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Introduction 

In this chapter, gender mainstreaming is defined as a process ensuring humanitarian 
logistics work and the way it is done contributes towards gender equality by transforming 
the balance of power between women and men. This can be achieved by embedding a 
gender perspective in the assessment, planning, implementation, and evaluation phases 
of a humanitarian response. 
 
The needs of women, men, girls and boys in humanitarian situations are best met when 
their specific gender needs are identified and addressed. Put simply, the role of logistics 
is to ensure the effective and efficient movement and delivery of goods and services in a 
particular situation. As a concept, ‘delivery’ means identifying and meeting the needs of 
one’s customer or client. In humanitarian situations, delivery is about ensuring the needs 
of people affected by conflict or natural disasters are effectively identified and met by 
those positioned to alleviate the situation. Successful delivery can only be achieved if the 
true needs of the affected individuals (beneficiaries) are met. It is not deemed successful 
if only some of the goods and services have been delivered; what matters is that the 
right goods and services are delivered to the right beneficiaries. This means truly attend-
ing to the expressed needs of the affected people, who are the ultimate customer or cli-
ent. 
 
It is important to note the needs of affected people may not all be the same, despite 
their similar situations. It goes without saying there are gender-based needs, therefore, 
for logisticians to truly deliver aid effectively they should not only have an awareness but 
also a deep appreciation of the importance of mainstreaming gender in their work. Hu-
manitarian programmes require a diverse workforce; to provide multi-faceted perspec-
tives and enable organisations to comprehend the varying needs and aspirations of the 
beneficiaries they are working with.  
 
In this chapter we review the current state of gender mainstreaming in humanitarian 
logistics and propose a critical pathway on how this could be strengthened and/or im-
proved. 
 

The current state of gender mainstreaming in humanitarian logis-

tics 

When people are displaced due to conflict or natural disasters they often lose everything. 
To assist in rebuilding their lives immediate attention must be paid to meeting their basic 
needs. These basics also include gender-based needs, which must be paid special atten-
tion to by those involved in the humanitarian response. 
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Needs assessment is one of the key focus areas where gender mainstreaming can be of 
utmost importance. The needs of women, men, girls, and boys in humanitarian situations 
are best met when their specific gender needs are identified and addressed. It can be 
argued whether this area should be of concern to humanitarian logisticians, as they are 
rarely involved in undertaking needs assessments per se. However, interacting with ben-
eficiaries, even if not directly under the logistician’s control, is highly relevant from the 
perspective of an end-to-end humanitarian supply chain. After all, if the needs assess-
ment data is not accurate, the wrong items will be purchased, delivered, and ultimately 
not appropriated for their intended use. It has been the case on many occasions, for ex-
ample, that materials intended for use as women’s sanitary products are used for other 
purposes, as the women do not find the materials suitable for their needs. 
 
The same interaction with beneficiaries is important at the point of delivery and distribu-
tion as it drives the planning and prioritising of vulnerable beneficiaries (cf. Bessuges et 
al., 2005). Delivery to women is crucial as in most cases they are responsible for the 
food security in their families. Bessuges et al. (2005) refer to target delivery rates to 
women (e.g. the United Nations World Food Programme’s target of delivering 80% of 
food ratios to women beneficiaries, whilst ensuring at least 50% of staff in registration 
and distribution communities are female). Figure 1 illustrates the three main activities 
where gender impacts on the delivery of humanitarian aid.  
 

 
Figure 1: Activities where gender impacts on delivering humanitarian aid 

 
Fortunately, current needs assessment techniques include validation exercises regarding 
data while vulnerability-capacity assessments not only identify beneficiaries and their 
needs but also assist in prioritising those most vulnerable. These techniques will not, 
however, be of much help if humanitarian organisations do not pay attention to the com-
position of the teams conducting the assessment. Using only staff of one gender in needs 
assessments may lead to overlooking beneficiaries of the other gender, purely because 
staff may not have access to them due to cultural beliefs and practices. In other words, 
gendered access is not only a question of beneficiaries gaining access to aid but also the 
ability of humanitarian staff to access and liaise with beneficiaries, highlighting the need 
for both female and male personnel.  
 

Needs assessment and gendered access to aid 

Beneficiaries are the customers in the humanitarian supply chain, even though their role 
as customers is often disputed, as in the traditional meaning of the term they are not the 
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origin of financial flows or ‘purchases’ (cf. Kovács et al., 2010). Nevertheless, it is their 
needs that constitute demand in the humanitarian supply chain (Oloruntoba and Gray, 
2009) and their requirements that define the aim of humanitarian logistics (Thomas and 
Mizushima, 2005). Demand here is determined through needs assessment. On the first, 
general level, governmental and/or humanitarian organisations can approximate the 
needs of beneficiaries via population data, but more accurate needs assessment methods 
require direct liaison with beneficiaries, asking them about their needs in a participatory 
assessment. 
 
When conducting a needs assessment the immediate issues facing the assessors lie in 
identifying and establishing whom to speak with, how is a household defined, and who 
would qualify as a spokesperson for a household. These fundamental questions are highly 
relevant for needs assessments, both in terms of from whom needs assessment teams 
need to gather their information from, as well as which groups of people and households 
may be overlooked by any assessment strategy. For instance, quantifying needs by ask-
ing (male) elders may lead to overlooking female-headed households that are possibly 
not considered as households by an elder. In patriarchal societies, women who have lost 
the male bread-winner are particularly vulnerable economically, socially, and in terms of 
their physical security (Perry, 2007). Furthermore, it is not only the strategy of asking 
the elders but the timing of needs assessment which impacts on the access to different 
beneficiary groups.  
 
Socio-cultural norms also affect where beneficiaries are located at the time of a disaster 
– in rural or urban areas, in the fields or at home. Their location not only impacts on how 
they were affected by the disaster (e.g. houses collapsing during an earthquake do not 
kill people in the fields, floods in a rural area do not impact on the life of family members 
working in the city) but also, to which extent their voices can be heard during the needs 
assessment process. In more general terms, it is imperative to recognise the shortcom-
ings of any needs assessment strategy as some may overlook the typically most vulnera-
ble groups of beneficiaries (Horton, 2012). Also, the results of needs assessment should 
be matrixed with gender-disaggregated needs (Bessuges et al., 2005; Omona and Aduo, 
2013; Mazurana et al., 2013).  
 
There are also gendered vulnerabilities, most recently evaluated also in light of climate 
change (Nelson, 2011), and gendered needs per se (Horton, 2012), for example in the 
areas of personal hygiene, security, and social protection. Gender needs differ across 
contexts but generally relate to gender divisions of labour, power, and control, and in-
clude legal rights, domestic violence, equal wages, and women’s control over their own 
bodies (Fayomi, 2009). 
 
Gendered needs expose some interesting dilemmas; Holmes and Jones (2010) highlight 
the issues surrounding who collects firewood and water during times of violent atrocities, 
when households must choose between the risk of women being raped and men being 
killed. Not surprisingly, security and protection have been recognised as important areas 
of gender mainstreaming in peacekeeping operations for a long time (Hudson, 2000; 
Lange and Quinn, 2003), further impacting on humanitarian logistics (Heaslip et al., 
2009). Survivors of gender-based violence need psychosocial counselling as well as safe 
havens, e.g. in special IDP camps for women and children only – as they are currently 
being established for Syrian refugees in various countries. In peacekeeping, the act of 
sending women as peacekeepers has been used as a message in favour of equality and 
non-discrimination (Hudson, 2000). In peacekeeping as in needs assessment, making the 
voice of women beneficiaries heard is a huge aspect of their empowerment.  
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Gender mainstreaming in procurement 

The procurement angle highlights the gender of the decision-maker (Kovács et al., 2012a 
and 2012b), with the gender of the logistician being a mediating factor towards humani-
tarian logistics performance (Tatham and Kovács, 2010). For example, the understanding 
of needs leads to their correct interpretation in terms of procurement, as highlighted by 
Kovács and Tatham (2010b):  
 

“In needs identification given that most of those who are normally affected are 
women so it is easier for women to access women, understand and interpret their 
actual needs.” 

 
While women face barriers to entering the profession of humanitarian logistics, once they 
enter the industry they often face still further challenges. There are significant cultural 
and environmental hurdles that put women in a back-seat position to men. In many are-
as where humanitarian disasters strike it is not acceptable for women to interact with 
men, or even work outside of their home. These cultural struggles impact how logisti-
cians deliver care to beneficiaries and how they interact with the local population. 
 
A great example of this complex issue comes through Tabinda Syed’s story from Afghani-
stan: 
 

“We were working in highly conservative and difficult to operate in tribal area on 
the border of Afghanistan and Pakistan. I was the only female in a group of ten or 
more. I was inexperienced and young but full of enthusiasm and keen to learn and 
work… Not many were willing to train a woman and many cultural taboos hindered 
my interactions at various levels. 

 
Asking too many questions was not on… I was seen as not belonging and the men 
felt no justification to treat me as a colleague. However, something that everyone 
walking in to that office soon noticed was that the place looked clean and highly 
organized… A proper filing system was introduced; regularly reporting became a 
norm and office decorum improved considerably. Within six months I ended up 
being the in charge of the logistics base. It was not a smooth crossing however it 
proved critical in preparing me for the challenges ahead.” 

 

Delivery – back to gendered access in the last mile 

Tabinda Syed’s statement might seem trivial but there are many instances when the sen-
sitivities that women can bring to the table significantly impact the overall level of care. 
For example, there are situations where male logisticians are handing out one sanitary 
napkin at a time to women. This is both embarrassing and inconvenient for many women 
especially when having to come back repeatedly over the course of a day. There are in-
stances where men will be providing undergarments and asking women for their size in a 
culture where women may not be permitted to look men in the eye let alone share pri-
vate information. Or worse still, men will pass out items that do not fit and will not be 
used.  
 
As in needs assessment, access to aid is constrained by timing and location. Depending 
on socio-cultural norms, meetings at specific times and in specific locations (e.g. in the 
IDP camp during children’s school times) may facilitate or inhibit women from attending 
and hence, receiving aid. Further attention is to be paid to the (equal) nourishment of 
boys and girls when handing out food aid. But whilst there are numerous checklists how 
to ensure women are attended to, social vulnerability is still a much overlooked area of 
concern (UNISDRC, 2013). 
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These examples touch on cultural sensitivities that have been observed when gender 
differences are not taken into consideration. The global population is more female then 
male and the majority of surviving beneficiaries in humanitarian crisis are women and 
children. Women are often the primary caregivers for those children. While the recipients 
of aid are dominated by women and children those that provide it do not share the same 
diversity of gender.  
 
Here is how a respondent of the Kovács and Tatham (2010 and 2010a) survey expressed 
this concern, highlighting the dual problem of recognising women in the decision-making 
role as a logistician while also recognising shortcomings in men interacting with women 
beneficiaries: 
 

[If] delivering humanitarian logistics in nations/cultures that do not recognise 
[women] in positions of authority or responsibility, gender may become a local is-
sue – this would need to be recognised early on to manage expectations. The op-
posite is also true of course, where the presence of a male may be detrimental 
due to local culture sensitivities and a female operative is the only option.  

 

Strengthening gender mainstreaming in humanitarian logistics 

The field of logistics and supply chain management has consistently been a male domi-
nated area of expertise for different reasons. There are significant implications that come 
with the career of logisticians as well as the traditional stereotypes that correlate logistics 
to engineering and other male dominated disciplines. This pattern of gender bias within 
logistics has left a gap in the ability of organisations to provide the highest of services to 
beneficiaries. 
 
The paucity of female humanitarian logisticians has been noted for a long time (Steele, 
2010), and although female logisticians are rare also in other sectors, the implications of 
their relative absence in a humanitarian context bears important consequences. Accord-
ing to Kovács and Tatham’s (2009) first study in this area, this is still reflected in the 
current state of gender mainstreaming in humanitarian logistics (see Figure 1). The three 
main areas of impact are the: 

- Recognition and meeting of gender-specific needs; 
- Gender-sensitive purchasing;   
- Recognition and overcoming of gendered access to aid.  

 
As Figure 1 shows, needs assessment and delivery lie at the core of a successful benefi-
ciary interface. Gender awareness and mainstreaming are necessary during the initial 
phase of identifying beneficiaries and establishing contact with them. The latter point is 
not only a question of gender mainstreaming with regards to the beneficiary population 
but also one of gender-diverse teams in order to be able to establish the contact, collect 
needs assessment data, and ultimately deliver aid to beneficiaries. And while logisticians 
may only be involved in organising the procurement and delivery of items and services 
but not actually handing these over in last mile distribution, all three activities - needs 
assessment, procurement, and last mile distribution are equally important from an end-
to-end supply chain perspective when it comes to gender mainstreaming. Similarly, hu-
manitarian organisations may outsource activities involving interfacing with beneficiaries 
to local implementing partners. This can deliver significant benefits due to the local im-
plementing partners knowing and understanding the population, their needs and culture, 
and being able to engage with them (Kovács et al., 2010)– while their responsibility lies 
with beneficiaries (Thomas and Mizushima, 2005; Oloruntoba and Gray, 2009). Hence an 
end-to-end perspective is paramount to humanitarian organisations and their supply 
chains, and includes the humanitarian organisation’s responsibility for the actions of im-
plementing partners (cf. Horton, 2012). 
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Using research and documenting best practices in gender mainstreaming in 

humanitarian logistics. 

Less than ten publications in peer-reviewed academic journals were dedicated to the top-
ic of humanitarian logistics prior to 2005, though the number has exploded since (Kunz 
and Reiner, 2012). However, there are articles to be found prior to that on gender main-
streaming in the humanitarian context (e.g. Hyndman, 1998) related to peacekeeping 
(e.g. Huston, 2000). The first articles discussing gender mainstreaming from a humani-
tarian logistics perspective appeared as early as 2009, the same year that many special 
issues have taken up humanitarian logistics as a topic in various logistics and supply 
chain management journals. Gender mainstreaming can therefore, be seen as a relative-
ly “old” topic within humanitarian logistics. But while much has happened in humanitarian 
logistics research overall (see Kunz and Reiner, 2012, for the latest overview of the liter-
ature), the same cannot be said of gender mainstreaming.  
 
There is widespread acknowledgement that access to aid is gendered. There are differ-
ences between women and men both in how their needs are identified and recognised as 
well as the opportunities they have to receive aid. In short, gendered access to aid oc-
curs at the interface with beneficiaries. There are many reasons for the differences in 
how women and men are reached out to. Most of these relate to socio-cultural norms at 
the disaster location.  
 
While discovering numerous instances in which gender matters in humanitarian logistics, 
simultaneously, Kovács and Tatham’s (2010b) survey could not find any significant im-
pact of gender on humanitarian logistics performance. The discrepancy between the sta-
tistical and the qualitative analysis - 124/179 respondents offered various reasons why 
women would not enter the humanitarian logistics profession in an open-ended question 
in the very same survey - is enormous (Kovács and Tatham, 2010a) and would need to 
be investigated and researched in more depth.  
 

Increasing the number of women in humanitarian logistics 

Logistics – and especially humanitarian logistics – is a male-dominated field – which is 
highlighted by van Wassenhove and Allen (2012) upon analysing the responses to a sur-
vey across members of the Humanitarian Logistics Association, where an astounding 
84% of responses came from men. There is a general assumption that humanitarian aid 
workers including logisticians carry out their work in a neutral fashion, including the gen-
der dimension (Bölsche et al., 2013). However, unless there is an increase in the number 
of women in logistics and supply chain management, the sector will continue to promote 
a model which demonstrates that it is acceptable to have a gender imbalance in the 
workforce. Furthermore, the needs and aspirations of displaced women and girls cannot 
be fully addressed in the work humanitarian organisations undertake. 
 
In humanitarian logistics, Steele (2010) has gathered inspirational stories about ordinary 
men and women who have worked and succeeded in the humanitarian logistics sector. 
They shared their personal success stories and explained their career path. The collection 
of stories was prompted by the many requests Steele received from experienced manag-
ers from the private sector, and highly qualified and trained students frustrated and una-
ble to find their first job opportunity in the humanitarian sector. The collection of stories 
was meant to inspire and encourage the many women who told WISE how they found it 
nearly impossible to get a job in the humanitarian sector without experience. A student 
explained “The humanitarian agencies all want field experience, but none of them are 
willing to trust you with the opportunity to go to the field”.  
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Under the umbrella of “feminist logistics” (Feminist Dawn and Women in Supply Chain 
even organised a conference on this topic in 2013), other groups highlighted the male 
image of logistics as deterring women from entering the profession. Similarly, posing the 
question regarding which barriers prevent females from entering the humanitarian logis-
tics profession yielded answers dominated by the perception that humanitarian logistics 
is a hazardous work environment, there is a lack of work/life balance, coupled with it 
perceived to be male-dominated (Kovács and Tatham, 2010a). Interestingly, however, 
other humanitarian professions e.g. in health care are dominated by females, notwith-
standing the same hazardous environment and constraints of work/life balance. 
 
Van Wassenhove and Allen (2012, p.22) sum it up the following way: 
 

“Logistics is still a male-dominated activity, especially at the field level. The small 
percentage of women in the sector tend to work in more central positions. It begs 
the question whether this is a desirable situation, and, if not, what it would take 
to bring about change.” 
 

Critical pathway that to strengthen gender mainstreaming in humanitarian lo-

gistics 

Examples of how gender mainstreaming has worked in practice in humanitarian logistics 
are difficult to find. However, this is not to say efforts are not being made. The critical 
pathway to strengthening gender mainstreaming in the humanitarian sector can com-
mence with documenting the experiences of gender mainstreaming in humanitarian lo-
gistics. The stories could highlight the following: 
 

1. What was the nature of the humanitarian situation?  
2. How were the needs of the women, men and children identified? 
3. Who was involved in identifying the needs? 
4. Were there any cultural barriers that affected the process of gathering the 

needs? If yes, how were these addressed? 
 
The experiences can also include stories where gender mainstreaming in logistics was 
completely ignored and what was learnt from the experience. Important to note are also 
some of the shifts, no matter how little, on the relations between men and women that 
may have occurred due to the humanitarian situation. One good example worth mention-
ing here is of how some of the men in the refugee camps in Sudan were willing to partic-
ipate in cleaning their surroundings, an activity that was considered a woman’s role. 
These men were not forced to do this but while discussing with them what their needs 
were, it was highlighted they did not have much to do and they wanted something to 
keep them busy. In exploring what options they had they came up with the suggestion 
that the women could sweep around the compounds and pile the rubbish, which the men 
would go and collect. This addressed the men’s needs of having something to do while 
the women’s lesser workload afforded them the time to attend some literacy classes.. It 
is important to note from the above example the need to engage with the beneficiaries in 
identifying their needs.    
 
Critical to this is the humanitarian logistics staff both in frontline and policy and man-
agement positions. There needs to be a clear process on how to help every member of 
staff to attain a level where they clearly understand and appreciate why gender main-
streaming is important. This may require teams to initially have staff fully dedicated to 
working with their peers on becoming confident in mainstreaming gender in their work. 
In one of the Oxfam humanitarian programmes where gender was mainstreamed in the 
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assessment, planning, implementation and delivery phases the following lessons were 
learnt: 
 

• The commitment of management to gender is key in facilitating the process of all 
staff giving it the priority it deserves.  

• The impact of gender interventions may not show immediately, as changing peo-
ple’s attitudes is a long-term process. Therefore this is something that staff ought 
to be reminded of, that they are not discouraged from doing anything about the 
situation. 

• Addressing issues of gender inequality will require financial resources and there-
fore needs to be adequately budgeted for. 

• Even in the most difficult environments it is possible to initiate the process of ad-
dressing gender issues: what matters is the determination, commitment and skills 
of staff.  

• Recruiting a gender advisor for the programme provides support to staff who have 
not had any experience in gender. (Oxfam, sine anno). 

 

Conclusions and avenues for further research 

Reviewing the current state of gender mainstreaming in humanitarian logistics helped in 
establishing a number of key gaps in research as well as practice. Firstly, even though 
the importance of gender mainstreaming had been highlighted since the late 1990s (e.g. 
Hyndman, 1998), hand in hand with the establishment of the United Nations Security 
Resolution 1325, and even though the areas in which gender affects humanitarian logis-
tics performance was identified in 2009 (Kovács and Tatham, 2009), the same issues still 
apply now almost five years later.  
 
The first interesting issue is the paucity of female humanitarian logisticians – even more 
so as this is not replicated in other humanitarian professions. Concluding: it is not the 
hardship of the humanitarian area that deters women from entering the profession of a 
humanitarian logistician but rather the barriers that are found in entering logistics as a 
profession overall. Overcoming these – starting with the male image of logistics – should 
therefore find its repercussions in women finding their way into logistics regardless of the 
context or application area. This calls for more research in the barriers for women on 
entering the profession, the action required to make it more attractive, and for education 
programmes actively addressing and overcoming barriers.  
 
Whilst the above suggestions should diminish the paucity of female (humanitarian) logis-
ticians in the long run, addressing gender mainstreaming in the field any quicker will re-
quire the current, predominantly male staff to pay more attention to gender sensitivities 
in all of the three areas outlined above: needs assessment, purchasing and logistical de-
cision-making overall, and last mile distribution. It is worth noting that most of the male 
staff come from similar cultural backgrounds to the beneficiaries they serve, partly due to 
hiring local staff to reach out better to beneficiaries. However, some of the cultural atti-
tudes and beliefs may hinder efforts in promoting gender mainstreaming in humanitarian 
logistics. There is a need for alternative strategies here, (a) integrating local knowledge 
through the use of diverse implementing partners in the interface with beneficiaries, and 
integrating locals that capture the diversity requirements of a programme, essentially 
finding the "right mix", or (b) identifying the most vulnerable group of people (including 
the gender dimension) and hiring logisticians who can engage with this group in particu-
lar. In conclusion, introducing gender sensitivities to existing staff is as important as in-
tegrating them in the recruitment process. 
 
The discrepancy between stories in which gender impacts on delivery versus a statistical 
analysis calls for further research on the matter. The three areas of impact still prevail in 
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practice and would need to be addressed separately. The collection of stories and espe-
cially the identification of socio-cultural barriers and how they could be overcome would 
be a welcome first step in this direction. At the same time, it is essential to note that 
gender is but one dimension in which socio-cultural barriers impact on delivery. Diversity 
research overall (whether in terms of age, disabilities, religion, race, ethnicity, minori-
ties) has not yet been conducted from the perspective of humanitarian logistics though 
addressing diversity has an eminent impact on delivery. Whilst humanitarian organisa-
tions have for a long time attended questions of delivering to various minorities and of 
late also come to recognise the problem of age discrimination (and its cultural varieties), 
research has not yet addressed the matter. 
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