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2 Commercial and humanitarian engagement in crisis contexts

This is a study about the motives, interests and capacities that 
lead both humanitarian and commercial organisations to work 
together in places affected by disaster or conflict. It considers 
how these different interests and motives affect the way the 
two sectors approach their engagement in humanitarian 
activities, jointly and separately, and the opportunities and 
challenges that their respective interests and practices pose to 
their collaboration. There is considerable scope and potential 
for the two sides to have an expanded and more strategic form 
of collaboration. Yet, for this to occur, new ways of thinking 
and approaches are needed, including better evidence about 
the business case for the two to engage with each other. The 
study seeks to shed light on a topic of increasing interest 
and significance in a global context where uncertainty, rapid 
change and complexity are likely to be the hallmarks of 
humanitarian crises in the foreseeable future. 

The study was carried out by the Humanitarian Futures 
Programme (HFP), King’s College London, with input from 
the Humanitarian Policy Group/Overseas Development 
Institute, along with the European Institute of Business 
Administration (INSEAD)/Humanitarian Research Group, 
and World Vision International (WVI). The findings are 
based on in-depth interviews with senior representatives 
from 17 private-sector corporations and 14 humanitarian 
organisations, and desk-based analysis. Three overall objectives 
framed the research: 

1. To understand the core interests and motives of 
commercial and humanitarian organisations for becoming 
involved in situations of crisis (disaster or conflict), and 
their reasons for collaborating. 

2. To identify strengths and weaknesses of humanitarian–
commercial engagement, including involvement in 
preparedness, crisis response, recovery/reconstruction and 
risk reduction, both to date and in the future.

3. To examine how current approaches to commercial–
humanitarian collaboration might be affected by global 
transformations and changing types, dimensions and 
dynamics of humanitarian crises.

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. Or, 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 organisation’s resources, the needs of 
the situation and the relevant mode of engagement. 

Despite their humanitarian mandates and being not-for-profit 
enterprises, 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 who to engage with, 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 somewhat ad hoc in nature. 
The most well-established and common area of commercial-
sector engagement is in humanitarian crisis response to 
natural hazards and, to a lesser extent, 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.

Commercial enterprises increasingly operate in many zones of 
violent insecurity or protracted crises worldwide. 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, 
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the overall dilemma presented by the role of the commercial 
sector in conflict prevention and peacebuilding efforts is that 
businesses are often seen 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, a shift in thinking is 
starting to occur on both sides about the potential role of the 
commercial sector in promoting peace, security and economic 
growth in fragile contexts. 

The study suggests that several transformational factors are 
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. 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 dimensions around which an agenda 
for future engagement can be structured. 

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 
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. 

3. 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. 

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 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. 
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This study is about the motives that bring commercial and 
humanitarian organisations to work in places affected by 
disaster or conflict. It considers how their different core 
interests, concerns and capacities affect how they work 
separately and collaboratively in humanitarian activities, and 
the potential for more strategic collaboration. It also considers 
the limits of such engagement and the principles that guide it. 
Such core interests and motives cannot be divorced from the 
broader political, economic and social contexts in which both 
kinds of organisations operate, and in which humanitarian 
threats occur. If the contexts change, and if attitudes 
and motives change, then how might this affect future 
collaboration in humanitarian crises? This study therefore also 
explores how major global trends will affect humanitarian 
action, and how such changes might affect how the two sides 
regard engagement in future. 

The organisations1 that participated in this study are 
aware of the growing body of research and literature on 
commercial–humanitarian collaboration. And yet, there is 
still a gap of understanding about why, how and when the 
two sectors collaborate. It is important to address this gap, 
because a clear understanding of respective motives and 
capacities will be necessary for both sides to see how their 
respective comparative advantages can be used coherently and 
consistently to deal with humanitarian crises – now and in the 
future. It is this search for greater understanding that explains 
the three objectives of this study, as follows.

1. To understand the core interests and motives of 
commercial and humanitarian organisations for becoming 
involved in situations of crisis, or potential crisis, and to 
understand their reasons for collaborating with each other. 

2. To identify strengths and weaknesses of humanitarian–
commercial engagement in such situations, including 
involvement in preparedness, crisis response, recovery/
reconstruction and risk reduction, now and in the future.

3. Stemming from (1) and (2), to assess how current 
approaches to commercial–humanitarian collaboration 
might be affected by global transformations and changing 
types, dimensions and dynamics of humanitarian crises.

With these three objectives in mind, this study is intended to 
serve as a catalyst for more critical and productive exchanges 
and for the formulation of an action agenda between all those 
organisations – commercial or humanitarian – that wish to 
look for the best ways to serve vulnerable populations.

This report has five main sections, in addition to this 
introduction. 

Section 1, Commercial–humanitarian intervention in a changing context 
sets the scene for humanitarian intervention. It looks at the 
evolution of the context in which humanitarian action takes 
place, as well as some of the assumptions about humanitarian 
crises themselves. It outlines the present context of commercial 
and humanitarian interests and motives, and takes a more 
speculative perspective about how global transformations 
might affect motivations, collaboration and humanitarian 
intervention in the future. 

Section 2, Why are we here? An exploration of core interests and motivations 
reflects on what might be described as the true motivations 
and interests that lead humanitarian organisations and the 
commercial sector to engage with each other in humanitarian 
activities. It focuses on the rationale for involvement in such 
activities by each, and stresses that the explanation for their 
respective engagement is far more complex and nuanced than 
the stereotypes might suggest.

Section 3, How are we engaging? Current patterns and trends examines 
collaboration between commercial enterprises and the 
humanitarian community. It looks at their respective roles and 
involvement in crises and their aftermath, including situations 
where high levels of insecurity are often a factor. This section 
also considers the tensions and challenges generated in current 
modes of collaboration.

Section 4, Conclusion: making the business case for collaboration – now 
and in the future looks at the present state of play between the 
two sectors, summarising the ‘business case’ on each side 
for engagement. The case for expanded and more strategic 
engagement is examined in the context of likely transformations 
and their implications for how the two sectors might engage in 
the future. 

Section 5, Five dimensions of future engagement suggests how to make 
the collaboration more consistent and strategic. It presents 
five key dimensions around which an agenda for action for 
future engagement between humanitarian and commercial 
enterprises can be structured. 

As well as desk-based analysis, this study included in-depth 
interviews with 17 private sector corporations and 14 
humanitarian organisations. The interviews explored the 
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subject of humanitarian engagement from policy, strategic 
and operational perspectives. By design, the interviews 
targeted commercial and humanitarian organisations that are 
collaborating at the global or headquarters level with the idea 
that this is a first step in what needs to be a wider initiative, 
resulting in follow-on activities at global, regional, national 
and community levels. 

The commercial sector representatives included a mix of 
multinational and international companies engaged in 
engineering, architecture and construction, transport, logistics 
and supply chains, management consulting, financial services, 
water, energy and environment, information technology and 
telecommunications, insurance and reinsurance, legal services, 
and mining. Respondents included those with active roles in 
brokering or facilitating their organisation’s involvement in 
humanitarian crisis work. Otherwise, respondents directly 
managed or implemented a specific programme or set of 
activities for humanitarian engagement. The representatives 
of humanitarian organisations were senior personnel 
from international non-governmental organisations, the 
International Committee of the Red Cross and national Red 
Cross Societies, United Nations organisations, networks and 
membership organisations.2

For the purpose of this analysis, the following terms are used. 

Commercial sector is used in this report to reflect a wide spectrum 
of actors also referred to as private companies or ‘corporates’. 
As this study is based on an examination of a limited number 
of multinational corporations, it is important to note that the 
interviews for this study do not cover the full and complex 
range of commercial actors. They do not, for example, deal 
with companies that are part of state capitalism, although the 
importance of these companies as parastatals is increasingly 
acknowledged. Nor has this study looked at national and 

local companies, which play such an important role in times 
of crisis. Other important commercial bodies, such as small 
enterprises including those run by members of diaspora, 
also need to be better understood as humanitarian actors. The 
defining characteristics of ‘commercial’ actors in this study is 
that they are multinational corporations and their principal 
rationale is to make a profit.

Humanitarian actors/sector refers to organisations with mandated 
roles and responsibilities for providing humanitarian assistance 
in places affected by disasters or conflict. They provide 
assistance in the areas of prevention, preparedness, response 
and recovery. Those interviewed for this study represent 
international actors, rather than organisations indigenous to 
crisis-prone or affected countries. Such organisations normally 
include international non-governmental organisations 
(INGOs), members of the Red Cross movement, including 
the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies (IFRC) and the International Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC), United Nations agencies and programmes 
and government donors. However, humanitarian actors are 
increasingly defined more broadly, to include diasporas, 
non-state actors such as Hezbollah, the military and a wide 
array of community organisations. Increasingly, the term 
also refers to on-line coalitions of actors providing support 
for humanitarian action through mechanisms such as 
crowdsourcing and crowdfunding.

Humanitarian crisis driver is a factor or set of factors with the 
potential to expose human beings to life-threatening hazards. 
The degree to which a crisis driver leads to a humanitarian 
crisis will depend on how human activities make people 
vulnerable to the impact of a crisis driver. The term crisis threat 
is used in this study interchangeably with ‘crisis driver’. A 
crisis threat or crisis driver can consist of a natural hazard such 
as an earthquake, a technological threat such as radioactive 
leakage, or conflict leading to human vulnerability.
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Crisis cycle refers to the various dimensions and stages to any 
single crisis. The term ‘crisis contexts’, has to be seen from 
the perspective of  the crisis cycle. A crisis cycle, for example, 
could begin with an acute sense of potential vulnerability that 
compels relevant authorities to begin preparatory activities, 
or even prevention activities before the threatened onset of 
a crisis. Response lies at a critical stage in the crisis cycle – 
reflecting that portion of impact that, despite preparedness 
and prevention efforts, is undertaken to relieve life-threatening 
suffering. At the other end of the crisis cycle is early recovery, 
or immediate steps to bring crisis-affected communities 
towards a modicum of self-sustainability. Recovery is a clear 
attempt to foster livelihoods and infrastructure support that 
can result in a return to ‘normal life’ for affected people, in 
ways that reduce the underlying risk or that build back better. 
Early recovery and recovery do not need to await the end of 
response interventions, but can be undertaken simultaneously 
with response. 

Collaboration is cooperative behaviour between two or more 
entities focused upon achieving a particular objective, 
or set of objectives, while seeking to ensure a mutually 
beneficial relationship. Collaboration is normally specific 
to a particular period, long or short. There are normally 
seven reasons for collaboration on humanitarian activities: 
strengthened operational capacities; improved information and 
communications; enhanced innovative capacities; better policy 
planning; improved strategy formulation; improved advocacy; 
and greater accountability.3

Although it is looser, the concept of partnership is related 
to collaboration. Partnership is defined as ‘voluntary and 
collaborative relationships between various parties, both state 
and non-state, in which all participants agree to work together 
to achieve a common purpose or undertake a specific task and 
to share risks and responsibilities, resources and benefits’.4

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is ‘a concept whereby companies 
integrate social and environmental concerns in their business 
operations and in their interaction with their stakeholders on 
a voluntary basis’.5 In its most basic sense, CSR is a form of 
corporate self-regulation where the corporate or commercial 
organisation uses mechanisms to ensure that its activities are 
consistent with the law, domestic and international norms and 
ethical standards. This perspective has resulted in an expanded 
concept of CSR, where such concepts as ‘total responsibility 
management’ (see Section 4) have led some commercial 
organisations to embed themselves deeply in communities of 
which they see themselves as a part. This expanded view of 
CSR is not greeted with universal acclaim, and is seen by critics 
as interfering with the ‘business of business’. This latter view 
normally regards CSR as a very limited effort to contribute to 
the community, while enhancing the organisation’s image and 
not distracting from its commercial focus.
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Humanitarian action is ultimately determined by the political, 
economic and socio-cultural context in which it takes place. 
These factors have an effect on what is feasible and what 
is appropriate by way of humanitarian action. This section 
looks briefly at key trends that have shaped the evolution 
of humanitarianism and commercial engagement in recent 
decades. Looking towards the future, the second part of 
this section identifies nine transformational factors that will 
affect humanitarian action and, hence, the ways in which 
commercial and humanitarian organisations will increasingly 
engage over the next decade. 

In the 1970s, when modern international humanitarian 
intervention was in its nascent phase, humanitarian action 
was circumscribed by Cold War tensions and hegemonic 
Western economic influence.6 Humanitarian principles of 
independence, impartiality and neutrality, notwithstanding the 
ability to intervene, were determined by the extent to which 
governments felt able to balance sovereignty and survival with 
the need to support those affected by disasters, including the 
provision of external assistance. Often the two were closely 
entwined. 

Since the 1970s, the number of humanitarian crises has 
steadily risen, and so too has the number of organisations 
assuming humanitarian roles and responsibilities.7 In the 
aftermath of the Cold War, more and more humanitarian crises 
have been linked to the failing capacities of states to provide 
even the most minimal safety nets. At the same time, natural 
hazards have had a growing impact upon the vulnerable for 
reasons that have to do with ecological exploitation, poor 
planning, deepening poverty and deteriorating infrastructures.

The world of humanitarian assistance – once defined as 
‘disaster relief’ – has also undergone major transformations. 
A range of new types of crisis drivers, as well their changing 
dimensions and dynamics have made humanitarian crises 
increasingly core political concerns. They are no longer 
exceptions or aberrant phenomena, but reflections of how 
human beings live their ‘normal lives’ and how societies are 
structured and allocate their resources. 

As humanitarianism has received greater political attention, 
the humanitarian enterprise has also grown.8 A multitude of 
non-governmental organisations has emerged to assist the 
threatened and the affected. Multilateral organisations such 
as the United Nations have assumed humanitarian roles that 

their founders never intended, and donor governments in the 
aftermath of the 1984 Ethiopian famine have moved from a 
rather diffident approach to emergency response to one of a 
driving force.9

This modern humanitarian enterprise is sometimes accused of 
being supply-driven and lacking coherence, and on occasion 
more concerned with institutional survival than solidarity 
with populations in need. However, it has also become more 
professional, if not managerial in approach.10 This was all 
quite different from the time when ‘disaster relief’ was the 
relatively amateurish, well-intentioned response to unforeseen 
‘acts of nature’ or ‘acts of God’ and where – even up to the late 
1980s – the complexities of humanitarian crises, fomented 
by civil strife, were for the most part swept politely under 
diplomatic carpets.11

In those heady days in the 1970s multinational corporations 
(MNCs) were seen as dominant economic actors and in many 
ways an alternative political force to a seemingly moribund 
state system. Since then, assumptions about the capacities 
of states in the international system and assumptions about 
the power, motivation and interests of the commercial 
sector have undergone significant changes.12 Traditional 
humanitarian perceptions about the commercial sector’s 
motives in a humanitarian context have also changed. Some 
observers suggest a growing convergence of interests and 
motives.13 What does seem increasingly apparent is a growing 
recognition among humanitarian policy-makers about the 
range of those within the commercial sector – from local 
industry and small shops to government-linked corporations 
and multinationals. 

The assumptions that used to dominate the views of many 
humanitarian workers about the self-interested ‘commercial 
organisation’ have probably been modified. The sheer 
number of platforms, conferences and articles dealing with 
commercial support for humanitarian action would suggest 
some perceptual change. And from practitioners’ views, most 
major NGOs as well as the United Nations increasingly seek 
financial and in-kind support from ‘the corporates’.14 Of 
course, economic austerity will affect many traditional donor 
countries over the next decade, and consequent pressures 
on the commercial bottom-line may result in a counter-
trend. However, from the perspective of core interests and 
motivations as determined by the transformations noted 
below, this seems unlikely.
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Given this evolving context, there is one overarching 
transformation over the past four decades that has in 
various ways profoundly affected all aspects of international 
attitudes and approaches to humanitarian action. This is 
that ‘humanitarianism‘ has moved from the periphery of 
political concerns to the core of politics. This and the other 
transformation factors that follow are suggestive; they cannot 
be proven, though to those who have had the opportunity to 
consider them, they seem plausible. 

1) Political centrality of humanitarian crises. Three 
decades ago, humanitarian crises were considered aberrant 
phenomena, relatively peripheral to governmental interests. 
Today, humanitarian crises now have far greater political 
significance. Rather than being seen as unfortunate or random 
‘acts of nature’, they are now recognised as reflections on 
the ways that societies structure themselves and allocate 
their resources. Humanitarian crises have now moved to 
centre-stage of governmental interests; and in so doing, they 
are imbued with high levels of political significance. Such 
interests span issues of commercial relations and international 
development to national security and stability. 

This means, in part, how and who provides assistance will 
weigh heavily for recipient and donor government decision-
makers and that decisions will be increasingly influenced by 
the abiding political interests that assistance providers can 
offer. The challenge that humanitarian crises are increasingly 
posing to governments is in no small part reflected by the 
changing types, dimensions and dynamics of crises drivers. 
The centralisation also suggests that without the enabling 
environment consisting of state structures and the capacity 
to manage a crisis, governments may very well find that 
the political significance of a crisis event can be counter-
productive. 

2) Changing types, dimensions and dynamics of 
humanitarian crises. Uncertainty, rapid change and 
complexity will increasingly be the hallmarks of humanitarian 
crises in the foreseeable future. The future will reflect new 
types of sudden and slow-onset crisis agents, including 
technological systems failure, large-scale industrial and 
chemical collapse, nuclear seepage, water scarcity and 
pandemics and intense levels of civil strife in what heretofore 
had seemed to be stable societies. At the same time, as 
suggested by potential pandemics and issues related to climate 
change, humanitarian crises will become increasingly global, 
and due to demographic patterns will shift the humanitarian 
battlegrounds from rural to possibly far more complex urban 
areas. 

More and more future crises will also be global, and 
interactive. Some will also be the result of large-scale systems 
collapse, described as ‘synchronous failures’.15 The persistent 
division between natural and human-made disasters will 
break down, and be accepted as artificial. Natural events will 
trigger political turmoil, which in turn will lead to violent 
conflict that will result in environmental, technological and 
systems failures. For example, changes in climate and rates 
of ice-melt are already affecting the Hindu-Kush Himalaya 

region, among others. This is likely to lead to more severe 
water shortages, and therefore a humanitarian crisis induced 
by a natural hazard, but also to large-scale conflict both within 
and between states.16 This changing framework is likely to 
put demands on the humanitarian system in terms of capacity, 
increased case loads, management of multiple events at the 
same time, and coordination of an increasing range of diverse 
actors and agendas. 

3) Increasing challenges to Western influence. As increasingly 
evidenced in a growing number of states around the world 
– from Indonesia and Myanmar to Zimbabwe – states are 
becoming less willing to accept the dictates of Western powers, 
no matter how well intentioned. The reasons for this emerging 
assertiveness are several, and include the rise of alternative 
power structures, and changing regional relationships and 
alliances between neighbouring states. These factors mean that 
humanitarian organisations like commercial organisations will 
in some contexts have to accept the practical realities that states 
will increasingly ‘call the shots’. There may well be increasing 
intolerance of external intervention within states. Coordination 
mechanisms – be they UN or IASC Country Teams or ‘clusters’ 
– will either directly involve government or find themselves 
increasingly marginalised if they do not. 

At the other end of the scale, transformations in state systems 
over the next two decades will also mean that more and 
more people will live in so-called ‘no-man’s lands’ where 
governments have little capacity or interest in providing 
security and safety nets over large portions of state territory. 
Such people will survive on the margins, and their lives and 
livelihoods will fall prey to the most minimal changes in living 
conditions. 

4) Vulnerability and sustainability perspectives. The 
separation of development and humanitarian action will 
prove increasingly inadequate to meet the sorts of crises 
that will have to be faced in the future. It will also prove 
to be politically unacceptable to governments wanting to 
demonstrate proactive involvement in anticipating crisis 
threats. In that sense, the concepts of vulnerability and 
interconnectedness suggest the need for a more coherent and 
dynamic view of the threat of potential crises to the realm 
of development and economic growth. This emphasises – 
amongst other things – issues of sustainability, employment 
and livelihoods, and combines the long term with the 
immediate.17

This emerging reality is recognised by a growing number of 
humanitarians within ‘the new humanitarianism’, in which 
the humanitarian agenda will expand to include governance, 
security, poverty reduction, social protection and other 
development-like activities.18 This will expand the ways in 
which humanitarian prevention, preparedness and response 
are perceived. It will require more holistic and integrated 
activities and deep engagement with local communities and 
authorities, as well as national governments. 

5) Expanding range of humanitarian actors. Change is afoot. 
Commercial actors involved in humanitarian response come 
from a growing number of countries, including the Gulf 
States, China, Indonesia and Venezuela. And when, where and 
how this commercial sector becomes involved is an issue of 
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growing importance. At the same time there are also a growing 
number of actors beyond the commercial and traditional 
humanitarian sectors that participate in humanitarian action. 
These include: 

! ‘non-state actors’, for instance Hezbollah in the 2006 
crisis in Lebanon who contributed to relief and recovery 
programmes 

! diaspora communities, as in the 2010 Haiti earthquake 
response and recovery efforts, and 

! the military, between and within countries, increasingly 
contributing through strategic planning and surge 
capacities in response to humanitarian crises.19

A perceived paradox of globalisation is that the more 
globalised the world becomes, the more ‘localised’ it 
would seem to be. In other words, the growth of global 
commonalities and inter-relationships has highlighted local 
variations of custom, culture and language. Consistent with 
changes in government attitudes towards international 
humanitarian intervention, suggested above, governments 
too will be more inclined to opt for local over international 
resources. This will mean that humanitarian actors will 
increasingly be drawn from national and local community 
networks and organisations, and that external intervention 
will be less and less encouraged, and ‘localism’ will be the 
preferred option. 

6) The future role and delivery of aid.  As humanitarian 
assistance increasingly moves to the core of political concerns, 
that centrality will change the sorts of activities that will be 
perceived as needed from the international community. On 
a technological level, the mobile phone and related internet 
phenomena will have major impacts upon the conventional 
delivery of relief financing and the delivery of relief items. 
Funds via the internet will increasingly allow access by larger 
portions of affected peoples to assistance in all forms including 
food, clothing, water and shelter, demonstrating the critical 
importance of access rather than availability.20

Increasingly, humanitarian action will be led by technologies 
and innovations that require degrees of specialisation 
not normally associated with humanitarianism: satellite-
transmitted remote sensing will be used to assess the 
conditions and movement of displaced people; telemedicine 
will become the norm; and cash and goods will be dispersed 
increasingly through mobile-phone and internet systems. 
Therefore, when it comes to the plethora of those who might 
be included under the rubric of the ‘expanding range of 
humanitarian actors’, it is more likely that direct involvement 
will more and more be reduced to those who have specific 
technical or cutting-edge innovative capacities, be they 
corporate or humanitarian actors. This was evident in Wal-
Mart’s logistical support to those affected by Hurricane Katrina 
in the US in 2005. Similarly, following the 2010 Chilean 
earthquake, mobile-phone technology was highly valued, 
though the Chilean government was clearly wary of accepting 
external assistance.

7) Demand versus supply driving response. Until quite 
recently, humanitarian intervention – including prevention 

and preparedness as well as response – has been largely based 
on the availability of resources and the perception of donors 
about what might be required, as well as more political 
donor interests. Increasingly now, and in future, humanitarian 
action will become more demand-driven, to the extent that 
recipient governments, for example, will be more assertive 
about needs and how they are to be met. Whether the more 
timely and appropriate aid is or is not perceived as inherent 
in humanitarian principles, the reality is that recipient 
governments as well as potentially affected communities may 
be more insistent on criteria of quality and effectiveness in 
their acceptance of aid. Some have even spoken about the 
possibility of legal action against incompetent or irresponsible 
aid providers. If more and more humanitarian assistance is 
demand-driven, this will require far greater awareness of and 
sensitivity to the values, norms, needs and consequences of 
humanitarian assistance at different phases of crises. 

8) Professionalism and managerialism. There is no doubt 
that the humanitarian sector has become more professional 
in many aspects of its work. Logistics and distribution 
systems have generally improved. Coordination structures 
and information exchange are far from perfect but better 
than they were in the early 1990s. Innovation has crept into 
various aspects of humanitarian work, such as cash-for-food 
schemes. And yet, at the same time, it can also be argued 
that the development of this ‘humanitarian enterprise’ has 
not come without certain costs in terms of empathy and 
advocacy. Despite aspirational principles, there is a recognised 
tendency among many multilaterals and non-governmental 
organisations in the sector to accommodate the concerns 
of major donors. Needs assessments too frequently reflect 
institutional expertise rather than a genuine understanding 
of real requirements of the affected. Accountability often 
focuses more on informing donors about the end-use of their 
resources than on the impact that those resources have had 
upon the affected. 

Underlying this sort of institutional managerialism is the 
reality that the humanitarian sector is a ‘competitive industry’ 
– seeking to gain shares of an expanding though ultimately 
limited market. Those who determine the parameters of that 
market may be changing. No longer can one assume that 
‘hapless governments’ in the South will pay instant heed to 
the will of a more resilient North. No longer can one assume 
that the transitional label of ‘humanitarian actor’ gives an NGO 
or a UN organisation more automatic rights to intervention 
than other types of actors who may not be conventional 
‘humanitarians’. 

In a very basic sense, collaboration and cooperation for 
humanitarian action among a growing number of traditional 
and unconventional humanitarians will inevitably be 
circumscribed by competition and resource rivalry. 

9) Multiple humanitarian principles. The paradox 
of globalisation noted under the expanding range of 
humanitarian actors, above, is equally applicable when it 
comes to the plausibility of a multiplicity of humanitarian 
principles in the future. In other words, along with a 
growing homogeneity is an equally vibrant trend towards 
greater heterogeneity. Localism and the resurgence of ethnic 
and ideological groupings may drive this diversity. Such 
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changes will also bring changes in the way that humanitarian 
principles are seen by an increasingly diverse global 
community. There has been an assumption sometimes implicit 
and at other times explicit that such humanitarian values 
as independence, impartiality and neutrality are universal. 
However, such assumptions are increasingly being challenged. 

As one leading anthropologist has noted, there is a 
growing tendency to accept that humanism and its related 
humanitarian principles are not necessarily universal.21 They 
are values that will emerge out of the ‘engaged debate’. That 
is not to say that all values are ‘equal’, but rather that their 
relevance and applicability will have to take into account 
different and contending perceptions. In that context, ‘there is 
no formal universal standard to which organisations, which 
see themselves as “humanitarian”, can be held to account’.22

As commercial and humanitarian actors begin to 
consider potential opportunities for future collaboration, 
accommodating the principles of other cultures and 
societies might prove increasingly difficult from a traditional 
humanitarian perspective, though perhaps less so from the 
commercial perspective of ‘corporate social responsibility’. 
The former will, for example, have to accommodate the 
Islamic concept of ‘justice’ within humanitarian principles as 
they are recognised by many Western-oriented humanitarian 
organisations today. One too will have to weigh the principle 

of human security against the threat of terrorism when it 
comes to the staples of humanitarian principles such as 
neutrality, impartiality and independence. And, indeed, 
one will have to recognise that principles are all too often 
aspirations and not fixed and firm guidelines even for the best 
intentioned. 

For the commercial sector, the starting point often is a 
different form of ‘principle’: that implied by corporate social 
responsibility (CSR). While CSR has many dimensions, 
one emerging principle is that corporate success and social 
welfare are interdependent. Hence, whether CSR initiatives 
are through philanthropy or through in-kind assistance, social 
welfare criteria must also apply in an ethical manner. Here too 
however, CSR has to deal with its own conundrum of ‘ethics’. 

Whose principles and assumptions determine what is ethical, 
and to what extent – like the dilemma for humanitarian 
practitioners – do principles and indeed ethics have to be 
sacrificed for a greater good?  Whose good? What are they 
doing there… and what will they be doing there as major 
political, economic and socio-cultural transformations 
directly and indirectly impact upon humanitarian needs and 
humanitarian action? 
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One of the key objectives of this study is to pose two questions 
to humanitarian and commercial organisations alike: ‘Why am I 
here?’ and ‘Why are you here?’ Or, in other words, what drives the 
commercial and humanitarian sectors to engage in contexts 
that are crisis prone and to work together in crisis settings? 
This section examines these interests on both sides, and 
identifies some of the resulting opportunities as well as the 
tensions and challenges. 

Understanding the motives and interests that encourage 
or discourage operating in a high-risk environment is 
critical to any analysis of why and how the commercial and 
humanitarian sectors engage with one another. 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. 
However, the basic driver for engagement by commercial 
actors may be less obvious. There may be significant business 
opportunities, at least in the longer term, although these 
may come with a high degree of commercial and other risk, 
particularly in politically unstable situations. The motive for 
engagement may be more to do with social responsibility 
and philanthropic concern, and here the challenge is to find a 
‘fit’ between the organisation’s resources and the needs of the 
situation.

In fact, the motives for engagement by both kinds of 
organisation are complex. Humanitarian organisations, like 
their commercial counterparts, operate in a global marketplace 
– despite being not-for-profit enterprises. Humanitarian 
organisations are not immune to the pressures affecting 
commercial organisations, including competition for funding, 
visibility and policy influence as well as the need to satisfy 
stakeholders. Since most humanitarian organisations are also 
development agencies, there is often a question about how 
to balance these two agendas in a given context. Thus, it 
follows that, beyond the immediate humanitarian imperative 
to respond to major crises, the motives for engagement in 
crisis contexts are likely to be complex. This affects decisions 
about how to engage, on what scale and for how long. With 
the prospect of ever-increasing fieldworker populations, 
expanding institutional infrastructures and growing 
humanitarian caseloads, the foreseeable future seems likely to 
feature intensified competitive challenges for humanitarian 
organisations.23

At a very generalised level, both sides suggest that a single 
general motive for collaboration should centre on the desire 
to help vulnerable populations in need and to see sustainable 
solutions to crises. 

With respect to the explicit motives for collaboration, experts 
interviewed for this study (as detailed in the Introduction and 
listed in Annexe I) indicated that there is a diverse range of 
factors driving the engagement. On the humanitarian side, 
the desire to access new financial and other resources remains 
the primary motive, but one that is increasingly accompanied 
by a search for strategic partnerships. Another motive is that a 
number of humanitarian respondents see themselves as a voice 
on important humanitarian issues where their organisational 
‘brand’ and work carries a lot of credibility, trust and stability. 
This brand, from the perspective of one major United Nations 
agency, should be able to contribute to the commercial sector. 
For commercial organisations, association with the ‘brand’ of a 
high-profile humanitarian organisation has considerable value 
(for example, consider BA and UNICEF). There is therefore a 
clear practical trade-off between the two sectors. 

For commercial organisations, established principles of 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) may be the driver for 
engagement, but again this does not generally dictate the 
form of engagement. Businesses engage in these contexts 
on both commercial and philanthropic bases, directly or 
through separate foundations. Ultimately, business interests 
may underlie all forms of engagement, including brand 
enhancement, staff motivation and retention and (perhaps) 
the search for new markets. Other factors cited as a trigger 
for collaboration include geographical proximity: living and 
working in the same city, or sharing the same space where 
potential or on-going crises occur. This can form the basis for 
an unintended bond, or the prospect of a possible tax benefit 
that could arise from a commercial sector’s charitable donation 
to a humanitarian organisation. 

On both sides, decision-making on whether to engage is 
influenced by principles and standards to varying degrees. 
Over the years, there have been a number of efforts to develop 
appropriate guidelines for enhancing collaboration between 
the two sectors. These include system-wide initiatives such 
as the non-binding ‘Guiding Principles for Public–Private 
Collaboration for Humanitarian Action’ developed by the 
UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Assistance 
(OCHA) and the World Economic Forum (WEF). Other 



13Current Trends, Future Drivers

initiatives, such as the Global Compact, act as filters for 
commercial and humanitarian actors. Individual actors and 
organisations have their own sets of policies, norms and 
standards that govern engagement. Nonetheless, respondents 
noted that these different guidelines and screening methods 
often generate more questions than answers about which 
standards or principles to implement, and how and where. 

This broad spectrum of drivers for engagement on both 
sides suggests two clear patterns. First, there is indeed a wide 
variety of motives that cannot be reduced to a stereotypical 
‘bottom-line’ motive. Second, in many ways engagement is 
serendipitous. While many of the commercial enterprises 
interviewed for this study have CSR policies, very often the 
practical realities of engagement emerge out of happenstance, 
issues that seem minor but have their own raisons d’être. 

Interviews with those from the commercial sector included 
the question: ‘What do you regard as your organisation’s core 
interests and motives for becoming involved in humanitarian 
action?’ Respondents identified four specific sets of motives 
that explained their engagement in humanitarian action. 

Most commercial-sector respondents made reference to the 
link between their humanitarian work and ‘doing good’ 
and the motivation of the staff working in their enterprises. 
Many stated that humanitarian-related work provides 
a good opportunity for an enterprise to demonstrate a 
positive example to staff members on how the business 
can operationalise its values. One respondent noted that the 
opportunity to contribute in-kind donations and for staff 
members to engage in humanitarian issues contributes to a 
better working environment, makes good use of staff diversity 
and generates enthusiasm for the company, through providing 
the means for channelling personal values. 

Employee engagement was also cited as a benefit to companies 
in retaining talented employees. Motivation for engagement 
in humanitarian issues is increasingly coming from within 
companies, and employees perceive such engagement as a way 
to contribute or ‘give back’ by using their skills and talents. For 
example, staff members in one company were asked to vote on 
whether they wanted the company to sponsor vehicles or to 
get involved in humanitarian aid, and chose the latter.24

From a humanitarian perspective, however, engaging with 
commercial-sector employees can be problematic.

‘Volunteers from the corporate sector, like in-kind donations, may 
also hinder rather than help relief efforts if those volunteering are not 
equipped with relevant skills, expertise or knowledge. Technical skills 
and noble intentions are not enough. To be effective from the outset, 
volunteers need to be familiar with the local context, have experience 
with emergency situations, and if possible, be fluent in the language of 
the affected country.’25

 (Humanitarian respondent)

Furthermore, enhancing staff motivation may not always 
suit humanitarian needs, particularly if there is a perceived 
mismatch between humanitarian priorities and the offer from 
the commercial sector. One humanitarian actor described 
receiving several proposals for support that seemed to be 
more about ‘teambuilding activities with a social edge’ rather 
than a useful contribution to the agency. In one instance, 
67 engineers wanted to donate one day each of their time, 
and asked for a project they could ‘brainstorm on’ – an offer 
declined on the grounds of not representing a worthwhile 
investment in terms of humanitarian objectives. 

In a related vein, a company’s interest and the perceived needs 
of a humanitarian actor can be problematic: 

‘Perhaps we would like to build a well but a company would like to 
donate money for a school because building a school would be in their 
interest... Companies have certain interests and when they engage in 
humanitarian work, they have opinions on what to build and what not 
to build. This is a challenge.’

(Humanitarian respondent) 

Some motives for commercial-sector engagement in 
humanitarian action involve enhancing a company’s standing, 
image and reputation or, in some cases, the personal 
satisfaction of senior commercial leaders. These motives can 
be subdivided. One type of motive relates to ‘strategic CSR’, 
seeking to merge business motives and social responsibility, 
and to demonstrate how the commercial sector can contribute 
to developing sustainable solutions to humanitarian issues. 

‘For an increasing number of companies, these partnerships are a visible 
means of demonstrating to their stakeholders – employees, customers, 
local communities etc. – they are active subscribers to the concept of 
CSR or corporate citizenship.’27 

(Commercial respondent)

However, some observers maintain that the influence of CSR 
on fundamental business strategies remains marginal.28
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The primary aim of commercial engagement in humanitarian 
action may be enhancing legitimacy and visibility. An 
important motivation for one commercial actor to work in 
partnership with a humanitarian organisation, for example, 
was that it enhanced the reputation of the company with the 
government of a particular country in which it conducted 
business. Another respondent noted that humanitarian 
involvement demonstrated to its different stakeholders that 
it was taking responsibility for addressing global problems – 
again seen as ‘good for its corporate image’. 

The positive dimension of this motivation is the recognition 
by businesses that they can contribute to developing 
sustainable solutions to humanitarian needs and issues, which 
goes beyond the ‘bottom line’. However, there are risks related 
to how and when visibility and profit motives intersect with 
humanitarian or social objectives. Commercial respondents 
referred to their efforts to ensure that there is a clear 
separation between commercial and humanitarian aims, and, 
for example, between departments managing humanitarian 
partnerships and those managing procurement. 

This, however, can also have its downsides, as noted by one 
respondent who described the experience of a partner that had 
commercial activities in Israel through one part of a company, 
while another part of the same company was providing 
humanitarian services in Palestine. The official company view 
was that this demonstrated an ‘apolitical’ approach on the part 
of the commercial sector, which may not necessarily ring true 
for the humanitarian counterpart or the recipient country. 

This can make the exact relation between business interests 
and social objectives a problematic distinction, making 
it difficult for the humanitarian sector to understand the 
commercial sector’s motives, and to comprehend when and 
how one set of interests prevails over the other. 

As one humanitarian actor noted: 

‘Are we suspicious or should we engage? Is it simple philanthropy or 
does it have to do with being the first on the ground? Is it about CSR, 
making a sustainable contribution to societies or improving their 
image and standing? It could be a little bit of all of those but their 
commitment is not clear.’ 

(Humanitarian respondent)

Thus, for the purposes of understanding why commercial 
organisations engage in humanitarian assistance, it is likely 
that the distinction between a sustainable contribution and 
the promotion of corporate interests will continue to remain 
ambiguous and uncertain, certainly from the perspective of 
the humanitarian actor. Yet, commercial organisations do 
not appear to see such potential paradoxes as a dilemma. 
Perhaps their attitude reflects an acceptance that one has 
to acknowledge contending interests, and that the balance 
between humanitarian intentions and commercial interests can 
be delicate and even on occasion inconsistent. As noted below, 
this dilemma is not totally alien to humanitarian actors either. 

While the two motivational factors highlighted above have 
links to business interests, engaging in humanitarian action 

with the purpose of accessing new markets and testing 
new products is perhaps the most contentious motive from 
the perspective of humanitarian organisations. This is one 
of the most difficult topics for the two sectors to discuss 
openly. Humanitarian actors do not want to be viewed as 
commercially promoting the activities of their commercial 
partners. Almost all the commercial interview respondents 
identified commercial benefits arising from their engagement 
in humanitarian action as a motivational factor. For some 
actors, this was a primary objective of their engagement, while 
others stressed that this was only an indirect benefit and that 
they preferred to keep the two issues separate. 

For some commercial actors, their engagement in 
humanitarian action, including through humanitarian 
organisations, provides a way to gain knowledge of and 
access to new markets, or to conduct business in difficult 
environments. One pharmaceutical company providing free 
medical care to children in developing countries stated that 
a key driver for the project was to gain an understanding of 
the healthcare markets in those regions. Another actor in a 
related industry stated that one consequence of working with 
a humanitarian organisation was that: ‘We see greater access to 
rural villagers and the ability to sell our products. Our reach 
will be much greater.’ This emphasis on market access and 
development of commercial opportunities has its parallels 
in the increasingly competitive nature of the international 
humanitarian system. The institutional desire to reach new 
populations and to respond to new donor- or investor-driven 
priorities is an issue that humanitarian organisations are facing 
themselves in terms of their own institutional survival. 

If CSR is to be built into more all-encompassing business 
models, then the simultaneous desires to create new business 
and to develop ways of promoting human wellbeing will 
become ever-more prominent in the relationships which 
evolve between the humanitarian and commercial sectors. As 
one commercial interviewee explained: 

‘The criteria for choosing a humanitarian partner are that that partner 
has knowledge about local markets and local conditions, and that it has 
a skill set that is different from ours. We look for skills that we don’t 
have.’ 

(Commercial respondent)

For another large manufacturing company, an important and 
related aim when engaging with humanitarian actors is to 
consider the possibility of conducting business in a crisis: 

‘We have to be able to conduct business in crisis – that makes us 
a sustainable business, so there is both an altruistic humanitarian 
component and a business relationship which is fuelled by humanistic 
instincts.’ 

(Commercial respondent)

To date, the commercial sector’s contribution has been 
principally in the form of financial support or in-kind 
goods and services. The latter has normally been in very 
specific technical areas such as logistics, transport, shelter, 
water and sanitation, telecommunications, pharmaceuticals 
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and food. Such contributions, however, appear increasingly 
and unnecessarily restrictive from the viewpoint of several 
key commercial respondents, who believed that they could 
contribute more extensive support. Examples included 
helping humanitarian organisations with ‘strategic thinking 
and analysis’, and contributing expertise in innovation, 
organisational change, problem-solving or operations 
management. Others referred to their abilities in scaling-
up and evaluating operational success as a staging post for 
upgraded and expanded operations.

This introduces an important insight into both sectors. For 
commercial enterprises to go beyond conventional support 
suggests that the commercial sector would need better insight 
into the capacities, strengths and weaknesses of potential 
humanitarian counterparts. It also suggests that commercial 
organisations themselves would need a clear view of their 
own role and capacities, and how they can best be deployed 
in different crisis contexts. What in so many ways might 
not be perceived as innovative or central to the commercial 
organisation may in fact be of high relevance or importance to 
the humanitarian organisation. 

From the perspective of the humanitarian organisation, this 
presents a ‘mirror-image’ issue. There is little reason to assume 
that a humanitarian organisation would know or recognise 
what a commercial organisation might have to offer, how it 
operates, or how it might enhance effective humanitarian 
intervention. For both the humanitarian and commercial 
organisation, this issue illustrates the importance of having a 
platform or basis for communicating and understanding the 
respective broader competencies and assets of each, and what 
each might have to offer the other. 

The findings from this study indicate that the current approach 
to collaboration tends to be ad hoc and opportunistic, based 
more on ‘what is on offer or what is available’ rather than an 
understanding of ‘who is best at what’. Too little attention 
is paid to the importance of having a clear understanding 
about each side’s competencies, comparative advantages and 
needs. In the words of one interviewee from the commercial 
sector, humanitarian organisations ‘are not always aware that 
they need to be better at financing, resource mobilisation, 
marketing and measuring results’. At the same time, as 
noted by an official from a major US NGO, commercial 
organisations have given little indication of how, in a practical 
and accountable sense, they can combine business interests 
with value-driven motives and how they could transfer such 
business values and skills to benefit the humanitarian sector. 
The humanitarian ‘bottom-line’ question concerns how 
all the possible competencies of commercial organisations 
could support more effective, predictable and needs-based 
humanitarian action.29

Similarly to replies from the commercial sector, the answers 
from humanitarian organisations to the question on specific 
motives to engage with commercial actors in humanitarian 
action generated a diverse range of responses, clustered around 
four themes. 

Humanitarian respondents increasingly recognised the need 
to move beyond regarding engagement with the commercial 
sector principally as a ‘financial transaction’. However, and 
paradoxically, the prevailing view was that un-earmarked cash 
contributions remain the preferred option and the most useful 
form of assistance. 

‘Although it is agreed that engagement is great, it remains difficult on 
the humanitarian side of things to accept more and have it be more 
than a financial transaction. Sometimes we want companies to get 
away from throwing money at a situation, organisation or problem, 
but often one of the best things a company can do is exactly that.’ 

(Humanitarian respondent)

The humanitarians’ quest for financial support from the 
commercial sector comes with more than a degree of 
disincentive. One disincentive relates to the commercial 
sector’s inclination to trade its generosity for a share of 
visibility and what has been described as ‘self-promotion’. 
Concerns about the price of visibility relate to concerns about 
commercial donors’ ‘interference’ in what are regarded as 
specialist activities of humanitarian organisations. Respondents 
noted that it was very time-consuming to document 
achievements and provide full recognition for partner 
organisations. In the experience of one humanitarian actor, 
financial contributions from corporate actors come with 
conditions that make it difficult to assess the level of overall 
benefits. 

‘Companies would like to know exactly how their money is spent. It is 
in their interest to support very specific things and specific places and 
to get specific feedback, so that they can say to the public, for example, 
“We give a lot to Haiti.” But the more feedback we have to give, the 
more money is spent on administration and communication.’ 

(Humanitarian respondent)

Humanitarian organisations participating in this study 
acknowledged that commercial and bilateral government 
conditionalities were in many ways similar. Nevertheless, 
there was a suggestion that when it came to accounting for 
expenditures, though not necessarily impacts, the commercial 
organisation’s standards could be much more demanding. 
Such conditions, according to an NGO representative, might 
offer some residual benefits. In accounting for contributions 
to commercial organisations, for example, it was felt that 
such procedures could result in better monitoring and 
reporting. This could benefit both sides and could help the 
humanitarians to be more efficient, resulting in more effective 
fundraising from the commercial sector.

When it comes to seeking funding from the commercial 
sector, it is evident from prevailing attitudes that each side 
faces a dilemma. A very clear finding from this study is that 
commercial organisations appear to want a much deeper 
involvement in humanitarian action. According to one 
respondent, ‘they want to participate, they want to engage, 
they want to bring know-how and solve problems’. 

‘When they, the humanitarians, only want or think money from 
the private sector, then it will not work – as we are interested in 
transferring business capacity, not hand-outs.’ 

(Commercial respondent)
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There is agreement among at least some humanitarians that 
both sides need to be more open to greater involvement of 
commercial partners in humanitarian action. 

‘The humanitarian actor’s interest should be more than just money. 
If our only interest is money, then the conversation is dead. Still most 
NGOs just don’t get it. The corporate sector has a much deeper interest 
than NGOs too often recognise.’ 

(Humanitarian respondent)

Regardless, with an ever-increasing fieldworker population, 
expanding institutional infrastructures and humanitarian 
caseloads, the humanitarian system will continue to require 
financing for the foreseeable future – and the two sides will 
need to find ways to reconcile their diverse positions and 
perspectives.

For the most part, humanitarian actors have increasingly been 
interested in accessing specific technical areas of expertise 
which they themselves do not have and which vary widely 
across agencies. Examples that arose in interviews included 
waste-management systems within water and sanitation, 
logistics, transport, telecommunications, and urban search 
and rescue. More recently, humanitarian actors have started 
to look to the commercial sector to help fill other types of 
competency gaps that they would otherwise have to pay for, in 
areas such as specialist databases, information technology and 
supply-chain management. 

Not only are humanitarian actors starting to look more and 
more to the commercial sector to fill gaps in expertise, but they, 
too, are viewing commercial sector engagement as potentially 
covering a wider range of humanitarian activities, spanning 
conflict and post-conflict recovery as well as prevention and 
preparedness. The potential implication of these trends is that 
there appears to be a growing interest in less sporadic, more 
predictable partnerships that acknowledge the time and effort 
that is required for the collaboration to work. 

‘Now, the relationship is at a stage where we would like it to be 
less ad hoc, really enter into a long-term strategy that takes the 
partnership to a new level – more structure, more partners, and have 
the partnership be more objective – and outcome-driven.’31 

(Commercial respondent)

One Malaysian NGO and its commercial partner both felt 
that they had become mutually reliant in various ways. The 
commercial partner was seen as providing consistent support 
for strategic development, while the NGO saw its role in terms 
of channelling its partner’s CSR over time in a more focused 
way. Yet, such partnerships are not without controversy. One 
proponent of greater corporate engagement acknowledged the 
risk of adopting ‘too much corporate thinking’. Alternatively, 
another major NGO argued: 

‘We have to shift from being managed by social types to being 
managed by business types… [We] have started hiring people from 
the corporate world to adopt new thinking… the corporate people 
are competitive, innovative and take risks. They turn risks into 
opportunities, whereas in the humanitarian sector risks become a 
handicap… In the humanitarian sector you need people that take risks 
and are competitive and innovative.’

Another representative of a large NGO noted that non-
governmental organisations will come under greater scrutiny 
from governments about delivery and efficiency at donor level 
and also among beneficiaries. NGOs will have to become more 
professional and enhance their management skills: ‘In essence, 
we have to become increasingly efficient and effective.’ For 
the most part, humanitarian respondents thought that they 
could acquire greater professional acumen from commercial-
sector partners. Although not explored explicitly in this study, 
respondents perceived an increase in crossover of personnel 
between the commercial sector and humanitarian NGOs. 

Humanitarian organisations stressed the need to be able 
to better articulate what they want from the commercial 
sector in terms of enhancing ‘business skills’. ‘We need to 
be clear on what it is and what we are talking about,’ noted 
a representative from a large NGO consortium; ‘We need to 
better understand the value that commercial actors can bring.’ 
Further complicating this discussion is the question within 
some humanitarian organisations of whether having a closer 
relationship will result in business interests and humanitarian 
objectives becoming blurred to the extent that commercial 
actors could become competitors to humanitarian actors on the 
basis that they have the necessary expertise and can do a better 
job. In any event, as one humanitarian respondent asked, is the 
capacity that the commercial sector can pass on to international 
humanitarian organisations really the point? Rather, shouldn’t 
the priority of both commercial and humanitarian organisations 
be to focus on strengthening national capacities? 
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‘The days when one went into a country and operated independent of the 
government are over. Now, it is shifting to a more locally led initiative 
with outsiders supporting. This trend will only continue and local actors, 
including the government, will have an increasingly important role, 
including local NGOs and local civil society, and the local private sector.’ 

 (Humanitarian respondent)

An important motivating factor for humanitarian actors 
engaging with commercial actors is ‘to exert a positive 
influence on the private sector in relation to how they do 
business,’ according to a UN-agency representative. In the 
words of a non-governmental counterpart, this motive is ‘to 
raise awareness of humanitarian issues’. 

So far, any system-level debate has not engaged with the 
issue of the universality of humanitarian principles and the 
extent to which they serve as rules for engagement to govern 
humanitarian and commercial collaboration. 

‘The values that guide humanitarian assistance are not values that 
should only apply to the organisation; they should apply to everyone who 
wishes to engage. They were most certainly not meant for a small group 
of people. More specifically, the principle of impartiality should apply to 
both ICRC and a company with which it chooses to partner.’

(Humanitarian respondent)

Nor has the debate focused on the integration of business 
motives in CSR and the implications for humanitarian 
collaboration. Interview respondents reported that some 
humanitarian actors are starting to consider the issue of values. 
Under pressure for funding, these humanitarians feel the need 
to accept more business interests in collaborative initiatives 
than they may consider ethical from a humanitarian point 
of view, or that they feel are inconsistent with humanitarian 
principles. At the same time, humanitarian actors recognise 
that not engaging with the commercial sector from a desire to 

maintain humanitarian principles and values can lead to missed 
opportunities for harnessing commercial resources and expertise. 

‘Five to ten years ago it was the NGOs who contacted the corporate 
sector for support. Today it is the other way around, as the support of 
NGOs is on the agenda of many companies.’ 

 (Humanitarian respondent)

A number of humanitarian actors interviewed for this study 
referred to changes in the context of engagement, in relation 
to the emergence of new, ‘non-traditional’ actors, including the 
commercial sector. The trend seems to be that the commercial 
sector is increasingly approaching the humanitarian sector 
with offers of assistance. This shift in ‘who approaches whom’ 
is a good indication of how the context for engagement is 
changing. Other influencing factors could relate to the growing 
centrality of the commercial sector within development and 
aid. There are also emerging signs of recognition that current 
capacity of the humanitarian system will be inadequate to 
address the dimensions and complexity of 21st-century 
humanitarian challenges, and that new approaches and new 
actors will be needed. One interviewee described an emerging 
organisational strategy to place partnership at the heart of its 
operation,33 although this type of perspective and strategy 
cannot be presented as an emerging trend. 

‘Although many companies have started to call the NGO and ask for 
assistance, the reality is that there are not enough good NGOs to help. 
There are probably 25 NGOs worldwide that are experienced and 
talented enough and that have systems and can talk about best and 
worst practice. And then there are thousands more that are small and 
do not have the relevant experience. So, a major problem is that there 
are not enough NGOs to effectively engage with global corporations.’ 

 (Humanitarian respondent)

32
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Despite the perceived lack of ‘good NGOs’ with appropriate 
experience or strategies to engage global corporations in 
matters of best practice, there is a growing recognition that 
engagement may instead be more productively encouraged at 
the local and more specialised level. For projects concerned  
with disaster-risk reduction and crisis preparedness, the 
‘upstream’ and context-specific nature of this work may  
well require more local engagement, employing local 
knowledge and expertise and working with local commercial 
actors as well as government. For organisations seeking to 
engage in crisis contexts, much of this expertise could be 
harnessed through engagement with local actors who might 
include regional governments, civil society or the local business 
community. 

Developing these types of solutions should lead to 
empowering local actors, and therefore reliance on the 
capacities and experience of a small number of international 
NGOs and global corporations should be reduced or 
reconfigured. In addition, greater attention to local capacities 
would seem to offer more appropriate means to address 
contextually specific types of crises. As noted by the World 

Economic Forum in its analysis of the response to the Haitian 
2010 earthquake, commercial organisations also need to 
enhance the capacities, readiness and resilience of exposed 
societies so they can withstand extreme events. Ensuring that 
civil society and local communities are involved will make it 
possible to identify and meet the needs of different groups.34 

Given the inherent difficulty in identifying the best course 
of action from one context to another, there is a necessity to 
engage with and leverage the expertise of a wide range of 
actors who will understand the context and be aware of the 
complexity of issues on the ground. As well as helping to 
guide aid and development programmes, an additional benefit 
of this type of multi-actor engagement is described by Sir 
John Holmes, UN Emergency Relief Coordinator, as a process 
to ‘empower national governments, local communities, and 
maybe regional organisations... so that the international 
community doesn’t need to intervene so much and can reserve 
itself for cases of really major need.’35 In essence, greater 
attention to utilising and strengthening local capacities would 
seem to offer more appropriate means to address contextually 
specific crises. 
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This section reviews patterns of engagement and collaboration 
between commercial and humanitarian organisations, 
focusing on: disasters and their aftermath; protracted crises 
and situations of violent conflict and insecurity; and how the 
collaboration works, including opportunities and constraints. 

Despite the recent increase in commercial-sector engagement 
in humanitarian action, this remains a ‘niche phenomenon’ 
at present, and collaboration with humanitarian organisations 
tends to be ad hoc and opportunistic. Despite some progress in 
recent years (e.g. through UN OCHA and the World Economic 
Forum), much remains to be done – not least establishing an 
evidence base about ‘what works’, particularly in the light of 
emerging humanitarian challenges.

We distinguish four kinds of engagement by commercial 
organisations in disaster or conflict-affected contexts: 

1. financial support or in-kind donations of goods to 
humanitarian organisations

2. partnership and collaboration with humanitarian 
organisations, such as based on provision of technical 
support services (logistics, ICT) 

3. direct commercial engagement within the sphere of 
humanitarian response, crisis prevention or reconstruction 
(as contractors or otherwise)

4. direct commercial engagement outside this sphere, i.e. for-
profit business ventures in crisis-affected or politically 
unstable contexts.

This study is mostly concerned with the first three categories, 
and how these sit alongside traditional forms of humanitarian 
action. However, the fourth category has considerable 
humanitarian and development significance, both for its 
potential to benefit local economies through investment and 
employment, and for its potential to do harm through the 
way in which business is conducted and its role in the wider 
political economy of the country in question. Commerce, like 
aid, may be positive or negative in its wider effects.

For commercial enterprises, the decision-making processes for 
determining which disaster to support, levels of funding and 
in-kind contributions to provide, and the delivery mechanism 

to use are, by and large, determined by the location of 
company operations, market position, and the humanitarian 
role it has created for itself as well as how that role relates 
to its own business interests. The most well-established and 
common area of commercial sector engagement is in disaster 
response36 to natural hazards, with in-kind contribution in the 
areas of logistics, transport and storage, shelter, water and 
sanitation, pharmaceuticals, information technology and food. 

Before the 2004 tsunami in the Indian Ocean, response was 
unbudgeted and fragmented. However, since the response in 
late 2004 and early 2005, commercial enterprises have begun 
to look for ways in which to better structure their response. 
They have also started to move away from the provision of 
cash and in-kind assistance towards deploying their core 
competencies on the ground – for example, their technical 
expertise.37 This role expansion has started to include support 
for preparedness activities in the form of training, including 
joint training with humanitarian counterparts.38 However, 
as yet, there is no clearly defined preparedness role for the 
commercial sector that is commonly recognised. 

In recovery,39 commercial enterprises represent a large and often 
influential component in many communities. Their own ability 
to prepare for and recover from disasters, in order to protect 
staff and assets and ensure business continuity, plays a defining 
part in determining a community’s resilience. Moreover, the 
commercial sector has demonstrated that it can play a crucial 
role in providing niche capabilities, as well as additional 
human and financial resources.40 However, identifying mutual 
priorities within partnership and preparedness frameworks of 
commercial enterprises and humanitarian organisations has 
proved challenging.41 One reason for this relates to difficulties 
between the two in reconciling the potential business interests 
driving engagement on the part of the commercial enterprise 
with humanitarian organisations in recovery efforts. 

Effective recovery efforts require the systematic engagement of 
commercial and humanitarian actors before a disaster event.

‘After something happens it is usually emergency response that people 
think about. So, if the private sector is not providing humanitarian 
goods or services it is either waiting or not engaged unless it has had a 
systematic engagement prior to a disaster event in, say, preparedness or 
recovery planning.’ 

(Humanitarian respondent)

Early recovery offers the opportunity to bring commercial 
organisations into the humanitarian crisis context, but with 
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a focus on sustainability issues, both for business and for 
affected communities. This then links them with development 
actors and brings them into the discussion on how best to 
invest in transition and early recovery as soon as possible – an 
engagement that can range from one day to five years. But, 
this means that commercial organisations have to be part of 
preparedness discussions and work and engage ahead of time.  

‘In regard to the role of the private sector in post-disaster recovery 
and reconstruction – at the local level they can help in terms of the 
emergency, local procurement of materials and supplies, restoration of 
livelihoods and infrastructure development. They are already on the 
ground, know what people need and can access things quickly. This 
needs to be part of preparedness planning.’ 

(Humanitarian respondent)

To date, the commercial sector’s role in disaster recovery is 
not well established. Several respondents expressed interest in 
having a more formal dialogue on recovery and that it needs 
to include the element of business continuity and incentives. 
This would include the untapped potential for ‘commercial-
to-commercial’ engagement and for local enterprises to create 
new investment opportunities or to access new markets within 
the context of stimulating post-disaster economic growth 
and helping people to restore and improve their standard 
of living.42 Given the wide variation in crisis contexts, and 
the need for national and local actors to participate in this 
dialogue, UN respondents working in recovery advocated 
that this discussion should focus on regional or national 
levels. International-level actors and platforms could, perhaps, 
provide convening support for dialogue forums on the 
commercial sector’s role in crisis recovery by sector or by 
recovery interventions. 

Disaster-risk reduction (DRR)43 is a growing area of strategic 
importance in the broader humanitarian field that many 
believe could benefit from commercial-sector engagement. Yet, 
as one respondent working in DRR noted, ‘the private sector 
is not actively engaged in the Hyogo Framework for Action44 
– they don’t even know that it exists’. There are several reasons 
for this lack of engagement, including the lack of clear entry 
points for engaging in DRR, compared to those for response.45 
Also, there is no consensus in the international humanitarian 
system on how to link humanitarianism to issues of social and 
economic development and sustainability. 

Some question whether DRR even belongs under the umbrella 
of humanitarianism, given its emphasis on vulnerability 
reduction and addressing the underlying causes of risk. 
Additionally, unlike for humanitarian crisis response, the 
financing mechanisms for recovery and DRR are not well 
defined. For the most part, the lead role in DRR is taken by 
governments and local actors, including development actors. 
Efforts should seek to empower local actors (or ‘beneficiaries 
and affected populations’) to identify and implement their 
own solutions to reducing their vulnerability to risk. 

The crucial point in the case for disaster prevention46 is that 
it can make communities less vulnerable to hazards and better 
able to rebuild and develop. Business incentives to this end are 
clear: successful prevention activity will provide a more stable 
and predictable operating environment, reducing disaster 

risks to operations, suppliers and supply chains, trading and 
customers, and can reinforce a company’s ‘social license to 
operate’.47 Recent trends in thinking support the argument 
that the commercial sector has a particular and important 
role to play in managing and reducing the risks of disasters – 
protecting economies, communities and themselves, in both 
urban and rural contexts.48 While there is still scope for better 
post-crisis assistance, there appears to be an even greater need 
for the extension of this engagement to DRR.49 

Some companies have begun to develop strategic involvement 
in DRR,50 and have committed significant resources to longer-
term efforts. The issue for a growing number of commercial 
organisations is the extent to which the focus on sustainable 
development, with its attention to economic growth in a 
sustainable environment, is a commercial answer to reducing 
crisis risks. Yet there are also potential tensions to address if 
the engagement between the two sides is to expand. For a 
start, the motives driving an expanded engagement beyond 
disaster response need to be clear on both sides, underpinned 
by having a good understanding of ‘who can do what’, with 
clarity about each side’s contribution to reducing risk and 
vulnerability. 

Though the mandate of many humanitarian organisations 
increasingly goes beyond response, and they get involved in 
other crises areas, the extent to which their operating and 
programming processes have been realigned to facilitate this 
engagement is inconsistent. For example, ‘what is on offer’ 
needs to be in alignment with international and national 
frameworks and needs to take into account available capacity 
assets in the particular country or at-risk area. Thus, each 
side needs to understand that national context in order to 

51
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determine how they will interact with and can best assist 
governments and national actors to best utilise or enhance 
their own capacities and systems, with the aim of capitalising 
on, not replacing, existing national and regional capacities. 

‘Capacity building must take into account local culture and already 
existing know-how; understanding the local context takes time and 
the reality is that humanitarian organisations that want to be active 
in more than disaster relief often have low levels of preparedness and 
professionalism. One of the main reasons for this is lack of funds. 
Donors give money after a catastrophe while funds for the technical 
preparation of field staff are almost nonexistent.’52

(Humanitarian respondent)

Other key issues that both sectors need to consider with 
respect to any expanded engagement in DRR include 
predictability of support, the need to operate with regard to 
both development and humanitarian principles, and extended 
timeframes for engagement and scalability. For commercial 
organisations, the open-ended or extended timeframe for 
their commitment in DRR could pose concerns that such 
commitments are a diversion from their core commercial 
activities or concerns as to whether investing in prevention 
supports their motive for increased visibility and branding. 

Additionally, for some humanitarian organisations, the long-
term economic growth and development aspects of DRR may 
not be seen as consistent with the scope of their response-
oriented mandates or present capacities. This is not to suggest 
that humanitarian actors are not concerned with DRR or do 
not recognise its longer-term importance. Rather, effective 
risk reduction for humanitarian organisations, not unlike the 
commercial sector, suggests levels of commitment and scale 
not always consistent with organisational structures or what 
may be currently practicable. 

Commercial enterprises increasingly operate in many zones of 
violent insecurity or protracted crises worldwide. Insecurity 
often affects supply chains, markets and distribution networks, 
staffing and a variety of issues fundamental to business 
operation. It seems that 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. Commercial-sector respondents acknowledged 
in interviews for this study that they have generally been 
reluctant to provide humanitarian support in conflict-affected 
settings, in contrast to their greater inclination to respond to 
sudden-onset natural hazards. The seemingly intractable nature 
of some conflicts remains a deterrent. Several respondents 
noted that conflicts are the sole responsibility of governments 
and traditional humanitarian organisations.53 

Concern for the wellbeing and safety of employees was 
another frequently proffered explanation about commercial 
organisations’ general reluctance to become involved in high-
risk environments. ‘The complexity of the circumstances 
makes it difficult,’ observed one commercial respondent. 

‘We will not send our staff to conflict zones. It is too risky and staff do 
not have the same motivation for this as they do for what are described 
as sudden-impact disasters or humanitarian crises.’

(Commercial respondent)

This same concern, though, is found increasingly in 
humanitarian organisations. Donor governments as well 
as the agencies themselves are being challenged about the 
necessity of exposing ‘aid workers’ to increasingly high levels 
of risk in operations, for example in Sudan, Afghanistan and 
Somalia. Like their commercial counterparts, humanitarian 
organisations also face obstacles and challenges in gaining 
access to and serving vulnerable populations while also 
safeguarding staff security.54

Nevertheless, there appear to be increasing numbers of cases 
of commercial-sector engagement in insecure contexts with 
humanitarian purposes. 

! DHL, the global logistics firm, notes that it actively works 
in conflict settings, including delivering relief supplies 
directly into conflict zones such as southern Iraq.55 

! Over 400 KPMG staff members assisted with the 
distribution of relief items during and after the December 
2007 election riots in Kenya.56 

! Faced with the deteriorating and often violent situation in 
Zimbabwe, the Veolia Foundation used its capacities to help 
the French Red Cross in Zimbabwe to develop response 
strategies.57 

These examples indicate what many involved in this study 
regarded as a significant trend on the part of commercial 
enterprises. However, the types, dimensions and durations 
of such involvement are variable, and few respondents from 
either sector saw much prospect for predictable and consistent 
partnerships in conflict situations.
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In conflict prevention and post-conflict recovery, there are 
more robust signs of predictable commercial engagement, and 
examples of more consistent partnerships between commercial 
and humanitarian organisations.

To some extent, this shift by commercial organisations 
towards more engagement in conflict and post-conflict matters 
indicates that they can do business in high-risk environments 
– and in a way that benefits the population in those contexts. 
Nevertheless, commercial organisations appear to be far 
more risk-averse and calculating than their humanitarian 
counterparts when it comes to engagement. In the words of an 
independent analyst:

‘We focus on – can we do business in a crisis? We have to be able to 
conduct business in a crisis – that makes us a sustainable business so 
there is both an altruistic humanitarian component and a business 
relationship which is fuelled by humanistic instincts.’

(Commercial respondent)

‘Proactive companies are analysing the risk and understand the need – 
the business case – to adapt. Resource insecurity leads to migration and 
conflict; widespread corruption and violent criminality in addition lead 
to social and economic instability, as well as humanitarian crises.’ 59 

(Commercial respondent)

Thus, in some respects, the commercial organisation’s bottom 
line in protracted crisis is similar to that of humanitarian 
actors, albeit with different motives: both desire to see peace, 
development and human security. 

This shift may also demonstrate a belief on the part of 
commercial enterprises that good corporate citizenship 
reaches beyond initiatives that claim to promote positive 
community relations, environmental protection and 
sponsorship of health and education. It seems that, more 
recently, enterprises have explored ways to address broader 
issues of peace and security, linked in various ways previously 
described as ‘sustainable development’. Additionally, 
humanitarian organisations have recognised that, over the 
long term, only the success of commercial enterprises and 
investment is capable of providing the economic security that 
may salve the sources of conflict.60 

However, the overall dilemma presented by the role of the 
commercial sector in conflict prevention and peacebuilding 
efforts is that business can be seen as ‘the bad guys’ who are 
part of the problem, due either to the sensitive nature of their 
business interests or to their business practices. These issues 
arose in cases such as Shell in Nigeria, Talisman in Sudan 
and Unocal in Burma.61 Consequently, humanitarian actors 
continue to be cautious, although findings from this study also 
indicate that this caution may be shifting.

‘We don’t work with the extractive industries. They have conflicting 
agendas and there is a negative image associated with working with them. 
On the ground we would not want to be seen as a tool for their agenda.’ 

(Humanitarian respondent)

‘In the future we humanitarians will have to figure out how to engage 
with different actors so they can become part of the solution, not part 
of the problem. We can’t stop things like corruption but we can work 
with the commercial sector in conflict contexts.’ 

(Humanitarian respondent)

Respondents offered few examples of the two sectors 
systematically engaging together in conflict response and 
recovery. But, concerning BizPact’s role in Sri Lanka:

‘If they can be successful with this and start to illustrate how it can 
be done, the private sector will be less averse to working in conflict 
countries. Now it is often difficult – it is a matter of putting a 
more positive spin on it – taking a problematic or negative issue and 
demonstrating how business can effectively do business in a conflict and 
post-conflict setting.’ 

(Humanitarian respondent)

Similar to having an expanded engagement for DRR, a more 
expanded collaboration between the two sides for conflict 
prevention and recovery brings opportunities but also 
poses potential constraints in relation to the importance 
of understanding motives and interests and operating 
assumptions in respect to the added value of each side. 

For commercial organisations, a mix of approaches and criteria 
guides their engagement in humanitarian action. For some, the 
engagement is in response to an appeal by the humanitarian 
sector. Others have pre-existing arrangements, either 
contractual or in the form of memoranda of understanding, or 
a combination of the two. 

‘We only have written agreements with two humanitarian 
organisations. With others it is too complicated, so it is easier to work 
on an informal basis and so far that has worked.’ 

(Commercial respondent)

‘We have written agreements with the private sector that define the 
nature and parameters of collaboration. These constitute rules of 
engagement but you can’t always envision everything. Agreements lay 
out the expectations but you also need space for creativity.’

(Humanitarian respondent)

Commercial actors are concerned to work with reputable 
and accountable agencies, with whom they share values. One 
commercial respondent stressed the need for an ‘alignment of 
vision and ways of work’ when a company collaborates with 
an NGO. 

‘We have three criteria for funding projects. They must be aligned with 
our core values, the activities must fall into either solution building or 
community building, and the organisations seeking funding must be 
internationally recognised.’

(Commercial respondent)

‘There is a risk that you don’t have the same way of working. If there 
is no alignment of goals, you have a problem. Also, it is a risk when 
there is a lack of transparency about what the other partner is doing. 
Creating value is key for both parties: at the end of the day, it is about 
how you can create value.’ 

(Commercial respondent)
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The issue of standards generates equally definite views from 
humanitarian organisations:

‘The criteria when humanitarian actors select and approach corporate 
actors are that they already have some sense of corporate social 
responsibility. For example, they cannot be manufacturers of landmines. 
Also, it is relevant that a kind of common ground can be identified 
around which a partnership can be established, like a common 
orientation towards families and children. Furthermore, geography is a 
factor and the humanitarian partner needs to work in an area that is 
relevant to the corporate sector.’ 

(Humanitarian respondent)

The case of the ICRC (see Box 3) indicates that there is 
a growing interest among certain commercial actors in 
humanitarian values and how to apply them to their own 
business practices. Humanitarian organisations, however, are 
increasingly challenged to apply humanitarian principles, yet 
there is a perceived loss of respect for these principles not only 
from host governments and warring parties but also from 
international governments and military actors, as well as some 
humanitarian organisations themselves.62 Current models 
of collaboration do not enable the two sides to engage with 
contentious issues concerning the potential clash between 
commercial interests and humanitarian principles, or around 
differences in perceived values of efficiency and effectiveness. 
This is a concern for both commercial and humanitarian 
actors. 

The issue of competencies came indirectly out of respondents’ 
comments, but it is worth exploring further in the context of 
current patterns and trends of engagement. As the findings of 
this study suggest, the starting point for engagement between 
the two sides needs to be a recognition of and understanding 
of core interests, motives and capacities. This then needs to be 
the basis for determining who is best suited to do what within 
the life cycle of a crisis, and for different types of hazards and 
contexts for partnering. With that as the basis, both sides can 
then seek to assess and define their respective value-added and 
comparative advantage. 

‘Much more analysis is needed on where everyone is coming from and 
going to – unpacking it all. There needs to be a much better sense of: 
“What are you here for? What are we trying to do? Who is best suited 
to do what?” Each of the sides needs to be able to answer that. Instead 
of trying to have everyone doing the same thing or trying to duplicate 
one another, concentrate on maximising the added-value of each – 
including UN, local actors, private sector, NGOs.’ 

 (Humanitarian respondent)

Presently, the two sectors do not have any common 
mechanisms or approaches to help define or assess 
competencies against what each brings to a collaborative 
relationship. Nor is it clear how the commercial side could 
assist humanitarians in responding to an increasingly 
competitive funding environment with growing pressures for 
professionalised management practices. Yet, there is declining 
space for decision-making about who is best suited to do 
what, based on what is available or on offer and according to 
self-referential rules. 

As commercial-sector employees are increasingly exposed 
to the humanitarian world through CSR initiatives or other 
forms of humanitarian engagement, to what extent will 
the particular competencies of humanitarian organisations 
become shared? In the future could there begin to be, at an 
operational or even strategic level, a blurring of boundaries 
with overlaps between core competencies, personnel and 
motives of humanitarian and commercial organisations? As the 
Bangladesh-based NGO, BRAC uses its commercial expertise to 
fund its humanitarian activities, to what extent will economic 
and financial considerations determine BRAC’s critical core 
competencies? And, in a related vein as a growing number of 
humanitarian organisations become increasingly ‘professional’ 
and ‘managerial’, to what extent will core competencies take 
on the patina of commercial counterparts with respect to 
efficiency and effectiveness?

At the system level, a 2010 report from Enhancing Learning 
and Research for Humanitarian Assistance (ELRHA) has 
advocated greater attention to ensuring standards and 
competencies for those engaged in humanitarian action, 
in light of the growing challenges facing organisations 
with humanitarian roles and responsibilities.63 The report 
notes that, although the sector does not have any consistent 
humanitarian occupational standards, over the years different 
humanitarian actors have sought to address their needs for 
learning and capacity development, which has resulted in a 
multiplicity of standards and initiatives.

The ELRHA report proposes that:

‘a system of certification be developed to be applied at the international 
level that is capable of being applied nationally and the establishment 
of a true international professional association for humanitarian 
workers and the necessary supportive academic and training 
infrastructure.’ 

Its recommendations pertaining to standard-setting and 
capacities could go some way towards addressing some of the 
competency issues, as well as issues relating to comparative 
advantages and value-added, of humanitarian and commercial 
organisations. Whether through this sort of initiative or others, 
it is evident that recognised added value and mutually agreed 
skill sets are essential to more strategic collaboration. To date, 
this analysis has not occurred in any systematic or consistent 
way. 

Respondents in this study do not have a common set of 
frameworks or processes for partnership to help guide their 
collaboration. For the most part, they have a very different 
understanding of and approach to collaboration and 
partnership. Interviewees referred to the work of the World 
Economic Forum, which launched the Humanitarian Relief 
Initiative (HRI) in 2006 in collaboration with UN OCHA. This 
resulted in Guiding Principles for Philanthropic Private Sector Engagement 
in Humanitarian Action, which provides a set of non-binding 
principles to guide the engagement between humanitarian 
and commercial organisations.64 However, these principles are 
perceived as inadequate for defining the partnership process. 
Nor have they served as the basis for either defining or 
developing partnership working capacity. 
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Respondents identified several factors inhibiting the 
development of better partnering processes and capacity 
between commercial and humanitarian organisations. 

! One factor was described as ‘no commonly agreed global 
definition for partnership’.65  Thus, the term ‘partnership’ 
is used very broadly and with differing meanings. 

! Also, collaboration between non-traditional actors 
from different sectors (cross-sector or multi-sector) is a 
relatively new phenomenon. 

! Another factor relates to the voluntary and self-regulating 
nature of the relationships and the tension on both sides of 
simultaneously holding both collaborative and competitive 
relationships.66 

! The absence of neutral fora and platforms to specifically 
build partnering capacity and an understanding of what 
this requires also inhibit collaboration. While many 
respondents wanted to develop collaboration, neither side 
appears to have a clear sense about issues such as how to 
create an enabling environment for partnering, scalability, 
ways to identify common objectives consistent with 
mutually agreed principles, and ways to transform good 
intentions into mutually acceptable strategic objectives. 
What, in other words, do scalability and strategic 
partnership actually mean to either side? 

! Lack of common models and frameworks for different 
types of partnerships, ranging from financial or in-
kind contributions to more transformative models of 
collaboration.

A related challenge regularly identified by various 
commentators as a key constraint to better engagement is the 
lack of mutual understanding and communication between 
the humanitarian and commercial sectors. The findings 
from this study are no exception to this persistent concern. 
Collaboration requires a significant investment of time and 
negotiation to build an effective relationship and trust – all of 
which can be a big disincentive or pose risks to engagement. 
Too often, long conversations can lead to very little at all. 

‘Partnership is not necessarily the answer to all known global ills. The 
transaction costs involved in partnering can be high and can be out of 
proportion to the benefits to those involved in a partnering approach. 
Sometimes a partnership is just too unwieldy a response to a situation 
that simply requires direct action by one sector.’67

Even for those directly responsible for brokering engagement 
between the two sides, there is a clear recognition that 
attempts too often run aground because most initiatives do 
not invest the time needed to build an enabling environment 
for the relationship or take into account the differences 
between actors (e.g. size, geographic reach, capacity). Nor do 
they provide the sort of consistency required for developing 
strategic and operational collaboration. 

‘It need not be complicated, but within all categories, communications 
are poor. Specifically, not knowing each other will lead to a lack of 
understanding. If we don’t know each other, we don’t talk to each other. On 
the other hand, if you have good open dialogue with the private sector, it is 

possible to gain information from one another. Thus, it is very productive 
to speak to each other even if the net result is to “disengage” or seek an 
alternate form of collaboration. At least you’ve had a fair crack at exploring 
the potential.’

(Humanitarian respondent)

While the importance of dialogue, good exchange and access 
to knowledge is often emphasised by representatives from 
both sides, it is difficult in practice to determine how best to 
approach the communications gap in terms of who should be 
part of the dialogue, and where and how it should take place. 
Realistic assumptions need to be made about the consequences 
and impediments to greater communication. 

‘It is really important to try to push beyond a lot of the rhetoric that 
is out there on the private sector and corporate social responsibility, 
and to understand the types of businesses and companies that engage. 
We are not all the same, and means are needed to let all interested 
parties know what motivates us to engage in social-change initiatives 
– our own needs and interests. You need to get to know each other and 
to understand each other’s worlds. The corporate just can’t take the 
attitude that it is the one who has a lot to offer – you have to see it as 
a two-way street.’

(Commercial respondent)

At a system-wide level, a number of initiatives have specifically 
aimed to promote exchange and improve communication 
between actors. The UN, for example, has created a website 
(business.un.org/en) to match what private-sector actors 
have to offer against UN needs.68 According to a mix of 
humanitarian and commercial respondents in this study, the 
United Nations could potentially be a resource for facilitating 
more structured dialogue and open exchange. However, most 
respondents also noted that even this is somewhat problematic.

‘Now in the UN there is not one overarching common platform to 
facilitate engagement with the private sector. This runs the risk of 
having the approach fragmented or compartmentalised and is confusing 
for the private sector – who do they go to for what or work with on 
what? The IASC (Inter-Agency Standing Committee) is potentially 
the entity that could bring this together but at the headquarters level 
it is already too slow and at country level it is very limited; it is not 
all that inclusive – development actors are not involved, there are not 
many NGOs that participate as equal partners and the private sector is 
not even part of this. So, the idea of having a one-stop shop is difficult 
at both the global and the country level.’ 

(Humanitarian respondent)

Another option noted by respondents for promoting dialogue 
is the Humanitarian Relief Initiative (HRI), which principally 
attracts a well-established coterie of members but does 
not necessarily increase the diversity of actors who should 
be brought to the table. The HRI was seen as a possible 
mechanism for connecting commercial and humanitarian 
organisations to other initiatives such as the UN Global 
Compact. Other respondents suggested that a body such as 
the World Economic Forum (WEF) could act as a potential 
facilitator and ‘filter’ for managing public–private partnerships 
linked to the UN’s emergency cluster system.69 However, 
this would require a more inclusive approach to bringing the 
commercial sector into existing fora, as the current perception 
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is that they are mostly excluded (from Clusters, IASC 
Humanitarian Country Teams, etc.). 

Having a more effective common platform for exchange 
and information-sharing could go a long way in furthering 
knowledge of each other’s sector in general and on how 
collaboration could and should work in practice. The 
commercial sector needs to better understand how the 
humanitarian system and architecture works. Both sides 
would benefit from having access to services to help them 
structure successful relationships, navigate problems and 
challenges towards being able to mainstream partnering as 
a fundamental element of humanitarian action. Of the 31 
respondents to this study, 22 directly or indirectly suggested 
a need for a new approach to developing a neutral platform 
for promoting more coherent and open exchange and 
information-sharing. Only 10 of those 22 suggested that a part 
or all of the answer to the communication conundrum lay in 
global mechanisms, while 17 of the 22 felt that ultimately 
better communication between the two sides could only 
really occur in-country. Unless a more structured and assertive 
approach like this is taken, according to a UN multi-mandated 
organisation, ‘informal networking with all its inconsistencies 
and unpredictability will be the only effective way of 
communicating’.

The communications gap directly relates to the difficulties that 
both sides experience in accounting for their contributions, 
agreeing on the strategic and operational results, measuring 
the impacts of their collaborative undertakings, and 
disseminating that knowledge. Some respondents, principally 
in the commercial sector, felt that NGOs were inclined to 
evaluate the consequences of their collaboration, although 
the results of these evaluations were not widely shared or 
made accessible. For the small group of commercial actors 
who raised this point, such perceived practices were seen 
as undermining any systematic effort to generate evidence 
of good practice or to differentiate between experiences at 
different levels and between different types of humanitarian 
activities. 

On both sides, reporting on performance, and particularly on 
financial and in-kind contributions, was seen as inconsistent. 
In fact, in preparing this study, the authors were challenged 
on two occasions to find any consolidated, globally available 
information on the commercial sector’s contribution to 
humanitarian action. Given the complexities entailed in 
tracing humanitarian contributions from a growing number 
of actors – including non-state actors, diasporas and small 
commercial enterprises – the same challenge could be issued 
about the humanitarian sector’s contribution. 

The lack of a common framework to guide the partnering 
process, and lack of access to information on what the 
relationships are achieving, also suggests why evaluating 
and disseminating knowledge on the results and impact of 
collaboration may be so difficult. Both sides raised concerns 
about this, and some respondents acknowledged the need for 
better reporting and information-sharing. 

‘One of the problems working with NGOs is follow-up and 
accountability. What did our partnership produce? After we engaged, 
did anything change? We need to measure so that we can responsibly 
measure development and effective use of resources.’ 

(Commercial respondent)

‘There are no formal evaluations of the benefits that come out of 
the partnerships. There are informal discussions after events with 
companies, but nothing that is put together in a structured way.’ 

(Humanitarian respondent)

‘We recognise that NGOs that have succeeded in working with 
corporations need to document the work, describe the impact of the 
partnership, both on the local environment and on the NGO and they 
need to share this with other NGOs.’ 

(Humanitarian respondent)

‘We need to create a body of knowledge and say “this is why this 
works, you should do this”, and the same should happen in the 
corporate world.’ 

(Humanitarian respondent)

Commercial-sector respondents have expertise in the areas 
of accountability, performance management, evaluation and 
scalability. Yet, based on the experience of those contacted 
for this study, the avenues through which the commercial 
sector can share these competencies with its humanitarian 
counterparts are not well identified. And, were the commercial 
sector to assist humanitarian organisations to improve in these 
areas, the question has to be asked, ‘Why?’ Are they merely 
interested in supporting agencies to become more efficient for 
the sake of more effective humanitarian response, or are they 
seeking more effective agencies to partner with to realise their 
‘CSR objectives’? Or, is it about understanding how to solve 
humanitarian problems and challenges, or all of the above?

Any effort to establish a more common knowledge-based 
mechanism or standards for measuring impact and knowledge 
exchange would need to take into account prevailing attitudes 
and constraints to information-sharing or publicising 
partnership challenges, as well as achievements. Such efforts 
would need to address two gaps in current approaches to 
producing case studies and documenting good practices. First 
is that they are perceived as being too anecdotal and, second, 
the findings don’t necessarily translate to different sectors and 
contexts.
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The respective core interests and motives of commercial and 
humanitarian organisations outlined in the previous sections 
present clear challenges but also significant opportunities 
for more strategic collaboration in a range of humanitarian 
contexts. This section reflects upon the present state of 
engagement, and also looks at emerging transformations in the 
humanitarian context that will influence closer commercial–
humanitarian collaboration in the longer-term future. 

The reality of commercial and humanitarian engagement in 
crisis contexts now and in the immediate future will most 
likely remain a mix of last-minute engagements, memoranda 
of understanding, isolated interventions and long-term 
commitments. This does not reflect any consistent pattern, 
other than the fact that both sectors are more willing to 
collaborate and that collaboration seems to be growing.70 In 
dealing with each other, it is apparent that each side remains 
encumbered in various ways with suspicions about not 
only respective motives and interests, but also the relevance 
of respective competencies and value-added. Each side has 
questions and misperceptions about where, when and what 
each has to offer, in the life cycle of humanitarian crises.

However, there is an emerging ‘business case’ that 
circumscribes commercial–humanitarian engagement. 
Recent analyses confirm the assertion that corporations are 
genuinely seeking a more holistic role in a global society. In 
an examination of the relationship between the commercial 
sector and social-service organisations (including disaster-
relief and development agencies), it was noted that ‘the 
liberalization of markets is forcing executives and social 
activists to work together. They are developing new business 
models that will transform organizations and the lives of poor 
people everywhere.’71 

Global economic liberalisation is a major force behind 
commercial–humanitarian collaboration. Liberalisation 
has facilitated corporate-sector access to countries around 
the world, and simultaneously increased global scrutiny 
of corporate behaviour. As a result, both the humanitarian 
and commercial communities find themselves reliant on 
one another in order to fulfil their mandates as thoroughly 
as possible. The logic of this trend suggests a stronger 
corporate commitment to crisis management than some 
humanitarians might suppose. Broad trends towards greater 
liberalisation around the world indicate a strong likelihood 

that the commercial sector’s motivation to participate in crisis 
management will remain relatively steady. 

A new social compact may be emerging that links the 
commercial sector with humanitarian actors. This proposition 
assumes that the commercial sector and social activists must 
establish greater convergence to meet their objectives, and is 
based on three major trends:72 

1. pooling expertise in order to create mutually beneficial 
operating standards

2. leveraging credibility and networks to enhance mutual 
access to difficult markets73 

3. growth in professional norms that facilitate coordination. 

By highlighting the benefits that each community gains 
through collaboration, these trends support the argument that 
commercial involvement springs from serious motivations, 
and is unlikely to drop precipitously in the future. This applies 
similarly to the humanitarian sector. Major factors in this 
business case for each sector are outlined below.

1. Corporate Social Responsibility Plus. To some extent, the 
growth of corporate social responsibility (CSR) before the 
2008 recession reflected a pragmatic way for businesses to 
align their behaviour and values with their stakeholders: 
it was perceived as good business. Now, the business case 
for CSR is even stronger as public distrust of commercial 
institutions in the West, and even those in emerging 
markets, intensifies in a world of financial and economic 
uncertainty. CSR increasingly goes beyond isolated 
initiatives and reflects longer-term commitments that relate 
to vulnerability and poverty alleviation.74  The business 
case in this instance is that being seen to be engaging in 
humanitarian intervention is an advantage when it comes 
to engaging with present and future stakeholders.

2. The human resource dimension. When the 2005 Pakistan 
earthquake struck, a senior official in one of Europe’s 
largest insurance companies noted that a high percentage 
of the firm’s employees – principally in this instance 
from South Asia – wanted to know how their company 
could help and how they individually could help. Business 
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analysts discern an increasing trend of companies realising 
that employees want to work for organisations that 
transcend the ‘bottom line’. As noted by one corporate 
consortium representative, corporate involvement in 
humanitarian response is also ‘good human resource 
management’.75 

3. Total responsibility management. While the 2004 
tsunami affected several countries where clear business 
interests were at stake (including Indonesia, Thailand 
and India), the Kashmir earthquake predominantly 
affected a remote portion of northern Pakistan with a 
largely underdeveloped business climate. Dismissing the 
commercial sector’s recent crisis-management efforts as 
purely self-interested, therefore, seems inappropriate. In 
fact, some might say that the commercial sector appears 
to behave as if its survival and sense of identity transcend 
traditional notions of ‘good business sense’ to embrace 
the idea of a deeper role in global society. One survey 
found American CEOs to be overwhelmingly in favour 
of greater corporate collaboration on important global 
issues.76 In other words, there really does appear to be an 
emerging sense of ‘total responsibility management’ – the 
idea that the commercial organisation is and should be 
seen as part of the communities in which it operates, with 
commensurate obligations.

1. Continuing philanthropy. It is evident that the 
commercial sector is seen as an increasingly important 
factor in the financial wellbeing of humanitarian 
organisations.77 Despite a lack of collated financial 
information, there is abundant anecdotal evidence that 
confirms the importance of this resource flow. This 
trend is not restricted to the aid sector that defines itself 
as ‘international’ non-governmental organisations. As 
the numbers of Southern commercial organisations, 
and of NGOs based in South America, Asia and Africa 
continue to increase, they too are likely to recognise that 
the commercial sector is a much-needed resource in 
crisis response and will develop their own drivers and 
approaches to engagement.

2. In-kind assistance and core competencies. Substantive 
corporate involvement in crisis management, beyond 
financial giving, has mostly developed only since the late 
1990s. Increasingly, since then, commercial engagement 
has begun to draw on a company’s ‘core competencies’ 
as a way of enhancing the efficiency of overall response 
efforts. By centering contributions on the value-added of 
specific corporate expertise and product lines, corporations 
have started to refine their place in humanitarian response. 
Companies specialising in logistics, such as DHL and TNT, 
have begun to work with UN partners such as the Office 
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, the UN 
Development Programme, and the World Food Programme, 
as well as with NGOs such as CARE.78 

3. Institutional support. In the 2010 report, The State of 
the Humanitarian System, the authors refer to the growing 
managerial capacity of many organisations within the 

humanitarian sector, as well as several areas of institutional 
deficiency.79 While there is a general acknowledgement 
that the humanitarian sector has become more 
managerially effective, this very pattern also suggests why, 
at the same time, there is a growing awareness of the need 
for even better management and management systems, 
including human-resource systems. For a sector that has 
become concerned about managerialism – for reasons both 
positive and negative – this awareness has enhanced the 
business case for many humanitarian actors to seek support 
from the commercial sector. 

Given the present and potential advantages to commercial 
and humanitarian organisations, there is a compelling case 
for both sides to intensify their collaboration in actual and 
threatened crisis situations. However, the issue that inevitably 
arises here is the extent to which the transformational changes 
affecting humanitarian crises (as identified in Section 1) will 
support or undermine collaboration in the future. 

Of particular importance is the growing political centrality 
of humanitarian crises and the marked trend towards host 
governments exercising far greater control over the aid 
delivery process, which means that humanitarian action will 
have ever-increasing political consequences. Governments 
will be far more assertive in determining who intervenes in 
humanitarian situations as well as how and with what. The 
survival of governments will depend increasingly on how they 
are perceived to have handled humanitarian crises, in terms of 
both response and preparedness, for both conflict and natural 
hazards. This means that humanitarian action will have ever-
increasing political consequences.

Then, there is the evolving nature of the crises themselves – 
both increasing in frequency and complexity and with the 
addition of new types of crisis threats (particularly in relation 
to climatic and environmental factors). Humanitarian action 
in response, therefore, can no longer be separated into the 
standard categories of prevention, mitigation, preparedness 
and response, nor can it be isolated from development and 
economic growth. Vulnerability and risk reduction are likely 
to assume greater prominence in policy terms as the human, 
economic and political costs of disasters mount. The value-
added and comparative advantage of those who provide 
assistance will be judged increasingly from the perspective of 
vulnerability reduction. 

For the traditional aid providers, these factors pose both 
challenges and opportunities as they seek to establish their 
continued relevance in the face of new challenges. This 
demands constant review of performance against standards and 
principles. Further, it also requires review of the standards and 
principles themselves, in light of new circumstances and new 
demands – not least for greater accountability, professionalism 
and consistency. The emergence of ‘new’ international aid 
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 affected 
populations. New forms of cross-sector partnership between 
the public and commercial sector and with civil society are 
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likely to be a growing feature of future humanitarian action. 
This will challenge traditional principles such as independence 
and neutrality – already under severe strain in contexts where 
humanitarians have become associated with Western political 
and military strategies. 

For commercial organisations, these trends also create a 
number of challenges – as well as opportunities. As noted, 
one critical issue is the business rationale for investing in 
disaster risk reduction. The increasing effects of climate change 
are assuming new levels of importance from humanitarian 
and wider perspectives. 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. 

This study affirms that there is considerable interest, scope 
and potential for increased commercial collaboration 
in humanitarian action in the future. However, for 
the collaboration to grow, the fundamental tensions, 
contradictions and gaps related to the overall rules of 
engagement between the two sides need to be addressed. Any 
undertaking also needs to be framed against the broader types 
of transformations affecting humanitarian action in general. In 
fact, an altogether new starting point may be what is required 
if the engagement is to demonstrate that it has an added 
value for addressing potential crises of the future in a rapidly 
changing and complex context. The following list summarises 
key areas for attention to enable more strategic collaboration. 

! Terminology and common language. The two sides 
lack a common vocabulary for their collaboration and 
for humanitarian action, including for terms such as risk 
and vulnerability, prevention, preparedness, response and 
recovery. Such terminological issues, however, mask a more 
fundamental point: namely, that the sorts of distinctions 
that complicate the relations and understanding between 
humanitarian and commercial organisations reflect a view 
of humanitarian affairs that is increasingly becoming 
challenged. The division between humanitarianism, 
development and sustainability is outmoded if not 
dysfunctional and does not reflect what makes human 
beings vulnerable and how such vulnerabilities can best be 
addressed. Also, any further analysis of these issues needs to 
focus on common values and principles, and how these can 
be negotiated and accommodated within an increasingly 
diverse global community. 

! Comparative advantage and value-added. There is 
shrinking space for decision-making about who should 
do what based on what is available or on offer, and 
according to self-referential rules for engagement. Future 
humanitarian action will involve more diverse actors, 
different types of expertise, more demanding national 
authorities and more active local players. There will be 
increased pressure for commonly held standards that 

help to define who has what comparative advantage 
for different humanitarian needs. Given the trend for 
commercial organisations to expand their engagement into 
activities classed as prevention, preparedness and recovery, 
for both natural hazards and situations of insecurity and 
conflict, the definition of ‘commercial actor’ is likely to 
expand to include small and local companies, foundations 
attached to commercial organisations and even parastatals. 
Without better ways of deciding ‘who should be here’, 
duplication of effort, perceived competition and resource 
rivalry could continue to undermine engagement. 

! Partnering principles and exchange. This study 
confirms the lack of shared and accessible information on 
commercial–humanitarian engagement, in areas such as 
funding, models of working together and outcomes of the 
engagement. Linked to and perhaps a contributing factor 
to these gaps is the issue of how to create an enabling 
environment for collaboration. All too often, current 
efforts to introduce guidelines and general principles 
of engagement result in levels of generalisation that do 
not in and of themselves overcome the constraints and 
consequences of stereotyping and different organisational 
assumptions and procedures. For example, despite frequent 
calls for a neutral platform for information exchange, there 
has been little attention given to defining who should 
participate and how. 

 One approach could be to link commercial–humanitarian 
engagement to existing fora or operational structures 
such as the cluster system.80 However, this study 
generated mixed views as to whether or not the clusters 
offer a substantive means for grounding commercial–
humanitarian efforts to promote greater understanding of 
each other’s role and humanitarian policy and operational 
frameworks. The more pertinent point is about where, at 
what level and with whom should the discourse take place. 
The numerous fora noted in this report to support such 
dialogue are, in and of themselves, currently not adequate 
for meeting the challenges that the two sides will need 
to face in the future. Furthermore, whatever guidelines 
and understandings might be developed at the global 
level, the types of transformations taking place mean that 
engagement with national actors will become increasingly 
important. 

With respect to the core motives and interests between 
the two sides, the first issue is that the respective interests 
and motives of each side are evolving. On the part of the 
commercial sector, while there is no consistent or discernible 
pattern, few would doubt that high visibility CSR philanthropy 
explained the initial inclination to engage in humanitarian 
activities. Yet, philanthropy which is assumed to be the 
main humanitarian support mechanism of the commercial 
organisation no longer appears to be the first and last resort. 
In-kind contributions and innovation, as well as the active 
intervention of experts, are increasingly coming to the fore of 
commercial–humanitarian action. These changes suggest that 
conventional approaches to a public relations oriented CSR are 
not seen as adequately serving the interests of the organisation. 
CSR is increasingly being subsumed within a more holistic 
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corporate policy approach to external engagement, focused 
on demonstrating that the company can reconcile commercial 
success with community engagement.81 

Similarly, the rationale for humanitarian organisations 
to engage with the commercial sector has also evolved 
considerably over the past decade. Now, the calculation for 
engagement is fraught with issues ranging from institutional 
survival to security, and from contending values and principles 
to type of expertise. 

The second issue related to motives and interests is that 
the definition of who and what are ‘commercial’ and 
‘humanitarian’ are increasingly complex. With regard to 
the former, the importance of local as well as transnational 
businesses is recognised, although local organisations rarely 
participate in those fora intended to bring commercial and 
humanitarian organisations together. 

A few commercial organisations have sprung from 
humanitarian organisations and vice versa, and this, too, adds 
complexity if not confusion to understanding core interests 
and motivations. At the same time, a growing number of 
Southern hemisphere commercial organisations are playing 
humanitarian roles regionally and internationally,82 and all too 
little attention has been given to the factors that trigger their 
engagement. 

All such trends make it difficult to discuss with any certainty 
the intentions, interests and motives which define the 
commercial sector. 

A similar case can be made for the humanitarian sector when 
it comes to identifying their core interests and motives. One 
reason for this is that most ‘humanitarian’ organisations are 
multi-mandated, or, in other words, have development as well 
as humanitarian functions. Equally importantly, however, most 
are also focused on institutional survival, which, no matter 
how justifiable, adds more than a degree of ambiguity and 
uncertainty to a clear understanding of ‘why are you here?’ 

Here the humanitarian organisation has to deal with an 
uncomfortable balance between institutional survival and 
humanitarian principles. Faced with economic pressures to 
do more with less, increasing demands for better integration 
of development and humanitarian activities, and a growing 
number of humanitarian actors, there is an emerging gap 
between humanitarian organisations’ aspirations and their 
humanitarian performance, reflected in their choices of how 
to respond to crises and in their acquiescence to donor-
governments’ own agendas.

To what extent do these evolving core interests and 
motivations enhance or undermine the prospects for more 
coherent and consistent collaboration? Perhaps a more 
demand-driven approach to humanitarian assistance in 
the future will mean that neither the commercial nor the 
humanitarian organisation will have the exclusive option to 
determine what type of assistance to provide, or how or when 
it will be delivered. This restriction on choice will be driven 
by the emerging political centrality of humanitarian assistance, 
and will be a consequence of the dominant role that national 
authorities will increasingly play in determining the roles and 
responsibilities of humanitarian participants.83 
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Taken together, the present pattern and trends noted in this 
study require that both sectors ask, from a humanitarian 
perspective, ‘Are we doing the right thing?’ and ‘How can 
we do it better?’ Above all, new life and urgency needs 
to be breathed into the concepts of vulnerability and risk 
reduction, capacity building and resilience, and partnering. 
The humanitarian and commercial sectors both have the 
potential to do far more here. As a starting point, there are five 
dimensions around which an agenda for future engagement 
can be structured. 

1)  New business paradigm for collaboration. Broad trends 
towards greater economic liberalisation around the world 
indicate a strong likelihood that the commercial sector’s 
motivation to participate in crisis management will 
remain relatively steady. As a result, both the humanitarian 
and commercial communities will find themselves 
reliant on one another in order to fulfil their mandate 
as thoroughly as possible. This offers the potential for 
a new social compact to emerge that links commercial 
and humanitarian actors. This trend will continue as the 
institutional survival interests of those in both sectors find 
themselves with an increasingly societal focus. 

2) Holistic approach. The divisions persisting between 
response, post-crisis recovery, and development and 
prevention have declining justification. More and more 
governments will look for integrated approaches that go far 
beyond managing response, with an increasing emphasis 
on the concepts of vulnerability alleviation, managing 
risk and preventing avoidable human suffering. This 
applies both in cases of natural hazards and in situations 
of insecurity and violence. This study has found that the 
commercial sector has the interest and potential to expand 
its role beyond response to natural hazards. Yet, both sides 
will have to define comparative advantages and be able to 
assign value-added for what are likely to be increasingly 
diverse and complex crisis situations in contexts where 
governments will be much more sensitive to who assumes 
humanitarian responsibilities, and how. 

3)  Evolving motives and core interests. Increasingly, motives 
and interests will evolve as a result of both internal 
drivers within the two sectors and changes in the broader 
humanitarian system. Commercial and humanitarian 
organisations will have to take into account and engage 
more actively with a range of other actors who will 
regularly or periodically become involved in aspects of 
humanitarian related activities. The scope for further 
engagement between commercial and humanitarian 

organisations will increasingly depend on greater 
appreciation of comparative advantages and value-added, 
between each other and with different players including 
local organisations, military coalitions, diasporas and 
non-state actors. The different motives and core interests 
of these ‘new actors’ will play an increasingly important 
part in determining the framework and models for how 
commercial and humanitarian organisations collaborate.

4)  Partnering capacities and learning. The current reality 
of commercial and humanitarian engagement in crisis 
contexts is that the two sectors do not have a common 
language or partnering processes. Nor is there a systematic 
way in which commercial and humanitarian organisations 
are learning from their collaborative successes and 
failures. Given the developing global and political context, 
enhanced effectiveness will become less an option and 
more a requirement, as will the need for more multi-actor 
and multi-sector partnerships between public, private and 
civil society organisations. The tools and approaches are 
available for developing more effective partnering capacity 
and processes, and for capturing and disseminating impact 
and lessons learnt. Both sectors will need to consider how 
they should be used. 

5)  Fora for exchange. A persistent theme in this study is 
the desire for more effective fora in which to plan and 
undertake joint engagement around the alleviation of 
vulnerability. This needs to be translated into action. 
However, emerging reality dictates that such fora are far 
less effective at global levels, and need to be contextualised 
within specific geo-political contexts, including individual 
countries and regions. 

The findings and conclusions that underpin this study need 
to be tested in national, regional and global contexts. To this 
end, the study was reviewed at the HFP’s Annual Stakeholder 
Forum. This was followed by a joint meeting of HFP and 
the International Business Leader’s Forum, attended by 28 
commercial sector and humanitarian professionals, to start to 
develop an agenda for action for the future. Further work will 
be undertaken to determine how the above suggestions can 
serve as the starting point for a future action agenda for more 
strategic commercial–humanitarian collaboration. 
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