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Introduction  

The raison d’être for humanitarian aid is to help people in need, the beneficiaries. The two beliefs 

guiding humanitarian operations are, first, that “those affected by disaster or conflict have a right to 

life with dignity and, therefore, a right to assistance”; and second, that “all possible steps should be 

taken to alleviate human suffering”.1 Although the objective of humanitarian operations is to provide 

aid to a society, relatively little attention has been paid to the sustainability of humanitarian 

operations. The focus in humanitarian operations has rather been on (the lack of) aid effectiveness.2 

Facing this criticism and trying to please donors, humanitarian organisations are striving to improve 

their operational efficiency through a focus on cost and time efficiency and by increasing the 

transparency of their operations. Some aspects of sustainability, such as environmental responsibility, 

ethics and longevity, have not been in focus in the humanitarian context on the operational level, but 

this is slowly changing as humanitarian organisations embrace the agenda of climate change 

adaptation pioneered by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP).3  

Several large donors (USAID, ECHO and DFID4) nowadays require humanitarian organisations 

to consider the longevity of programmes and the persistence of their impact. However, other aspects 

of sustainability have not yet been emphasised from the donor side, nor in the strategy or operational 

planning of humanitarian organisations. In spite of this attention to longevity and impact persistence 

from the donor side, disaster relief operations have been criticised for not expanding their view to 

encompass the overall supply chain design5 and for not considering the long-term implications of 

delivering aid. Important supply chain design questions in terms of sustainability could be, for 

example, the choice between using local or global suppliers, or choice of modes of transportation. 

Sustainability, particularly in terms of social impact, for instance the restoration of livelihoods, 

is part of the overall raison d’être of humanitarian aid and the organisations involved with providing 

it. Humanitarianism builds on the principles of humanity, neutrality and impartiality, which together 

are sometimes seen as the cornerstones to define the “humanitarian space”, and amongst which 

humanity is aimed at relieving suffering wherever it is found.6 There are, of course, different schools 

and perspectives on humanitarian aid, and overall, humanitarian aid is a highly politicised issue. 

Nonetheless, the principle of humanity to relieve suffering can be seen as coming with an objective of 
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positive social impact, which is an important aspect of sustainability. Yet little attention has been paid 

to other aspects of sustainability in humanitarian operations. At the same time, different aspects of 

sustainability have serious implications on the long-term effectiveness of aid. It is little understood 

how humanitarian organisations consider various aspects of sustainability in their operations. The aim 

of this chapter is therefore to increase the understanding of sustainability in humanitarian 

organisations. Particular attention is paid to how sustainability is operationalised in the humanitarian 

context, hence the operational focus on logistics and supply chain management in the analysis.  

Annual reports of the largest humanitarian organisations are analysed to capture different 

aspects of sustainability. The operational focus of the analysis helps in identifying not just how 

sustainability aspects are discussed but also, how they are implemented. On the other hand, this also 

restricts the analysis to disaster relief, albeit questions of development aid are taken up to the extent to 

which they impact on sustainability in humanitarian organisations. Due to the operational focus, much 

attention is paid to performance measurement and also to supply chain design. 

Sustainability in Humanitarian Organisations 

Weerawardena et al.7 define sustainability in the non-profit sector overall as maintaining operations, 

or more precisely “being able to survive so that it can continue to serve its constituency”. On the other 

hand sustainable development is defined by the United Nations as “meeting the needs of present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.8 In this study we 

adopt the United Nations definition of sustainability. 

The main difference between humanitarian organisations and companies is their very raison 

d’être. While a company’s goal is to make profit for its shareholders, the goal of humanitarian 

organisations is most often to save lives,9 decrease human suffering10 and contribute to development.11 

All of these goals have a link to longevity. Yet in spite of recent donor requirements to consider the 

long-term implications of humanitarian programmes, humanitarian organisations have not yet 

experienced much stakeholder pressure in other aspects of sustainability such as electricity usage, fuel 

consumption, or even supplier selection criteria.  

The lack of corresponding stakeholder pressure can be identified when studying the strategies 

of humanitarian and development organisations through the lens of the Global Reporting Initiative 
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(GRI). The GRI promotes economic, environmental and social sustainability and provides a reporting 

framework to manage and monitor sustainability aspects in the operations of an organisation. The GRI 

and other environmental standards such as ISO (e.g. standard 14031 of the International Organization 

for Standardization) can be used by companies and other types of organisations. However, when 

looking at GRI reports from 2010, it appears that there is a lack of implementation of this 

sustainability standard in the non-profit sector. Out of 2,032 GRI reports in the year 2010, only 57 

were from non-profit organisations, of which only three were published by humanitarian 

organisations. Oxfam GB, Caritas del Peru and World Vision Australia reported on their operations 

according to the GRI standard, which means by default that environmental aspects are considered in 

the organisations and that there is an environmental strategy in place in the organisation.12 

Though few, the recent GRI reports of humanitarian organisations indicate a slight change 

towards the incorporation of various aspects of sustainability in the agendas of humanitarian 

organisations. In 2005 no humanitarian organisation reported according to GRI, compared to three in 

2010.13 Furthermore, organisations are encouraged to integrate the causes and consequences of 

climate change in their agenda14 pioneered by the UNDP.15 Humanitarian organisations are starting to 

take some aspects of sustainability into consideration but have yet to also embrace the challenge of 

“greening” in their operations, and more specifically in their supply chains,16 and hence extend their 

view on sustainability beyond the principle of humanity. 

Aspects of Sustainability in Supply Chain Management 

Two views stand out when it comes to sustainability in the humanitarian context.17 First, questions of 

longevity and long-term development raise a holistic view of humanitarian supply chains. Such a view 

would require taking a view beyond the mission, organisation or even the supply chain and on to 

society. Approaching the impact of aid on the societal level is embedded in the very concept of aid 

effectiveness that is often used in the macro-economic sense to measure the effect of aid overall on 

livelihoods and economic growth.18 The second view also extends the focus beyond the humanitarian 

organisation to its supply chain, and in particular, to supply chain strategy and supply chain design. 

Investigating these two views, Kovács and Spens19 cite five aspects related to the sustainability of aid: 

1) bridging the gap between disaster relief and long-term development and managing the transitions 
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between these; 2) supply chain design for preparedness, and with an exit strategy; 3) community-

based supply chain design; 4) greening humanitarian supply chains; 5) and local, regional vs. global 

sourcing and capacity building. Thus overall, there are multiple aspects of sustainability to consider in 

the humanitarian context20: for example, the concept of sustainability can be applied in relation to 

sustaining an operation, i.e. maintaining aid through continuous funding (financial continuity) and/or 

coordinating it with development activities (long-term development). Interestingly, humanitarian and 

development activities are usually considered in isolation, even though disasters often take place in 

countries in which development organisations, and development aid, is already present (e.g. the 2008 

cholera outbreak in Zimbabwe, the 2010 Haiti earthquake). Therefore it is crucial to view 

(humanitarian) disaster relief activities as interlinked with development ones. But the longevity of aid, 

i.e. its long-term effects on society, is of importance even if disaster relief is not delivered on top of 

development activities (e.g. the 2011 Japan earthquake). 

Taking the holistic view, the limited link between disaster relief and development programmes 

becomes apparent. This is due to the involvement of different organisations in humanitarian as 

opposed to development programmes, which pursue different mandates and have diverging 

operational scopes. There are, however, good examples as well; for example the International 

Alliance Against Hunger between the World Food Programme, the Food and Agriculture 

Organisation and the International Fund for Agricultural Development has been established precisely 

to consider the long-term effects of aid and the interrelations between humanitarian and development 

activities. The idea of this alliance is to contribute to food security overall and to continue 

development through the distribution of seeds along with (emergency) food aid. The alliance supports 

an extension of the view of humanitarian aid as being short term to linking it with longer-term 

development activities, hence considering the longevity and long-lasting effects aspects of 

sustainability. 

Such a more long-term perspective also links disaster relief to reconstruction and rehabilitation 

– in the humanitarian sector known as the concept of LRRD, linking relief, rehabilitation and 

development – as well as to prevention through learning, and preparedness for further disasters to 

come, as embodied in the disaster relief cycle proposed by UN/ISDR in 200321 that was later adopted 
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across humanitarian organisations. Learning and preparedness can occur on the regional level, in 

particular for cyclical disasters such as cyclones (a good example is how Bangladesh has reduced the 

number of people killed by cyclones over the years22), or within an organisation. As for the latter, 

Gatignon et al. evaluate the learning of the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Societies (IFRC) over a series of disasters in terms of key performance indicators related to the 

effectiveness of a programme (e.g. average number of families served per day), time efficiency (e.g. 

order lead time) as well as operational costs.23 The case is directly linked to the preparedness of the 

IFRC through regional pre-positioning.  

Preparing for future challenges is another aspect of preparedness. Global challenges for 

humanitarian supply chains extend to the preparedness for the effects of climate change, urbanisation 

and security issues.24 Climate change adaptation requires a different set of approaches in preparedness 

than the actual response to a disaster, requiring a change of lifestyles but also changing support 

systems to facilitate adaptation mechanisms. Urbanisation, on the other hand, increases the 

vulnerability of people to disasters as it exposes them to disasters while reducing their coping 

strategies.25 What is more, urbanisation has been linked to climate change as a result of climate 

change-related migration, but also discussed as a trigger of climate change.26  

The other view focuses on supply chain strategy and supply chain design. Supply chain design 

can consider sustainability from the angle of community development through local sourcing, 

capacity building and engagement of beneficiaries. Thus, Kovács et al. present a case of community-

based supply chain design where beneficiaries become active members of the reconstruction supply 

chain.27 Community-based supply chain design can even incorporate aspects of peace-building,28 but 

more generally, it contributes to beneficiary empowerment, helping to ensure community ownership 

of the reconstruction process, as well as to the local economy in general. This approach not only 

sources materials locally but also involves beneficiaries in decision-making and even as a workforce 

in the humanitarian supply chain.29  

One way to empower the beneficiary in decision-making is through vouchers and cash 

components. This approach allows beneficiaries to purchase their own items, thus reducing the need 

for imports that would impact negatively on the local economy, cost more to organise and contribute 
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to transportation emissions. Generally, if feasible, the more local solution seems to combine aspects of 

sustaining the local economy with cost-efficiencies as well as eco-efficiency. Overall, community-

based approaches to supply chain design enable humanitarian organisations to hand over a programme 

to the community. Hence sustainability can also be understood as designing the humanitarian supply 

chain in a way that facilitates its continuation in the region after humanitarian organisations have left 

(in other words, a sustainable exit strategy).30 

Researchers have begun to pay more attention to effects on the sustainability of the supply 

chain by looking at supply network design.31 If a network is built in a way where hubs are 

geographically far apart, the supply chain automatically requires emission-intense transportation and 

the choice of transportation mode becomes secondary from a sustainability perspective. To transform 

a supply chain into being more sustainable might require some redesigning.  

Ways to re-plan the supply chain are geographical decisions such as where to locate 

manufacturing, warehouses with pre-positioned goods and distribution centres.32 Humanitarian hub 

systems exist at national and also international level. Apart from typical network analysis for locating 

hubs that focuses on the aspects of closeness to supply vs. demand, routing possibilities and 

intermodal possibilities, facility location decisions in humanitarian aid also need to consider the 

disaster proneness of a hub location.33 The locations of current hub systems (e.g. the global United 

Nations Humanitarian Response Depots, UNHRDs, or IFRC’s regional logistics units) are based on 

these principles and enable humanitarian organisations to pre-position stock, ranging from water 

purification tablets and high energy biscuits to shelter equipment, which can then quickly be moved 

into disaster areas. However, such pre-positioning does not take the overall effect (e.g. on 

transportation emissions) into account, even though it emphasises closeness to beneficiaries. 

Access to the beneficiary is an important problem in the humanitarian sector which has to do 

with the urgency of the disaster.34 Actually, a precondition for the success of any kind of humanitarian 

operation is access of aid and relief to the affected area and to the beneficiaries.35 Under conditions 

where the beneficiaries are not accessible (because of damage to the infrastructure, for example), the 

only possible mode of transportation might be air transportation, i.e. aeroplanes or helicopters. Neither 

of these is very environmentally friendly, nor are they cost-efficient.  
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From a supply chain strategy perspective, humanitarian supply chains have traditionally been 

viewed as highly agile.36 However, a combination of lean and agile supply chain strategies can be 

found in IFRC’s supply chain design with a decentralised structure of regional warehouses that 

decrease the distance to beneficiaries (with a focus on the lean concept of time efficiency while 

preparing for an agile response) and an emphasis on regional if not local sourcing (focusing on the 

economic sustainability of the community whilst reducing transportation costs and emissions).37 The 

example shows not just a combination of lean with agile performance measures but also the impact on 

economic, social and environmental sustainability. Lean and green have often been mentioned in 

combination;38 here, though, closeness translates also into sustaining the local economy through local 

sourcing.39 What is more, Vinodh found an existing relationship between agile manufacturing and 

sustainability40 – something to consider for humanitarian supply chains as well. (Even though 

humanitarian organisations typically act as logistics service providers41 without their own 

manufacturing, there are examples in which they actually set up manufacturing sites, e.g. for 

winterised tents for victims of the Pakistan earthquake.) 

A lack of consideration of sustainability is not unique to humanitarian supply chains. Carter and 

Easton criticise supply chain management overall for a tradition of stand-alone thinking without 

considering larger, more long-term aspects of sustainability.42 Interestingly, while environmental and 

social aspects of “logistics social responsibility” have been operationalised, according to Carter and 

Easton, it is the economic aspect that has been neglected.43 The missing link is thus between 

ecological and social aspects of sustainability and the impact on supply chain performance – 

sustainability being conceptualised as a space that considers all three aspects (social, economic and 

environmental) from a triple bottom line perspective. 

Sustainability in Operational Performance 

The performance of a humanitarian operation is bound to the aid effectiveness requirements of 

donors.44 Effectiveness here does not refer to the organisation alone but needs to consider aid 

effectiveness in terms of social welfare, livelihoods and economic growth.45 Several large donors 

require performance reporting from their implementing humanitarian organisations.46 The reporting 

consists of programme assessment of on-going programmes and of monitoring and evaluation 
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requirements at the end of a programme. The required reporting does not only entail operational data 

but also other measurements on the societal level. For example, a common measurement of the overall 

success of a humanitarian operation is a decrease of the crude mortality rate of beneficiaries in the 

receiving society. That said, such impact is difficult to measure and even more difficult to attribute to 

a particular programme or organisation. Other, more programme-related indicators depend on the 

scope of the programme itself but can be, for example, the overall amount of delivered supplies.  

Whilst donors require more holistic performance reporting of humanitarian operations, supply 

chain performance in the humanitarian sector is still often defined as financial and volume-related 

performance.47 Operational performance could refer to final output and operational impact, but this 

holistic perspective is not much considered in performance measurement of humanitarian operations. 

Previous research on performance in a humanitarian setting suggested measuring it as output, 

resources, flexibility48 or as customer service, financial control and process adherence,49 whilst 

Blecken et al. argue that in relief supply chains donation-to-delivery time, the output and resources 

should be measured.50 Although Beamon and Balcik refer to output as well,51 their suggested 

measurements of population coverage and order fulfilment rate are fairly narrow and do not reflect 

the overall impact of aid. None of the above suggested performance indicators take any aspects of 

sustainability into consideration. 

Just as sustainability and performance can, for humanitarian organisations, be interpreted and 

measured in multiple ways. Figure 27.1 summarises the various aspects of sustainability into four 

perspectives:  

1. Societal perspective (overall aid impact) 

2. Programme perspective 

3. Beneficiary perspective 

4. Supply chain perspective 

In doing so, Figure 27.1 portrays how the sustainability aspects could be accounted for in the 

performance of humanitarian response.  

Figure 27.1 Four perspectives on sustainability 
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The first, societal perspective, makes a macro-economic assessment of the overall impact of 

aid. Important sustainability aspects that belong to this perspective are social welfare, livelihoods, 

economic development and climate change mitigation. Social welfare can be measured as a function 

of an individual welfare or as an aggregated measurement, such as life expectancy or income per 

capita. Livelihoods again refer to the societies, individual households or the individual’s ability to 

support themselves. The aspect of livelihood further comprises the capabilities, assets and activities 

required for a means of living, and is seen as sustainable when it can cope with and recover from 

stress, such as emergency or other external disturbance.52 Furthermore, the aspect of livelihood is seen 

as sustainable when it can maintain (or enhance) its capabilities now and in the future.53  

The third aspect in the societal perspective is economic development, which is a traditional 

measurement of the development of a society or country, and can be measured, for example, as GDP. 

Poverty measures are also included here, such as the percentage of the population living on a dollar or 

less a day. The fourth aspect, climate change mitigation, is often used as a term for the reduction of 

greenhouse gas emissions that are the source of climate change.54 Climate change itself is a change in 

the state of climate due to “natural internal processes or external forcings, or to persistent 

anthropogenic changes in the composition of the atmosphere or in land use” as defined by the IPCC.55 

The aspect of climate change mitigation in Figure 27.1 is used as a more comprehensive term and 

refers to a country’s or a society’s capability to lessen their own impact on climate change and to be 

prepared and to therefore have the prospect of preventing the impact of possible hazards resulting 

from climate change. Mitigation can be measured as, for example, hazard-resistant construction as 

well as improved environmental policies and public awareness.56 

The second perspective portrays sustainability from the viewpoint of a defined aid programme. 

This programme perspective is important, as humanitarian organisations typically organise their 

activities under various programmes. Also funding is often granted for specific programmes (projects 

or disasters); rarely do organisations receive overall funding to run their operations. Sustainability 

aspects included in this perspective are financial continuity, effective resource utilisation, persistence 

of programme impact, LRRD (linking relief, rehabilitation and development) and community 

empowerment. 
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The aspect of financial continuity refers to the possibility of a programme continuing to serve 

the society or beneficiaries in need. If a programme’s funding is cut or is short lived, the long-term 

objectives of a programme might not be met. Effective resource utilisation again can be measured as 

social or environmental responsibility, as a programme should not use resources such as workforce in 

a manner that does harm to the local market in the long run, and neither should resources such as 

supplies or assets be deployed without appropriate usability rates. Resource utilisation furthermore 

includes asset maintenance and asset disposal. The aspect further consists of coordination and 

resource sharing amongst organisations, which according to Long and Wood takes a great deal of 

effort, not least because each organisation has its own operating methods and goals.57 

The persistence of programme impact refers to the long-term impact of a programme. Can the 

objectives of a programme be met even after the actual end of the programme? Is, for example, a 

medical clinic able to continue serving the society even after the programme has ended? From a 

sustainability perspective the aspect refers to the persistence of a programme and its activities, 

services or interventions, and the persistence of resulting changes for individuals or the aided 

society.58 The aspect further refers to well-planned exit strategies and hand-over of programme 

activities to the local community (or other). 

The aspect of LRRD is an acknowledgment of the gap between humanitarian response and 

development aid. If long-term effects of aid (not only lifesaving effects) are sought for with 

humanitarian relief supplies, the continuation of humanitarian aid projects is much needed.59 From a 

sustainability perspective, any action taken in the immediate response phase of disaster relief should 

furthermore keep in mind what effects (and possible harms) the actions have for recovery and the 

long-term development of the society. Since the main priority in an immediate relief phase is to save 

lives, sustainability aspects might easily be overlooked. 

Community empowerment is an aspect of sustainability in the sense that programmes with deep 

community involvement (active role in planning and decision-making) are seen to have a positive 

result on the long-term impact of the programme. Community involvement can also be seen through 

the sustainability sense, as beneficiaries can be hired as a workforce in active programmes, which 

might subsequently boost economic development in the local community. The effects of community 
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empowerment on programme impact are nevertheless not always positive. The effects depend on the 

type of programme and the type of involvement.60 

The third perspective, the beneficiary perspective, includes the sustainability aspects of access, 

targeting and equity, and needs fulfilment. Access refers to the opportunity for supplies to meet the 

beneficiary, or more precisely, to meet the beneficiaries’ need with the right supplies or services at the 

right time in the right place.61 Without this match there cannot be any impact of the humanitarian 

response.62 Targeting and equity again refers to the correctness of the needs assessment (who is in 

need?) and the even coverage of that target group.63 Needs fulfilment here is a function of how well 

the beneficiary needs have been served overall. Oloruntoba and Gray64 have questioned the aspect of 

needs fulfilment and rather talk about customer service; however, the notion of beneficiaries as 

customers remains disputed due to the lack of purchasing power of beneficiaries.65 

The last perspective on sustainability in Figure 27.1 is the supply chain perspective, with the 

aspects of ethical and green product or service, ethical and green supply chain, preparedness, and 

local sourcing. The aspect of ethical and green product or service refers to the actual items or services 

delivered to the beneficiary where, for example, a non-disposable product might cause more harm 

than good. On the other hand, the aspect of ethical and green supply chains is related to supply chain 

(and network) design. This aspect includes questions on how long the transportation routes are, where 

hubs and warehouses are located, which transportation mode is used, and also social responsibility 

questions such as how labour issues and health and safety questions are considered throughout the 

supply chain. 

Local sourcing is also an aspect of both social and environmental responsibility. Local sourcing 

can have a positive impact on the economic situation in the region and can be seen as an action of 

community empowerment66 and consequently as mentioned above have a positive impact on the long-

term impact of humanitarian response. Other positive implications of local sourcing are that it reduces 

the response time67 and can contribute to cost decrease in the supply chain. Shortened response time 

has, however, a direct effect on transportation emissions, hence becoming a question of sustainability. 

Due to a potential positive impact of local sourcing on the long-term impact of a programme, the 

current trend in humanitarian logistics is towards favouring local sourcing whenever possible.68 
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Method 

A content analysis of humanitarian organisations’ annual reports was conducted to increase the 

understanding of the various aspects of “sustainability” in these organisations. Content analysis is 

mostly used to assess websites, annual reports or corporate responsibility reports69 but has also been 

used in supply chain management research to look at issues such as modal choice,70 logistics 

education,71 research approaches in logistics,72 the content of journals73 and job advertisements.74 The 

unit of analysis of content analysis in supply chain management research varies from an article to a 

job advertisement. Our content analysis uses annual reports as the unit of analysis. The annual reports 

were chosen as the source of data since they often include missions and goal statements and 

descriptions of current and previous programmes and operations. The annual reports are used as the 

source in understanding whether the organisations view logistics and/or sustainable operations as an 

important part of the total operations. While the annual reports are not necessarily a direct reflection 

of what occurs in the field, they do express the view of the organisations want to portray to external 

stakeholders. 

The sampling strategy was to identify large humanitarian organisations for the content analysis. 

Large organisations were identified by the total sums in emergency donations they raised from donors 

through appeals in 2010. As the sampling followed funding appeals for humanitarian relief operations 

(not long-term development aid programme funding appeals), the resultant sample mainly included 

organisations with a focus on disaster relief. Nonetheless, one needs to keep in mind that the mandates 

of humanitarian organisations vary, and that several of them are active in disaster relief as well as in 

development aid. 

The final sample consisted of 12 humanitarian organisations (in order of total raised from 

appeals in 2010) and one UN agency:  

• CARE USA 

• Caritas 

• Disasters Emergency Committee (DEC)75 

• International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) 
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• International Rescue Committee (IRC) 

• Mercy Corps 

• Médecins sans Frontières (MSF) 

• Oxfam GB 

• Save the Children (annual report of 2009) 

• United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)  

• World Food Programme (WFP) 

• World Vision International (WVI) 76 

Other UN agencies were not included because many of them did not have any annual report. The 

2009/10 income of the selected organisations ranged from €2,880 million (UNICEF) to £3.5 million 

(Disasters Emergency Committee). 

Content analysis can be used to classify latent as well as explicit content, and to analyse textual 

data on a qualitative as well as quantitative basis.77 Keyword searches (with the keywords “logistic*”, 

“supply chain”, “sustainab*” , “green”, “climate change”) were used to identify and quantify relevant 

data. Boolean characters were used to extend the search, e.g. “logistic*” was used to find “logistics” 

as well as “logistical”, “sustainab*” to find both “sustainability” and “sustainable”. Since the study is 

exploratory, keywords where chosen to get an overall understanding of whether the concept of 

sustainability was at all represented in the annual reports. To use the terminology from Figure 27.1 

would have limited the results since the performance categories are too specific. 

However, a further analysis of latent content was necessary even for the quantification, as some 

keywords were used for alternative meanings as well, e.g. when the term “green” was used as for the 

colour of green, not relating to ecological values. Keywords that were found several times in the same 

sentence were only counted as one. A rigid coding scheme was applied with definite, independent, 

and mutually exclusive categories in the coding, so as to ensure objectivity and transparency. 

Independent and mutually exhaustive coding categories are also important for the validity of the 

content analysis.78 However, only one coder was used, hence inter-coder reliabilities cannot be 
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computed. On the other hand, keyword searches in content analysis do not result in coding 

discrepancies, hence there was no need to use several coders. 

Findings 

The annual reports of the selected organisations varied in structure and depth. What is noteworthy is 

that the annual reports (also sometimes called annual reviews) vary in length from 3 pages (WVI) to 

112 pages (MSF). The length of the report thus impacts on the number of times a keyword is 

mentioned in the content analysis. Nevertheless, the very appearance or non-appearance of some 

keywords in the annual reports (see Table 27.1) lends to the interpretation of their importance to the 

organisation. 

Table 27.1 Results from the content analysis 

Organisation “logistic*” “supply 
chain” 

“sustainab*” “green” “climate 
change” 

CARE USA 0 0 0 0 4 
Caritas 1 0 1 1 9 
DEC 3 0 0 0 0 
IFRC 4 1 2 0 3 
IRC 0 0 0 0 0 
Mercy Corps 0 0 0 0 0 
MSF 9 0 4 0 0 
OXFAM 2 0 3 1 26 
Save the Children 0 0 0 0 0 
UNICEF 1 2 4 0 2 
WFP 7 0 1 1 0 
WVI 0 0 0 0 0 
Number of times mentioned 27 3 15 3 44 
Number (and %) of 
organisations mentioning 

7 (58.3%) 2 (16.7%) 6 (50%) 3 (25%) 5 (42%) 

 

From a supply chain perspective, it is quite revealing how few organisations talk about their supply 

chain in their annual reports, even if they discuss logistics. This may reflect their operational view on 

the discipline. At the same time, even though climate change adaptation has been on the humanitarian 

agenda since 2008/9, only 42% of organisations discuss climate change at all. Sustainability and 

greening are talked about even less, which again may reflect the importance of the climate change 

agenda over any other sustainability dimensions. 

The analysis of latent content sheds some light on the interpretations of these statistics. 

“Logistics” was most discussed in the light of partnerships with logistics service providers, logistical 
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training, in relation to transportation, but also in terms of pre-positioning in hubs. Logistical 

challenges were mentioned in relation to particular disasters such as flash floods and earthquakes. 

“Supply chain” was discussed in fewer dimensions, related to sharing expertise (e.g. in training or 

capacity building) and the integrity of the organisation. Pre-positioning and training (especially 

capacity building) are related to a holistic view on sustainability, with the ideal to reduce and mitigate 

the impacts of disasters. At the same time, they are also linked to sustainable supply chain design and 

contribute to the speed and effectiveness of disaster relief. 

“Sustainability”, when mentioned, was related to very diverse aspects of the concept, 

surprisingly including even the aspect of financial continuity of development programmes. Mostly, 

sustainability was used to denote long-term economic, equitable and social recovery and 

development, the long-term assurance of livelihoods, and even sustainable health care. The following 

quote serves to illustrate this point: “A sustainable and safer future has also been the focus in 

rebuilding houses” (Caritas). All this can be summed up under the umbrella of long-term 

development, and the long-term impact of aid. UNICEF made explicit links between recovery and the 

Millennium Development Goals; other links were made to equity but also to gender and resilience: “It 

also means recognising the critical role women play in producing and preparing food, and investing in 

their capacity to claim their rights to develop equitable, sustainable and resilient solutions” (Oxfam). 

WFP viewed greening as an essential strategy to ensure food security: “At the same time, poor 

rural families in Tajikistan needed help achieving household food security, which led to a happy 

marriage between WFP’s new green initiative and the agency’s long-standing food-for-training 

programmes” (WFP), which indirectly refers to activities of the International Alliance Against 

Hunger. Apart from this view, however, greening was rarely discussed, and usually referred to 

greenhouse gases and climate change. Thus one could see UNDP’s climate change agenda as an 

important driver of greening initiatives in humanitarian organisations. 

Climate change was, however, also linked to the increasing number of disasters: “The focus on 

preparedness reflects the reality that natural disasters are on the rise, in many cases linked to climate 

change” (UNICEF), to the extent that climate change modules were introduced in disaster risk 

reduction programmes. There is some consensus around the following statement: “Climate change has 
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enormous economic repercussions for developing countries, through its impact on agriculture and 

livelihoods, and through increased natural disasters” (here by Oxfam); but even the EU is warned of 

climate change-related disasters in the future: “Climate change is altering disaster patterns and EU 

member states need to consider the possibility that they too may need to call on outside assistance in 

the future” (IFRC). Climate change adaptation is also highlighted: “Mitigating the impact of climate 

change on vulnerable communities has long been central to our work” (IFRC). Whilst this shows a 

strong community focus, it does not relate to community-based supply chain design. 

On the other hand, climate change adaptation shapes the disaster relief landscape towards 

strategies to mitigate the potential impact of disasters, as expressed in the following quote: “The next 

phase of the campaign brings together the on-going challenge of climate change with the need to 

invest more in small-scale agriculture in developing countries” (Oxfam). Also, Caritas has started to 

reorientate its focus to main challenges in the humanitarian context: “The United Nations says the 

economic cost of natural disasters in 2010 was $109 billion, three times that of the previous year. It 

warned that this may come to look benign unless we tackle climate change, environmental 

degradation and the growth of slums in cities” (Caritas). 

The challenges mentioned here reiterate Suarez’ focus on coping strategies for climate change79 

as well as the double challenge of climate change and urbanisation.80 Out of the sample organisations, 

five organisations directly mention climate change in their annual reports. Three of these five discuss 

climate change mitigation. 

Other aspects of sustainability (Table 27.1) covered in the annual reports were financial 

continuity and persistence of programme impact that were part of the programme dimension. 

Sustainability as an LRRD aspect was discussed by one organisation. Sustainability as an aspect of 

livelihoods was also discussed by one organisation. Furthermore, sustainability from an 

environmental aspect was discussed by the WFP. 

Regardless of a relatively good coverage of operational aspects in the annual reports (logistics 

were mentioned by almost 60% of the organisations), sustainability as a supply chain dimension with 

aspects such as ethical and green products, ethical and green supply chains and local sourcing was not 

discussed in any of the reports. 
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Conclusions 

The concept of sustainability is highly diffuse, especially in the humanitarian sector where the mission 

of sustainable development of societies has not yet translated into sustainability aspects considered in 

humanitarian operations. In the corporate sector, too, supply chain management has been criticised for 

a lack of holistic thinking in terms of its possible negative impacts.81 The same applies to 

humanitarian supply chains – where arguably, holistic thinking is even more necessary. Overall, a first 

perspective on sustainability relates to the embeddedness of humanitarian supply chains in society and 

nature. Taking this perspective, it is of essence that the long-term effects of aid are considered on 

local economies, the society and the environment, which were all related to the holistic view on 

sustainability in humanitarian operations. 

Our analysis shows that humanitarian organisations are indeed concerned about the long-term 

sustainability of their operations, and discuss their impact on livelihoods, social recovery, sustainable 

health care and development overall. That said, little attention has been paid to greening their 

operations, even though climate change adaptation is on their agenda. In other words, climate change 

adaptation is considered for the livelihoods of beneficiaries, in the search of coping and mitigation 

strategies, but there is no direct link to green supply chain management on behalf of humanitarian 

organisations. Sarkis et al. list a number of barriers to greening the humanitarian supply chain, which 

can be summed up in the notion that “[The] goal [is] to help people, [the] environment [comes] 

second at best”.82 The stakeholders of humanitarian organisations have also not put greening on the 

agenda, in spite of all the debate about climate change and even the Copenhagen summit. Such a lack 

of environmental considerations could be seen already in the lack of GRI reports of humanitarian 

organisations. 

Also, in spite of repeated considerations of the livelihood and the community of beneficiaries, 

there was no link to supply chain design that would build on this community. Local sourcing was, 

however, mentioned, and there was considerable training and capacity building in the field. Pre-

positioning addresses closeness to beneficiaries – closeness can be more effective and improve time 

and cost-efficiencies – and reduces environmental impact. 
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In summary, humanitarian organisations could implement more sustainability strategies but as 

long as stakeholders do not identify them as important it is unlikely that humanitarian organisations 

will consider them in their supply chain design. 

Limitations and Further Research  

This chapter aimed to increase the understanding of sustainability in humanitarian organisations. Even 

though sustainability was discussed and categorised at the operational level and linked to 

performance, the limited results of the content analysis make it necessary to extend the research to use 

other methods in order to assess the performance measures related to each aspect of sustainability 

more in detail. For example, interviews with humanitarian organisations, and also with donors, could 

enhance the understanding of sustainability in the humanitarian context. Extending the content 

analysis to include documents other than annual reports may also lead to further findings. 

Furthermore, a focus on different stakeholders’ (donor, organisation, beneficiary) perspectives on 

sustainability could be valuable. Further research could also focus on the possibility of measuring the 

sustainability aspect of the humanitarian operational performance. 

Humanitarian organisations will have to consider sustainability aspects in all levels of their 

actions, from mission to operations. This will be challenging unless they recognise and understand 

different aspects of sustainability. An understanding of how to translate overall missions and 

strategies of sustainability into operations and how to measure the sustainability of operations will be 

needed. The performance framework summarising the sustainability aspects presented in this chapter 

strives to portray categories of overall missions related to operational performance. This 

categorisation should be helpful to understanding not only the various aspects of sustainability but 

also their interrelation and impact. This understanding is useful for humanitarian organisations in the 

planning and implementation of their operations but also for donors in policy planning, programme 

execution, and in programme monitoring and evaluation.   
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