
 

 

The Virtuous 
Triangle and the 
Fourth Dimension:  
The Humanitarian, Private and Military 
Sectors in a Fragile World 

 
 

Nik




The Virtuous Triangle and The Fourth Dimension: The Humanitarian, Private and Military Sectors in a Fragile World  
1 

Contents 

Contents .................................... 1 

Executive Summary ................... 2 

Introduction ................................ 9 

A Spectrum of Catastrophic Risk
 ................................................. 11 

The  spectrum’s  dimensions ........................ 11 

Towards the extreme end of the spectrum .. 13 

Structural and Systemic 
Challenges ............................... 16 

Dealing  with  the  ‘What  might  be’s’ .............. 17 

Three Dimensions of the Virtuous 
Triangle .................................... 21 

The private sector-humanitarian dimension 21 

The military-humanitarian dimension .......... 24 

The private sector-military dimension .......... 26 

The Fourth dimension and the 
Humanitarian Capacities 
Challenge ................................. 30 

Research Findings ...................................... 30 

Research conclusions ................................ 32 

Towards the fourth dimension and the 
humanitarian capacities challenge .............. 32 

Annex 1: Reflected Organisations
 ................................................. 34 
Military ........................................................ 34 

Humanitarian Organisations ....................... 34 

Private Sector ............................................. 34 

Annex 2: Further Reading  ....... 35 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Virtuous Triangle and The Fourth Dimension: The Humanitarian, Private and Military Sectors in a Fragile World  
2 

Executive Summary 

 

Participants of Kenya's National Pandemic Disaster Response Tabletop Exercise began the collaborative portion of the event,   
August 25, 2010  AFRICOM. 

The Humanitarian Capacities 
Challenge 
The global community is faced with an ever-
expanding number of humanitarian threats - 
their dimensions and dynamics growing in 
many instances exponentially. Those with 
humanitarian roles and responsibilities will 
increasingly lack the capacities and resources 
to deal with such risks, and the implications of 
these emerging deficits will inevitably have 
significant impact upon the lives and 
livelihoods of untold numbers around the world 
– East, West, North and South; 

In this most fundamental sense the global 
community will have to prepare to address a 
humanitarian capacities challenge, requiring a 
different concept of humanitarian actors and 
actions and a different concept of risk. This 
challenge has to be seen in at least five 
contexts: (i) the changing nature of 
humanitarian crisis threats; (ii) political and 
socio-economic changes in a post-Western 
hegemonic age; (iii) a new vulnerability 
paradigm cutting across all sectors of society; 
(iv) emerging opportunities to offset even some 
of the most extreme crisis drivers; and (v) 
institutional constraints that will have to be 

overcome to ensure effective means for 
dealing with ever-more complex crisis drivers; 

One way to address the humanitarian 
capacities challenge is to promote more 
systematic collaboration between private 
sector, military and humanitarian actors to 
overcome evident gaps in anticipating potential 
threats and adapting organisational responses 
for dealing with them. Each sector when linked 
to the other presents the prospect of a virtuous 
triangle. When that triangle of interaction is 
based upon ever more coherent and 
systematic collaboration a fourth dimension will 
have been created to address the 
humanitarian capacities challenge.  

This report reflects various elements of work 
by the Humanitarian Futures Programme, 
King’s   College,   London that has led to its 
findings, conclusions and recommendations 
about dealing with the challenge.  

A spectrum of crisis drivers 
It is becoming increasingly evident that 
decision-makers and planners are failing to 
fully appreciate the types, dimensions and 
dynamics of future risks; and, that while 
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preparing for known threats is laudable, 
preparing for future threats – for the what 
might bes – will be increasingly essential for 
dealing with those catastrophes at the 
existential end of the spectrum. This, in turn, 
will call for new approaches to partnerships, to 
innovations and to organisational adaptiveness 
that are felt to be lacking to date; 
 

There are various ways to plot a spectrum of 
catastrophic risks. Degrees of impact upon 
affected populations, a typology of crisis 
drivers, geographical and economic 
distributions, all can be plotted on a spectrum 
of risks. For the purposes of this initiative, the 
spectrum will reflect differing degrees of 
complexity and uncertainty. Examples of such 
risks would include the impact of anti-biotic 
resistant viruses, artificial intelligence, 
nanotechnology, solar super storms, climate 
change, cybernetic failure, nuclear weapons, 
mega-tsunamis and water stress; 

The examples of existential risks noted above 
are by no means inevitable. They are 
plausible, and that plausibility is re-enforced by 
scientific opinion. The purpose of noting these, 
however, is not to assess the extent to which 
they are predictable, but rather to see to what 
extent the nature of future humanitarian threats 
and solutions can be better addressed through 
closer partnerships between traditional and 
non-traditional actors; 

In so saying, there are evident organizational 
constraints – structural as well as systemic – 
within the humanitarian sector that have 
inhibited more strategic approaches for 
anticipating future crises. These challenges 
are not within the purview solely of the 
humanitarian sector; many of these are 
inherent in all organizations. And, with that in 
mind, it will be essential to recognize these as 
a first step towards taking practical measures 
to engage a wider set of traditional and non-
traditional humanitarian actors. 

Structural and systemic 
challenges 
One of the challenges for those dealing with 
the complexities and uncertainties of 
catastrophic risks is that the sorts of 
perceptions and processes required to deal 
with such risks are all too often regarded as 
‘impractical’ and ‘academic.’ They, too, run 
counter to organisational characteristics such 
as (i) demands for certainty and ‘evidenced-

based approaches,’ (ii) screening devices and 
standard operating procedures all too often 
insensitive to new types of information, 
disruptors and paradigmatic shifts, (iii) over 
reliance on expertise, which too often ‘silos’ 
problems and solutions that should be 
multifaceted, (iv) disinclination to cause 
anxieties, (v) preferences to deal with ‘the like-
minded;’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This report assumes that greater cross-
sectoral engagement will be essential to deal 
with the sorts of threats suggested in the 
proposed spectrum of crisis drivers. Ways to 
pave the way towards such engagement could 
include measures to help organisations be 
more adept at dealing with the what might bes. 
Towards that end, five measures in particular 
have emerged in various HFP studies that 
suggest ways to make organisations more ‘fit 
for the future;’ and, in so doing to make them 
more willing to go beyond conventional 
institutional boundaries. These are: [i] 
promoting an incentive-based ethos of 
anticipation, [ii] ensuring adaptive 
capacities through regular reviews of 
strategic objectives against plausible 
disruptors; [iii] promoting collaboration with 
knowledge points outside conventional 
institutional structures; [iv] actively seek 
innovation and innovative practices; and, 
[v] promote an enabling environment for 
strategic leadership.  

Three dimensions of the virtuous 
triangle 

The private sector-humanitarian 
dimension 
The study identifies five conclusions when it 
comes to private sector-humanitarian 
understanding around which an agenda for 
future engagement could be structured: 
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1. New business paradigm for 
collaboration:  

Broad trends towards greater economic 
liberalisation around the world indicate a 
strong   likelihood   that   the   commercial   sector’s  
role in crisis matters is likely to expand. This 
offers the potential for a new social compact to 
emerge as both commercial and humanitarian 
sectors find themselves with a more societal 
focus than has normally been the case to date; 

2. Holistic approach:  
Governments will increasingly seek more 
collaborative approaches that go beyond 
managing response, and that give emphasis to 
reducing vulnerability and managing risk. The 
commercial sector has the capability to do 
much more in pre- and post-event 
preparedness and mitigation. Yet, 
considerations of their exact role and the need 
for a long-term commitment and relationships 
will need to be taken into account; 

3. Evolving motives and core interests:  
 

Aid workers receive food donated to Philippines 
Relief 

The private and humanitarian sectors need to 
have a more systematic assessment of each 
other’s   motives   and   comparative   advantages  
in order to match need to context and to 
ensure complementarity. Their own different 
motives and core interests will continue to 
evolve,   as   will   those   of   ‘new   actors’   who   will  
play an increasingly important part in 
determining the framework in which 
commercial and humanitarian organisations 
collaborate. Concerns about humanitarian 
principles that have often hampered the 

relations between humanitarian actors and the 
private sector will erode, as neutrality becomes 
a less pressing issue; 

4. Partnering models, capacities and 
learning:  

In the future partnering competencies and 
effectiveness will be less and less of an option, 
and will be increasingly expected. The 
processes, frameworks and tools for having 
better partnering capacity are available. Both 
sectors need to consider how they should be 
used, and they need to build a better evidence 
base of what works and why; 

5. Fora for exchange.  
There is a need for neutral fora that build trust, 
relationships and meaningful cross-sector 
dialogue and exchange. Emerging reality 
dictates that these may be most effective if 
they are specific to particular countries or 
regions.   The   study’s   findings   and   the   five  
dimensions have been tested and discussed 
towards developing a forward-looking agenda 
that will support the two sides to expand and 
deepen their engagement in crisis contexts for 
both natural hazards and situations of 
insecurity.  

The military-humanitarian dimension  
In the context of an agenda for future military-
humanitarian engagement, the study has 
emerged with six key considerations:  

1. Changing perception of security:  
The roles of many militaries around the world 
are changing due in no small part to a 
changing perceptions of national security, 
including the relationship between natural 
hazards across borders and regional and 
national security; 

2. Increasing numbers of cross-border 
military arrangements: 

There is a growing awareness that militaries 
from different nations, principally within 
regional contexts, will have to collaborate to 
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ensure enhanced response capacities in 
dealing with severe crisis situations. This 
growing military awareness does not seem, 
however, to have enhanced communications 
between militaries and local and international 
humanitarian actors; 

3. Institutional differences within the 
humanitarian sector: 

There are on the whole considerable 
differences when it comes to perceptions of 
the military between those humanitarians that 
are in the United Nations system, those in the 
Red Cross movement, principally the 
International Committee of the Red Cross, 
traditional Western NGOs and non-Western 
humanitarian organisations. Such differences 
are reflected  

4. Increasing cross-border planning 
mechanisms:  

Though less well established than those of the 
military, there are a growing number of 
initiatives on the part of traditional Western 
NGOs as well as UN agencies to foster 
regional approaches in order to develop more 
holistic approaches to regional humanitarian 
action; 

Climate scientists work with military for disaster 
preparedness 

 

 

 

 

5. Limited understanding of respective 
value-addeds:  

Despite forums to share information in 
operational contexts and those intended to 
discuss overall policy commonalities and 
differences, there are few if any that focus on 
respective value-addeds beyond immediate 
operational needs. Issues such as approaches 
to strategic planning, innovations and 
innovative practices, surge capacities and 
ways of engaging local communities are not 
considered in any systematic and consistent 
manner; 

6. Indicative possibilities: 
Despite poor understanding between the two 
sectors about issues defined as ‘language’ and 
value-added, there are a variety of positive 
initiatives that humanitarian practitioners are 
undertaking with the military and private sector 
that suggest a growing awareness of the 
importance of engagement, particularly when it 
comes to issues such as pandemics and major 
environmental catastrophes.  

The private sector-military 
dimension.  

Four key conclusions emerge from these 
dimensions are: 

1. Established relationships: 
Relationships between the military and private 
sector are wide-ranging, principally focused on 
procurement and service supply issues. There 
are, however, few examples of common 
understandings about overarching 
organisational objectives, as noted in #2, 
below; 

2. Phase Zero perspectives and private 
sector stabilisation synergies: 

An increasing number of militaries, 
predominantly Western, look towards 
measures that can be ‘pre-preventive’ when it 
comes to countries and regions that might 
become ‘fragile.’ Similarly, a growing number 
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of private sector organisations are accepting 
the importance of supporting measures that 
promote stability and continuity that go beyond 
‘the factory gate’ and that are country and 
region based. That said, collaboration along 
these lines are more in theory than in practice; 

3. Widening scope of private sector 
stabilisation interests: 

Consistent with #1, above, more private sector 
organisations recognise that preservation of 
assets and business continuity depend upon a 
wider operating context, and are more willing 
to engage with national and local authorities 
towards this end. Consistent and systematic 
mechanisms for doing so are, however, rare; 

4. Western and non-western 
perspectives on military-private 
sector engagement: 

In a growing number of instances, e.g. Chile, 
Myanmar, Turkey, governments are calling for 
the use of private sector as well as military 
capacities to deal with humanitarian crisis 
response as and post-crisis recovery. The 
importance of doing so was recognised by the 
United States in the aftermath of Hurricane 
Katrina. Joint preplanning though is rare, 
particularly in non-Western contexts. 

The fourth dimension and the 
humanitarian capacities challenge 
The fourth dimension should circumscribe and 
consolidate the virtuous triangle. The 
recommendations that follow the research 
findings and conclusions are intended to 
propose a path for approaching that fourth 
dimension. 

Research findings  
There is very little evidence that adequate 
attention is being given to ever more complex 
threats in ways that are consistent and 
systematic; 

All three sectors are increasingly aware of the 
complexities and uncertainties that face the 
international community when it comes to 

crisis threats, though there are few indications 
that the three individual sectors are focusing 
on such complex threats consistently and in 
ways that reflect adjustments in their strategic 
objectives or procedures; 

 

 

 

Organisational constraints continue to block 
greater attention to the potential consequences 
of an ever-widening spectrum of catastrophic 
risks. This finding, however, varies significantly 
in the three sectors, with the humanitarian 
sector, however, appearing to reflect these 
constraints most consistently; 

The private sector in general appears to be 
increasingly aware that corporate interests, 
sustainability and business continuity are more 
and more intertwined with general crisis 
threats that might affect overall stability, 
infrastructure, labour forces and access to 
materials and markets. This awareness all too 
rarely seems to be translated into action 
designed to anticipate and deal with longer-
term threats; 

Non-western private sector involvement is 
increasing in local, national and regional 
emergency contexts. They and their Western 
counterparts are recognised as potentially 
important components in humanitarian action, 
though only in very few instances are they 
involved in any systematic ways in relevant 
planning processes; 

‘Language’ is a critical barrier preventing 
effective collaboration across all three sectors. 
The issue of language, or ‘institutional DNA’ 
refers not only to language, per se, but also 
the cultural norms, institutional objectives, 
procedures and processes that are unique to 
each sector; 

There is little understanding about the ‘value-
added’ that each sector could bring to the 
crisis response table. For the most part, 
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perspectives by each of these sectors about 
the others remain mired in stereotypes that 
take little account of sectoral transitions and 
the full range of potential capacities; 

As increasing efforts are made by 
governments around the world to be more 
effective when it comes to humanitarian action, 
there is a substantial difference emerging 
between the attitudes of those non-Western 
humanitarian actors to their national militaries 
when compared to the attitudes of Western 
humanitarian actors.  

There are a growing number of events that 
have brought together the private sector the 
military and the humanitarian sector at country 
and regional levels to simulate ways that they 
might collaborate when it comes to dealing 
with more complex risks such as pandemics. 
Though increasing, such events are sporadic, 
and are not supported in ways that appear 
consistent, systematic; 

There are a variety of institutions that appear 
willing to consider longer-term, more complex 
and uncertain risks such as the World 
Economic Forum, the United Nations Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, the 
Economic Community of West African States, 
NATO/SHAPE and the NGO Start Network. 
Yet, few have looked at such potential threats 
in any consistent or collaborative way or have 
the necessary capacities to do so.   

Research conclusions 
There is an evident change in attitudes about 
the nature of crisis threats. However, there 
needs to be more systematic ways to promote 
effective anticipatory and adaptive capacities 
for identifying potential threats and ways for 
dealing with them; 

The spectrum of those engaged in preparation 
for longer-term crisis threats is limited though 
slowly expanding, as is interest and 
knowledge. Nevertheless, unless this spectrum 
is further widened and deepened, the sorts of 
anticipatory and adaptive capacities that one 
will need will remain sporadic and incoherent; 

The sorts of capacities that the military and 
private sectors have can enhance the abilities 
of those with humanitarian roles and 
responsibilities to be more anticipatory, 
innovative and strategic in their humanitarian 
approaches, and ways to bring together such 
capacities will have increasingly to become a 
global priority consistent with the status given 

to the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit and 
the revised Millennium Development Goals 
and Hyogo Framework for Action; 

New incentives have to be put in place to 
erode some of the persistent organisational 
constraints that inhibit anticipatory and 
adaptive behaviours. This applies to all these 
sectors when it comes to looking to the sorts of 
crisis drivers that will inevitably affect their 
institutional survival and organisational 
objectives; 

Efforts to engage the three sectors will 
continue to be piecemeal and will falter as long 
as there are not means and measures in place 
to provide a better understanding about the 
sectors’   respective   ‘language’ and value-
added; 

There are a growing number of potential 
organisations and networks that could promote 
understanding about ‘language’ and 
comparative value-addeds within and across 
the three sectors; 

In pursuing measures to promote greater 
understanding about issues relating to 
‘language’ and value-addeds, initiatives have 
to be sensitive to the types of cultural norms 
and perceptions that make attitudes about the 
military, humanitarian and private sectors 
geographically different.  

Towards the fourth dimension 
Forums should be created on an experimental 
basis to see to what extent exercises to 
promote dialogues about the respective 
‘languages’ and value-addeds of the 
humanitarian, military and private sectors can 
enhance mutual understanding and lead to a 
greater willingness to pursue collaborative 
objectives. Such initiatives can be undertaken 
through UN OCHA, regional organisations 
such as ASEAN, ECOWAS and the EU and 
sample nation-states; 

Resulting from such forums should be ‘tools’ 
and methodologies that can be used to 
promote cross-sectoral understanding at 
different national and regional levels; 

Under the auspices of an agreed group of 
independent policy institutes, analyses should 
be undertaken to identify recent examples of 
cross-sectoral collaboration for humanitarian 
action; 
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A tripartite conference should be hosted by the 
World Economic Forum and OCHA to focus on 
the spectrum of catastrophic risks and ways to 
combine sectoral capacities for identifying and 
monitoring them, and outlining potential 
strategies for doing so;  

Regional organisations such as ASEAN, 
ECOWAS and the EU should create platforms 
that will bring together the humanitarian, 
military and private sectors to work on ways to 
enhance measures to anticipate potential 
humanitarian crises and ways to address 
them. Such regional organisations could serve 
as information exchange conduits for member-
states; 

A  series  of  global  initiatives,  including  the  UN’s  
forthcoming World Humanitarian Summit in 
2016 and the next stages of the Hyogo 
Framework for Action and the Millennium 
Development Goals offer an  opportunity to 
introduce the fourth dimension of humanitarian 
engagement into global policies;
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Introduction 

AUSAID and the Australian Military execute disaster relief delivery plan. 

The global community is faced with an ever-
expanding number of humanitarian threats -- 
their dimensions and dynamics growing in 
many instances exponentially. Those with 
humanitarian roles and responsibilities will 
increasingly lack the capacities and resources 
to deal with such risks, and the implications of 
these emerging deficits will inevitably have 
significant impact upon the lives and 
livelihoods of untold numbers around the world 
– East, West, North and South. 

In this most fundamental sense the global 
community will have to prepare to address a 
humanitarian capacities challenge, requiring a 
different concept of humanitarian actors and 
actions and a different concept of risk. This 
challenge has to be seen in at least five 
contexts: 

1. The expanding nature of crisis 
threats and their intensifying 
dimensions and dynamics 

The interplay between technology and natural 
hazards, the clustering of large numbers of 
people in relatively small confines, e.g. urban 
and coastal areas, the interactive nature of 
resources and conflict underpin an 
unparalleled level of crisis threat and 
complexity that will have to be faced; 

2. A new humanitarian vulnerability 
paradigm 

No longer will poverty associated with 
developing countries be a major determinant in 
crisis vulnerability. Direct and indirect crisis 
impacts will be far more wide spread – cutting 
across all sectors of society, across state 
borders and regions – and creating new forms 
of vulnerability and new forms of poverty; 

3. Emerging opportunities. 

Growing scientific and technological capacities 
make clear that means to mitigate such crisis 
threats are increasingly available. In various 
ways such developments will be shared more 
readily through transformative innovations 
arising out of information and communications 
technologies;  

4. The evolving global context 

These emerging crisis realities come at a time 
when the assumptions about Western 
hegemony are on the wane. Ready access 
and solutions for dealing with humanitarian 
threats will increasingly be countered by a 
resurgence of sovereignty and a growing 
realisation that government survival will often 
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depend upon the ways that they deal with their 
own humanitarian crises; 

5. Systemic and institutional 
challenges 

Persistent concerns about ‘value for money’ 
and institutional survival as well as the 
constraints stemming from organisational 
behaviour, inter and intra institutional dynamics 
and over-reliance on the role of ‘experts’ are 
just a few examples of the myriad factors that 
all too often limit the anticipatory and adaptive 
capacities of institutions necessary for dealing 
with ever more complex crises. Such factors 
impede the sorts of partnerships, innovations 
and innovative practices necessary to deal 
with future humanitarian crises. 

These five concerns have driven the search for 
ways to deal with the humanitarian capacities 
challenge. They underpin a series of studies 
that began in 2006, and which are now 
reflected in this report. Section I: A spectrum 
of catastrophic risks suggests how the 
nature of humanitarian threats has expanded, 
and reflects on the growing complexities that 
have to be faced in mitigating as well as 
responding to them. Section II: Structural 
and Systemic Challenges considers some of 

the central issues that explain the persistent 
difficulties that organisations with humanitarian 
roles and responsibilities continue to have in 
preparing for ever more complex humanitarian 
futures. 

A fundamental premise of this report is that 
present capacities and resources available to 
the humanitarian sector are inadequate to 
meet the types, dimensions and dynamics of 
future humanitarian crises. In Section III: The 
dimensions of the virtuous triangle, the 
importance of greater collaboration between 
the private sector, the military and the 
humanitarian sector is considered as one 
measure to address that gap. Arguably the 
theme is not new; but, as this section 
emphasises, too little attention has been paid 
to date to the ‘language barriers’ and to the 
respective ‘value-addeds’ of each to form the 
basis of more positive, consistent and 
systematic engagement. 

There are measures that can be taken now to 
begin to overcome such barriers, and Section 
IV: The fourth dimension and the 
humanitarian capacities challenge suggests 
what some of those critical measures are. By 
no means does this last section lay out the full 
panoply of measures required to meet that full 
spectrum of catastrophic risks, but it at least 
provides a platform for doing so. 
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A Spectrum of 
Catastrophic Risk

That the numbers of disasters are growing and 
their impacts intensifying are well-
substantiated facts. As the World Bank and 
others have suggested, there can be no doubt 
that disasters are increasing rapidly and 
having ever more impact on lives as well as 
livelihoods.1 The missing component in these 
analyses, however, is the increasing 
complexity of a growing number of such crisis 
drivers. The March 2011 tsunami that 
subsequently led to equipment failures at the 
Fukushima nuclear power plant that in turn 
resulted in a nuclear meltdown is a good 
example. The interface between technology, 
natural hazards, demographic patterns and 
societal choice will in other words be a feature 
of more and more humanitarian crisis drivers 
and humanitarian crises. 

In that sense there is a spectrum of 
catastrophic risks, from those that are 
recognised as risks to those that seem 
relatively implausible, or, ‘unknown’. Along that 
spectrum there has been a standard formula 
for decision-makers and planners to determine 
and prioritise possible humanitarian threats, 
namely, those risks that demand more 
immediate attention and those that do not. 
That formula distinguishes between those risks 
that have high a probability of occurring but 
with relatively low impact and those with low 
probability and high impact.  

The formula is convenient but flawed. In the 
first place as a growing number of those 
involved in complexity theory are 
demonstrating, systems are inherently ‘non-
linear.’ Their dynamics reflect myriad factors 
that in and of themselves do not ensure 
consistency and predictability. With that in 
mind, it is worth noting that 

many leading thinkers believe that 

                                                

1
  World Development Report 2013 

modern complex systems 
research has a lot to say about the 
world we live in, characterised as it 
is by interconnectedness, 
networks, emergence, non-linear 
change, phase transitions and 
tipping points, intelligent actors 
adapting to their circumstances 
and each other, and systems that 
evolve together over time.2 

Furthermore, the formula supports a tendency 
to look at risk in terms of crisis drivers that are 
known, that are already identified and for 
which there are established response 
mechanisms. In so doing, decision-makers and 
planners limit their understanding of both the 
problem and the solution, and re-enforce the 
inclination to deal with such threats in terms of 
their own pre-programmed responses.  

It is, however, becoming increasingly evident 
that decision-makers and planners are failing 
to fully appreciate the types, dimensions and 
dynamics of future risks; and, that while 
preparing for known threats is laudable, 
preparing for future threats – for the what 
might be’s – will be increasingly essential for 
dealing with those catastrophes at the 
existential end of the spectrum; and this, in 
turn, will call for new approaches to 
partnerships, to innovations and to 
organisational adaptiveness that are felt to be 
lacking to date.  

The  spectrum’s  dimensions 
There are various ways to plot a spectrum of 
catastrophic risks. Degrees of impact upon 
affected populations, a typology of crisis 
drivers, geographical and economic 
distributions, all can be plotted on a spectrum 

                                                

2
  Ben Ramalingam, Aid on the Edge of Chaos, Oxford University 

Press, Oxford, 2013, p.142 
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of risks. For the purposes of this initiative, the 
spectrum will reflect differing degrees of 
complexity and uncertainty. In other words, at 
one end of the spectrum, ‘standard’ crisis 
drivers such as droughts, floods, earthquakes, 
and volcanoes are recognised and definable 
threats. This is not to imply that they are 
necessarily predictable, though increasingly 
they are, nor that their causes and impacts do 
not reflect complex interactions.Rather it is to 
suggest that decision-makers and planners 
recognise the destructive power of standard 
crisis drivers, and indeed the complicated 
dynamics that leads one crisis driver to trigger 
others, and ultimately to expose different sorts 

of vulnerabilities. They are attuned to such 
threats, and focus their attention on measures 
for mitigating their impacts or at least for 
dealing with their impacts. Hence, on one end 
of the disaster spectrum, those that might be 
regarded very broadly as the ‘knowns’ reflect 
more often than not natural disaster types that 
are challenging, potentially catastrophic and 
for which considerable national and 
international efforts are made to monitor and 
address them. 

Disasters resulting from technological causes 
are increasingly emerging on that spectrum of 
risks. Such technology-driven incidents are not 
new as evidenced by the 1984 Bhopal toxic 
gas crisis in India or the 1986 Chernobyl 
nuclear accident in the Ukraine, but for the 
most part such ‘accidents’ were regarded as 
aberrant phenomena. Only recently have the 
complexity of their sources and the 

consequences of their impact resulted in what 
might be regarded as a fixed point on a 
spectrum of catastrophes and a reflection of 
‘normal life’. 

As suggested, however, by studies undertaken 
by HFP, while technology has now become a 
clear point on the spectrum, their interactive 
nature and broader cross-sectoral 
consequences are rarely addressed 
adequately.3 The very nature of technology, as 
with many crisis drivers, too often remains 
confined to the analysis of the technical expert. 

Moving along the spectrum, more and more 

points reflect an increasing awareness of 
complexity. Pandemics are a case in point. 
Their cross-sectoral impacts are appreciated 
more and more as well as the multidimensional 
interventions that will be required to anticipate 
and address them. Similarly the link between 
nuclear tailings and climate change is gaining 
a degree of resonance amongst crisis 
analysts, and, here, too, the potential 
dynamics and dimensions of their impact are 
slowly beginning to be seen as a 

                                                

3
  HFP devised an Organisational Self-Assessment Tool  (OSAT) to 

enable   participating   organisations   to   determine   if   they   were   “fit   for   the  
future.”  The  OSAT  was  used  by  various  organisations,   including  USAID,  
the Inter-Agency Standing Committee Working Group, seven UN country 
offices, the ECOWAS Commission and a range of NGOs including BRAC. 
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multidimensional problem that requires 
multidimensional solutions.4 

Box 1 // Earth is not prepared for the threat of 
hazardous rocks from space, say astronauts who 
helped formulate the UN measures, and then 
who will be the aid worker? 

When a meteor exploded over Chelyabinsk, Russia 
in February, the world’s space agencies found out 
along with the rest of us, on Twitter and YouTube. 
That, says former astronaut Ed Lu, is 
unacceptable—and the United Nations agrees. Last 
week the General Assembly approved a set of 
measures that Lu and other astronauts have 
recommended to protect the planet from the 
dangers of rogue asteroids.  

The U.N. plans to set up an ‘International Asteroid 
Warning Group’ for member nations to share 
information about potentially hazardous space 
rocks. If astronomers detect an asteroid that poses 
a threat to Earth, the U.N.’s Committee on the 
Peaceful Uses of Outer Space will help coordinate a 
mission to launch a spacecraft to slam into the 
object and deflect it from its collision course.5 

Towards the extreme end of the 
spectrum 
Multidimensional problems and solutions 
become even more evident as one approaches 
the more extreme end of the spectrum of 
catastrophic risks. Towards that end, a few 
examples might well demonstrate the range of 
such risks residing at the end of the spectrum 
as well as their plausibility. In no particular 
order, the risks that are noted below are 
existential. In other words, the criteria for 
selection includes the possibility that each of 
these complex interactive crisis drivers could 
leave in their wake death in their millions and 
debilitating, long-term destruction of 
livelihoods. In so saying, one needs to be 
mindful that ‘existential risks’ are distinct from 
‘global endurable risks,’ for the former is where 
humankind as a whole is dangerously 
imperiled, and where the latter has impacts of 
horrific proportions, though not necessarily 
uniform globally. 
                                                

4
 Christopher   Hobbes,   “Current and future risks posed by unprotected 

radioactive waste sites in Central Asia,”  prepared  for  the  UNISDR  Global 
Assessment Report 2012. Also, see: United Nations Development 
Programme, Geneva, Switzerland, June 2009-Radioactive 
waste at hundreds of sites in Central Asia threatens the region with an 
environmental catastrophe, experts at an international forum on the issue 
said. More than 800 million tons of radioactive and toxic waste—a legacy 
of  the  former  Soviet  Union’s  nuclear  arsenal—sit in precarious dump sites 
with little oversight. In response to the ongoing hazard, the United Nations 
Development Programme organized the forum to develop a coordinated 
response with regional partners. 
5  Clara   Moskowitz,   ‘United   Nations   to   adopt   asteroid   defense   plan’,  
Scientific American, 28 October, 2013. 

Solar Super Storms 

 

In March 1989, a solar storm, or an enormous 
electromagnetic outburst from the sun that 
sent billions of tonnes of charged particles 
hurtling towards the earth, knocked out power 
grids serving more than six million customers 
in  Canada  in  less  than  two  minutes’  time.  This  
event was relatively small. A larger event 
would have left untold millions without light, 
potable water, sewage treatment, fuel, 
telephone and internet services, food and 
medication. It would take months if not years to 
manufacture and install new transformers. 

Viruses 

Private Sector donate vaccines to DFID aid relief 
programme 

All too used to the positive effects of 
antibiotics, the potential threats of what are 
labelled ‘untreatable   superbugs’   are  
increasingly recognised by a growing number 
of virologists. According to one analysis, 
‘antibiotic   resistance   poses   an   ‘apocalyptic’  
threat to human health. [The world] is facing 
‘nightmare   bacteria’   and   are   losing   a   ‘war’  
against   them.’   And,  while   some   effective   new  
drugs even may exist, they ‘are stuck in the 
final stages of development because they 
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cannot overcome economic and regulatory 
hurdles;’6  

Artificial Intelligence 

It is not implausible that within the foreseeable 
future machines will outsmart human-beings. 
According to philosophy professor Huw Price 
of Cambridge University and Skype co-founder 
Jaan Tallinn, ‘It seems a reasonable prediction 
that some time in this or the next century 
intelligence will escape from the constraints of 
biology.’ Price added that as robots and 
computers become smarter than humans, we 
could find ourselves at the mercy of ‘machines 
that are not malicious, but machines whose 
interests  don’t  include  us;;’ 

Nanotechnology 

According   to   Oxford   University’s   Professor  
Nick   Bostrom,   ‘In   a   mature   form,   molecular  
nanotechnology will enable the construction of 
bacterium-scale self-replicating mechanical 
robots that can feed on dirt or other organic 
matter. Such replicators could eat up the 
biosphere or destroy it by other means such as 
by poisoning it, burning it or blocking out 
sunlight.’   Someone   of   malicious   intent   in  
possession of this technology could cause 
irreparable harm to a significant portion of 
intelligent life on earth;7  

Climate Change 

The controversies that have arisen around the 
subject  of  ‘climate  change’  have  been  intense,  
                                                

6
  Nick Bostrom,  “Existential  Risks:  Analysing  human  extinction  scenarios  
and  related  hazards,”  Journal of Evolution and Technology, Vol. 9, No.1, 
2002, p.3 

7
 Debora   MacKenzie,   “The   Bacterial   Apocalypse,”   New   Scientist,   Vol. 

217, #2908, 16 March 2013, pp 6ff 

but those who have resisted acknowledging its 
existence appear to be fewer and fewer. 
Controversies seem now to centre around 
such critical factors as the extent to which 
temperature levels will rise, melt-ice, sea 
levels, intense weather variability and 
consequent impacts upon water access and 
agricultural production will become evident and 
by when. Few deny the plausibility that climate 
change could become an existential risk; 

Cybernetic Failure 

Cybernetic terrorism has become an 
increasing security focus. There is no doubt 
that such targeted threats could do 
considerable damage to those countries and 
institutions that are the subject of attacks. A 
cybernetic event possibly more unpredictable 
and potentially wider in its impact could result, 
however, from the destruction of key satellites 
upon which much of the Internet and 
consequent services depend. These would 
include almost all services throughout most of 
the world. The cause of such cybernetic 
failures might be the result of a collision 
between particles of space debris and 
satellites. 

Nuclear Weapons 

When considering the wide range of options in 
the world of nuclear, biological and chemical 
threats, it is the nuclear threat in its various 
guises that would appear to be the most 
existential. This in no sense is to suggest that 
biological and chemical threats could not have 
devastating and often enduring effects upon 
millions, but rather that the escalatory 
consequences of a nuclear exchange would 
seem difficult to constrain, and its impacts 
upon the economy, governance structures, 
health, food security and water would possibly 
endure for decades.8 

 

                                                

8
 The implications of this particular risk was identified by the Cambridge 

Centre for the Study of Existential Risk, University of Cambridge. The 
Centre’s  objective  is  described  in  the  following  way:   “Many scientists are 
concerned that developments in human technology may soon pose new, 
extinction-level risks to our species as a whole. Such dangers have been 
suggested from progress in AI, from developments in biotechnology and 
artificial life, from nanotechnology, and from possible extreme effects of 
anthropogenic climate change. The seriousness of these risks is difficult 
to assess, but that in itself seems a cause for concern, given how much is 
at stake.” 
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Water Stress  

While some official data from both India and 
China present an optimistic picture of future 
food security, the international consensus 
predicts a major slow-down in agricultural 
growth. The Fourth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) estimated that crop yields could 
decrease by up to 30% in central and south 
Asia by the mid-21st century due to water 
stress. Agriculture, however, is but one sector 
that will feel the impact of changing water 
patterns. Disease will flourish as the sources of 
water reduce or become less predictable, and 
eventually water will be an increasing conflict 
driver. 

Mega-Tsunamis  

Scattered   across   the   world’s   oceans   are   a  
handful of rare geological time-bombs, such as 
the prospect of a major landslide in the Canary 
Islands. Once unleashed, these sorts of 
phenomena can create a gigantic tidal wave 
far bigger than any normal tsunami. Crossing 
at speeds of up to 500 miles per hour and in 
many places at heights equivalent to at least 
two Empire State buildings, scientists predict 
that over a period of 8 hours these mega-
tsunamis will devastate cities in the United 
States such as New York as well as on the 
West African coastline and the coastal regions 
of Western Europe. 

 

As noted at the outset of this report, if one 
looks at the patterns of humanitarian crises, it 
is evident that the types of crisis drivers, their 
dimensions and dynamics are increasing, in 
various ways, exponentially. In the words of 
one UN body, even now,  

 

the ripple effects of recent 
intensive disasters have 
contributed to a world viewed 
more and more as an intersecting 
set of disasters where it is 
increasingly difficult to separate 
cause from consequences. Many 
future disasters will form part of a 
challenging terrain of improbable 
and unpredictable events.9  

None of this is to suggest that the sorts of 
existential risks noted above are inevitable. 
They are plausible, and that plausibility is re-
enforced by scientific opinion. The purpose of 
noting these, however, is not to assess the 
extent to which they are predictable or 
inevitable, but rather to see to what extent the 
nature of future humanitarian threats and 
solutions can be better addressed through 
closer partnerships between traditional and 
non-traditional actors.  

In so saying, there are evident organisational 
constraints – structural as well as systemic – 
that within the humanitarian sector have 
inhibited more strategic approaches for 
anticipating future crises. These challenges 
are not within the purview solely of the 
humanitarian sector; many of these are 
inherent in all organizations. And, with that in 
mind, it will be essential to recognize these as 
a first step towards taking practical measures 
to engage a wider set of traditional and non-
traditional humanitarian actors. 

                                                

9
 United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Risk Reducation, 

Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction – 2013, p.237 



The Virtuous Triangle and The Fourth Dimension: The Humanitarian, Private and Military Sectors in a Fragile World  
16 

Structural and Systemic 
Challenges

One of the challenges for those dealing with 
the complexities and uncertainties that mark 
the catastrophic risk spectrum is that the sorts 
of perceptions and processes required to deal 
with such risks are all too often regarded as 
‘impractical’ and ‘academic.’ And, yet, for even 
hard-headed practitioners in the private sector, 
it is less the abstract nature of catastrophic 
risks that blinds them to such threats, and 
more the institutional realities that lead them 
‘(to) remain largely reactive, fragmented and 
self-interested rather than strategic, integrated 
and public spirited.’10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The sorts of institutional realities, or, in other 
words, the structural and systemic challenges 
that emerge when dealing with catastrophic 
risks are varied but very familiar. In total they 
all too often hamper initiatives to collaborate, 
limit efforts to understand the value-addeds of 
potential partners, hinder innovation and 
innovative practices and frequently result in 
disjointed and uncoordinated responses at the 
expense of the crisis affected. 

From the perspective of structural and 
systemic challenges, there, for example, is a 
persistent concern about the nature and utility 
of speculating about future threats and 
opportunities. Practitioners – be they private 
                                                

10
  Global Agenda Council on Catastrophic Risks (GAC), Creating a 

better architecture for global risk management  of catastrophic risks, 
World Economic Forum, March 2010 

sector, humanitarian or from the military – are 
reluctant in some very fundamental ways to 
venture into the ‘unknown.’ While some private 
sector organisations specialise in longer-term 
speculation, as do various military 
establishments, the application of ‘speculation’ 
is normally more consistent with what is 
already known and with deeply entrenched 
standard operating procedures and 
repertoires. 11  In the humanitarian sector, 
however, there appears to be an inherent 
reluctance to look beyond the immediate. 

In no small part the art of speculation, an 
attempt to be sensitive to the what might be’s,  
is too often confused with the perceived need 
to predict; and that, if one cannot predict, then 
speculation, per se, is a poor use of 
organisational time.12 In bureaucratic contexts 
where evidence-based criteria dominates so 
much of the thinking and subsequent action, 
anticipation is all too often intentionally short-
                                                

11
  Many private sector organisations including those in the insurance and 

reinsurance industries, management consultancies, extractives such as 
Shell   and   telecommunications   such   as  BT  are   renown   for   their   “horizon  
scanning”   and   futures   simulation   initiatives. A consistent comment that 
arises in discussions with these sorts of organisations is that, though 
interesting  and  more  than  a  useful  “brand,”  they  are  not  regularly  linked  to  
the overall strategic objectives of the company. Similarly, military 
equivalents appear to have more of an indirect change on strategy than a 
direct one. The latter relates more to changing mind-sets than to changing 
doctrine. 

12
  When it comes to prediction, per se, one distinguished Cambridge 

University cosmologist, Lord Rees, noted that in 1937 the US National 
Academy of Sciences organised a study aimed at predicting 
breakthroughs.  “Its  report,”  he  goes  on  to  say,  “makes  salutary  reading  for  
technological forecasters today. It came up with some wise assessments 
about agriculture, about synthetic gasoline, and synthetic rubber. But what 
is more remarkable is [sic] the things it missed. No nuclear energy, no 
antibiotics…,   no   jet   aircraft,   no   rocketry   nor   any   use   of   space,   no  
computers; certainly no transistors. The committee overlooked the 
technologies that actually dominated the second half of the twentieth 
century. Still less could they predict the social and political 
transformations  that  occurred  during  that  time.” 

The world abounds with compelling predictions – predictions indeed from 
very well qualified analysts. Martin Rees, for example, remarked that 
uncontrolled science is opening up doors that should remain firmly shut. 
He  for  one  has  a  $1000  bet  that  “by  the  year  2020  an  instance  of  bioerror  
or bioterror will have killed a million   people.”   According   to   the   World  
Bank’s  J.F.  Rischard,   there  are  clearly  at   least   twenty  global   issues   that  
have to be resolved – ranging from issues of global commons [eg, global 
warming] to those of global regulation [eg, biotechnology] – if the world is 
to  survive.  And  yet,  there  is  “no  pilot  in  the  cockpit.”  The  current  ways  that  
global  problems  are  handled  just  “aren’t  up  to  the  job.” 
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term in order to avoid the risk of being wrong. 
There, too, is the concern that by suggesting 
plausible, longer-term risks and the need to 
prepare, the public will panic and overreact. 
While a growing body of evidence suggests 
the contrary, the norm is to avoid creating 
possible anxieties.   

The role of experts, essential for dealing with 
highly technical problems, can paradoxically 
limit understanding by interpreting events and 
solutions through unnecessarily narrow lenses. 
Such views are in various ways sustained by 
the screening devices inherent in most 
organisational systems that limit the flow of 
information perceived as discrepant or 
inconsistent. In a related vein, there, too, is a 
tendency towards collaboration that is self-
referential. The adage about ‘the like-mind,’ 
while positive in some instances, also 
suggests a tendency to engage with those who 
share similar perspectives, methodologies and 
‘language’. 

This theme relates as well to what some 
project interviewees saw as a general 
disinclination to explore what is not in the 
forefront of available experience. It was 
described as the tendency of people who have 
just experienced a traumatic event (e.g. a 
hurricane) to overestimate that risk, and 
underestimate or ignore others. Paradoxically, 
there is evidence that organisations fail to 
explore or understand the impact that threats, 
which should have been evident, might have 
even upon their own organisations. 

These self-evident truths inhibit organisational 
responsiveness in various ways. Nevertheless 
they reflect barriers that can be reduced. 
Without embarking on that process, the full 
potential of effective engagement for dealing 
with future risks will inevitably suffer. Even 
worse, effective engagement of the sort that 
will be required to meet future risks may never 
come adequately into play. 

Dealing  with  the  ‘What might be’s’ 
This report assumes that greater inter-sectoral 
engagement will be essential to deal with the 
sorts of threats suggested in the proposed 
spectrum of risks. Ways to pave the way 
towards such engagement could include 
measures to help organisations be more adept 
at dealing with the what  might   be’s. Towards 
that end, five measures in particular have 
emerged in various HFP studies that suggest 
ways to make organisations more ‘fit for the 

future;’ and, in so doing to make them more 
willing to go beyond conventional institutional 
boundaries. These are: [i] anticipation, [ii] 
adaptation; [iii] collaboration; [iv] innovation; 
and, [v] promoting strategic leadership.  

The Art of Anticipation  

There is a growing acceptance throughout the 
humanitarian sector that much greater time 
and effort must be devoted to longer-term 
strategic thinking. The starting point is perhaps 
the most difficult of all, and to a significant 
extent relates to the issue of strategic 
leadership, an issue that will be discussed 
below. That starting point begins with changing 
mind-sets and not with organisational 
reshuffles or additional specialist layers within 
the organisation. Changing mind-sets can be 
fostered by promoting an ethos of speculation 
throughout the organisation. When, for 
example, a senior official at Google was asked 
who was responsible for innovation in the 
company, the answer was everyone. 
Innovation was not a departmental 
responsibility; it was in one sense ‘what the 
company does.’  

In the context of disaster risk reduction, it is in 
the first instance important for all to understand 
that speculating about the what might be’s   is  
valued by the organisation. The second 
element of changing institutional mind-sets is 
to ensure that all within the organisation 
recognise that speculating about future risks is 
a cross departmental responsibility, from 
administration and human resource 
departments to operations and planning units, 
all need to feed into each  other’s’ perception of 
future risks. 

Mind-set change can be enhanced by devoting 
time, for example, to scenario development 
and simulation exercises. Such techniques, 
used by some of the most advanced private 
sector organisations in the world, can provide 
the conceptual space that is needed not only 
to identify future risks, but also to underscore 
the importance of such thinking for the 
organisation. It is also worth noting that related 
techniques, e.g. horizon scanning , are now 
being adopted by governments, including the 
UK’s   Department   for   International  
Development. 
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From Anticipation to Adaptation  

 ‘There is a drawer that is marked strategies,’ 
remarked an official from a major US-based 
non-governmental organisation, ‘It is the 
lowest drawer in the filing cabinet, and rarely 
gets opened.’ It is generally accepted that 
strategies, per se, are often regarded as 
fodder for periodic executive board meetings 
or an institutional requirement that needs to be 
fulfilled at least every five years. The results of 
such strategies all too rarely are seen as ‘living 
documents,’ let alone statements about 
objectives and benchmarks that directly impact 
upon operations -- the programmes and 
projects of humanitarian organisations.  

 

Enhancing the adaptive capacities of an 
organisation can be approached from a variety 
of perspectives. There are, however, three 
essential starting points. The first has to do 
with an organisational commitment to regular 
reviews of longer-term strategic objectives, 
focusing upon anticipated changes in the 
operating environment. A second characteristic 
of the adaptive organisation involves regular 
reviews of operational, or, programmatic 
activities [i.e. what the organisation actually 
does] against strategic objectives and related 
benchmarks. Thirdly, the adaptive organisation 
is intensely interactive.  

In all too many initiatives that attempt to 
develop common purpose between ‘the field’ 
and headquarters, one of the most consistent 
complaints is that the latter assumes that the 
objectives of the latter are understood by the 
former. In an analysis of the strategy 
formulation process of the Bangladesh NGO, 
BRAC, it was apparent that that was not the 

case, that the field did not understand 
headquarters’  objectives.13 

Promoting Effective Collaboration 
Networks 

Dealing with humanitarian crises will 
increasingly require expertise that reflects 
multi-sectoral perspectives. The self-referential 
nature of many within the humanitarian sector 
often results in very narrow networks, and 
profoundly hampers the ability to identify future 
risks and potential solutions to reduce such 
risks. Collaboration, once one goes beyond the 
conventional humanitarian sector, is inhibited 
by a fundamental lack of understanding about 
the motives and core interests of potential 
collaborators.14 

Collaboration, too, needs to be based upon a 
clear sense of the objectives for which possible 
collaborative partnerships might be needed. It 
is worth noting in this context that in a series of 
studies of UN Country Teams, it was apparent 
that potential partnerships with local natural 
and social scientists would clearly have 
provided a deeper understanding about the 
viability of UN country programmes and 
projects. However, such obvious collaborative 
networks had never been previously used, 
although their utility in the aftermath of these 
studies was acknowledged.  

Innovation and Innovative Practices  

One of the critical challenges for the 
humanitarian community is to have the 
capacity to identify risks and seek ways to 
mitigate or eliminate such risks. Here, 
innovation becomes an essential tool for 
seeing things in new ways. With that in mind, 
‘one method is to learn from the people most 
immersed in a problem.’ This advice from a 
highly experienced senior civil servant in the 
United Kingdom, underscores the point that  

 
                                                

13
 BRAC-HFP Final Preliminary Futures Assessment report.14 August 

2009.pdf. http//www.humanitarianfutures.org 

14
 This has been evident in recent studies about humanitarian 

engagement with the commercial sector in DRR. While more and more 
initiatives such as the 2008 Asian Ministerial Conference on Disaster Risk 
Reduction (2008) in Kuala Lumpur seek to promote “multi-stakeholder 
partnerships”  among  a  wide  range  of  commercial  and  humanitarian  actors  
for DRR, preparedness and response, there are also persistent 
complaints that neither side has a good understanding   of   “who   can   do  
what.” 
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anyone seeking to find an answer 
to the management of chronic 
diseases or alienation amongst 
teenagers may do best by looking 
at how people are themselves 
solving their problems, and 
starting from the presumption that 
they  are  ‘competent  interpreters’  of  
their own lives.15 

However, as noted in an analysis of innovation 
in the humanitarian sector, ‘currently, 
humanitarian organisations - responsible for 
implementing projects over a relatively short 
time frame [usually 12 to 18 months] - have 
little time to observe and reflect on the profile 
and   changing   needs   of   their   ‘customers’   and  
on the efficacy of their implementation of 
goods and services.’16 

The challenge in this context is to make such 
organisations accept the premise that 
‘customer-led’ approaches make it essential to 
adopt appropriate innovative practices; and 
towards that end, at least five well tested 
approaches that have been effective in the 
corporate sector to enhance innovations and 
innovative practices might well be relevant to 
those concerned with identifying and reducing 
risks:  

 as with anticipation, promote the search for 
innovation as a valued organisational 
function; 

 encourage ‘consumer-based dialogues’, 
i.e. engagement with vulnerable groupings 
to ascertain those innovative practices 
used to deal with risks; 

 develop systematic approaches for 
dialogues between scientists and 
humanitarian policy-makers, recognising 
that relevant social and natural science can 
be found ‘locally’ as well as ‘globally’; 

 review organisational knowledge networks 
to ensure that inputs for dealing with clearly 
articulated humanitarian objectives are not 
being screened out due to restricted 
standard operating procedures. 

                                                

15
 Geoff Mulgan, The Art of Public Strategy: Mobilising power and 

knowledge for the common good, Oxford University Press, 2008, p.164  

16
  According to UN and NGO staff interviewed by HFP from 2007-2008, 

humanitarian.  

Strategic Leadership and an Enabling 
Environment 

A persistent complaint within the humanitarian 
sector   is   about   the   sector’s   perceived   lack   of  
leadership. In the context of promoting greater 
understanding about the need for more 
strategic approaches to humanitarian action, 
strategic leadership is the catalyst key as is the 
enabling environment that fosters it. 

Reflecting upon the four characteristics of a 
futures-oriented organisation noted above for 
enhancing risk reduction – anticipation, 
adaptation, collaboration and innovation – one 
of the essential characteristics of strategic 
leadership is the ability to promote a 
collaborative rather than an authoritarian 
structure. In light of what is needed to be a 
more anticipatory organisation, sensitive to the 
what   might   be’s, strategic leadership is 
ultimately about promoting a collaborative 
rather than an authoritarian structure. Strategic 
leadership, therefore, is not about having 
answers, but instead about the ability to 
release collective creativity and capacity, or, 
‘the capacity to release the collective 
intelligence and insight of a group of 
organisations’.17 While many current models of 
successful leadership are based on projecting 
certainty and confidence, real strategic 
leadership involves a more experimental 
process in which a leader does not provide 
categorical answers.  

The dilemma for the strategic leader is that he 
or she needs to unleash creativity and 
capacity, seek answers to questions relating to 
intense uncertainty and complexity while at the 
same time ensuring timely decisions. A good 
decision is situational: while the perfect 
decision three days late is no longer useful. In 
some situations deciding not to decide can be 
a perfectly valid choice. However, it is the 
ability to deal with this dilemma, to balance the 
contending pressures while not losing the 
focus on the end-state that underpins strategic 
leadership.  

Yet, strategic leadership in this context 
depends upon an enabling environment. The 
inability of organisations to provide an enabling 
environment for strategic leaders has often 

                                                

17
  G. Binney, G. Wilke and C. Williams, Living Leadership: A practical 

guide for ordinary heroes, Prentice Hall, London, 2005 
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resulted in the creation of new organisations 
born from leaders who could not deal with the 
limitations of their current institutions. In all too 
many instances strategic leadership is 
thwarted by the restrictions imposed by 
demands of narrow accountability. 

The five competencies that are likely to 
enhance organisational capacities for exploring 
potential risks, risk reduction and 
preparedness approaches are in and of 
themselves no guarantee that the complexities 
of the future can be adequately anticipated, let 
alone addressed. And yet, organisations that 
fail to take the implications of such 
competencies into account would appear to be 
too stuck in the past to be able to deal with the 
uncertainties and complexities of the future.  

An indication of the extent to which they 
understand this message will in no small part 
be reflected in the types of engagement they 
pursue and undertake with other organisations 
and networks outside their traditional sectors.
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Three Dimensions of the 
Virtuous Triangle

When attmpting to describe the perceived 
motives and intentions of three large and 
diffuse institutional categories such as the 
military, humanitarian and private sectors, one 
cannot emphasise too strongly that each in 
various ways encompass an enormous 
spectrum of differences, not only in terms of 
size, objectives and needs, but also 
geographically, experientially, culturally and 
politically. Nevertheless, there are certain 
elements in each of these sectors that allow for 
general propositions to be explored about 
potential capabilities in a humanitarian context. 

This study suggests that each of these sectors 
has considerable amounts to offer when it 
comes to preventing, preparing for and 
responding to humanitarian threats and crises. 
In that sense, there has been considerable 
work looking at the ways that the military and 
humanitarian sectors do and should 
collaborate more effectively in dealing with 
humanitarian issues; and, to a slightly less 
extent the interaction between the 
humanitarian and private sectors. 
Comparatively speaking, much less has been 
done – in the humanitarian context – between 
the private sector and the military. 

Each of these strands has, however, been 
recognised as offering some form of potential 
support for dealing with humanitarian threats 
and crises, and each, too, has reflected 
serious limitations when it comes to effective 
engagement. In other words, there is a triangle 
of interaction, the components of which have 
been frequently though not consistently 
explored. Rarely, however, have the three 
strands been put together, and viewed as a 
triangle of interactive relations.  

In suggesting that such a triangle be 
considered, there, too, is a fourth dimension 
that needs to be considered, namely, that the 
gestalt, that the sum of these three parts, can 
lead to a fourth dimension of interaction that 
may well have far more impact than the 

separate strands of the triangle, per se. This 
fourth dimension stemming from a potentially 
virtuous triangle proposes a more focused and 
systematic approach for dealing with 
catastrophic risks. In so doing it proposes 
preliminary steps for meeting what can is a 
humanitarian capacities challenge, reflected 
not only in terms of capacities and resources, 
but also in terms of institutional dynamics. 

The private sector-humanitarian 
dimension 

Working in crisis contexts is inherently difficult, 
costly and high risk. The factors that make 
intervention difficult are largely the same 
factors that make people vulnerable and in 
need of assistance – and so create the basic 
motive for humanitarian engagement. For 
commercial actors, the motives cannot be 
reduced to a stereotypical concern for financial 
profit alone. They may reflect the potential for 
significant business opportunities, at least in 
the longer term, although these may come with 
a high degree of commercial and other risks, 
particularly in politically unstable contexts. 
Conversely, the motives may be more to do 
with broader social responsibility or 
philanthropic concerns, and here the challenge 
is to find a good ‘fit’ between the corporate 
organisation’s   resources,   the   needs   of   the  
situation and the relevant mode of 
engagement.  
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Despite their humanitarian mandates and their 
ostensible not-for-profit status, humanitarian 
organisations, like their commercial 
counterparts, operate in a global marketplace. 
In fact, the motives for engagement on both 
sides are complex, and driven by a wide 
variety of interests. Each sector is subject to 
similar pressures with respect to policy 
influence, visibility, market share, competition 
for funding and the need to satisfy their 
stakeholders. Motives and pressures, then, are 
fundamental to decision-making about with 
whom to engage, how to engage, on what 
scale and for how long. Greater appreciation is 
needed on the part of both sides in relation to 
the importance of their respective motives and 
interests and how these affect their decisions 
about engaging with each other. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While there is an increasing recognition of the 
contribution that the commercial sector can 
make to humanitarian action, and ample scope 
to scale up its engagement, to date this is still 
a ‘niche phenomenon’, and still essentially ad 
hoc in nature. The most well-established and 
common area of private sector engagement is 
in humanitarian crisis response to natural 
hazards and, to a lesser extent, crisis 
preparedness. The  commercial  sector’s  role  in  
disaster recovery is not well established, 
although several respondents expressed 
interest in having a more formal dialogue on 
recovery, including business continuity 
concerns and incentives for recovery and 
longer-term reconstruction. Disaster-risk 
reduction (DRR) is a growing area of strategic 
importance that many believe could benefit 
from commercial-sector engagement.  

An expanded role in DRR means that the entry 
points for engagement need to be clearer, and 
both sides would need to do more to address 
the current bifurcation between development 
and humanitarian action and be prepared to 
engage more robustly at the national level and 
with  governments’   risk   reduction agendas and 
local actors.  

The private sector increasingly operates in 
many zones of violent insecurity or protracted 
crises worldwide. This is a marked trend that 
has been in evidence over the decade. 
Insecurity can affect supply chains, markets 
and distribution networks, staffing and a variety 
of other aspects fundamental to business 
operation. Commercial organisations are more 
willing now than in the past to accept that their 
business interests depend upon stability, and 
that their engagement in complex crises can 
ultimately contribute to achieving that stability. 

That said, the overall dilemma presented by 
the role of the private sector in conflict 
prevention and peace-building efforts is that 
businesses are often seen by a broad swathe 
of   humanitarian   actors   as   the   ‘bad  guys’  who  
are part of the problem, due either to the 
sensitive nature of their commercial interests 
or to their business practices. Yet, here, too, 
there appears a shift in thinking on both sides 
about the potential role of the private sector in 
promoting peace, security and economic 
growth in fragile contexts. A point that is 
increasingly evident as well when it comes to 
military-private sector perspectives. 

In this regard, there are several 
transformational factors likely to affect 
humanitarian action over the next decade and 
beyond, and that these will have a major 
bearing on how both commercial and 
humanitarian organisations need to engage. 
These include the growing political centrality of 
humanitarian crises and a marked trend 
towards host governments exercising greater 
control over the process of aid delivery – even 
if they still have limited control over the related 
funds. Then there is the evolving nature of the 
crises themselves, which – particularly where 
related to climatic factors – appear to be 
increasing in number, scale and intensity. 
Disaster-risk reduction, based on tackling 
assessed vulnerabilities, is likely to assume 
greater prominence in policy terms as the 
human, economic and political costs of such 
disasters mount. For the traditional aid 
providers, these factors present both 
challenges and opportunities. This demands 
not only constant review of performance 
against standards and principles, but review of 
the continued relevance and application of the 
standards and principles themselves in the 
light of new circumstances and new demands, 
not least for greater accountability, 
professionalism and consistency.  
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The   emergence   of   a   range   of   ‘new’   or   non-
traditional actors – from non-OECD 
government donors to diaspora populations 
worldwide – is matched in many places by the 
emergence of new local actors with close ties 
to the affected populations. New forms of 
partnership with both civil society and 
governmental actors is likely to be a growing 
feature of future humanitarian action, putting 
strain on traditional principles like 
independence and neutrality – already under 
severe strain in contexts where humanitarians 
have become associated with Western political 
and military strategies.  

For commercial organisations also, these 
trends create both challenges and 
opportunities. Amongst other issues raised is 
that of the business rationale for investing in 
disaster- risk reduction, particularly as the 
effects of climate change are increasingly felt. 
There are likely to be significant new 
opportunities for business collaboration both 
directly with governments and through the 
international aid system, as donors invest 
more in preventive rather than purely 
responsive action. Meanwhile, post-disaster 
and post-conflict reconstruction is likely to 
continue to provide major business 
opportunities.  

The humanitarian and commercial sectors both 
have the interest and the potential to do far 
more with respect to having more effective and 
innovative forms of engagement. Moreover, in 
asking, ‘How can we do this better?’ one also 
has to ask, ‘How will the changing context in 
which humanitarian organisations may be 
operating over the next decade affect the way 
they may do better?’  
The study identifies five conclusions when it 
comes to private sector-humanitarian 
understanding around which an agenda for 
future engagement could be structured: 

  

New business paradigm for 
collaboration 

Broad trends towards greater economic 
liberalisation around the world indicate a 
strong   likelihood   that   the   commercial   sector’s  
role in crisis matters is likely to expand. This 
offers the potential for a new social compact to 
emerge as both commercial and humanitarian 
sectors find themselves with a more societal 
focus than has normally been the case to date; 
  

Holistic approach 

Governments will increasingly seek integrated 
approaches that go beyond managing 
response, and that give emphasis to reducing 
vulnerability and managing risk. The 
commercial sector has the capability to do 
much more in pre- and post-event 
preparedness and mitigation. Yet, 
considerations of their exact role and the need 
for a long-term commitment and relationships 
will need to be taken into account; 

 

Evolving motives and core interests 

Both sectors need to have a more systematic 
assessment   of   each   other’s   motives   and  
comparative advantages in order to match 
need to context and to ensure 
complementarity, including of available 
national and regional capacity. Their own 
different motives and core interests will 
continue  to  evolve,  as  will  those  of  ‘new  actors’  
who will play an increasingly important part in 
determining the framework in which 
commercial and humanitarian organisations 
collaborate; 

Partnering models, capacities and 
learning 

In the future partnering competencies and 
effectiveness will be less and less of an option, 
and will be increasingly expected. The 
processes, frameworks and tools for having 
better partnering capacity are available. Both 
sectors need to consider how they should be 
used, and they need to build a better evidence 
base of what works and why; 

Fora for exchange 
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There is a need for neutral fora that build trust, 
relationships and meaningful multi-actor 
dialogue and exchange. Emerging reality 
dictates that these may be most effective if 
they are specific to particular countries or 
regions.   The   study’s   findings   and   the five 
dimensions have been tested and discussed 
towards developing a forward-looking agenda 
that will support the two sides to expand and 
deepen their engagement in crisis contexts for 
both natural hazards and situations of 
insecurity.  

The military-humanitarian 
dimension 

The ICRC briefs members of the DRC armed forces 
on protection of civilians during armed conflict 

Not dissimilar to the relations between the 
private and humanitarian sectors, those 
between military and humanitarian 
organisations have traditionally been marked 
by a set of stereotypes that remain difficult to 
overcome by many within those sectors. Much 
of these reflect Western attitudes about the 
traditional roles of the military, the inherent 
conflict between the roles of the military and 
humanitarian principles and a perceived 
difference in objectives and institutional styles. 
Yet, these stereotypes all too often are 
insensitive to different situational contexts, fail 
to take into account cultural and geopolitical 
differences and all too often ignore the 
evolution occurring in both sectors not only in 
the Western world, but more globally as well. 

There is no doubt that humanitarian 
organisations are confronted with extremely 
complex operations, often under trying 
conditions. Both the private sector and the 
military also face complexity in their 
operations, but their approaches to programme 
management often result in more focused 
action. It is in that context that a former USAID 
administrator remarked in 2008 that he was 
tired of calls for greater coordination and 

simply wished that humanitarian organisations 
could be more effective at programme 
management. 

Poor programme management partially reflects 
the lack of strategic vision that should guide 
humanitarian operational activities, but it also 
reflects poor information management and 
ineffective operation integration. In a relief 
operation that should be managed as a single 
programme, for example, it is not unusual to 
find food and health inputs being administered 
separately, with little recognition of their 
inherent relation to one another. This extends 
to the issue of incompatible assessment tools 
and numerous layers of administration for what 
should be treated as a simple task.18 

From a humanitarian perspective these sorts 
of criticisms underscore what many in the 
humanitarian   sector   perceive   as   the  military’s  
insensitivity when dealing with humanitarian 
crises – particularly in the context of engaging 
with local communities. This criticism is 
compounded by what also is perceived as an 
inherent contradiction between the roles of the 
military as part of government’s   pursuit   of  
national self-interest   and   the   humanitarian’s  
abiding concern with principles that seek to 
promote assistance in a neutral, impartial and 
independent manner. While few would deny 
that the latter is all too often aspirational and 
frequently thwarted by operational realities, the 
humanitarian argument is that the aspiration is 
in of itself essential to pursue as a value, and 
also provides basic protection for the aid 
worker by disassociating him or her from the 
security objectives of the military. 

Yet, there, too, are other issues that separate 
the two sectors. One is the sheer size of most 
militaries when compared to the humanitarian 
sector. When the military does provide support 
for humanitarian endeavours, there is a sense 
on the part of many humanitarians that they 
are being swamped by the comparative 
enormity of the human and material resources 
of the military as well as its infrastructure. The 
issue of infrastructure opens up another array 
of negative comparisons. The humanitarian 
sector, for example, finds its own machinery of 
decision-making and operational prioritisation 

                                                

18
  Randolph Kent and Joh Ratcliffe, Responding to Catastrophes: US 

Innovation in a Vulnerable World, Centre for Strategic and International 
Studies, Washington, DC, 2008, p36. This study served to frame 
subsequent questionnaires for HFP studies pertaining to military-
humanitarian relations. 



The Virtuous Triangle and The Fourth Dimension: The Humanitarian, Private and Military Sectors in a Fragile World  
25 

relatively slow and cumbersome when 
compared to the military.  

At the same time, there is a degree of 
resentment – certainly among Western NGOs 
– that in all too many instances when the 
military suggests or agrees to collaboration, it 
does so with an air of condescension and a 
presumption that ‘getting together’ means 
meeting at a place that more often than not is 
military headquarters and not a mutually 
acceptable neutral ground.  

That said, the military is nevertheless regarded 
as having a limited though acceptable place in 
humanitarian action in various ways. Often the 
military, when compared to other authorities 
such as local police find themselves ‘a 
preferred option,’ a more respected provider of 
assistance than many local authorities. 19  In 
situations   of   conflict,   UN   Peacekeepers’   roles  
in protecting civilians in armed conflict are 
deemed essential, and a role that falls well 
outside the competencies of the 
humanitarians. There are conditions, too, in 
which that role extends to national militaries 
where access to the crisis-affected can only be 
gained through military intervention. So, too, 
do most humanitarians   accept   the   military’s  
logistics capacities as an asset in certain 
circumstances, though even here there are 
serious differences within the humanitarian 
sector. 

There are also instances, principally when it 
comes to crises created by natural hazards, 
that the role of the military is deemed to be 
more  acceptable.  The  military’s  relatively rapid 
response to the 2013 Typhoon Haiya in the 
Philippines, the 2010 Haitian earthquake, 
foreign   as   well   as   domestic   militaries’  
involvements in the 2005 Pakistan earthquake 
and subsequent floods five years later are 
indicative examples. Yet, for many in the 
humanitarian sector – certainly when it comes 
to those representing Western institutions -- 
these are the exceptions that prove a more 
general rule, namely, the inherent 

                                                

19
  Based upon interviews with military contingents in West Africa and in 

South East Asia, this appears to be the case. In a very frank interview 
with representatives of the ECOWAS Standby Force, it was stated that 
“the   perceptions of affected populations was that soldiers were   ‘rough  
men,’ and yet the police were even less well regarded than the military.  
At least one of the advantages of the military is that when it comes to 
humanitarian operations, they spend more time and had a clearer idea 
about the terrain of an operation than their humanitarian counterparts. 
Soldiers inevitably have to understand operating environments, and when 
it comes to disasters, they not only have a better idea of the terrain, but 
also of the people who live in those areas.”  Interviews: Abjuja, Nigeria, 18 
April 2013 

incompatibility between the military and 
humanitarian sectors.  

From a military perspective, this incompatibility 
has until relatively recently cohered with the 
military’s   own   view   of   its   role.   Humanitarian  
action   is   not   the   military’s   ‘primary function,’ 
and certainly at the outset of this project it was 
apparent that at least at senior levels there 
was considerable reluctance to institutionalise 
humanitarian   response   within   the   military’s  
mission.   It   was   seen   as   diluting   the  military’s  
traditional focus. Current definitions of military 
objectives had until recently been built around 
a rather narrow conception of national security, 
resulting in a relatively limited interest in taking 
that on humanitarian issues. The end result 
remains to date that there are pockets of 
effective programmes, but there is little that is 
standardised beyond very limited areas. 

That said, those limited areas since   HFP’s  
initial efforts to capture the relationship 
between military and humanitarian sectors 
have expanded in various ways. In the first 
place, it has become increasingly evident that 
military roles from non-Western perspectives 
have taken on a more integrated approach in 
terms of national and regional humanitarian 
policies. In countries such as India the military 
has traditionally been involved in emergency 
response. Now, however, more and more 
countries are using their military as actors of 
first rather than last resort. This takes various 
forms and covers aspects of crisis prevention, 
preparedness and emergency response. 20 
These are deemed to be core activities along-
side conventional military obligations, and are 
not activities undertaken in isolation. 

Of equal significance is the growing number of 
arrangements in which the military can support 
the humanitarian requirements of another 
country. The ASEAN Treaty amply 
demonstrates this sort of arrangement where 
in principle member-states can call upon the 
military forces of others in the region to assist 
in humanitarian response. To date, there 
appears to be only one instance when a 
request was made, but it is very evident that 
ASEAN   member   states’   training   programmes  
suggest a clear cross-border approach to 
humanitarian support. Regional arrangements 
such as that of ASEAN are not new, and there 
are variations of such arrangements in Europe, 
Latin America and Africa. 
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Beyond such regional arrangements there is 
an emerging reality that the very concept of 
national security, too, is changing. As 
suggested in Box 2, below, the disruptive 
impact of a pandemic can, if taken to its logical 
conclusion, see large segments of societies 
descend into riots and disorder, across borders 
and across regions and continents. In this 
sense, the military – though by no means 
immune to the impact of such crisis drivers – is 
the ultimate safety net for humanitarian action.  

In the context of an agenda for future military-
humanitarian engagement, the study has 
emerged with six key considerations:  
 

1. Changing perception of security: 

The roles of many militaries around the world 
are changing due in no small part to a 
changing perception of national security, 
including the relationship between natural 
hazards across borders and regional and 
national security; 

2. Increasing numbers of cross-border 
military arrangements: 

There is a growing awareness that militaries 
from different nations, principally within 
regional contexts, will have to collaborate to 
ensure enhanced response capacities in 
dealing with severe crisis situations. This 
growing military awareness does not seem, 
however, to have enhanced communications 
between militaries and local and international 
humanitarian actors; 

3. Institutional differences within the 
humanitarian sector: 

There are on the whole considerable 
differences when it comes to perceptions of 
the military between those humanitarians that 
are in the United Nations system, those in the 
Red Cross movement, principally the 
International Committee of the Red Cross, 
traditional Western NGOs and non-Western 
humanitarian organisations. These differences 
will have to be taken into account when trying 
to promote mutual understanding; 

4. Increasing cross-border planning 
mechanisms: 

Though less well established than those of the 
military, there are a growing number of 
initiatives on the part of traditional Western 
NGOs as well as UN agencies to foster 
regional approaches in order to develop more 
holistic approaches to regional humanitarian 
action; 

5. Limited understanding of respective 
value-addeds: 

Despite forums to share information in 
operational contexts and those intended to 
discuss overall policy commonalities and 
differences, there are few if any that focus on 
respective value-addeds beyond immediate 
operational needs. Issues such as approaches 
to strategic planning, innovations and 
innovative practices, surge capacities and 
ways of engaging local communities are not 
considered in any systematic and consistent 
manner; 

6. Indicative possibilities: 

Despite poor understanding between the two 
sectors about issues defined as ‘language’ and 
value-added, there are a variety of positive 
initiatives that humanitarian practitioners are 
undertaking with the military and private sector 
that suggest a growing awareness of the 
importance of engagement, particularly when it 
comes to issues such as pandemics and major 
environmental catastrophes.  

The private sector-military 
dimension 
In a 2013 United Nations analysis of the 
private sector in a disasters context, it was 
noted that trillions of dollars of new business 
investment ‘will pour into hazard-exposed 
regions, largely determining the outlook for 
disaster risk. 

In most economies, only 15-30% 
of this investment in made directly 
by the public sector. How the other 
70-85 percent of investment is 
made, therefore, has far-reaching 
consequences on disaster risk 
accumulation and on underlying 
risk drivers.’21 

                                                

21
  United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Risk Reducation, 

Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction - 2013 
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In a related context, it is increasingly evident 
that what has been described as the 
‘contingent liabilities represented by unrealised 
disaster risk’ is at the same time part of 
‘another mountain of hidden debt.’22 In other 
words, there already is an accumulation of 
disaster risks that can wreak havoc on 
investments, threatening the asset base of 
private sector businesses, more generally 
livelihoods and even potentially security. 

 

The Chinese Army distribute supplies donated by the 
Private Sector. 

And, yet, despite this emerging realisation, all 
too few private sector organisations are paying 
adequate attention to growing hazard 
exposure and its threat to business resilience 
and sustainability. Economic globalisation, it 
can be argued, may well have enhanced 
corporate gains, but at the same time it also 
has lured a large number of private sector 
organisations into high risk exposure, as 
evidenced by the impact upon high tech 
industries in the aftermath of Thailand’s   2011  
floods.23  There is a mutual interdependence 
between local infrastructures, employment, 
resources and potential instability and the 
corporation. Yet, as more and more evidence 
also makes clear, the effects of disasters do 
not ‘end at the factory gate,’ but directly and 
indirectly spill over into wider social contexts.24 
The wealth that can be generated and the 
subsequent social benefits, if not cohesion, 
                                                

22
  ibid #19, p.236 

23
 See, for example, AonBenfield, 2011 Event Recap Report; Impact 

Forecasting, March 2012 

24
 Preliminary comment from UN OCHA study on private sector-

humanitarian  engagement,  14  November  2013:  “Slowly a new concept is 
taking shape that needs to be far more widely promoted and put forward 
when talking about the potential of the PS (private sector) -namely one 
that positions crisis issues in the context of their risk to 
Indonesia's development agenda (to become the 7th largest economy by 
2030) , and in the context of the country's need and its agenda to manage 
disaster risks and the impacts of climate change. Without this shift in 
messaging it will be difficult to make a viable case for business 
engagement in risk matters or to go beyond the way the engagement is 
currently situated and undertaken." 

that can emerge from private sector-led 
economic growth can as easily be dissipated 
and destroyed.  

In other words, core business interests, 
disaster risks and social stability are 
increasingly not only inter-related but also 
integrated phenomena. In that sense there is a 
parallel between an emerging sensitivity to 
crisis risks and their ‘business consequences’ 
between the private sector and the military.  

The military and the private sector are by no 
means potentially new partners. The 
interdependence between the two for shared 
interests in innovations and procurement is 
well known. The role of private sector security 
firms in contracting, construction and 
engineering works for Western and a few non-
Western militaries is but one example. Such 
terms as the ‘privatised military’ and 
‘outsourcing in modern warfare’ are further 
indications about the sorts of linkages that do 
and could exist. 

The  private  sector’s  role  in  virtually  all  aspects  
of production and procurement make the 
relationship between the two vital. Even in 
China that inter-relationship has become ever 
closer, since the government decided in 2011 
that private sector engagement was essential 
for improving the overall quality of the military's 
equipment and for more competitive prices.25 
In Latin America, too, there is a growing 
relationship between the private sector and the 
military when it comes to procurement, and 
more specifically Brazil has been identified as 
a major country in the region with the ambition 
and resources to develop a diverse defence 
industrial base, though Chile and Argentina are 
strengthening their private sector capacities for 
technical support, retrofitting and repair, 
particularly for some of their high-tech defence 
platforms.26 

                                                

25
 “China publishes first list of military equipment suppliers as part of 

procurement reforms,”   Peoples Daily, 8 June 2011. According to that 
article, of 1600 suppliers in 2011, there were at least 900 that were 
deemed to be private sector companies.  
26

 Sneha Raghavan, Luke Heseldon and Guy Ben-Ari, Latin American 
Defense Spending Trends (02/11/13), Center for International and 
Strategic Studies, Washington, DC, 2013 
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Graphene is just one example of composite material 
innovation which will continue to revolutionise repaid and 
high-tech defence capabilities and more recently, energy 
storage. 

These sorts of private sector-military 
relationships are well documented, and indeed 
the subject of frequent discussion and 
analysis. Less so, however, is the commonality 
of two emerging trends. The first concerns 
what the US Department of Defense had 
termed a Phase Zero approach to defence. 
The concept is underpinned by the principle 
that everything that can be done to prevent 
conflicts from developing in the first place must 
be done. Phase Zero, therefore, is intended to  

‘[shape] operations that are 
continuous and adaptive. Its 
ultimate goal is to promote stability 
and peace by building capacity in 
partner nations that enables them 
to be cooperative, trained, and 
prepared to help prevent or limit 
conflicts.’27 

It is clear, according to one senior US military 
official, that emerging types of threats and 
crisis drivers will increasingly require types 
phase one related actions; and, in so doing, 
will demand far greater attention to what might 
be described as greater coordination with ‘non-
traditional’ partnerships. One example is the 
issue of protecting cyberspace. The ubiquitous 
importance of cyberspace makes security at 
national and international levels deeply 
dependent upon it. And, yet, according to the 
US Army, ‘defending our nation in cyberspace 
poses unique challenges because nearly 85% 
is owned and operated by the private sector, 
where security is often not the first priority. 

In the past, the armed services 
have been focussed on defending 

                                                

27
  Charles Wald, The Phase Zero Campaign, JFQ, issue 43, 4th Quarter 

2006 

DoD networks, not those of the 
country as a whole. This situation 
is no longer acceptable. Not only 
do we rely on private sector critical 
infrastructure for core DoD 
functions, but US national interests 
in cyberspace are now so 
significant that we must accept a 
greater mission.28 

While Phase 0 perspectives might seem 
compelling in terms of emerging threats, there 
are many in this context who do not deny the 
seriousness of the threats, but are 
nevertheless concerned that this approach 
goes beyond the role of the military. 
Nevertheless, there is an emerging attitude 
within the private sector that has parallels. All 
to often risk for large and medium-sized 
companies were focused upon issues such as 
reputational risks and those that directly 
impinge upon corporate assets. 

This rather narrow focus on risk is changing in 
part because governments, who rely on the 
military for emergency response, also are 
assuming that the private sector has a clear 
role to play when it comes to dealing with 
broader societal risks. To some extent this was 
demonstrated when the Government of 
Myanmar insisted that domestic companies 
actively assist those affected by the 2008 
Cyclone Nargis. More significantly in this 
context is the growing attention to ‘risk 
governance’ in which not only does a growing 
number in the private sector pay heed to core 
business interests through the wider lens of 
local and national prevention and 
preparedness planning, but also because 
governments are making increasing efforts to 
reduce risks as a means of luring private 
sector investment.  

Four key conclusions emerge from these 
dimensions are: 

1. Established relationships 

Relationships between the military and private 
sector are wide-ranging, principally focused on 
procurement and service supply issues. There 
are, however, few examples of common 
understandings about overarching 
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organisational objectives, as noted in #2, 
below; 

2. Phase Zero perspectives and private 
sector stabilisation synergies 

An increasing number of militaries, 
predominantly Western, look towards 
measures that can be ‘pre-preventive’ when it 
comes to countries and regions that might 
become ‘fragile.’ Similarly, a growing number 
of private sector organisations are accepting 
the importance of supporting measures that 
promote stability and continuity that go beyond 
‘the factory gate’ and that are country and 
region based. That said, collaboration along 
these lines are more in theory than in practice; 

3. Widening scope of private sector 
stabilisation interests 

Consistent with #1, above, more private sector 
organisations recognise that preservation of 
assets and business continuity depend upon a 
wider operating context, and are more willing 
to engage with national and local authorities 
towards this end. Consistent and systematic 
mechanisms for doing so are, however, rare; 

4. Western and non-western 
perspectives on military-private 
sector engagement 

In a growing number of instances, e.g., Chile, 
Myanmar, Turkey, governments are calling for 
the use of private sector as well as military 
capacities to deal with humanitarian crisis 
response as and post-crisis recovery. The 
importance of doing so was recognised by the 
United States in the aftermath of Hurricane 
Katrina. Joint preplanning though is rare, 
particularly in non-Western contexts. 



 

The Fourth dimension and 
the Humanitarian 
Capacities Challenge 

In various ways many portions of the 
humanitarian sector, the private sector and the 
military find themselves in a shared though not 
necessarily recognised space. For those with 
humanitarian roles and responsibilities that 
space might well be reflected in the term, 
‘resilience;’ for the private sector in terms of 
sustainability and continuity planning; and, 
perhaps for a growing number of the military, 
preventative action as reflected in what had 
been described as the US Phase Zero 
approach. It is a potentially common space 
that could be the basis for providing greater 
attention to anticipating risks and their potential 
consequences.  

Nevertheless, that space to date has not lead 
to any systematic means for sharing sectoral 
perspectives, let alone for looking for strategic 
synergies. That said, there are signs that the 
time might be increasingly right to explore 
ways to foster more coherent dialogues 
amongst the three sectors, and that there is a 
growing awareness that their respective value-
addeds, together, might well serve to provide 
more effective anticipatory, adaptive and 
innovative approaches for dealing with an ever 
growing spectrum of humanitarian risks.  

Such potential synergies represent the fourth 
dimension, a dimension that should 
circumscribe and consolidate the virtuous 
triangle. The recommendations that follow the 
research findings and conclusions are 
intended to propose a path for approaching 
that fourth dimension. 

 

Box 2 // Pandemics and the Fourth Dimension 

The World Food Programme in November 2011 
introduced a simulation exercise to members of the 
Southern African Development Community (SADC), 

intended to promote disaster preparedness 
planning across the region and within the 
government ministries of participating countries.  

The case was built around the potential threat of a 
pandemic. The exercise facilitators included the 
military, represented by US Africa Command, whose 
purpose for the exercise was to assist SADC 
participants to develop strategic plans for dealing 
with a pandemic regionally and nationally.  

Barclays Bank, amongst other private sector 
organisations, attended the exercise to determine 
what would be required to ensure business 
continuity in case a pandemic occurred, and how it 
would therefore have to fit into relevant pandemic 
plans. UN agencies and non-governmental 
organisations felt that they had to link in with such 
plans and engaged in ways that linked regional and 
national plans with community-based 
organisations. 

In a very fundamental sense it could be considered 
an example of the fourth dimension at work. 

 

Research Findings 
 The spectrum of catastrophic risks is 

growing, with the types, dimensions and 
dynamics of humanitarian threats 
increasing, in some instances, 
exponentially. There is very little evidence 
that adequate attention is being given to 
such threats in consistent and systematic 
ways; 

 All three sectors are increasingly aware of 
the complexities and uncertainties that face 
the international community when it comes 
to crisis threats. That awareness focuses 
upon how such trends may spill over into 
their respective areas of interests and 
responsibilities. At the same time, there are 
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few indications that the three individual 
sectors are focusing on such complex 
threats consistently and in ways that reflect 
adjustments in their strategic objectives or 
procedures; 

 Organisational constraints continue to 
block greater attention to the potential 
consequences of an ever-widening 
spectrum of catastrophic risks; and, these 
constraints are generally reflected in most 
organisations by a lack of a speculative 
ethos, poor partnering, limited attention to 
transformative innovations and a lack of 
strategic vision and objectives. This finding, 
however, varies significantly in the three 
sectors, with the humanitarian sector, 
however, appearing to reflect these 
constraints most consistently; 

 The relationships between the 
humanitarian and private sectors appear to 
be more comfortable than those between 
the military and the humanitarian sector, 
though the reasons for this principally 
reflect continuing short-term institutional 
interests due to the financial and in-kind 
benefits accruing from corporate donations 
and CSR activities; 

 The private sector in general appears to be 
increasingly aware that corporate interests, 
sustainability and business continuity are 
more and more intertwined with general 
crisis threats that might affect overall 
stability, infrastructure, labour forces and 
access to materials and markets. This 
awareness all too rarely seems to be 
translated into action designed to anticipate 
and deal with longer-term threats; 

 Non-western private sector involvement is 
increasing in local, national and regional 
emergency contexts. They and their 
Western counterparts are recognised as 
potentially important components in 
humanitarian action, though only in very 
few instances are they involved in any 
systematic ways in relevant planning 
processes; 

 ‘Language’ is a barrier between effective 
collaboration between all three sectors. 
The issue of language includes the cultural 
norms, institutional objectives, procedures 
and processes that are unique to each; 

 There is little understanding about the 

‘value-added’ that each sector could bring 
to the crisis response table. For the most 
part, perspectives by each of these sectors 
about the others remain mired in 
stereotypes that take little account of 
sectoral transitions and the full range of 
potential capacities; 

 When it comes to the issue of language 
and value-added, the private sector and 
the military are more in tune with each 
other than the humanitarian sector. 
Paradoxically, the involvement of the 
humanitarian sector with the private sector 
are far more extensive, but this 
involvement is principally due to support 
provided by the latter to the former through 
CSR and philanthropic initiatives; 

 As increasing efforts are made by 
governments around the world to be more 
effective when it comes to humanitarian 
action, there is a substantial difference 
emerging between the attitudes of those 
non-Western humanitarian actors to their 
national militaries when compared to the 
attitudes of Western humanitarian actors. 
In the former case, there appears to be a 
more natural relationship between 
humanitarian actors and the military, 
though here, too, there is not a full 
appreciation of the military’s  value-added; 

 There are a growing number of events that 
have brought together the private sector 
the military and the humanitarian sector at 
country and regional levels to simulate 
ways that they might collaborate when it 
comes to dealing with more complex risks 
such as pandemics. Though increasing, 
such events are sporadic, and are not 
supported in ways that appear consistent, 
systematic; 

 There are a variety of institutions that 
appear willing to consider longer-term, 
more complex and uncertain risks such as 
the World Economic Forum, the United 
Nations Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs, the Economic 
Community of West African States and the 
NGO Start Network. Yet, few have looked 
at such potential threats in any consistent 
way or have the necessary capacities to do 
so.   
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Research conclusions 
 There is an evident change in attitudes 

about the nature of crisis threats. However, 
there needs to be more systematic ways to 
promote effective anticipatory and adaptive 
capacities for identifying potential threats 
and ways for dealing with them; 

 The spectrum of those engaged in 
preparation for longer-term crisis threats is 
limited though slowly expanding, as is the 
appetite and knowledge for such 
preparedness thinking. Nevertheless, 
unless this spectrum is further widened and 
deepened, the sorts of anticipatory and 
adaptive capacities that one will need will 
remain sporadic and incoherent; 

 The sorts of capacities that the military and 
private sectors have can enhance the 
abilities of those with humanitarian roles 
and responsibilities to be more anticipatory, 
innovative and strategic in their 
humanitarian approaches, and ways to 
bring together such capacities will have 
increasingly to become a global priority 
consistent with the status given to the 2016 
World Humanitarian Summit and the 
revised Millennium Development Goals 
and Hyogo Framework for Action; 

 New incentives have to be put in place to 
erode some of the persistent organisational 
constraints that inhibit anticipatory and 
adaptive behaviours. This applies to all 
thee sectors when it comes to looking to 
the sorts of crisis drivers that will inevitably 
affect their institutional survival and 
organisational objectives; 

 Efforts to enhance cross-sector 
collaboration and interaction across the 
three sectors will continue to be piecemeal 
and will falter as long as there are not 
means and measures in place to provide a 
better   understanding   about   the   sectors’  
respective ‘language’ and value-addeds; 

 There are a growing number of 
organisations and networks that could 
potentially promote understanding about 
‘language’ and comparative value-addeds 
within and across the three sectors; 

 In pursuing measures to promote greater 
understanding about issues relating to 
‘language’ and value-addeds, initiatives 
have to be sensitive to the types of cultural 

norms and perceptions that make attitudes 
about the military, humanitarian and private 
sectors geographically different.  

Towards the fourth dimension and 
the humanitarian capacities 
challenge 
 Forums should be created on an 

experimental basis to see to what extent 
exercises to promote dialogues about the 
respective ‘languages’ and value-addeds of 
the humanitarian, military and private 
sectors can enhance mutual understanding 
and lead to a greater willingness to pursue 
collaborative objectives. Such initiatives 
can be undertaken through UN OCHA, 
regional organisations such as ASEAN, 
ECOWAS and the EU and sample nation-
states; 

 Resulting from such forums should be 
‘tools’ and methodologies that can be used 
to promote cross-sectoral understanding at 
different national and regional levels; 

 Under the auspices of an agreed group of 
independent policy institutes, an analysis 
should be undertaken to identify recent 
examples of cross-sectoral collaboration 
for humanitarian action.  

 A tripartite conference should be hosted by 
the World Economic Forum and OCHA to 
focus on the spectrum of catastrophic risks 
and ways to combine sectoral capacities 
for identifying and monitoring them, and 
outlining potential strategies for doing so;  

 Regional organisations such as ASEAN, 
ECOWAS and the EU should create 
platforms that will bring together the 
humanitarian, military and private sectors 
to work on ways to enhance measures to 
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anticipate potential humanitarian crises and 
ways to address them. Such regional 
organisations could serve as information 
exchange conduits for member-states; 

 A series of global initiatives, including the 
UN’s   forthcoming   World   Humanitarian  
Summit in 2016 and the next stages of the 
Hyogo Framework for Action and the 
Millennium Development Goals offer an  
opportunity to introduce the fourth 
dimension of humanitarian engagement 
into global policies. 

 

 

 



 

Annex 1: Reflected Organisations 
 

The following is a list of international militaries, humanitarian organisations, and private sector 
organisations, whose experiences have been drawn upon in the research.  

 

Military  
 
 
Australia 
Bahrain 
Bangladesh 
Brazil 
Canada 
Chile 
Colombia 
ECOWAS Military Force 
Egypt 
France 
India 
Indonesia 
Italy 
Japan 
Kenya 
Malawi 
Malaysia 
NATO 
Nepal 
Netherlands 
New Zealand 
Nigeria 
North Sudan 
Oman 
Pakistan 
Republic of Ireland 
Saudi Arabia 
Sierra Leone 
Singapore 
South Africa 
Spain 
Turkey 
Uganda 
United Kingdom 
United States of America 
United States AFRICOM 
Vietnam 

Humanitarian 
Organisations  
 
Action for Hunger 
ALNAP 
AusAID 
ELHRA 
International Committee of 
the Red Cross 
International Medical Corps 
Médecins Sans Frontières 
Overseas Development 
Institute 
Oxfam International 
People in Aid 
Plan International 
Post Conflict People 
RedR UK 
Save the Children 
International 
Save the Children UK 
Save the Children US 
Start Network 
Tearfund 
UK Department for 
International Development 
United Nations Children's 
Fund 
United Nations Office for 
Disaster Risk Reduction 
United Nations Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs 
USAID 
World Food Programme 
 

 

 

 

Private Sector  
 
 
Australian Civil Military 
Centre 
Anglo American 
AON Benfield 
Ashurst LLP 
Aspen Medical 
Barclays 
British Telecom 
Buro Happold 
CH2M Hill 
Coffey 
DAL Group 
Damco 
Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu 
Limited 
Deutsche Bank 
DHL 
Equity Bank 
GlaxoSmithKline 
Kuehne Nagel 
KPMG 
Microsoft 
Mott McDonald 
PwC 
SAMI Consulting 
Unilever 
UPS 
Visa 
Vitol 
Wessex Water 
Willis Re 
World Economic Forum 
Zurich Re 

 

 

 



 

Annex 2: Further Reading 

Dimensions of Crises: humanitarian needs by 2015, 2007 
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/dimensions-of-crises-humanitarian-needs-by-2015/ 

This study offers an overview of key global trends and their implications for humanitarian assistance. It 
provides a sense of the scale of the numbers of people that could be affected by a specific set of drivers, 
shocks and humanitarian crisis agents between now and 2015 in regions. 

Responding to Catastrophes: US innovation in a vulnerable world, 2008 
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/responding-to-catastrophes-us-innovation-in-a-
vulnerable-world/ 

The study examines the current shortcomings in humanitarian response to identify the best opportunities for 
US engagement and investigates the most useful role for the private sector and the military in addressing 
these shortcomings. 

Briefing Paper: Collaboration – speculating about the future, 2009 
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/briefing-paper-collaboration-speculating-about-the-
future/ 

This paper focuses on the inter-relationship between the changing dimensions and dynamics of humanitarian 
threats and new forms of collaboration. It seeks to identify critical changes in the environment in which 
humanitarian organisations will have to operate over the coming decade and various innovative practices that 
will alter many aspects of traditional collaborative practices and structures. 

Humanitarian  Horizons:  A  Practitioners’  Guide  to  the  Future, 2010 
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/humanitarian-horizons-a-practitioners-guide-to-the-
future/ 

This guide, developed in collaboration with the Feinstein Centre at Tufts University, aims to assist 
humanitarian agencies in long-term speculation to facilitate effective organisational change 

Strategic Leadership in 21st Century Humanitarian Organisations: A 
Preliminary Scoping Exercise, 2010 
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/strategic-leadership-in-21st-century-humanitarian-
organisations-a-preliminary-scoping-exercise/ 

This report is designed to define the parameters and potential importance of strategic leadership in the 
humanitarian sector, and the institutional adjustments that would be needed to provide an enabling 
environment for such leadership. 

Making Space for Science-Humanitarian Dialogue: Unlocking the 
potential for effective crisis prevention, preparedness, response and 
recovery, 2010 
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/making-space-for-science-humanitarian-dialogue-
unlocking-the-potential-for-effective-crisis-prevention-preparedness-response-and-recovery/ 

http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/dimensions-of-crises-humanitarian-needs-by-2015/
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/dimensions-of-crises-humanitarian-needs-by-2015/
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/responding-to-catastrophes-us-innovation-in-a-vulnerable-world/
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/responding-to-catastrophes-us-innovation-in-a-vulnerable-world/
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/briefing-paper-collaboration-speculating-about-the-future/
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/briefing-paper-collaboration-speculating-about-the-future/
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/humanitarian-horizons-a-practitioners-guide-to-the-future/
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/humanitarian-horizons-a-practitioners-guide-to-the-future/
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/strategic-leadership-in-21st-century-humanitarian-organisations-a-preliminary-scoping-exercise/
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/strategic-leadership-in-21st-century-humanitarian-organisations-a-preliminary-scoping-exercise/
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/making-space-for-science-humanitarian-dialogue-unlocking-the-potential-for-effective-crisis-prevention-preparedness-response-and-recovery/
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/making-space-for-science-humanitarian-dialogue-unlocking-the-potential-for-effective-crisis-prevention-preparedness-response-and-recovery/
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This report draws on the experience of HFP and its collaboration with an extensive range of scientists and 
humanitarian policy-makers to assess the extent to which assumptions about the importance of science-
humanitarian dialogue are justified and assess the criteria for making this dialogue effective. 

Preliminary Report: New Dimensions in Military-Humanitarian 
Interaction, 2011 
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/preliminary-report-new-dimensions-in-military-
humanitarian-interaction/ 

Based on research conducted by HFP, in collaboration with the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI), this 
report explores the potential for greater interaction between militaries and humanitarian actors in the areas of 
strategic planning; surge capacities; and transformational change. 

Commercial and Humanitarian Engagement in Crisis Contexts: Current 
Trends, Future Drivers, 2011 
This paper is about the motives, interests and capacities that lead both humanitarian and commercial 
organisations to work in places affected by disaster or conflict. It considers how these different interests and 
capacities affect the way the two sectors engage in humanitarian activities, jointly and separately, and the 
potential for more strategic interaction. 

Platforms for Private Sector-Humanitarian Engagement, 2012 
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/platforms-for-private-sector-humanitarian-
engagement/ 

This  scoping  study  explores  how  ‘platforms’  – in the form of intermediary organisations, networks, alliances 
and temporary coalitions – support  the  private  sector’s  engagement  in  humanitarian  action,  from  disaster  risk  
reduction (DRR) and preparedness through response, reconstruction and development. 

Corporate Interventions in the Horn of Africa Crisis: A Scoping Study, 
2012 
http://www.humanitarianfutures.org/publications/corporate-interventions-in-the-horn-of-africa-crisis-
a-scoping-study/ 

This scoping study provides a snapshot of the engagement of the commercial sector in the humanitarian 
response to the Horn of Africa crisis of 2011-2012 through two case studies – Somalia and Kenya. 
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