national level clusters, 

with good linkages between these different levels

The role of funding in the clusters

•	 Clusters	can	influence	funding	decisions,	and	
provide access to funding, in a variety of ways.

•	 Money can be a motivator to get organisations 
to the table, though this challenges the idea of 
voluntary	participation	and	it	can	cause	conflict	
and competition.

•	 Where	clusters	focus	on	financial	and	funding	
issues, agencies with their own funding will often 
withdraw.

Short or long term clusters?

•	 Recent guidance suggests that the clusters 
should	only	be	activated	for	finite	periods,	when	
government coordination systems are unable to 
cope.

•	 However,	platforms	which	exist	for	longer	periods	
allow members to build trust in one another. 
‘Standing’ bodies also tend to be able to respond 
earlier, and more quickly, to disasters.

•	 ‘Handovers’	between	short	term	clusters	and	longer	
term coordination bodies have not always been 
effective.



Individual: An individual (often a cluster coordinator) makes important 
decisions.

Three models of decision-making in 
a cluster

This	research	finds	that	decisions	made	by	
a group or with consultation tend to be of 
higher quality than decisions made by sole 
individuals in the cluster.

It also suggests that decisions made by 
individuals don’t save time – decisions by 
groups or consultation are not more time 
intensive.

Government and the clusters
Clusters	are	meant	to	support	or	complement	existing	coordination	mechanisms.	However,	very	often,	clusters	
are not working effectively with government structures. Clusters seeking to improve relationships with govern-
ment should:

•	 Make contact with relevant counterparts early on (pre-crisis).
•	 Consider	changing	scope/focus	areas	to	better	fit	with	government	structures.
•	 Discuss and agree on the relevant standards to be used in the response.
•	 Establish	relationships	with	all	relevant	levels	of	government	(national	and	field	level).
•	 Clarify the role of the cluster with relation to the government system, and how the cluster will transition  

back to the government system.
•	 Use language and technologies which are accessible to government actors.
•	 Understand and value the roles that government can realistically play in a cluster and adapt accordingly 

– particularly at the operational level.
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Group: Decisions are made by the whole cluster 
or by a sub-group, such as a Strategic Advisory 
Group (SAG).

Consultation: The final decision is made by a single individual (or small 
group), however, the whole cluster provides input through consultation.
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