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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this work is to examine the ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ ς the humanitarian response 
coordination strategy adopted by the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) following the 2005 
ΨIǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ wŜǾƛŜǿΩ ς through the lens of systems thinking and develop potential 
system architecture representations to explore how the coordination mechanism can enhance 
complementarity, partnerships, and collaboration among humanitarian actors. 
 
The qualitative analysis of ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ through system architecture principles strongly 
suggests, that indeed, the framework ς as currently envisioned by the IASC and the humanitarian 
community ς can be described and illustrated as a structured and architected system.   In addition, 
the analysis demonstrates that the system architecture visualization can help (1) validate the 
existing framework and (2) design new variants to improve and strengthen the formal and 
functional relationships while leveraging the underlying organizational platform of the IASCΩǎ 
constituent membership. 
 
The analysis also suggests that visualizing the elements of the system as well as the 
interrelationships among response organizations, actors, and the transactions between these 
through system architecture principles ς reasoned and guided by holistic thinking ς can be useful 
and consequential to manage complexity and reduce ambiguity of the L!{/Ωǎ humanitarian system. 
Finally, extensions of this research to (1) design critical coordination priorities, (2) incorporate 
more architectural flexibility to manage exceptions, and (3) improve situational awareness of 
actors to adjust behaviors can hopefully lead to more effective and socially meaningful 
humanitarian response efforts. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

In 1992, the United Nations established the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC)1 as the 

principal method for humanitarian coordination among agencies and humanitarian actors.  Nearly 

fifteen years later, in 2005, the IASC Emergency Relief Coordinator (ERC)2 commissioned a study 

to address the gaps in humanitarian response.  The comprehensive study recommended a number 

of initiatives, one of which was the adoption of a clustered approach between governmental and 

inter-governmental entities, non-governmental organizations, humanitarian aid groups and 

actors, and affected populations.  The recommendations were a major transformation for 

humanitarian response and coordination and resulted in adoption of a new humanitarian 

ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ. 

 

This thesis aims to understand the background and origins of the current framework and how 

systems thinking principles can help visualize structured system architecture representations (e.g., 

models, mapping, etc.) for humanitarian coordination.  A system architecture representation 

could be useful in enhancing mutual understanding and mental models among humanitarian 

actors who may be driven by diverse, and at times incongruent, agendas and objectives.  A better 

appreciation of architected systems for humanitarian coordination can show that integration of 

                                                      
 
1 ά¢ƘŜ LƴǘŜǊ-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) is a global humanitarian forum established in 1992 in response to 
the United Nations General Assembly Resolution 46/182 of 1991 to bring together the main operational relief 
agencies from the United Nations, international components of the Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement, the 
International Organization for Migration and international non-governmental organizations.  The IASC 
Transformative Agenda is an agreed set of recommendations aimed at making the humanitarian response system 
ƳƻǊŜ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜΦέ 
Sources: 
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-transformative-agenda/documents-public/power-point-
transformative-agenda 
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org 
2 The Under-Secretary-General and Emergency Relief Coordinator (USG/ERC) is responsible for the oversight of all 
emergencies requiring United Nations humanitarian assistance.  USG/ERC also acts as the central focal point for 
governmental, intergovernmental and non-governmental relief activities.  The ERC also leads the Inter-Agency 
Standing Committee (IASC), a unique inter-agency forum for coordination, policy development and decision-making 
involving the key United Nations and non-United Nations humanitarian partners. 
Source:  https://www.unocha.org/about-us/ocha-leadership 

https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-transformative-agenda/documents-public/power-point-transformative-agenda
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-transformative-agenda/documents-public/power-point-transformative-agenda
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/
https://www.unocha.org/about-us/ocha-leadership
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stakeholders can be an effective and powerful influence to strengthen both formal and informal 

partnerships and networks and ultimately enhance collaboration and coordination between 

humanitarian response actors.  Mapping the humanitarian system could assist decision-making 

processes and help minimize (and hopefully eliminate) disruptive and dysfunctional effects in 

order to improve accountability of the interdependent and interactive relationships.  Furthermore, 

it could help advance the overarching objectives of the humanitarian response efforts by 

motivated, engaged, and integrated stakeholders. 

 

Finally, the purpose of this work is to share knowledge about systems thinking applications in the 

humanitarian domain and a broad understanding of the system architecture perspectives explored 

herein. 

 

1.1. Motivation and Objectives 

Motivation statement: 

To explore the humanitarian domain through the existing frameworks for crisis response, 

management, relief, and recovery ς including engagement with affected populations ς by 

researching the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) cluster approach within the context of 

systems thinking principles. 

 

Background for motivation: 

In 2005-2006, in the aftermath of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, my Commanding Officer entrusted 

ƳŜ ǿƛǘƘΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǘƘŜ ¦Φ{Φ /ƻŀǎǘ DǳŀǊŘΩǎ ό¦{/Dύ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŜǾŜǊ ǎƘƻǊŜ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ 

recapitalization efforts for reconstruction after a natural disaster.  Needless to say, this was a huge 

responsibility for a young, inexperienced officer.  I was very nervous, but made it my mission to 

not let her, or those I was helping in the recovery, down.  From 2006 to 2010, I was detached to 

the Gulf Coast states under an independent duty assignment to manage the $135 million 

ǊŜŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŦƻǊ /ƻŀǎǘ DǳŀǊŘ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƭƻǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǿƻ ƘǳǊǊƛŎŀƴŜǎΦ  ²ƘƛƭŜ LΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ 
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think that these very small contributions on my part, along with the tremendous efforts of many 

other response and recovery actors, helped support Coast Guard missions to resume with speed 

ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅΣ LΩƳ ƘǳƳōƭŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜŜǊ ŜƴƻǊƳƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴƻǊ ǊƻƭŜ L ǇƭŀȅŜŘΦ 

 

²ƛǘƘƛƴ ƘƻǳǊǎ ƻŦ ƘǳǊǊƛŎŀƴŜ YŀǘǊƛƴŀΩǎ ǿŀƪŜΣ ƛǘ became clear that the first and most critical concerns 

were about the welfare and safety of the people in the Gulf Coast states.  This natural disaster 

ranked among the worst in U.S. history; considered to be the costliest and most catastrophic storm 

with 1,836 lives lost, over a million people displaced, and a toll of damages estimated at $125 

billion.  On September 9, 2005, the then Homeland Security Secretary, Michael Chertoff, said:  

άHurricane Katrina will go down as the largest natural disaster in AmeǊƛŎŀƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦέ3  Some would 

later refer to hurricane Katrina as the largest man-made disaster without the intent of criminality 

due to the catastrophic breaches of the levees and the subsequent tragic flooding [1] (from 

keynote remarks by Admiral T. W. Allen Commandant, USCG at The Brookings Institution on May 

29, 2007). 

 

I recall that despite the politics or attitudes of response that many other organizations struggled 

with, Coast Guard aircrews, flights, and rescues saved and evacuated over 33,000 people.  This 

was a daunting task; the total destruction of entire communities was unthinkable.  Yet, in the midst 

of all the dangers, overwhelming challenges, and the trail of devastation, the realization that there 

were vulnerable lives at stake is what drove rescuers to accomplish their missions without 

hesitation. 

 

This experience was not my first (or last) exposure to hurricane response in a professional setting.  

Coast Guard Civil Engineers routinely train for and respond to natural and man-made disasters to 

aid recovery efforts and to restore continuity of operations (e.g., training and preparation includes 

                                                      
 
3 Source:  https://www.nytimes.com/2005/09/09/national/nationalspecial/michael-chertoffs-announcement.html 

https://www.nytimes.com/2005/09/09/national/nationalspecial/michael-chertoffs-announcement.html
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but is not limited to:  continuing education requirements, drills, and qualifications for the Incident 

Command System (ICS) [2] and the National Incident Management System (NIMS) [3]).  In the 

midst of all the chaos and under very difficult and demanding conditions, Damage Assessment 

Teams (DAT) and Emergency Response Teams (ERT) composed of Coast Guard engineers, 

architects, inspectors, procurement agents, and a diverse range of skilled construction trades 

workers are also present at the scene performing disaster assessments of the impacted USCG 

facilities.  The sole purpose of the DATs and the ERTs is to be the first on the ground after passing 

of a storm to mitigate hazards, assist with and perform critical repairs, document damages in order 

to identify the necessary resources to repair or rebuild the facilities, and help restore operational 

conditions as soon as possible. 

 

And while I was already quite familiar with what was required as part of a DAT or an ERT, this 

experience, however, had a transformational effect on me.  During the four years I lived in the Gulf 

Coast, fully immersed in the recovery efforts and amongst the very people that were affected by 

the hurricanes, I would become part of the local community.   I would live with, albeit to a much 

lesser extent, the consequences of the hurricane that had so deeply affected that part of the 

country and learn things I would have otherwise been completely oblivious to had I lived 

elsewhere.  Ultimately, the experience would completely transform my views and perspectives on 

humanitarian response and raise new questions. 

 

As I reflect on these events, the vulnerability of the affected population, and the courageous acts 

by other service-members, first responders, local community organizers, volunteers, charities, 

ōŜƴŜŦŀŎǘƻǊǎΣ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘȅ, and operational capacity for some 

organizations enabled swift actions on one hand while lack thereof burdened, confused, and 

slowed down others to the peril of those affected and who needed relief help the most. 
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Fast-forward to 2017 and the opportunity ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ aL¢Ωǎ {ȅǎǘŜƳ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ό{5aύ 

program under a sponsorship by the USCG to learn more about how systems thinking can be used 

to solve large, complex challenges.  In this context, the questions then became:  Is there a 

humanitarian system?  If so, what is it?  What does it look like?  What are its central role and 

strategic objectives?  Who are the humanitarian actors?  What are their principles?  And many 

more. 

 

As I pondered these questions and researched more about humanitarian aid in the context of 

systems ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ L ŎŀƳŜ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŀ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ά¢ƘŜ 

/ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέΦ  άThe Cluster Approachέ was introduced in 2005 during the Humanitarian 

Reform Agenda initiated by the United Nations Under- Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs 

and Emergency Relief Coordinator4 (UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs), 

together with the Inter-Agency Standing Committee5 (IASC) to improve the effectiveness of 

humanitarian response through greater predictability, accountability, responsibility, and 

partnership in the assistance delivered by UN and non-UN humanitarian organizations.6 

 

¢ƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ά¢he Cluster Approachέ is to enhance partnerships among UN agencies, the Red 

Cross/Red Crescent movements, international organizations, and NGOs at both local and 

ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭǎΦ  /ƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀ άŎƭǳǎǘŜǊέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻŀƭŜǎŎƛƴƎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ 

                                                      
 
4 UNOCHA, supra note 2. 
5 The IASC was established in June 1992 in response to United Nations General Assembly Resolution 46/182 on the 
strengthening of humanitarian assistance.  General Assembly Resolution 48/57 affirmed the IASC's role as the primary 
mechanism for the inter-agency coordination of humanitarian assistance. 
Sources: 
United Nations General Assembly Resolution 46/182:  http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/46/a46r182.htm 
United Nations General Assembly Resolution 48/57:  http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/48/a48r057.htm 
Inter-Agency Standing Committee:  https://interagencystandingcommittee.org 
Related: 
United Nations General Assembly Resolution 47/168:  http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/47/a47r168.htm 
6 Sources: 
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/about-clusters/what-is-the-cluster-approach 
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-transformative-agenda 

http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/46/a46r182.htm
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/48/a48r057.htm
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/47/a47r168.htm
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/about-clusters/what-is-the-cluster-approach
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-transformative-agenda
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a common sector of humanitarian relief, such as health, protection, and education.7  άThe Cluster 

!ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ is used for coordinating in non-refugee humanitarian emergencies (Note: Clusters 

are not activated for responses to refugee crises.  Protection and assistance to refugees are 

coordinated and delivered through the Refugee Coordination Model.).8 

 

Objectives: 

The focus of this work is to suggest a visualizaǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ ς as established by 

ǘƘŜ L!{/ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нллр ΨIǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ wŜǾƛŜǿΩ [4] ς 

through systems thinking by: 

 

1. exploring the relationships and interactions between humanitarian actors and actions 

and 

2. architecting reasonable representations (i.e., models) of these elements through 

system architecture principles for prospective application in the humanitarian domain 

for response and relief efforts. 

 

LastlyΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ LΩƳ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ use of systems 

thinking, in terms of structure, capability, and capacity, can potentially support humanitarian 

response actors, processes, decisions, and the interfaces between them. 

 

1.2. Primary research objectives 

Given the motivation and purpose, three primary research objectives are defined as follows: 

 

1. Examine the value of systems thinking framework(s) and application in the humanitarian 

domain, specifically related to crisis (emergency) response and disaster relief.  In other 

                                                      
 
7 Source:  http://humanitariancoalition.ca/the-humanitarian-system 
8 Source:  https://emergency.unhcr.org/entry/61190/cluster-approach-iasc 

http://humanitariancoalition.ca/the-humanitarian-system
https://emergency.unhcr.org/entry/61190/cluster-approach-iasc
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words, is there an ideal intersection of systems thinking and humanitarian aid?  Can 

systems-oriented approach and application assist efforts for disaster response and 

recovery? 

 

2. Identify, through research and examination of traditional practices, what are the 

overarching disaster relief issues; e.g., consequences and importance of: (1) management 

of objectives; (2) functional and formal relationships; (3) organizational environments 

(including resources, economic conditions, and organic capabilities at the local affected 

zones); (4) policies (e.g., influence of political interests, donors, etc.); and (5) challenges 

(e.g., technical, social, implementation, etc.). 

 

3. Understand and contrast the factors and characteristics that dominate humanitarian 

assistance efforts and outcomes (e.g., accountability, coordination and interaction 

between organizations, behaviors of participants, system management, constraints, 

dependencies, political interests, objectives of contributors and actors, etc.). 

 
1.3. Other related research factors, thoughts, and questions 

Other wide-ranging background factors, thoughts, and questions to research the value of 

systems thinking in the humanitarian domain, specifically related to crisis response and relief 

efforts, include but are not limited to the following: 

 

1. What are the overarching humanitarian response and relief issues ς e.g., the significance 

and influence of harmonizing the following factors? 

a. management of objectives, 

b. functional and formal relationships, 

c. organizational environments 

d. competencies (including the organic capabilities of both the global and in-country 

stakeholders and other relevant local systems in the affected zone), 
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e. assistance policies, and 

f. challenges (e.g., technical, social, temporal, perceptual, practical, etc.) 

2. Is there an ideal intersection of systems thinking and humanitarian response? 

3. Can a systems-oriented approach assist efforts for response and recovery?  How? 

4. What are the dominant factors for effective and socially meaningful crisis response? 

5. What are the coherent elements and interrelationships among response organizations that 

facilitate (or burden) response efforts? 

6. Are massive investments in infrastructure, resources, people, monies, etc. the right 

answer? 

7. Is the intention to create social change?  If so, how do we implement this change? 

8. ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ 

meaningful and impactful change? 

9. Gathering, assembling, and presenting information is not the answer. 

10. Is there another point of view? 

 

1.4. Hypothesis 

A flexible framework for humanitarian assistance, that can adapt and adjust to changing or diverse 

circumstances (e.g., situational) and is principled on systems thinking concepts and methods, is 

more likely to be successful and more effective for crisis response and relief efforts ς as opposed 

to no model(s) or an inflexible, άone-ǎƛȊŜ Ŧƛǘǎ ŀƭƭέ ώŀŘ ƘƻŎϐ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ to humanitarian response. 

 

Furthermore, bureaucratic oversight and process-driven response guidance όŜΦƎΦΣ άmeans and 

methodsέύ can be excessive, overly prescriptive, and restrictive.  Guidance without holistic systems 

thinking consideration of social, structural, spatial, temporal, and other contextual effects and 

influences ς both at the global and country levels ς is less likely to contribute to a predictable and 

more effective emergence of adequate response and relief efforts. 
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1.5. Research and Methodology 

The process undertaken to explore and research the topics of this thesis includes several sources.  

LǘΩǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜƭȅΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŎƻǳƴǘƭŜǎǎ ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΣ 

and materials focusing on matters of humanitarian aid and systems thinking.  Yet, it was 

challenging to find much, in terms of scholarly materials, that focused on both topics 

simultaneously ς that is, works concentrated on the joint study of humanitarian domain issues and 

systems thinking applications in the same source. 

 

Each source cited throughout this thesis was carefully selected among numerous other available 

alternatives in an effort to narrow the focus on the subject and limit possible deviations from the 

primary objective of the research and thus avoid irrelevant or unrelated matters. 

 

Following are the main ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ ά²ƻǊƪǎ /ƛǘŜŘέ ƭƛǎǘǎ 

the sources utilized in the development of this work.  These include: 

 

Á Comprehensive Reports and Evaluations such as the ones completed and distributed by 

ǘƘŜ ά!ŎǘƛǾŜ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ bŜǘǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ !ŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ tŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜέ ό![b!tύΦ 

 

Á hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ tǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ άLƴǘŜǊ-Agency Standing 

/ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜέ όL!{/ύ ƎǳƛŘŜǎΣ ǘƻƻƭǎΣ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ L!{/ 

(Working Group or IASC Principals) and used or adopted by the humanitarian community. 

 

Á Books, Published Journals and Research, Opinion Articles (and Public Speaking Remarks), 

and other related scholarly work. 

 

Á Works and instruments by other professional and humanitarian organizations (e.g., works 

by the humanitarian community of practice, such as International Red Cross and Red 
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Crescent Movement, non-governmental organizations, donors, etc.). 

 

Á Material published by the United Nations (e.g., documents and information about the 

agencies or secretariats, General Assembly Resolutions, organizational documents, etc.). 

 

Of all the sources examined, the ones by the UN (and its secretariats), the IASC, and the ALNAP 

offered the most comprehensive, illuminating, and informative content in terms of the envisioned 

ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέΦ  ¢ƘŜ assessments by journals and research 

works provided insightful perspectives in terms of critical analysis and opinions. 

 

The overall methodology outline for this work consists of the following main areas: 

 

Ch. 1: Introduction and overview of motivation, objectives, hypothesis, other related 

research questions, and research methodology. 

 

Ch. 2: Understanding the history and the background of humanitarian response as an 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ όƛΦŜΦΣ ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ ōȅ ǘƘŜ L!{/ύΦ 

 

Ch. 3: Consideration of assessments and opinions about the conventional humanitarian 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέΦ 

 

Ch. 4: ±ƛǎǳŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳs thinking principles, including 

modeling and analysis. 

 

Ch. 5: Insights and recommendations for additional future research. 
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Chapter 2:  History, purpose, and focus of the Inter-Agency Standing 

Committee (IASC) 

 

2.1. Background 

The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) is recognized as the primary mechanism for inter-

agency coordination of humanitarian assistance and its overall objective is to improve 

humanitarian assistance to affected populations. [5]  The IASC is a forum formed from several 

different agencies and organizations of key United Nations (UN) and non-UN humanitarian 

partners to strengthen humanitarian assistance efforts in response to complex (man-made) and 

major emergencies (natural disasters).9  The Under-Secretary-General (USG) of the UN Office for 

the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) also serves as the UN Emergency Relief 

Coordinator (ERC) and is responsible for oversight of all the UN humanitarian assistance efforts.  

In this capacity, the ERC is responsible for reaching out to the IASC international community forum 

to coordinate humanitarian assistance.  The ERC relies on the members of IASC to provide 

response and relief support to emergencies.  Under the leadership of the ERC, the IASC: 

 

Á develops humanitarian policies,  

Á agrees on a clear division of responsibility for the various aspects of humanitarian 

assistance, 

Á identifies and addresses gaps in response, and 

Á advocates for effective application of humanitarian principles10 

 

The IASC was established in June of 1992 in response to UN General Assembly Resolution 46/182 

[6] of 19 December 1991 titled, άStrengthening of the coordination of humanitarian emergency 

                                                      
 
9 IASC, supra notes 6 and 7. 
10 IASC, supra note 7. 
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ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ bŀǘƛƻƴǎέΦ11  On 14 December 1993, following reaffirmation of UN General 

Assembly Resolutions 46/182 of 19 December 1991 and 47/168 [7] of 22 December 1992, the UN 

General Assembly Resolution 48/57 [8] confirmed that the IASC should be the primary method for 

inter-agency coordination. [5]  Figure 1, is the present organizational chart for the IASC.12 

 

 

Figure 1:  IASC Organizational Chart 

 

Per General Assembly Resolution 46/182, άAn Inter-Agency Standing Committee serviced by a 

                                                      
 
11 IASC, supra note 7. 
12 Id. 

INTER-AGENCY STANDING COMMITTEE (IASC)

The IASC was established by the UN General Assembly in 1991 to serve as the primary mechanism for inter -agency coordination relating to humanitarian assistance. The main purpose of the IASC is to improve 
the effectiveness of humanitarian act ion by coordinating IASC's activit ies, assigning responsibilities, and sharing resources and knowledge. The IASC is composed of nine full members (FAO, OCHA, UNDP, 

UNFPA, UN-Habitat, UNHCR, UNICEF, WFP and WHO) and nine standing invitees (ICRC, ICVA, IFRC, InterAction, IOM, Office of the RSGon the Human Rights of IDPs, OHCHR, SCHR and World Bank).

IASC PRINCIPALS

The IASC Principals are the heads of the organizations that
form the IASC. They are responsible for making strategic and

policy decisions which have system-wide implications.

Chair: ERC

PRINCIPALS STEERING GROUP (PSG)

The PSG is a smaller group established by the ERC in 2011
to steer the implementation of the Transformative Agenda. It

also serves to review membership applicat ions.

Chair: ERC

IASC REFERENCE GROUPS (RGs)

The RGs serve as άcommunities of practiceέ that support the
implementation of IASC strategies and policies of a specific

issue.

IASC WORKING GROUP

The IASC Working Group is responsible for developing policies 

and guidance in line with strategic decisions made by the IASC.

Chair: DERC

IASC EMERGENCY DIRECTORS GROUP (EDG)

The EDG is responsible for advising the IASC on operational
issues of strategic concern and preparing opt ions and
recommendations for the IASC on operational issues.

Chair: Director of OCHA CRD

IASC TASK TEAMS (TTs)

The Task Teams address issues identified by the IASC Working
Group. The Task Teams are expert groups working on crit ical

policy issues and priorit ies identified by the IASC.

SENIOR TRANSFORMATIVE AGENDA 
IMPLEMENTATION TEAM (STAIT)

The STAIT supports the roll-out of the IASC 
Transformative Agenda at field-level.

Chair: Director of STAIT

GLOBAL CLUSTER COORDINATORS (GCC)

The GCC support the strengthening of  country-level

cluster and inter-cluster coordination, with the overall 
aim of improving the quality of humanitarian response.

Chair: OCHA ICCS

ACCOUNTABILITY TO 
AFFECTED POPULATIONS, 

INCL. PSEA
Chair: OFADEC and UNHCR
Sponsor: UNHCR and IOM

HUMANITARIAN 
FINANCING

Chair: OCHA and ICVA
Sponsor: ICVA and WFP

STRENGTHENING THE 
HUMANITARIAN

DEVELOPMENT/ NEXUS
Chair: TBC (FAO, WHO, UNDP, OCHA) 

Sponsor: UNICEF and  InterAct ion

PROTECTION PRIORITY ς
GLOBAL PROTECTION 

CLUSTER
Chair: InterAction and OHCHR
Sponsor: UNHCR and UNDP

IASC SECRETARIAT EDG SECRETARIAT

Disclaimer: The present organizational chart is based on the 
IASC Terms of Reference of February 2014. Please note, due to 
layout limitations, the hierarchies and/or reporting lines have 

been presented in a more simplified manner. The chart is subject 
to change depending on IASC decisions.

Version of 30 March 2016

GENDER AND 
HUMANITARIAN ACTION
Chair: UN-Women and  TBC
Sponsor: UNHCRand IOM

MEETING HUMANITARIAN 
CHALLENGES IN URBAN 

AREAS
Chair: UN-HABITAT and 

Acted/Impact
Sponsor: UNICEF, InterAction

MENTAL HEALTH AND 
PSYCHOSOCIAL SUPPORT 
IN EMERGENCY SETTINGS

Chair: UNICEF and  IFRC
Sponsor: UNHCR and IOM

PROTRACTED 
DISPLACEMENT

Chair: UNHCR and UNDP
Sponsor: UNHCR and UNDP

EARLY WARNING AND 
PREPAREDNESS

Chair: WFP and UNDP
Sponsor: UNICEF and 

InterAction

PRINCIPLED 
HUMANITARIAN ACTION 

Chair: NRC and OCHA
Sponsor: UNICEF, InterAction
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strengthened Office of the United Nations Disaster Relief Coordinator should be established under 

the chairmanship of the high-level official with the participation of all operational13 organizations 

and with a standing invitation to the International Committee of the Red Cross, the League of Red 

Cross and Red Crescent Societies, and the International Organization for Migration.  Other relevant 

non-governmental organizations can also be invited to participate on an ad hoc basis.έ [6] 

 

The IASC is chaired by the ERC.  The full members14 of the IASC are15: 

 

Á UN Development Programme (UNDP)16 

Á ¦b /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ CǳƴŘ (UNICEF)17 

Á UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)18 

Á World Food Programme (WFP)19 

Á Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)20 

Á World Health Organization (WHO)21 

Á UN Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT)22 

Á UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA)23 

Á International Organization for Migration (IOM)24 

                                                      
 
13 It is important to note that, in terms of IASC membership, "operational" is defined as having the following 
characteristics: 

a. Provision of humanitarian assistance:  protection or material aid 
b. Deployment of staff to assist affected populations with immediate needs 

This can be in contrast with what others may define as operational capabilities. 
14 The members of the IASC are the heads (or designated representatives) of the UN operational agencies. 
15 IASC, supra note 7. 
16 Link to member site ς Source:  http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home.html 
17 Link to member site ς Source:  https://www.unicef.org 
18 Link to member site ς Source:  http://www.unhcr.org 
19 Link to member site ς Source:  http://www1.wfp.org 
20 Link to member site ς Source:  http://www.fao.org/home/en/ 
21 Link to member site ς Source:  http://www.who.int 
22 Link to member site ς Source:  https://unhabitat.org 
23 Link to member site ς Source:  https://www.unocha.org 
24 Link to member site ς Source:  https://www.iom.int 

http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home.html
https://www.unicef.org/
http://www.unhcr.org/
http://www1.wfp.org/
http://www.fao.org/home/en/
http://www.who.int/
https://unhabitat.org/
https://www.unocha.org/
https://www.iom.int/
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There is also a standing invitation25 to the following organizations and agencies26: 

 

Á International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)27 

Á International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC)28 

Á Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)29 

Á UN Population Fund (UNFPA)30 

Á Office of the Special Representative (Rapporteur) of the Secretary General on the Human 

Rights of Internally Displaced Persons31 

Á NGO Consortia, International Council of Voluntary Agencies (ICVA)32 

Á American Council for Voluntary International Action (InterAction)33 

Á Steering Committee for Humanitarian Response (SCHR)34 

Á World Bank35 

 

The objective of the IASC is coordination among wide-ranging partners but it limits the number of 

members to ensure functionality and focus.36  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

άŦǳƭƭ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎέ ŀƴŘ άǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŜǎέ.  According to the IASC, its strength is precisely in its broad 

and inclusive membership of key humanitarian actors.37  Although membership is continuously 

                                                      
 
25 Invited on a permanent basis. 
26 IASC, supra note 7. 
27 Link to standing invitee site ς Source:  https://www.icrc.org/en 
28 Link to standing invitee site ς Source:  https://media.ifrc.org/ifrc/ 
29 Link to standing invitee site ς Source:  https://www.ohchr.org/EN/pages/home.aspx 
30 Link to standing invitee site ς Source:  https://www.unfpa.org 
31 Link to standing invitee site ς Source:  https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/idpersons/pages/idpersonsindex.aspx 
32 Link to standing invitee site ς Source:  https://www.icvanetwork.org 
33 Link to standing invitee site ς Source:  https://www.interaction.org 
34 Link to standing invitee site ς Source:  http://www.schr.info 
35 Link to standing invitee site ς Source:  https://www.worldbank.org 
36 IASC, supra note 7. 
37 Id. 

https://www.icrc.org/en
https://media.ifrc.org/ifrc/
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/pages/home.aspx
https://www.unfpa.org/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/idpersons/pages/idpersonsindex.aspx
https://www.icvanetwork.org/
https://www.interaction.org/
http://www.schr.info/
https://www.worldbank.org/
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reviewed, new members are only accepted on a case-by-case basis.38  Instead, non-member 

organizations desiring to become members are encouraged to support the work of other 

subsidiary organizations in their area of specialization where they can demonstrate real 

commitment and potential contribution(s) to the IASC.39 

 

2.2. The Humanitarian Reform 

In 2005, almost 15 years after UN General Assembly Resolution 46/182 of 19 December 1991, the 

L!{/ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ άThe Cluster Approachέ in response to recommendations by an independent review 

to strengthen effectiveness of humanitarian response through coalitions and partnerships. [5], [9] 

 

The review, a major transformation of humanitarian coordination known as the Humanitarian 

Reform Agenda (HRA), introduced a number of new elements to enhance predictability, 

accountability, and partnerships between NGOs, international organizations, the International Red 

Cross and Red Crescent Movement40, and UN agencies.  The review, conducted by a team of 

experienced consultants in the humanitarian domain, was commissioned by the ERC to assess the 

humanitarian response capacities of the UN, NGOs, the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Movement, and other actors due to the general perception that humanitarian response wasn't 

meeting the requirements of affected populations and that the response provided varied 

considerably from crisis to crisis.41  The ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŀƴǘǎΩ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ǘƘŜ ΨIǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ wŜǾƛŜǿΩ 

[4], found that humanitarian organizations remained vertical to each other which often caused 

                                                      
 
38 IASC, supra note 7. 
39 Id. 
40 ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ L!{/ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǿŜƭŎƻƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ άŎƭǳǎǘŜǊ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέΣ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wŜŘ 
Cross (ICRC) has stated that its position on ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ is the following: "Among the components of the 
Movement, the ICRC is not taking part in ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ. Nevertheless, coordination between the ICRC and 
the UN will continue to the extent necessary to achieve efficient operational complementarity and a strengthened 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ŦƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀǊƳŜŘ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΦέ  {ƻǳǊŎŜΥ  ΨL!{/ DǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ bƻǘŜ ƻƴ 
Using ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ to Strengthen Humanitarian Response, November 2006Ω, (source[10]).  
41 !ŘŀǇǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ΨDƭƻōŀƭ {ƘŜƭǘŜǊ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊΩΣ {ƻǳǊŎŜΥ  
https://www.sheltercluster.org/homepage/documents/humanitarian-response-review 

https://www.sheltercluster.org/homepage/documents/humanitarian-response-review
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poor coordination, lack of accountability, low level of preparedness, gaps in many sectors, and 

that the while the IASC is the primary body for humanitarian response it did not represent all 

humanitarian actors.42  In addition, the reportΩǎ proposed recommendations contributed to the 

humanitarian system43 transformation, the άHumanitarian Reformέ, which is based on the 

following four pillars:  

 

1. Strengthened coordination and predictable leadership:  άThe Cluster Approachέ 

2. Strengthening the Humanitarian Coordinators System:  Preparing the Emergency 

Managers of the Future 

3. Adequate, Flexible and Predictable Humanitarian Financing 

4. Building Partnerships:  No single humanitarian agency can cover all humanitarian needs, 

collaboration is not an option, it is a necessity. [12] 

 

Following the recommendations by the HRA, the IASC established ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ ς i.e., 

the nine clusters for humanitarian coordination mechanisms (originally there were nine clusters ς 

currently there are 11 clusters).  Clusters are groups of organizations working together, in each of 

the main sectors of humanitarian action, to identify and address needs and improve effectiveness 

of humanitarian response through partnerships.44  These clusters are groups of both UN and non-

UN humanitarian organizations, designated by the IASC, in each of the main humanitarian action 

sectors or areas of activities (e.g., Health, Logistics, Nutrition, Protection, Shelter, etc.) and have 

well-defined responsibilities for coordination. [9]  ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ was first applied in 2005 

                                                      
 
42 ΨDƭƻōŀƭ {ƘŜƭǘŜǊ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊΩΣ ǎǳǇǊŀ note 41. 
43 In April 2017, the Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance (ALNAP) defined the humanitarian 
ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛƴ ŀƴ άƻǊƎŀƴƛŎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎǘƛŎ ǎŜƴǎŜέ ŀǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿǎΥ  ά¢ƘŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊ-connected institutional and 
operational entities that receive funds ς 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 
ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΦέ  όǊŜŦer to source:  [11]) 
44 !ŘŀǇǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ψ[ƻƎƛǎǘƛŎǎ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ aŀƴŘŀǘŜΩ LƴŦƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎΣ {ƻǳǊŎŜΥ  
https://logcluster.org/sites/default/files/lc_mandate_infographic_170425.pdf 

https://logcluster.org/sites/default/files/lc_mandate_infographic_170425.pdf
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after the earthquake in Pakistan and the original nine clusters were established within 24 hours of 

the natural disaster. [9] 

 

Today, there are 11 clusters; see Figure 245. 

 

 

Figure 2:  IASC Clusters and Lead Agencies 

 

2.3. άThe Cluster Approachέ 

ά¢ƘŜ Cluster Approachέ was a significant change after the 2005 UN Humanitarian Reform for more 

effective coordination and timeliness of humanitarian response, relief, and recovery efforts. 

 

The clusters are designated by the IASC to enhance partnerships among humanitarian actors and 

organizations at both local and international levels.   ¢ƘŜ άŎƭǳǎǘŜǊ ƭŜŀŘsέ are the agencies or 

organizations that assume the leadership roles in specific sectors or areas of humanitarian aid and 

are responsible for response, predictability, accountability, and partnership.  The clusters (i.e., 

sectors) and respective lead agencies and roles are46: 

 

Á Camp Coordination and Camp Management 

Cluster Lead Agency:  IOM/UNHCR 

Coordinates humanitarian actors with regards to all services provided to displaced 

                                                      
 
45 Ψ[ƻƎƛǎǘƛŎǎ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ aŀƴŘŀǘŜΩ LƴŦƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎΣ ǎǳǇǊŀ ƴƻǘŜ п4. 
46 Information and excerpts about clusters have been adapted from source [9]. 
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populations within any communal settings (i.e. camps, informal settlements, collective 

centers) and works with affected populations to ensure representation, on-site 

governance, and access to information about services provided. 

 

Á Early Recovery 

Cluster Lead Agency:  UNDP 

Leads global and interagency efforts to establish and maintain standards and policy, build 

response capacity and operational support and ensure integration of early recovery in IASC 

guidance, including on the Humanitarian Programme Cycle and Cluster Coordination. 

 

Á Education 

Cluster Lead Agency:  UNICEF and Save the Children 

Brings together NGOs, UN agencies, academics, and other partners under the shared goal 

of ensuring predictable, well-coordinated, and equitable provision of education for 

populations affected by humanitarian crises. 

 

Á Emergency Telecommunications 

Cluster Lead Agency:  WFP 

Global network of organizations working together to provide shared communications 

services in humanitarian emergencies for vital security communications services and voice 

and internet connectivity to assist the response community in their life-saving operations. 

 

Á Food Security 

Cluster Lead Agency:  WFP and FAO 

Works directly with its partners and stakeholders that include international NGOs, the Red 

Cross and Red Crescent Movement, UN organizations, Governments and Donors to 

coordinate food security response during a humanitarian crisis, addressing issues of food 
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availability and security, access, and utilization in major emergencies. 

 

Á Health 

Cluster Lead Agency:  WHO 

Aims to relieve suffering and save lives in humanitarian emergencies while advancing the 

well-being and dignity of affected populations. 

 

Á Logistics 

Cluster Lead Agency:  WFP 

Provides coordination and information management to support operational decision-

making and improve the predictability, timeliness, and efficiency of the humanitarian 

emergency response.  Liaison between humanitarian actors, where logistics operations are 

concernedΤ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƭƻƎƛǎǘƛŎǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘǎ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊ ƻŦ ƭŀǎǘ ǊŜǎƻǊǘΩ 

offering common logistics services when critical gaps hamper the humanitarian response. 

Serves as communications link between field operations and the humanitarian community 

in support of continuity of operations.  Focal point providing expertise, deploying to on-

going activities, or in response to sudden emergencies and supporting field staff. 

 

Á Nutrition 

Cluster Lead Agency:  UNICEF 

Safeguard and improve the nutritional status of emergency-affected populations by 

ensuring an appropriate response that is predictable, timely, effective, and at scale. 

 

Á Protection 

Cluster Lead Agency:  UNHCR 

Coordinates and provides global level inter-agency policy advice and guidance on the 

implementation of ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ to Protection Clusters in the field.  Supports 
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protection responses in non-refugee situation humanitarian action as well as leads 

standard and policy setting relating to protection in complex and natural disaster 

humanitarian emergencies, in particular with regard to the protection of internally 

displaced persons in accordance with international law and their protection through 

relevant and timely actions at every phase of the crisis and beyond. 

 

Á Shelter 

Cluster Lead Agency:  IFRC/UNHCR 

Supports people affected by natural disasters and internally displaced people affected by 

conflict with the means to live in safe, dignified and appropriate shelter.  Enables 

coordination among all shelter actors, including local and national governments, so that 

people who need shelter assistance get help faster and receive the right kind of support. 

 

Á Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene 

Cluster Lead Agency:  UNICEF 

Supports agencies providing WASH services to those affected by emergencies, ensures the 

quality and coherence of the assistance in a manner that is equitable, culturally acceptable, 

and protects the dignity of the populations affected by crises. 

 

Figure 3 [9] ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ мм ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊǎ όƛΦŜΦΣ 

sectors) of humanitarian aid. 
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Figure 3Υ  L!{/ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ 

 

2.4. Vision, Missions, and Focus Areas 

The IASC aims to improve humanitarian assistance, including the protection of rights of affected 

people. 

 

In 2005, after adopting ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ, the IASC designated άƎƭƻōŀƭ ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊ ƭŜŀŘǎέ ŦƻǊ 

humanitarian emergencies for each of the cluster sectors or areas of activity for both conflict-
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related humanitarian emergencies and disaster situations. [12]  At the time, the IASC decided that 

ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ should also be applied at the country level, albeit with some flexibility. 

[12]  Therefore, ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ functions at two levels:  (1) at the global level and (2) at 

the country level to significantly improve accountability and the impact of international 

humanitarian responses to major emergencies or disasters. 

 

According to the IASCΩǎ ΨGuidance Note on using ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ to Strengthen 

Humanitarian ResponseΩ (24 November 2006), the objective of ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ, at the 

Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭΣ ƛǎ ǘƻ άǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ-wide preparedness and technical capacity to respond to 

humanitarian emergencies by ensuring that there is predictable leadership and accountability in 

ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎ ƻǊ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜέΦ [12] 

 

Likewise, at the country level, the objective is to strengthen humanitarian response by through 

high standards of predictability, accountability, and partnerships in all clusters sectors or areas of 

activity. [12]  The idea is to focus on achieving strategically driven responses and better 

prioritization of available resources by (1) άclarifying the division of effort s among organizationsέ, 

(2) άbetter defining the roles and responsibilities of humanitarian organizations within the 

sectorsέ, and (3) άproviding the Humanitarian Coordinator with both a first point of call and a 

provider of last resort in all the key sectors or areas of activityέ. [12]  Global and in-country level 

objectives and responsibilities are explained in more detail in Section 2.7 of this chapter.   

 

Lastly, the expectation is to measure and judge the success of ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ in terms of 

the impact(s) it has on improving humanitarian response to those affected by disasters and 

emergencies. [12] 

 

2.5. Strategic Objectives and Key Principles 

The primary strategic objectives of the IASC in complex and major emergencies are: 
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Á to develop and agree on system-wide humanitarian policies; 

Á to allocate responsibilities amongst agencies in humanitarian programmes; 

Á to develop and agree on a common ethical framework for all humanitarian activities; 

Á to advocate common humanitarian principles to parties outside the IASC; 

Á to advocate for the full respect for the rights of the individual in accordance with the letter 

and spirit of the relevant bodies of law (i.e. international human rights law, international 

humanitarian law, and refugee law); 

Á to identify and address areas where gaps in mandates or lack of operational capacity exist;  

Á and to resolve disputes or disagreements about and amongst humanitarian agencies on 

system-wide humanitarian issues.47 

 

In addition, the IASC highlights emphasis and adhering to the following key principles in pursuing 

its principal objectives: 

 

Á Respect for Mandates:  that decisions of the IASC will not compromise organizations with 

respect to their own mandates 

Á Ownership:  that all organizations have an equal ownership of the Committee and its 

subsidiary bodies 

Á Overall Objective:  that the ultimate objective is to support effective humanitarian action 

Relevance to field operations: that members recognize the criticality of ensuring relevance 

to field operations and of input by field operations 

Á Subsidiarity:  that decisions will be taken at the most appropriate level as agreed by IASC 

Principals 

Á Impartiality of the Secretariat:  that the IASC will be serviced by a Secretariat that does not 

                                                      
 
47 IASC, supra note 7. 
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represent the interests of any one organization.48 

 

Figure 449 ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŜ L!{/Ωǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ нлму-2019. 

 

 

Figure 4:  IASC Strategic Priorities (2018-2019) 

 

2.6. The IASC Transformative Agenda (TA) 

By 2010, ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ had been evaluated a few times and the lessons learned on 

implementation and outcomes to improve humanitarian assistance led to the IASC Transformative 

Agenda50 (TA).  In December 2011, drawing on lessons learned about the weaknesses of 

                                                      
 
48 IASC, supra note 7. 
49 Id. 
50 IASC, Source:  https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-transformative-agenda 

https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc-transformative-agenda
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multilateral humanitarian response, leadership challenges, and coordination, the IASC agreed to a 

set of actions that collectively represent substantive improvements to the humanitarian response 

model used at the time.51  The agreements reached at the December 2011 TA resulted in new 

parameters (i.e., TA Protocols) for improved collective measures and actions in humanitarian 

emergencies.52 

 

The TA Protocols outline a series of recommendations and actions with the purpose of 

streamlining overly process-driven processes and outcomes. [9]  The simplified coordination 

methods are meant to be adapted in an operational context to support humanitarian coordination 

efforts.  Below are the protocols developed to support implementation of the TA (as agreed by 

the IASC Principals)53: 

 

1. /ƻƴŎŜǇǘ tŀǇŜǊ ƻƴ Ψ9ƳǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΩ54 

2. Humanitarian System-Wide Emergency Activation:  definition and procedures55 

3. Responding to Level 3 Emergencies:  ²Ƙŀǘ Ψ9ƳǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΩ ƭƻƻƪǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƛƴ 

practice56 

4. Reference Module for Cluster Coordination at the Country Level57 

5. Humanitarian Programme Cycle Reference Module Version 2.058 

6. Accountability to Affected Populations Operational Framework59 

                                                      
 
51 IASC, supra note 7. 
52 Id. 
53 IASC, supra note 50. 
54 Link to Document - Source:  https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/node/2263 
55 Link to Document - Source:  https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/node/2564 
56 Link to Document - Source:  https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/node/2563 
57 Link to Document - Source:  https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/node/10176 
58 Link to Document - Source:  https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/node/10181 
59 Link to Document - Source:  
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/legacy_files/AAP%20Operational%20Framework%20Final%
20Revision.pdf 

https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/node/2263
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/node/2564
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/node/2563
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/node/10176
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/node/10181
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/legacy_files/AAP%20Operational%20Framework%20Final%20Revision.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/legacy_files/AAP%20Operational%20Framework%20Final%20Revision.pdf
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7. Inter-Agency Rapid Response Mechanism (IARRM) Concept Note60 

8. Common Framework for Preparedness61 

9. Emergency Response Preparedness62 

10. Multi-Sector Initial Rapid Assessment Guidance63 

 

2.7. The 2015 IASC Reference Module for Cluster Coordination at the Country Level and the 

2010 Handbook for RCs and HCs on Emergency Preparedness and Response 

The 2015 Cluster Coordination Reference Module64, [13] is one of the 2011 IASC TA Protocols 

implemented with inputs from the field and the global level actors.  It outlines the basic elements 

for coordination of clusters and serves as a reference guide for field practitioners and 

humanitarian response actors to help facilitate their work and improve outcomes. 

 

The IASC recognizes that using a cluster approach for every emergency may potentially undermine 

rather than enable humanitarian assistance efforts.  To that effect the IASC objective is to avoid 

waste of resources and instead facilitate action by Governments, which are primarily responsible 

for providing humanitarian assistance to people under their jurisdiction. 

 

The reference module includes eight sections65: 

 

1. Cluster and Sector Coordination 

2. Cluster Activation 

                                                      
 
60 Link to Document - Source:  
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/legacy_files/IARRM%20concept%20note%2010Oct2013.pdf 
61 Link to Document - Source:  
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/common_framework_for_preparedness.pdf 
62 Link to Document - Source:  https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/node/10186 
63 Link to Document - Source:  https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/node/10191 
64 IASC, supra note 7. 
65 Id. 

https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/legacy_files/IARRM%20concept%20note%2010Oct2013.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/system/files/common_framework_for_preparedness.pdf
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/node/10186
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/node/10191
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3. Cluster Functions 

4. The Role of Clusters in Preparedness 

5. Cluster Management Arrangements 

6. Sharing Leadership 

7. Minimum Commitments for Participation in Clusters 

8. Inter-Cluster Coordination, Sub-National Coordination, Monitoring Cluster Coordination 

 

The module was developed to reflect the recommendations of the 2005 HRA and the 2011 TA by 

focusing on delivery of results, rather than processes while also recognizing the need to become 

streamlined, effective, and efficient coordination instruments.  Note that the most important 

objective here is the emphasis on results and effect. 

 

In addition, the 2010 ΨIŀƴŘōƻƻƪ ŦƻǊ w/ǎ ŀƴŘ I/ǎ ƻƴ 9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ tǊŜǇŀǊŜŘƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΩ [14] 

summarizes the roles for Resident Coordinators (RCs) and Humanitarian Coordinators (HCs) to 

prepare for and respond to emergencies.  The handbook was developed by the IASC HC Group as 

complementary performance, tasking, accountability, and service mechanisms guidance to RCs 

and HCs but it does not replace or supersede other more in-depth guidance documents and 

policies.  The handbook also provides a brief overview and explanation of the roles and 

responsibilities of the various humanitarian actors in the context of RCs and HCs. 

 

Figure 5 [14] is a representation adapted from the handbook illustrating the άIASC Humanitarian 

Coordination Architectureέ for the humanitarian actors involved at the global level and at country 

level.  It appears to depict functional, hierarchy, and reporting relationships in an organizational 

chart. 
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Figure 5:  IASC Humanitarian Coordination Architecture 

 

UNOCHA (aka OCHA) principal role supports the ERC at the global level and the HCs and RCs at the 

field (country) level by coordinating humanitarian action, advocating for the rights of people in 

need, developing humanitarian policy and analysis, managing humanitarian information systems, 

and managing humanitarian pooled funds [14]; see Figure 666.  The illustration in Figure 767 is 

h/I!Ωǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ς i.e., what 

                                                      
 
66 Adapted from the International Council of Voluntary Agencies, Source:  https://www.icvanetwork.org/topic-four-
ocha-and-ngos-humanitarian-coordination  
67 UNOCHA, Source:  https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Graphic4_P%26B.png 

https://www.icvanetwork.org/topic-four-ocha-and-ngos-humanitarian-coordination
https://www.icvanetwork.org/topic-four-ocha-and-ngos-humanitarian-coordination
https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Graphic4_P%26B.png
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ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƛƎǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ h/I!Ωǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘΚ 

 

 

Figure 6:  UNOCHA Central Role in Coordination 

 

 

Figure 7:  UNOCHA Assessment, Coordination, and Configuration of Field Level Operations 
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The primary responsibility for coordinating humanitarian assistance at country level is the 

responsibility of national authorities.  At country level, the designated cluster leads report to the 

HC for effective and timely assessment and response within their respective clusters (sectors) and 

also act as providers of last resort.  Furthermore, cluster leads are expected and obligated to 

interact and coordinate with each other to address cross-cutting issues.  Cluster leads ensure that 

humanitarian actors leverage and build on the local organic capabilities and maintain appropriate 

links with governmental and local authorities, organizations, the public and other stakeholders 

(these relationships are also contingent on the specific circumstances in each country as well as 

their disposition and available capacity).  However, if international humanitarian assistance is 

needed the HC ς or, if a separate HC position is not appointed, then the RC ς is responsible for 

leading and coordinating the preparedness and response efforts of both UN and non-UN 

humanitarian organizations whenever possible in support of and in coordination with national and 

local authorities. [14]  Depending on the situation, the ERC (after consultation with the IASC) may 

also choose to designate the RC as HC. [14]  The HC, supported by UNOCHA and the ERC, is overall 

responsible and accountable for the effectiveness of humanitarian response.   

 

Additionally, the Humanitarian Country Team (HCT), chaired by the RC or HC, is an operational 

decision-making group of άoperationallyέ relevant humanitarian organizations (both UN and non-

UN) to focus on common strategic and policy issues related to humanitarian actions in country. 

[14] 

 

This chapter provided a very brief overview of the history and background of the IASC 

humanitarian response system as an organized and formally adopted framework referred to as 

ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέΣ including understanding of stakeholders and their respective roles and 

responsibilities.  The next chapter will examine past assessments, analysis, research, and criticism 

of the framework based on its deployment, feedback, and lessons since its implementation.  
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Chapter 3:  Assessments, research, and views about the humanitarian 

sector 

 

This chapter discusses assessments, analysis, and opinions about the conventional humanitarian 

response community ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ ŀǎ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ƛƴ нллр ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘe 

ΨIǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ wŜǾƛŜǿΩ όǎƻǳǊŎŜ [4]). 

 

The sources used to throughout this chapter include comprehensive reports and evaluations by 

independent organizations and researchers, organizational publications, published scholarly 

works, and opinion pieces. 

 

3.1. Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance (ALNAP) 

Established in 1997, following the multi-agency evaluation of the humanitarian response to the 

Rwandan Genocide in 1994, the Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance 

(ALNAP) is a global humanitarian sector-wide network of NGOs, UN agencies, the Red Cross and 

Red Crescent Movement, donors, academics, research institutions, and independent consultants 

dedicated to learning how to improve response to humanitarian emergencies. [15], [16]  ALNAP 

activities seek to improve the quality, availability, knowledge, and evidence from previous 

ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦ 

[16]  The network of key international humanitarian organizations and experts provides the 

humanitarian sector with a forum to address issues of accountability and learning, as well as 

producing research and analysis about common challenges in the humanitarian sector. [15]  

According to ALNAP, its library is the largest repository of resources, publications, and evaluations 

in the humanitarian sector; see Figure 8 [16] (next page). 
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Figure 8:  ALNAP breakdown of humanitarian sector library documents 

 
3.2. The State of the Humanitarian System Report 

One of the principal ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōȅ ![b!t ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ψ¢ƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ {ȅǎǘŜƳΩ (SOHS) 

report.  ALNAP launched the initial SOHS pilot study in 2010 and in 2012 it published the first 

report68.  The SOHS is an independent study completed very few years that reports statistics and 

findings from assessments, surveys, interviews of stakeholders (humanitarian actors) and 

beneficiaries (aid recipients), and other relevant information.  ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƻǾŜǊǎŜŜ 

progress and performance of the international humanitarian community. 

 

In addition, the SOHS report bolsters its evaluations by examining case studies.  Fundamentally, 

the report is a critical analysis of άlessons learnedέ as a result of the work done by humanitarian 

sector actors to help identify both deficiencies and resourceful solutions for the gaps.  The premise 

is that the report, as a means for investing in feedback, ultimately helps with the objectives to 

improve transparency, predictability, accountability, participation (partnerships), timeliness, 

coordination, and effectiveness of the humanitarian community system in order to strengthen and 

improve future response efforts on behalf of populations affected by emergencies. 

 

The SOHS assessment is generally based around the following OECD (Organisation for Economic 

                                                      
 
68 The SOHS was also published in 2015.  The next SOHS report is currently expected by December 2018. 
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Co-operation and Development) evaluative criteria.  In 2006 ALNAP adapted the criteria for 

evaluation of complex emergencies from the principles and criteria for evaluation of development 

initiatives process developed in 1991 by the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the 

OECD [17]: 

 

Á Sufficiency/Coverage: 

άThe need to reach major population groups facing life-threatening suffering wherever 

they are.έ 

 

Á Relevance/Appropriateness 

άRelevance is concerned with assessing whether the project is in line with local needs and 

priorities (as well as donor policy).  Appropriateness is the tailoring of humanitarian 

activities to local needs, increasing ownership, accountability and cost-effectiveness 

accordingly.έ 

 

Á Effectiveness 

άEffectiveness measures the extent to which an activity achieves its purpose, or whether 

this can be expected to happen on the basis of the outputs.  Implicit within the criterion of 

effectiveness is timeliness.έ 

 

Á Connectedness 

άConnectedness refers to the need to ensure that activities of a short-term emergency 

nature are carried out in a context that takes longer-term and interconnected problems 

into account.έ 

 

Á Efficiency 

άEfficiency measures the outputs ς qualitative and quantitative ς achieved as a result of 
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inputs.  This generally requires comparing alternative approaches to achieving an output, 

to see whether the most efficient approach has been used.έ 

 

Á Coherence 

άThe need to assess security, developmental, trade and military policies as well as 

humanitarian policies, to ensure that there is consistency and, in particular, that all policies 

take into account humanitarian and human-rights considerations.έ 

 

The most recent ALNAP SOHS report in 2015 concluded that while the overall performance 

assessment of the humanitarian system was negative (with respect to the evaluative criteria), 

some parts of the system were indeed working better. [18]  The report credited the TA 

(Transformative Agenda) to help raise the standards for response and leadership. [18]  However, 

it also noted that although there were some improvements, such as innovation in communications 

and information management, pooled funding, and strengthened coordinated planning, these 

advances where predominantly fixated on the process of aid delivery as opposed to focusing 

(instead) on substance and outcomes. [18]  Quoting from the ǊŜǇƻǊǘΩǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎΥ 

 

ά!ǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǎǿŜƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘŜǎ 

becomes less favourable, recognition is growing of the ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ƛƴǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅ.  

Even as its machinery becomes more elaborate and fine-tuned, it is still akin to a pocket calculator 

attempting the job of a computer.  It is not fair to hold the system to account for a role far larger 

than it was designed for or could realistically be expected to play, but it does raise the question:  

Should we perhaps design something else?έ [18, p. 14] 

 

3.3. Definition of the Humanitarian System (per ALNAP) 

From a systems thinking perspective, which is the purpose of this work, it is worthwhile observing 

the definition attributed by ALNAP to the humanitarian system and used for the 2015 SOHS report: 
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ά¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎȅǎǘŜƳΩ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛŎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎǘƛŎ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ǿƘƻƭŜ 

formed of interacting and interrelated elements.   The humanitarian system is thus defined 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 the 

affected population.  The most salient characteristic may be the interdependence of its 

component actors, for in a humanitarian emergency no single entity can serve the needs of an 

entire affected population; rather, the task requires the concomitant actions of other donors, 

implementers and host institutions.  Furthermore, although leaderless and fragmented, the 

system exhibits evidence of shared principles, norms and values and a convergence of interests 

that, despite protests to the contrary, suggests something systemic at work.έ [18, p. 18] 

 

See Figure 9 [18, p. 20] (next page) for depiction of the humanitarian system according to ALNAP 

2015 SOHS report. 
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Figure 9Υ  ![b!t нлмр {hI{ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ  
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It is also thought-provoking to see other insights and opinions by the ǊŜǇƻǊǘΩs contributors about 

the humanitarian system as evaluated and defined by ALNAP: 

 

ά¢ƘŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŀǎ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ not deliberately engineered; it evolved largely 

organically from disparate altruistic endeavours at the local and international levels.  We may have 

reached the limits of what jury-rigging new mechanisms for planning and coordination onto (what) 

that structure can accomplish.έ [18, p. 10] (Note:  Sentence fragments have been underlined for 

emphasis.) 

 

Furthermore, it is extremely significant that the very last part of the 2015 SOHS report closes as 

follows: 

 

ά²ƘƛƭŜ ƴƻ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǇǊƻǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ Ǉǳǘ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅΣ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ 

ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƻ ǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ¦bΩǎ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅΣ ƴƻǿ ŘƛǎǇŜǊǎŜŘ ŀƳƻƴƎ мл ƻǊ 

so separate agencies, into a more unified emergency system with unified lines of accountability.  

Short of a single UN humanitarian agency, this could involve integrating and streamlining the 

separate systems of human resources, finances and contracting.  Streamlining could strengthen 

country-level humanitarian leadership, lighten the coordination burden and allow quicker and 

more directive action when needed, including through improved consolidation of supplies and 

logistical hubs at regional levels. 

 

The common thread running through these options is the notion that the current system requires 

more significant change than the past two decades of reform have accomplished.  While some 

might appear quixotic when viewed through the lens of an entrenched interagency structure, at 

some point it arguably becomes necessary to take a step back from the system that has evolved, 

and consider how it might look and function differently if it were designed to achieve the best 
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possible humanitarian outcomes.  If the past three years are any indication, the global demand for 

such re-invention is only likely to riseΦέ [18, p. 114]  (Note:  Sentence fragments have been 

underlined for emphasis.) 

 

Finally, the summary edition for the ALNAP 2015 SOHS report concludes with the following 

statement and six potential recommendations for improvement: 

 

ά9ǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ {hI{ нлмр ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ ƳƻƴŜȅΣ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

system to reinvent itselfΦέ [19, p. 28]  (Note:  Sentence fragments have been underlined for 

emphasis.) 

 

1. άIdentify and fix humanitarian capacity gaps via mapping of collective capacities and 

resources. 

 

2. Enable greater coverage in conflict environments by increasing support to actors with best 

and most rapid access. 

 

3. Make humanitarian action more relevant and accountable to affected people by 

monitoring of humanitarian responses from their perspective. 

 

4. Rationalise UN humanitarian capacity from the existing 10 or so separate agencies dealing 

with it to a more unified emergency system with unified lines of accountability. 

 

5. Donors to make funding more predictable, appropriate and flexible (e.g. multi-year) to 

respond to chronic crises, which are on the rise. 

 

6. Humanitarians should work more closely together with political and development actors 
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to build resilience and local capacity.  Reducing risk is not just a humanitarian challenge.έ 

[19] 

 

These statements, insights, and conclusions suggest constraints, shortfalls, and challenges in the 

current humanitarian domain and a need to research further what is unquestionably a much more 

complex and multifaceted humanitarian assistance and response enterprise.  This effort should 

obviously (1) recognize that the humanitarian community is a collection of organizations in 

complex societal infrastructures and subject to human behaviors and (2) consider the opportunity 

to reframe existing structural paradigms ς conceivably, as a socio-technical-economic system, 

through a systems thinking approach.  A systems perspective could potentially help visualize and 

thus enhance interoperability and integration among the many distributed organizations for both 

the agents (i.e., beneficiaries and stakeholders) and instruments of form of the humanitarian 

system(s) to aid affected populations. 

 

3.4. Criticism and research of the current humanitarian framework(s) 

In ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ΨThe Crisis Caravan: What's Wrong with Humanitarian Aid?Ω, the Dutch author and 

freelance journalist, Linda Polman, presents the idea that the current humanitarian relief practices 

are flawed and dysfunctional. [20]  Moreover, her belief is that in its current form, unintended 

consequences, such as susceptibility to scams, corruption, and uncooperative or adverse political 

influence can actually undermine relief efforts, cause harm, and extend the suffering of the very 

people it intends to help. [20]  She draws these reflections and opinions from her experiences 

covering conflict hotspots and humanitarian relief efforts ŘŀǘƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ мффлΩǎ. 

 

At a TED Talks (©TED Conferences, LLC.) speaking event in 2011, Polman describes her views and 

experiences in a presentation entitled her "WƘŀǘΩǎ wrong with humanitarian aid?  A ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘΩǎ 

journey". [21]  In her remarks she explains what she observed as lack of centrality, cooperation, 

coordination, preparation, and planning among aid organizations which ultimately played right 
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into the hands of corrupt factions and the political elite. [21]  She also highlights deficiencies in 

precautionary measures by aid organizations to prevent the abuses of monies or aids ending up in 

the wrong hands.  She refers to these problems in competition and separate planning among 

organizations as άōŜƛƴƎ ǘǊŀǇǇŜŘ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ŘƛƭŜƳƳŀέ ς that is, άŀƛŘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

want to do good for others, but they need to do good for themselvesέ in order to survive and 

appeal to donors. [21]  PolmanΩǎ detailed accounts and criticism of ineffective, uncoordinated 

actions and unintended consequences are troubling and raise serious questions about the real 

effectiveness of the current humanitarian relief activities. 

 

In September 2010, during an interview with TV host Jon Stewart (©2018 Comedy Partners, 

Comedy Central) to discuss her book, Polman points out that humanitarian organizations are very 

ƳǳŎƘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǿƘƻΩǎ ƛƴ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ in the areas where aid is needed and as a result the relief has 

to be negotiated with whomever is in charge. [22]  Unfortunately, much of the corruption and 

profiteering is rooted in these predicaments.  Ultimately, while she admits not having all solutions, 

she strongly believes that donors and relief organizations must cooperate with each other, agree 

on collective goals, pool funding, and work together (under a central authority ς e.g., the UN) to 

fight abuse, theft, and corruption to ensure affected populations benefit from humanitarian relief 

efforts. [22] 

 

In the 2011 Journal of Public Health article Ψ¢ƘŜ ¦b h/I! ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΥ  gaps between theory 

ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΩ, the authors ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ άThe Cluster Approachέ in the context of sudden 

humanitarian emergencies.  [23]  The focus of the study is to reveal the gaps between theory and 

practice ς particularly with respect to size and structure of organizations ς and explore the 

different levels of cooperation between UNOCHA and NGOs. [23]  The study is based on the 

humanitarian response to the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, with emphasis on analysis of ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ 

Approachέ and feedback from NGO stakeholders. 
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Like Polman, the study underlines that humanitarian relief efforts are contingent on external 

donor funding which further complicates matters because NGOs are bound to meet the 

expectations and priorities of their donors. [23]  This upward accountability to donors can be a 

source of conflict because it may outweigh downward accountability to the needs of the affected 

population and the objectives of relief efforts by the humanitarian community. [23]  This 

accountability struggle risks and debilitates the overall efforts because the consequences are 

wasted resources and unnecessary duplication of efforts (among other humanitarian actors) due 

to the lack of commitment by unreliable NGOs to coordinate and plan their actions according to 

the joint (i.e., cooperative) relief objectives and long term planning. [23]   

 

The study points out that the purpose of ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ at the site of the crisis is to 

provide dependable communications between NGOs, collect and analyze data, assess needs, and 

make the information available to all NGO actors. [23]  This is to help NGOs focus their relief 

activities based on the priorities and needs at the site of the crisis instead of merely seeking to 

accomplish as self-serving opportunities arise or to solely act to meet the expectations of donors. 

[23] 

 

Their analysis revealed tensions between h/I!Ωǎ intention to coordinate activities locally and the 

perceived importance by NGO counterparts about OCHA. [23]  In addition, the report noted a lack 

of cooperation between NGOs and offered suggestions for improvements in communications. [23]  

However, the report also underscored that irrespective of the suggested best practices and 

measures to enhance communications, OCHA has limited authority and can only act as an 

information conduit ς in other words, OCHA lacks authority to direct and thus is unable to mandate 

coordination among NGOs in order influence objectives or outcomes. [23]  Ultimately, effective 

coordination is entirely dependent on the willingness and cooperation of NGOs. [23] 

 

Finally, among other observations on the adverse consequences of NGO competition, the need to 
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consider long-term concerns, and misguided accountability, the report concludes that in principle, 

ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ provides a structure for improved coordination of humanitarian efforts 

but that άǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ōǊƻŀŘ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳs reached their limits in 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ƛƴ IŀƛǘƛΦέ [23, p. 590] 

 

In a reǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇŀǇŜǊ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ōȅ ¢ƘŜ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ IǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ !ǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ нлмоΣ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ ΨLƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ 

Humanitarian Coordination: Common Challenges and Lessons Learned from the Cluster 

!ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΩ, the author discusses common challenges of ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ since its 

implementation in 2005 and lessons learned, based on analysis of case studies, evaluations, and 

literature. [24]  The investigation is an assessment of ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ based on its 

envisioned objectives by exploring viewpoints of stakeholders and gathering findings from the 

various clusters and country perspectives. [24] 

 

The author, Vanessa Humphries, relied on the ΨIASC Guidance Note on Using ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ 

Approachέ to Strengthen Humanitarian ResponseΩ [12] for the meta-analysis of 18 evaluations ς 

these included major evaluations, case studies, cluster assessment reports, surveys, stakeholder 

perspectives, global and regional interviews, and existing literature. [24] 

 

Humphries measured the relative strengths and weaknesses of ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ according 

to the four main intended outcomes of ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ, according to the IASC guidance: 

 

1. Overall effectiveness at improving humanitarian response, 

2. Creating predicable leadership, 

3. Enhancing partnership between humanitarian actors, and 

4. Increasing the accountability of relief efforts. [24] 

 

The results of the meta-ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴΣ άƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ effectivenessέΣ of 
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ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ intended outcomes was perceived comparatively strong (based on the 

answers - ratings in the range of three to five). [24]  However, the ratings of the other dimensions, 

άǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇέΣ άǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇέΣ ŀƴŘ άŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅέ scored at or below three, which 

would indicate that ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ may not be achieving its intended purpose and that 

many challenges still linger. [24] 

 

Notwithstanding the difficulties, άvarious stakeholders find ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ, in terms of its 

overall effectiveness, to be a useful coordination mechanism to improve relief effortsέ. [24] 

 

The graphs in Figures 10 through 13 (adapted from source [24]) summarize the findings from the 

meta-analysis of the 18 evaluations in the categories assessed (note:  vertical axes indicate the 

one to five rating scale and the horizontal axes indicate the number of evaluations assessed). [24] 
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Figure 10:  άHas the Cluster Approach improved overall effectiveness of humanitarian 

response?έ 
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Figure 11:  άIŀǎ ǘƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ ǊŜƭƛŜŦ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎΚέ 
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Figure 12:  άIŀǎ ǘƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ŀŎǘƻǊǎΚέ 
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Figure 13:  άIŀǎ ǘƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛŜŦ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎΚέ 

 

Based on the research results, the authorΩǎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ is that ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ has indeed 

improved in overall effectiveness ς an encouraging signal for constructive and progressive change 

in humanitarian response activities.   In other words, while not free of criticism, the feedback and 

opinions from evaluations indicate that ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ is presently the best structure for 

coordination of humanitarian efforts. 
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Figure 14 summarizes the average scoring for the main intended outcomes of ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ 

Approachέ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ IǳƳǇƘǊƛŜǎΩ research and meta-analysis. 

 

 

Figure 14:  Average Scoring of Meta-Analysis for the IASC Intended Outcomes 

 

However, as shown in Figure 14, despite recognition that ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ has improved 

humanitarian activities after the recommendations implemented as a result of the 2005 

Humanitarian Response Review [4] and guidance by the IASC, there are still several challenges that 

require attention. [24]  Following are the researcherΩs concluding observations with respect to 

challenges: 

 

1. άFirst, there are large gaps in predictable leadership.  This is primarily due to the high 
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turnover rates of cluster coordinators, lack of impartiality of cluster lead agencies, and 

insufficient training and experience of cluster coordinators. 

 

2. Second, there are significant barriers to inclusive partnership in άThe Cluster Approachέ.  

Cluster coordination is not only labour intensive, requiring a significant amount of time and 

resources for effective participation, but it has largely failed to create a sense of NGO 

ownership and involvement. 

 

3. Third, ά¢ƘŜ Cluster Approachέ does not have sufficient mechanisms in place to enhance 

accountability to affected populations.έ [24]  (Note:  Sentence fragments have been 

underlined for emphasis.) 

 

Like previous criticism and observations by others, many challenges stem from problems relative 

to leadership and the actual authority of the clusters.  The lack of directives or mandates, 

delegated to the lead agencies as central source of guidance and sense of direction and that can 

help cooperative efforts and accountability, significantly hinders the lead agencies to fully realize 

meaningful collaboration and partnerships among humanitarian actors. 

 

It is also evident that ς as stated by participants of the 2015 SOHS report ς the current system has 

not been άdeliberately ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊŜŘέ όƛΦŜΦΣ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘŜŘ ƻǊ designedύ ŀƴŘ ŀ άǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜέ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀ άƳƻǊŜ ǳƴƛŦƛŜŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ άǳƴƛŦƛŜŘ ƭƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅέ could 

strengthen humanitarian coordination.  The next chapter will explore these concerns and propose 

alternative perspectives and visualizations for an architected humanitarian system through 

exploration of systems thinking techniques. 
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Chapter 4:  Alternative viewpoint ς A Systems Thinking perspective 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to visualize the architectures ƻŦ ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

systems thinking principles, including analysis and modeling.  The exploration will identify a 

problem statement, guiding principles for the analysis, and derive architectural representations 

(i.e., models) using three separate but related techniques. 

 

4.1. Problem Statement 

Recall from ALNAP 2015 SOHS: 

 

Á ά!ǘ ǎƻƳŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛǘ ŀǊƎǳŀōƭȅ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ǎǘŜǇ ōŀŎƪ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘ 

has evolved and consider how it might look and function differently if it were designed to 

ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΦέ and 

 

Á ά9ǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ {hI{ нлмр ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ ƳƻƴŜȅΣ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƻ ǊŜƛƴǾŜƴǘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΦέ 

 

Therefore, the fundamental objective of this research is to understand the potential application(s) 

of systems thinking in the humanitarian domain.  For example:  What could be possible system 

architecture representations of the current structure(s) of the humanitarian system with relation 

to the interaction(s) and coordination mechanisms between groups (e.g., the IASC clusters or 

sectors), humanitarian actors (e.g., the UN, NGOs, Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement, and others 

like the IOM), and affected populations ς i.e., between stakeholders and beneficiaries ς to support 

humanitarian response efforts? 

 

Additionally, another important objective of researching hypothetical representations of the 

humanitarian system, as defined by ALNAP (per source [11]), through system architecture 
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principles is to hopefully offer a coherent set of ideas or a άōƭǳŜǇǊƛƴǘέ όƛΦŜΦΣ ǾƛǎǳŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎύ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

existing ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ based on straightforward and flexible modeling techniques.  The 

analysis that follows is a deliberate exercise to better understand the complex social, 

management, process, policy, and organizational interactions in the humanitarian domain ς not 

necessarily through mathematical formulas but, by exploring through the lens of the architecture 

of a system. 

 

With those objectives in mind, and before further examination of the humanitarian system 

domain, ŦƛǊǎǘ ƭŜǘΩǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ς as stated by George E. P. Box ς  

ά9ǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅΣ ŀƭƭ ƳƻŘŜƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǿǊƻƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ǎƻƳŜ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭέ όǇΦ пнп). [25]  What this refers to is the 

fact that models are representations ς not the real system.  Models, as representations, help 

depict ideas for clarification or to communicate meaning, but they are still subject to the human 

construct and judgment (adjudication of worth).  As such, there are many different ways in which 

something can be represented as well as many different tools, means, methods, and techniques 

that can be used to do so.  Therefore, it is particularly important to note that any models 

developed through this work merely provide simplified, and in many instances abstracted 

graphical representations to convey approximations of complex reality.  The models or 

representations herein are just but a few examples of the many that could potentially be 

developed using a number of available tools and practices. 

 

4.2. Guiding System Architecture (SA) Principles 

In considering the application of systems thinking to the humanitarian domain it is useful to 

examine and understand the underlying principles with respect to what makes good system 

architecture.  Consequently, it is important to consider: 

 

Á What is system architecture? and 

Á What is good architecture? 



 
 

62  © John F. Barresi | MIT | SDM Thesis | August 2018 

 

CƛǊǎǘΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ ƛǎΦ  The systemΩs architecture (i.e., the structure of a 

system) is what ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ ŜƭŜƳŜƴts, activities, or sub-systems ς with 

predicted, unambiguous, and expected behavior/emergence (i.e., predictability) ς organized and 

integrated to form a unified, more complex whole and synchronized to perform the desirable 

value-related function(s), greater than that of the individual entities, towards an objective or 

higher purpose. 

 

In the 2016 publication ΨSystem Architecture:  Strategy and Product Development for Complex 

{ȅǎǘŜƳǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ (Crawley, et al.) ς citing J. Reekie and R. aŎ!ŘŀƳΣ Ψ! {ƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ !ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ 

tǊƛƳŜǊΣ {ƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ !ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ tǊƛƳŜǊΩ (2006) ς describe the ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ concepts of purpose, 

relationships, and holism as follows:  ά¢ƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘǎΤ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǘƻ 

ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΤ ǿƘŜƴ Ǉǳǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ŀƴŘ Ŧƛƭƭǎ ŀ ƴŜŜŘΦέ [26] 

 

Additional examples with respect to purpose, are what D. Nightingale and D. Rhodes ς in their 

ōƻƻƪ Ψ!ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CǳǘǳǊŜ 9ƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜΩ ς explain about ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ purpose and relationships 

between its elements: 

 

Á άAn enterprise is a whole system ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΣ ŀ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ōŜƛƴƎέ [27] and 

 

Á ά! ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘΣ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜŦǳƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

interdependent elements (components, entities, factors, members, parts etc.).  These 

elements continually influence one another (directly or indirectly) to maintain their activity 

and the existence of the system, in order to achieve the goal of the systemέ [27] 

 

Hence, the system architecture is the representation (e.g., model) that defines the formal 

description of the system, its structure, its behavior ς including those of all its interacting elements 
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ς and how the system, as a whole, performs (or should perform) to ultimately influence how the 

desired purpose is achieved.  ¢ƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ƛǘǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜ function ς 

this is often linked to the benefit. 

 

So, what is good architecture?  Good architecture is multidimensional ς that is, capable of 

addressing the perspectives, objectives, and priorities of many while simultaneously delivering 

value across a broad spectrum of expectations of those who are judging it or are influenced by it. 

 

Developing good system architecture must inevitably balance among many decisions, alternatives, 

risks, and uncertainty to satisfy wide ranging criteria and expectations.  In doing so, the resulting 

systems architecture must reflect a skillful balance of all the entities of the system, which also have 

form and function themselves, their relationships, as well as their structural, behavioral, 

contextual, spatial, and temporal interfaces ς within which they must exist in harmony with each 

other, both internally and externally.  According to Crawley, et al. (2016), ά9ǾŜǊȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜǎ 

as a part of one large system or several larger systems, and each is itself composed of smaller 

systems.  Think holistically about all of these relationships, and develop architectures that are in 

harmony with the larger, smaƭƭŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŜŜǊ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΦέ[26] 

 

Additionally, it must be recognized that good system architecture is not necessarily free of risks or 

uncertainty.  Actually, every system has risks.  Accordingly, developing good system architecture 

requires assessment (and management) of risks and uncertainty in order to incorporate measures, 

contingencies, frameworks, and flexibility ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ architecture to absorb and mitigate risks 

and uncertainty, should they arise.  Moreover, gƻƻŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 

completely fail (despite undesirable, unforeseen, or unanticipated adverse emergence) and 

confidently continues to perform ς albeit at some level of capacity ς to achieve safe outcomes (or 

operations) should unforeseen risks and uncertainty occur (e.g., through safe emergency 

procedures or properties, backup plans, etc.). 
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Furthermore, one must also consider the usefulness of a system (i.e., the value derived from its 

use).  The usefulness of a system depends entirely on a robust systems architecture that satisfies 

the needs of the beneficiary, not by accident but by design.  The value of a system is created by its 

functional and performance emergence (preferably as predicted or better) ς and this value is 

directly proportional to a thorough and well-designed architecture.  Conversely, obsolescence of 

a system often (and usually) results in undesirable outcomes (or adverse consequences) and 

ǊŜƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ǳǘƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ stakeholders and beneficiaries worthless.  Citing Crawley, et al. 

όнлмсύΥ  άDo these complex systems meet stakeholder needs and deliver value?  Do they integrate 

ŜŀǎƛƭȅΣ ŜǾƻƭǾŜ ŦƭŜȄƛōƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛŀōƭȅΚ  ²Ŝƭƭ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘŜŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŘƻΗέ [26] 

 

Ultimately, good architecture performs as predicted, satisfies the needs of the stakeholders and 

beneficiaries, fulfills the desired purpose(s), and thus, creates value. 

 

4.3. Technique #1 ς Network modeling as a tool for socio-technical systems:  Stakeholders as a 

system and Stakeholder Value Network (SVN) mapping 

Why stakeholders?  άStakeholder ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƴ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜέ [26] ŀƴŘ άǘƘŜ ǎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ 

ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ŦƻǊƳ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ [26].  Based on these premises, a Stakeholder Value 

Network (SVN), also known as a Stakeholder Map, is a form of analysis of stakeholder value and 

can be very useful in mapping the exchanges, interactions, or transactions of the relationships 

between stakeholders in the humanitarian domain.  In addition, modeling the system as a network 

ό{±bύ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǘƻ ŘŜǊƛǾŜ άŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎȅέ ƻǊ άŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅέ ƻŦ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ 

among stakeholders.  The latter can be accomplished through a Dependency Structure Matrix 

(DSM) which is also known as Design Structure Matrix or Dependency System Model (more on this 

technique in the following section). 
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Figure 16 is the key for the SVN depicted in Figure 17, the SVN Mapping of the Humanitarian 

System.  Figure 17 identifies the various stakeholders and the interactions (i.e., exchanges) 

between them as flows (directional arrows).  The value flow exchanges όƛΦŜΦΣ άǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǾŀƭǳŜ 

from one stakeholder to aƴƻǘƘŜǊέ [26]) are further categorized by ranking or importance (denoted 

by line type) and nature of the interaction (denoted by line color).  To build the SVN we ask a few 

questions ς for example: 

 

Á Who are the stakeholders (including the focal stakeholder or group)? 

Á Who could satisfy the needs of each stakeholder? 

Á What are the outputs of each stakeholder? 

Á To whom are these outputs provided? and 

Á Are there any other transactions between stakeholders?  This can be examined by pairing 

stakeholders (one pair at a time) and asking:   Are there are any other exchanges between 

them? 

 

While it is essential to think of the network mapping in terms of transactions or exchanges 

between stakeholders ς both, the stakeholders who produce an output to address a need and the 

stakeholders who benefit from outputs received from others ς it is important to clarify that each 

value flow is unidirectional and does not necessarily imply a return transaction. [26]  Thus, it is 

entirely possible that some ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ outputs exceed the inputs received and vice versa. 

 

It is also worth noting that SVN representations may not necessarily depict all stakeholders or that 

some stakeholders may be missing or abstracted.  TƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

stakeholders can provide as an output or receive as an input ς in other words, their presence in 

the SVN representation may be irrelevant and thus not needed for the purpose of the model. [26] 
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As seen in Figure 17, the focal group in the SVN representation ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ά!ffected PƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴέΦ  ¢ƘŜ 

rest of the stakeholders depicted consist of the άƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ actors as considered by 

the IASC cluster approach and ALNAP (e.g., UN and non-UN agencies, NGOs, Donors, 

Governments, International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, and others) ς refer to Ch. 2 

and Ch. 3 for more information on the key stakeholders of ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !pproachέ and the 

humanitarian domain community.  Based on the number of the outputs produced and inputs 

received by each entity, it is noteworthy highlighting that the SVN also reveals there are other 

significant principal groups.  In no particular order, the other four important and pivotal entities 

include the ICRC, Donors (Individual, Public, Private, and Corporate), the ERC, and the Host Nation 

Government and NGOs.  This is no surprise, as humanitarian assistance to affected populations ς 

coordinated by the ERC at the global level ς is usually the primary responsibility of the host nation 

government όǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀŎǘƻǊǎ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎǘŜǇ ƛƴ ŀǎ ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊ ƻŦ ƭŀǎǘ ǊŜǎƻǊǘΩύ.  It also 

makes sense that the ICRC and Donors would also play a major role in the structure of the system 

due to the major role these play in supporting the humanitarian domain. 

 

4.4. Technique #2 ς Visualizing and rethinking interactions and groupings of stakeholders:  

Dependency Structure Matrix (DSM) of the SVN mapping 

A DSM is also a άrepresentation ƻŦ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜέ.  The DSM is a network modeling tool to represent 

the elements comprising a system and their interactions, and thus highlight ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ 

architecture (i.e., its designed structure). [28]  However, in contrast with the SVN, the DSM 

representation maps interactions in a matrix view format in a square N rows x N columns matrix, 

where N refers to the number of system elements. [26], [28]  DSM analysis can help group (e.g., 

cluster, arrange, or sequence) stakeholders based on their relationships and interactions through 

the connectedness of dependencies (or exchanges) between stakeholders.  Like the SVN, not all 

stakeholders need be represented ς and some stakeholders can be abstracted for the sake of 

relevance or simplicity.  In addition, to ΨSystem Architecture: Strategy and Product Development 

for Complex SȅǎǘŜƳǎΩ ōȅ /ǊŀǿƭŜȅ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ (2016) [26] and ΨDesign Structure Matrix Methods and 
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!ǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ōȅ 9ǇǇƛƴƎŜǊ ŀƴŘ .ǊƻǿƴƛƴƎ όнлмнύ [28] more information for in-depth review and 

guidance on use of DSM models can also be found at Ψ5{aǿŜōΦƻǊƎΥ ¢ǳǘƻǊƛŀƭǎΥ hǾŜǊǾƛŜǿΩ [29]. 

 

In their book, Eppinger and Browning outline the following five step approach to architectural 

modeling and analysis [28] ς these are: 

 

1. ά5ŜŎƻƳǇƻǎŜΥ  Break the system down into its constituent elements perhaps through 

several hierarchical levels.έ [28] 

2. άIdentify:  Document the relationships ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩs elements.έ [28] 

3. ά!ƴŀƭȅȊŜΥ  Rearrange the elements and relationships to understand structural patterns and 

their implications for system behavior.έ [28] 

4. ά5ƛǎǇƭŀȅΥ  Create a useful representation of the DSM model, highlighting features of 

particular importance or of special interest.έ [28] 

5. άLƳǇǊƻǾŜΥ  Most DSM applications result in not only better understanding of the system 

but also improvement of the system through actions taken as a result of the DSM analysis 

and interpretation of its display.έ [28] 

 

Figure 15 [28] below depicts the 5 steps outlined by Eppinger and Browning. 

 

 

Figure 15: DSM Approach to Architectural Modeling and Analysis 

 

For the purpose of this work, the DSM analysis is based on the stakeholders (and interactions) of 

the SVN depicted in Figure 17. 
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Figure 18 depicts the unclustered DSM.  The entities on the left side of the matrix are grouped by 

the respective category and colored as denoted by the SVN node key in Figure 16 ς for example 

all UN Member Agencies are highlighted in bright blue, NGOs are highlighted in bright green, etc.  

The connections (e.g., interactions) between stakeholders ŀǊŜ ŘŜƴƻǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴ ά·έ όǎƘŀŘŜŘ ƛƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ 

ƎǊŜŜƴ ŎŜƭƭǎύ ŦƻǊ ά5ƛǊŜŎǘ /ƻƴǘŀŎǘΣ {ǳǇǇƻǊǘΣ ƻǊ tǊƛƳŀǊȅκ[ŜŀŘ wƻƭŜέ ƻǊ ŀƴ άLέ όǎƘŀŘŜŘ ƛƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ ȅŜƭƭƻǿ 

ŎŜƭƭǎύ ŦƻǊ άLƴŘƛǊŜŎǘ /ƻƴǘŀŎǘΣ {ǳǇǇƻǊǘΣ ƻǊ {ŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ wƻƭŜέΦ 

 

Figure 19 depicts the potential clusters ς before partition analysis ς that could be derived based 

on the probable logical groupings of entities derived from their respective categories (e.g., UN 

Members, Non-UN Members, Donors, NGOs, etc.).  The clusters of the pre-partition analysis are 

shown in black borders.  The degree of connectivity69  before partition analysis is approximately 

60%. 

 

Figure 20 depicts the results of the initial partition analysis (clustering or grouping based on 

interactions and relationships).  The arrangement of clusters (shown in black borders) was based 

on the following criteria: 

 

Á Matching, pairing, and clustering the lead agencies for άThe Cluster Approachέ to their 

respective clusters of responsibility. 

Á Clustering the Focus Group (i.e., Affected Population) as well as the other pivotal entities 

(i.e., Host Nation Government, ICRC, ERC, Donors, and NGOs.) 

Á Identifying other logical groupings (e.g., International Governments, Military, other IASC 

members). 

Á Sorting to minimize the number of connections outside new clusters. 

 

                                                      
 
69 Degree of Connectivity calculated as follows:  Connectivity (%) equals the number of colored cells within bordered 
DSM clusters divided by the number of all the colored cells. 
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After the partition analysis, the degree of connectivity increased to more than 95%.  The results 

ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ōƻǘƘ άƻǾŜǊƭŀǇǇƛƴƎέ ŀƴŘ άnon-ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇǇƛƴƎέ clusters or groupings.  The overlapping 

clusters make sense because according to άThe Cluster Approachέ, some agencies lead more than 

one cluster (e.g., WFP leads the Logistics Cluster, the Emergency Telecommunications Cluster, and 

the Food Security Cluster). 

 

Figure 21, the second unclustered DSM of the humanitarian system, introduced a new connection 

type to evaluate if any new patterns would emerge.  The new connection is ŘŜƴƻǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ά//έ 

όǎƘŀŘŜŘ ƛƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ Ǉƛƴƪ ŎŜƭƭǎύ ŦƻǊ ά/ƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ /ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ŎǊƻǎǎ-cutting issuesέΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƴŜǿ 

connection between stakeholders is a tactical-level connection for performance in the field.  The 

purpose of its representation in the DSM analysis is to better understand and simulate the 

structure of interactions between the clusters, especially on areas of expected collaboration due 

to intersection of similar concerns or needs within their respective areas of activities. 

 

Figure 22 is the partition analysis with the new connection introduced in Figure 21.  The analysis 

sorted and arranged all entities exactly as the partition analysis of Figure 20.  The rationale for 

leaving the sorted arrangements the same was to leave one variable of the analysis fixed while 

evaluating if and how patterns changed ς and what impacts it had on structure, if any. 

 

The partition analysis depicted in Figure 22 revealed the emergence of two larger and more dense 

overlapping clusters.  The new mega-clusters are highlighted in the blue and red dashed squares, 

respectively.  The new ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊǎ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇǇŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ά[ƻƎƛǎǘƛŎǎ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊέ (cell number 33 on the matrix 

diagonal) and can be divided to consist of the following sub-clusters as seen in the following table 

(next page): 
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Blue mega-cluster Red mega-cluster 
Early Recovery Logistics 

Camp Coordination and Camp Management Food Security 

Protection Nutrition 

Shelter Education 

Emergency Telecommunications Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene 
Logistics Health 

 

The emerging pattern suggests that perhaps ς based on recognizing the importance of collaboration 

and coordination ς the humanitarian system could be architected to incorporate these new, larger 

integrated clusters in order to address the broader set of humanitarian principles and concerns.  In 

addition, the larger and more integrated clusters could significantly leverage capabilities across 

their respective humanitarian response entities (i.e., the sub-clusters) and stakeholders through 

interoperability to address common dimensions of aid more effectively through collaboration and 

coordination on cross cutting issues. 

 

The infographics depicted in Figure 23 (adapted from source [13]) show the proposed 

modifications ǘƻ ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ ς the dashed blue and red lines on the right-side 

infographic correspond to the mega-clusters of the DSM partition analysis.  The graphics have 

been re-arranged the to show the two new mega-clusters according to the partition analysis in 

Figure 22.  In terms of leadership for the mega-clusters, each could be led by a joint council 

comprised of the respective leaders of the sub-clusters όŀǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ 

!ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ) ς see below: 

 

Á Logistics Cluster for Infrastructure, Communications, and Protection & Security 

(Led by Joint Council of UNHCR, WFP, IOM, UNDP, and IFRC) 

and 

Á Logistics Cluster for Health and Wellness 

(Led by Joint Council of WHO, WFP, FAO, UNICEF, and Save the Children) 
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Notionally, each council could jointly decide how to address coordination and collaboration among 

the constituent sub-clusters and other actors in the humanitarian system.  In addition, each joint 

council could still choose to activate sub-clusters individually (as needed) but do so within a 

support network that is strengthened by a collaborative environment and partnerships with other 

sub-clusters. 

 

Figure 24 depicts a variation to the earlier unclustered versions of the DSM.  Like Figure 21, this 

variation also introduced a new connection type to evaluate if any new patterns would emerge.  

The new connection (i.e., interaction) ƛǎ ŘŜƴƻǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ άPέ όǎƘŀŘŜŘ ƛƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ blue ŎŜƭƭǎύ ŦƻǊ άGlobal 

and In-Country Partnerships and /ƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴέΦ  This connection differs froƳ ǘƘŜ ά/ƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

ŀƴŘ /ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴέ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ CƛƎǳǊŜ нм ƛƴ ǘhat it primarily addresses high-level partnering at 

upper leadership levels and includes long-term strategic considerations to bolster the tactical level 

response efforts of the sub-clusters. 

 

The results of the partition analysis in Figure 25 depict a larger and denser cluster encompassing 

the two previous blue and red mega-clusters ς see the green dashed square.  As before, the fixed 

variable for the analysis was maintaining the sorting and arrangements of all entities exactly as the 

partition analysis of Figures 20 and 22 while observing the pattern emergence of the new 

connections.  The new pattern reveals more networking and partnering among lead agencies and 

humanitarian actors responsible for clusters and response activities, respectively.  This 

demonstrates the significance of partnering at the leadership level (for strategic and long-term 

outlook) which can then propagate to the mega-clusters and sub-clusters in the field (for improved 

tactical execution and performance).    Figure 26 is merely a revision to the infographic depicting 

the ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άtŀǊǘƴŜǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ /ƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴέ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ōƻǘƘ the blue 

and red mega-clusters. 

 

Lƴ CƛƎǳǊŜ нтΣ ǘƘŜ άtŀǊǘƴŜǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ /ƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴέ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŀ ǎǘŜǇ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ to 



 
 

72  © John F. Barresi | MIT | SDM Thesis | August 2018 

simulate commitments by Donors and NGOs (including NGO consortia and associations) to 

coordinate their actions with the mega-clusters and sub-clusters ς both at the leadership and field 

levels ς as appropriate.  The resulting partition analysis of Figure 27 to evaluate extending 

partnering and collaboration to donors and NGOs is depicted in Figure 28 ς denoted by the orange 

dashed square.  The importance of partnering and collaboration among humanitarian actors can 

be seen in the heavier color filled density of the outlined area.  The magenta dashed square outline 

denotes the overall humanitarian system and all its entities.  Figures 29 and 30 depict and compare 

ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ƳƻŘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƛƴŦƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŦƻǊ ά¢ƘŜ /ƭǳǎǘŜǊ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΦέ 

 

The ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ dependencies and connections (i.e., interactions) of the DSM analyses and 

simulations originated with the SVN.  In addition, the various types of interactions ς άDirectέΣ 

άIndirectέΣ άCollaboration and CoordinationέΣ and άPartnering and Collaborationέ ς were 

purposely and specifically designated to better understand the emergence of patterns and what 

these would reveal in terms of structures.  The results of the DSM analysis ς including the 

opportunities to improve structures ς can then be compared to the results of the meta-analysis 

conducted by Humphries in her research, ΨLƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ IǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ /ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΥ /ƻƳƳƻƴ 

Challenges and Lessons Learned from the Cluster ApproachΩ (see Ch. 3, Figures 10 through 13).  

Conceivably, the patterns and structures that emerged from the DSM interactions and partition 

analyses ς both unclustered and clustered ς could serve as analogs to the dimensions studied by 

Humphries and support additional research to potentially pursue remedial measures in the areas 

ǘƘŀǘ ǎŎƻǊŜŘ ƭƻǿ ƛƴ IǳƳǇƘǊƛŜǎΩ ƳŜǘŀ-analysis.  For comparison purposes, below are the 

relationships of the figures in the DSM analyses and the figuǊŜǎ ƻŦ IǳƳǇƘǊƛŜǎΩ ƳŜǘŀ-analysis: 

 

Fig. 18, 19, and 20 Ą Fig. 10: άOverall effectiveness ŀǘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜέ 

Fig. 21 and 22 Ą Fig. 11: ά/ǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǇǊŜŘƛŎŀōƭŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇέ 

Fig. 24 and 25 Ą Fig. 12: άEnhancing partnership between humanitarian actorsέ 

Fig. 27 and 28 Ą Fig. 13: άLƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛŜŦ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎέ 
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4.5. Technique #3 ς Optimization and reconsidering the current organizational structure:  

Hierarchic decomposition modeling of the optimized DSM and a revised SVN 

Modeling through hierarchic decomposition is another way to think and reason about the 

structure of systems. 

 

Hierarchy is characteristic of social systems and is defined as a system in which its elements (or 

levels) are άranked one above the other because they have more scope, importance, performance, 

responsibility, or function.έ [26]  It is also important to note that a system has both form (άwhat 

the system isέ) and function (άwhat the system doesέ) ς and that the set of entities (e.g., elements) 

that constitute the form, also have form and function. [26]  The elements of the distributed 

humanitarian system constitute the form ς its overarching functionΥ  άhumanitarian response and 

assistanceέ.  For the purposes of the hierarchic decomposition, the analysis focuses on the 

humanitarian systemΩǎ ŦƻǊƳ as whole to identify ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩs entities and their hierarchical 

structure.  The representations of form (and function) of the constituent entities and systems are 

abstracted for simplicity. 

 

Following the SVN and DSM analyses, the re-designed humanitarian system is hierarchically 

decomposed as depicted in Figure 31.  It adheres to what is conventionally thought of as a 

manageable number for span of control of seven +/ς two. [26] 

 

Figure 32 illustrates the modified SVN based on the DSM final partition analysis and the hierarchic 

decomposition depicted in Figure 31. 

 

4.6. Summary of the Architecture Analysis of άThe Cluster Approachέ 

The results of the DSM analysis (e.g., clustering, sorting, re-arranging, etc.) suggest that, 

theoretically, άThe Cluster Approachέ as envisioned by its implementation after the 2005 
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Humanitarian Reform can indeed be modeled as a structured (i.e., architected) system ς see 

Figures 18, 19, and 20.  Furthermore, the analysis also shows it can improve relationships and 

interconnectivity between stakeholders ς ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘƴŜǎǎ ς 

which is largely driven by behaviors (e.g., voluntary collaboration, coordination, etc.) ς exists.  The 

degree of connectivity ς based on the assumption that all actors behave (i.e., perform) as expected 

and that the interactions (e.g., connections or interactions) do exist ς improved from a range of 

approximately 60% to well over 95% when comparing connectedness between stakeholders 

before and after the 2005 Humanitarian Reform, respectively.  However, this is assuming (1) 

interactions exist and are well-coordinatedΣ όнύ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƻǇŜration 

among actors, and (3) structural system barriers are eliminated or minimized through improved 

and predictable partnering to tackle strategic level aspects as well as tactical (field) level response 

efforts.  The table below summarizes the degree of connectivity between stakeholders before and 

after the HRA. 

 

DSM Type Degree of 
Connectivity 

Unclustered 
(based on probable relationships before the 2005 HRA) 

60% 

Clustered 
(based on partition analysis to model άThe Cluster Approachέ, after the HRA) 

95% 

 

In order to close the feedback loop based on the various results of the DSM analysis, a hierarchical 

decomposition was developed (Figure 31) and the initial SVN (Figure 17) was revisited to 

incorporate the outcomes (i.e., proposed modifications) as improvements (Figure 32) to the 

previous SVN structure consistent with the five-step approach to architectural modeling and 

analysis as recommended by Eppinger and Browning. 

 

Finally, as stated in Section 4.1 when discussing the nature of models, it is important to emphasize 

that while all these techniques and analysis methods can be very useful and powerful tools to 
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visualize couplings and interactions (mutual, bilateral, multilateral, or unilateral) between 

stakeholders in order to architect and better understand the structures of socio-technical systems, 

any representations are still very much subjective (and at times speculative) models affected by 

the human construct.   As such, it is strongly encouraged to exercise caution with respect to biases, 

to avoid and reject narrative that only suits a narrow point of view, to challenge existing models, 

to be flexible regarding thinking foundations (and at times, replace old assumptions), to examine 

or consider new evidence (when necessary), and to test the resulting models through feedback 

cycles for continuous improvement.  Only then ς through genuine convergence of the right ideas, 

assumptions, and scrutiny ς the accuracy of the models will improve and yield robust and 

trustworthy results. 
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Figure 18:  Initial Unclustered DSM for the Humanitarian System Entities and Actors 



 
 

82  © John F. Barresi | MIT | SDM Thesis | August 2018 

This page is intentionally left blank.  



 
 

© John F. Barresi | MIT | SDM Thesis | August 2018  83 

 

Figure 19:  Initial Clusters of the Humanitarian System (pre-partition analysis) 
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Figure 20:  Initial DSM Partition Analysis of the Humanitarian System 
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Figure 21:  Second Unclustered DSM (with added interactions for άCollaboration and Coordinationέ)  
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Figure 22:  Second Partition Analysis (with added interactions for άCollaboration and Coordinationέ) 

  


































































