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Executive summary
Overall objectives

The complexities, interrelationships, dimensions 
and dynamics of humanitarian threats over the 
next two decades will require an approach to an-
ticipating and responding to crises that are signifi-
cantly different from those of the present. This is 
not to suggest that one knows with any certainty 
what the longer-term future will be, but rather that 
flexible and agile organizations -- though not nec-
essarily able to “predict” -- must, to a significant 
extent, be able to anticipate what might be.  The 
greater the flexibility and agility, and the more at-
tention given to innovation and speculative analy-
sis, the more readily will organizations be able to 
adapt and respond to change.  

The OFDA-sponsored Planning from the Future 
project, undertaken through the Humanitarian Fu-
tures Programme, King’s College, London, is a 
futures capacity assessment and enhancing exer-
cise that comprises the contributions of 67 staff 
members from eight different offices of the 
USAID Bureau for Democracy, Conflict and Hu-
manitarian Assistance [DCHA] as well as the De-
partment of State’s Bureau for Population, Refu-
gees and Migration [State PRM]. The assessment 
was conducted during the period from June 
through October 2007, and preliminary results re-
viewed with DCHA management in January 2008. 
A penultimate draft of this report was prepared 
and submitted in March 2008, its contents dis-
cussed once again with DCHA management. This 
final report, focusing on OFDA futures capacities 
specifically and encompassing the input of 34 
OFDA staff members, is one of three reports pre-
pared by HFP under Phase One of the project. 

Findings, conclusions and 
recommendations

In order to maintain its reputation of effectiveness 
and innovation as well as its international leader-
ship in the field of humanitarian aid, the lead en-
tity for US government humanitarian prevention, 
preparedness and response – the Office of US 
Foreign Disaster Assistance – must have the an-
ticipatory and adaptive capacities to be able to 
deal with the challenges of the future.  This report 
offers four overarching recommendations to en-
hance OFDA’s capacities in this regard: [a] the 
USG requires a single entity to ensure that hu-
manitarian crises will be treated holistically; [b] 
this same authority will require convening and 
mobilizing power at the highest level; [c] the 
separation between humanitarian prevention, pre-
paredness and response will have to be narrowed 
to meet the demands of the future; and [d] the 
USG will have to ensure that there is effective co-
ordination and coherence between America’s in-
ternational and domestic responses to crises.

In outlining these four overarching recommenda-
tions, it is evident that they will not be introduced 
by fiat or single dictat in the near future. The four 
reflect a vision – practical – but one requiring sig-
nificant organizational reconstruction, changes in 
legislation and institutional attitudes. However 
long-term this vision, there are actions that can 
already be taken to begin to pave the way for 
promoting the most effective way for dealing with 
the future. The HFP team regards the recommen-
dations arising out of its findings and conclusions 
as steps towards that longer-term objective.
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Introduction
King’s College London’s Humanitarian Futures 
Programme [HFP] is motivated by the belief that 
those responsible for dealing with humanitarian 
threats and solutions must be more strategic, inno-
vative and collaborative if they are to meet the 
complex challenges of the future. In an effort to 
support the humanitarian community as it prepares 
for the future, HFP works with governments, mul-
tilateral, regional and non-governmental organiza-
tions to enhance their capacities to anticipate 
change and to be sufficiently agile to respond ef-
fectively to such changes. It also seeks to enable 
organizations to establish strategic planning ca-
pacities that incorporate longer-term threat analy-
sis and to develop methodologies that will make 
them more adaptive in responding to future 
threats.  

The OFDA-sponsored Planning from the Future 
project1 is not an evaluation of the US govern-
ment’s capacity to deliver humanitarian aid today. 
Rather, it is a capacity assessment and enhancing 
exercise that seeks to strengthen the anticipatory, 
adaptive and collaborative capacities of USG hu-
manitarian aid mechanisms so that they may pre-
pare themselves operationally to prevent, prepare 
and respond to humanitarian crises of the future.  
Although the exercise does not aim to predict what 
the future will look like, it does endeavor to help 
organizations to consider potential futures and re-
view how they might adapt their response to each. 
The first phase of this project comprises the con-
tributions of 67 staff members from eight different 
offices of the USAID Bureau for Democracy, 

Conflict and Humanitarian Assistance [DCHA] as 
well as the Department of State’s Bureau for 
Population, Refugees and Migration [State 
PRM].2  This report, focusing on OFDA futures 
capacities specifically and encompassing the input 
of 34 OFDA staff members, is one of three reports 
prepared by HFP under Phase One of the Plan-
ning from the Future project.  It includes conclu-
sions and recommendations that are intended to 
help OFDA in the development of longer-term 
planning processes.

The main body of this report consists of three sec-
tions. Section I: Futures in context suggests why 
OFDA and the wider humanitarian community 
need to prepare now for humanitarian crises that 
will be significantly different than those of today 
in terms of their dynamics, dimensions and poten-
tial impacts. Section II: Findings and conclu-
sions sets out the most significant HFP findings 
that emerged during sessions with OFDA staff 
from June through October 2007 as well as what 
HFP feels, based upon the findings, are the conse-
quences for the viability and reputation of the or-
ganization over time. The final section, Section 
III:  Recommendations, suggests that the organi-
zation – to sustain its leadership and operational 
relevance in the future -- will require different 
constructs, perspectives, capacities and attitudes 
than those which have sustained it to date and 
proposes what some of these might be.3
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Section I

Futures in context
The Office of US Foreign Disaster Assistance 
continues to be a leader in the field of humanitar-
ian response. Since its founding in 1964, it has 
been internationally renowned for its ability to 
garner assistance with uncanny speed, for its in-
novative initiatives - ranging from the DART to its 
Field Operations Guidelines - and for its relatively 
non-bureaucratic approach. Yet, to borrow from 
the title of a 2004 report about OFDA by Dr. 
Richard Olson, OFDA is at “a critical juncture.” 
From HFP’s perspective, this “critical juncture” 
raises three core questions: 

‣ No matter how effective OFDA has been his-
torically, are its present ethos, procedures and 
competencies appropriate for dealing with the 
emerging dynamics and dimensions of future 
humanitarian threats? 

‣ Even if they were appropriate, would OFDA’s 
capacities be sufficient to deal with the scale 
and multiplicity of events seemingly likely in 
an increasingly vulnerable world?

‣ Depending upon the answers to the first two 
issues, is there an entirely new humanitarian 
construct that needs to be put into place to 
meet the challenges of the future?

While recognizing that speculating about the fu-
ture is an intellectually hazardous undertaking, 
there nevertheless appears to be an emerging body 
of opinion that suggests at least seven aspects of 
the future that humanitarian organizations will in-
creasingly have to take into account:

[i] Changing nature of humanitarian crises
Uncertainty, rapid change and complexity will in-
creasingly be the hallmarks of humanitarian crises 
in the foreseeable future. One has become all too 

used to a certain set of crises that have been “ring-
fenced” by labels such as “natural disasters” and 
“complex emergencies”. The foreseeable future 
will reflect new sets of sudden and slow-onset cri-
sis agents, including technological systems fail-
ures, large-scale industrial and chemical collapse, 
nuclear seepage, water scarcity and pandemics. In 
addition, the profound transformation in state sys-
tems over the next two decades will mean that 
more and more people will live in so-called “no-
man’s lands” where governments have little ca-
pacity or interest in providing security and social 
safety nets over large portions of state territory;

[ii] Changing dynamics of 
humanitarian crises 
More and more future crises will be interactive, 
global and synchronous. The inter-relationship 
between so called “natural” disasters and “com-
plex emergencies” will become more overt as 
natural events trigger political turmoil which in 
turn will lead to violent conflict and more natural, 
technological and systems failures. At the same 
time, humanitarian crises will become increas-
ingly global. Pandemics are but one manifestation 
of the globalization of humanitarian crises. Pollut-
ants from eroding nuclear storage facilities is but 
another. A further change in the dynamics of hu-
manitarian crises will include what can be called 
“synchronous failures,” or the simultaneous col-
lapse of infrastructures and economic systems that 
will rapidly threaten the means of survival for 
large numbers of people, particularly in urban 
conurbations;

[iii] Changing nature of the affected 
The nature of affected populations will signifi-
cantly change over the next decade in at least 
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three ways. In the first place, the affected will no 
longer represent the “hapless South” in the face of 
the relatively “vibrant North”. Vulnerability will 
be increasingly globalized, and as Hurricane Ka-
trina clearly demonstrated, humanitarian threats – 
in the face of complexity and eroding safety nets 
-- will visit poverty anywhere in the world. A sec-
ond aspect of the emerging disaster affected is that 
they will be more and more urban. Approximately 
54 percent of the world’s population will soon live 
in megalopolises, approximately 60 percent of 
whom will live in overcrowded, unsanitary and 
impoverished conditions.  Thirdly, large-scale af-
fected populations will suffer from long-term, 
agonizing afflictions arising out of such disaster 
agents as chemical and nuclear exposure;

[iv] Changing types of humanitarian actors 
In an increasingly multi-polar world, a growing 
number of governments will deal with humanitar-
ian issues in ways that are not necessarily consis-
tent with the conventions associated with “West-
ern approaches”  to humanitarian assistance.  The 
private sector will play a growing role in the “hu-
manitarian cycle”, in part as a way to protect its 
operating environment in situations where con-
ventional state structures [see [i], above] can no 
longer provide minimum security and safety-nets. 
Given the already evident emergence of so-called 
“non-state actors”, they will find themselves as 
initiators as well as instruments of relief cam-
paigns. At the same time, the sheer dimensions of 
future crises will require more campaign-like ap-
proaches to relief assistance that will see the mili-
tary not only provide support to the civilian sector, 
but on occasion take the lead in “martial law”-type 
operations; 

[v] Changing instruments 
in the humanitarian toolkit 
Prevention and preparedness as well as response 
will increasingly depend upon economic instru-
ments rather than conventional food, shelter, water 
and clothing inputs. The humanitarian toolkit of 

the future will include remittances and will in-
creasingly be dependent upon insurance-based 
schemes, covering food security as well as health. 
Psycho-social issues in the world of modern relief 
will have to play a much larger role. The capacity 
to anticipate and monitor crises through commu-
nications technology and satellite imagery will be 
just two types of scientific contributions to the fu-
ture humanitarian toolkit, while at the same time 
the humanitarian toolkit will also contain far more 
sensitive social anthropological and social-
psychological methodologies than have been used 
in the past;

[vi] Changing types of 
humanitarian workers 
There will be a significant decline in so-called “in-
ternational” relief workers as ethnic and cultural 
sensitivities and lack of security make greater reli-
ance upon local relief workers essential. This shift 
will be compounded by two intersecting trends. 
The first is that those who are “internationals” 
may well be required to deal with humanitarian 
crises nearer to home, and secondly the humani-
tarian instincts and funds of today’s major donors 
may decline as operational environments become 
too hazardous and traditional donor advantages, 
eg, food surpluses, currency stability, can no 
longer be relied upon. At the same time, a great 
deal of the technical expertise which internationals 
had offered authorities as well as the affected in 
the past will be readily available to local institu-
tions and their staff. Ironically, the relief worker of 
the future – similar to the diplomats of yore – will 
have to act as bridges across cultures and donor 
institutions, more able to translate needs and en-
sure accountability than directly administering 
assistance;

[vii] New standards of accountability 
The interest of the conventional governmental do-
nor community in providing humanitarian assis-
tance as one understands it today will decline 
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when compared to the level of interest and expen-
diture over the past twenty years. There are many 
reasons for this, including the economic pressures 
that donors will face in a decade’s time, the alter-
native commercial opportunities that assets such 
as food surpluses will provide, the aforementioned 
difficulties with operating environments, the re-
lated decline of perceived neutrality, impartiality 
and independence as valued principles and the 
fundamental changes in the types of assistance 
that will be required. There, too, will be an in-
crease in accountability and litigation which will 
further complicate donor engagement. In that 
sense, litigation by disappointed authorities and 
even the affected themselves is an aspect of 
globalization which may strengthen accountability  
but not necessarily the commitment of humanitar-
ian actors.

While none of these seven are certain, at the same 
time they are not totally implausible. They are in-
dicative of types of changes that could occur, 
though there are many others – including major 
scientific breakthroughs and cataclysmic shocks – 
that could well change the humanitarian landscape 
over the coming fifteen to thirty years.  The fun-
damental issue, though, does not concern the ac-
curacy of such speculative considerations, per se. 
The far deeper and more abiding issue is the ex-
tent to which the lead entity for US government 
humanitarian prevention, preparedness and re-
sponse – the US Office of Foreign Disaster Assis-
tance -- has the anticipatory and adaptive capaci-
ties to be able to deal with the challenges of the 
future – a longer-term future that is perhaps nearer 
than one realizes.

Section II

Findings & conclusions
The complexities, interrelationships, dimensions 
and dynamics of humanitarian threats over the 
next two decades will require an approach to an-
ticipating and responding to crises that are signifi-
cantly different from those of the present. This is 
not to suggest that one knows with any certainty 
what the longer-term future will be, but rather that 
flexible and agile organizations -- though not nec-
essarily able to “predict” -- must, to a significant 
extent, be able to anticipate what might be. The 
greater the flexibility and agility, and the more 
attention given to innovation and speculative 
analysis, the more readily will organizations be 
able to adapt and respond to change.

Without ignoring the hazards of prediction, it is 
nevertheless more than likely that the present 

structure of OFDA will not be adequate to address 
some of the most elemental changes that the US 
government will have to face in meeting the chal-
lenges of future crises. Its prevention and prepar-
edness capacities are essentially underdeveloped, 
but equally as significant is that the capacities 
needed to deal with future challenges do not rest 
within its purview. Its capacity to be a major 
player when it comes, for example, to mass migra-
tion on a persistent and significant scale is not 
within its control. Hence, an abiding and over-
arching conclusion that emerges from this analysis 
is that there are clear gaps that need to be recog-
nized and filled if OFDA and indeed DCHA are to 
meet the challenges which staff from both has 
clearly identified as the possible future.
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More specifically, the HFP findings and related 
conclusions suggest a substantial gap in the opera-
tional capacities of OFDA to respond to the types 
of longer-term crises that one might face.  In no 
sense are the possible implications of these find-
ings and conclusions irreversible. From the point 
of view of OFDA respondents interviewed for this 
assessment, there will, however, have to be sig-
nificant changes in the working culture of the of-
fice in order to avoid their consequences.  Phase 
One findings and conclusions are based on data 
collected by HFP from June through October 2007 
through questionnaires, key informant interviews, 
focus group discussions and a scenario develop-
ment exercise.4  They are clustered according to 
five broad assessment themes:

• Organizational capacity for longer-term strate-
gic thinking; 

• Alignment between longer-term strategic 
thinking and operations; 

• Organizational capacity for longer-term in-
formation gathering and analysis; 

• Organizational approach to collaboration, in-
cluding collaborative breadth, consistency, and 
openness of exchange; and 

• Organizational approaches to innovation.

Longer-term strategic thinking

The principal findings for this section of the as-
sessment are as follows:

✓ Despite a sophisticated understanding of 
emergent crisis drivers and their potential im-
pact upon the organization by staff, the struc-
ture and ethos of OFDA mitigate against 
longer-term strategic thinking;  

✓ The pressure of day-to-day operations, includ-
ing increasing administrative demands by the 
DCHA front office, is the most consistent 
explanation given for a lack of attention to 
humanitarian futures issues5;

✓ The bulk of strategic thinking is left to re-
gional offices and implementing partners 
though there is little evidence that they incor-
porate longer-term thinking in their opera-
tional approaches;

✓ Staff members believe that OFDA crisis pre-
vention, mitigation and preparedness activi-
ties, in particular, could benefit from a more 
strategic, longer-term focus.

Conclusion 1:  OFDA has to resolve the per-
ceived ambivalence between its responsibilities 
for disaster response on the one hand and preven-
tion and preparedness on the other.  A continued 
reliance on its traditional “living in the moment” 
ethos may result in missed opportunities in the 
face of future threats that blur the traditional line 
between emergency response, mitigation and 
development-led prevention and preparedness.  
These future threats will necessarily require a ca-
pacity of the organization to conduct futures plan-
ning and provide guidance to implementing part-
ners from the central level. 

Alignment between longer-term 
strategic thinking with operations

The principal findings are as follows:

✓ Closer alignment between longer-term think-
ing and operations is impeded by “short term-
ism” in leadership appointments in the office;
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✓ There exists little in-house technical capacity 
to address cross-cutting futures issues, and ca-
pacities that do exist are not effectively 
employed;

✓ A short-term and unrealistic budgeting process 
precludes the inclusion of longer-term issues 
in operational programming.

Conclusion 2:  Whilst the establishment of a 
Technical Assistance Group within OFDA is an 
excellent initiative, its use is currently too narrow, 
barring a more effective utilization as an entity to 
study trends, pilot innovations, and act as an 
“opinion leader” within the greater humanitarian 
community.

Conclusion 3:  OFDA’s roles and responsibilities 
all too often suffer from a lack of clarity, or alter-
natively from a lack of broader institutional sup-
port in the aftermath of humanitarian relief opera-
tions. In too many instances, OFDA is compelled 
to remain engaged in post-crisis situations because 
other entities within USAID neither have a man-
date nor resources to support affected communi-
ties in early post-crisis recovery operations. While 
OFDA has little recourse but to maintain its pres-
ence in these situations, such ill-defined and open-
ended obligations further inhibits OFDA’s ability 
to make space to “think,” plan and prepare more 
strategically for the longer-term.

Longer-term information 
gathering and analysis

The principal findings are as follows:

✓ Within the organization, large amounts of data 
are generated and circulated, but in ways that 
are disconnected from a common understand-

ing of emerging threats and “end state objec-
tives” to address them;

✓ The use of external information networks is 
very limited with an under-utilization of 
sources and ideas from outside the humanitar-
ian field.

Conclusion 4:  The interrelationship and transna-
tional nature of future crisis drivers will require 
much greater attention to information manage-
ment within the organization, inter-
governmentally, and internationally.  This will 
require new tools for network outreach, data syn-
thesis and information analysis.

Conclusion 5:  OFDA and its DCHA partners do 
not currently possess a communication strategy to 
explain both the risks of longer-term threats and 
the work that is required to mitigate and/or re-
spond to them.  Such a communication strategy 
will be key to reaching the legislative branch, 
other branches of the executive and the wider pub-
lic in the future.

Approaches to collaboration

The principal findings are as follows:

✓ OFDA staff members believe that OFDA’s 
strongest collaboration for the delivery of hu-
manitarian aid in the future will continue to be 
with NGOs6;

✓ At the same time, staff members widely accept 
that the corporate sector and US military will 
play an integral role in humanitarian delivery 
in the future despite serious concerns by many 
OFDA staff regarding the “shrinking of hu-
manitarian space”.

Conclusion 6:  In the future, funding alone will 
be less and less an inducement to attract the best 
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implementing partners for OFDA specifically and 
for DCHA more generally.  Given the growing 
number of alternative funding sources for NGOs 
in particular, OFDA will benefit from a value-
added that transcends finance and that reflects a 
compelling vision for the future if it wishes to se-
cure reputable NGOs as implementing partners in 
the future.

Conclusion 7: Because OFDA staff members 
believe that the organization will be even more 
dependent on NGOs in the future, it needs to ad-
dress the labor-intensive process of making large 
volumes of grants to NGOs each year if it hopes to 
have more time to study substantive issues; it may 
also compel it to look more systematically at how 
to use the corporate sector and other non-
traditional aid providers.

Conclusion 8: There are a growing number of 
instances in which the US military is collaborating 
with USAID for humanitarian response as well as 
prevention and preparedness.  The emerging rela-
tionship between the US military and OFDA, 
however, is an uncomfortable one for many staff, 
and more thought is required as to how OFDA can 
systematically and consistently influence the 

nature of this relationship. 

Approaches to innovation

The principal finding is as follows:

✓ Staff perceptions are that OFDA does not suf-
ficiently encourage the growth of innovation 
within the office.

Conclusion 9: From free internet telephony to 
open-source software to global outsourcing plat-
forms, the types of collaboration and products 
arising from such collaboration are changing dra-
matically. Problem-solving and innovation can all 
be handled in increasingly creative and collabora-
tive ways.  OFDA, however, does not seem to 
have taken advantage of any of these new dimen-
sions and dynamics of collaboration.

Conclusion 10: OFDA is described as having 
lost its innovative edge. However, it can only 
maintain leadership in the humanitarian field and 
develop effective operational activities if it is able 
to enhance its pioneering ethos and willingness to 
take new risks.  

Section III

Recommendations
The United States government needs to transform 
its structure and approach to humanitarian preven-
tion, preparedness and response. This is by no 
means the first such call for deep transformation, 
but there appear no others that justify such a call 
based upon a conception of exponentially different 

dimensions and dynamics of future humanitarian 
crises.  There are four overarching recommenda-
tions that guide this Phase One report. 

a.  Single entity
The first is that that the United States government 
requires a single entity that brings together in the 
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first instance some of the main features that will 
ensure that future humanitarian crises will be 
treated holistically. From demographic move-
ments to water crises, from chemical spills to food 
aid, a single authority is needed to ensure coherent 
and consistent responses. 

b.  Convening authority
Secondly, this same authority will also require 
convening and mobilizing power at the highest 
level to bring together the full weight of the USG 
to meet the unprecedented scale that will mark 
more and more future humanitarian crises.

c.  Convergence of response 
Thirdly, the separation between humanitarian pre-
vention, preparedness and response will have to be 
narrowed to meet the demands of the future. The 
rapid reaction of the DARTs as presently config-
ured and the relatively quick response to meet 
identified needs will no longer be in and of itself 
sufficiently adequate. Far greater attention will 
have to be given to anticipating where crises 
might occur and to rehearsing appropriate re-
sponse scenarios than is given today. Finally, the 
global nature of future humanitarian crises will 
mean that disasters, emergencies and catastrophes 
will be no respecter of borders – including those 
between the United States and other states. 

d.  National and international coherence 
Hence, a fourth and essential component of the 
USG’s humanitarian authority of the future will be 
to ensure that there is effective coordination and 
coherence between America’s international re-
sponse to crises and its domestic response.

In outlining these four overarching recommenda-
tions, it is evident that they will not be introduced 

by fiat or single dictat in the near future. The four 
reflect a vision – practical – but one requiring sig-
nificant organizational reconstruction, changes in 
legislation and institutional attitudes. However 
long-term that vision, there are actions that can 
already be taken to begin to pave the way for 
promoting the most effective way for dealing with 
the future. The HFP team regards the recommen-
dations arising out of its findings and conclusions 
as steps towards that longer-term objective.

Strengthening 
longer-term strategic thinking

OFDA’s capacity for longer-term strategic think-
ing is underdeveloped, a consequence of which is 
that its much vaunted role as an international hu-
manitarian leader and innovator will suffer in the 
longer-term. With that in mind, three recommen-
dations are proposed to enhance its longer-term 
strategic capacities:

[1] A futures policy checklist 
OFDA should undertake a series of scenario exer-
cises, in collaboration with other relevant USG 
organizations, to develop and prioritize an agreed 
set of potential future humanitarian drivers – “a 
checklist” – that will be regularly monitored by 
these same organizations as a basis for prevention, 
preparedness and response rehearsal activities. At 
the same time, OFDA should allocate time and 
resources for career development opportunities 
that would permit staff to build technical expertise 
and far-reaching knowledge networks to assist in 
addressing these drivers7;
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[2] Futures policy outreach 
Based upon its potential convening power, OFDA 
should organize regular policy fora with leading 
social and natural scientists to identify potential 
longer-term threats and means to offset such 
threats. Such fora should take place at regional as 
well as headquarters levels.8 Such futures policy 
outreach would provide major inputs into OFDA 
prevention and preparedness activities as well as 
for response rehearsals, and would feed into per-
spectives of the wider governmental, multilateral 
and non-governmental components of the humani-
tarian sector;

[3] Senior management policy fora 
One of the most consistent HFP findings among 
OFDA staff is the conviction that substantially 
more time needs to be devoted to more specula-
tive, longer-term futures thinking. While one can-
not ignore the day-to-day pressures that seem to 
severely limit such opportunities, the fact of the 
matter is that there are many examples – princi-
pally in the private sector – where for reasons of 
practical necessity priority is given to longer-term 
strategic analysis. The growing pressures for pol-
icy reform, for greater attention to prevention and 
preparedness [including DRR] and for addressing 
new types of potential crises [eg, global climate 
change] make it increasingly incumbent upon sen-
ior management to commit appropriate staff time 
and energy to meet the institutional necessity for 
longer-term strategies with clearly defined end-
states.

Aligning strategic 
thinking with operations

A persistent dilemma for many within OFDA is 
the concern that longer-term strategic analysis will 
inevitably be swamped or shelved by the demands 

of the immediate, by the compelling necessities of 
the next looming crisis. In no small part such con-
cerns, though understandable, also reflect a failure 
to relate longer-term strategic perspectives to op-
erational objectives, programs and projects. There-
fore, the following is recommended:

[4] A review of potential 
alignment instruments 
As the dimensions and dynamics of future crises 
increase in complexity, it will become commensu-
rately more difficult to ensure greater coherence 
between strategic end-states and operational pro-
grams and projects. One way to promote symme-
try and consistency between headquarters and the 
field in this regard is to link immediate operational 
responses to early recovery and development-
related risk reduction. Towards this objective, the 
proposed Futures policy checklist [See Recom-
mendation #1, above] should facilitate this align-
ment. With this in mind, a representative on the 
DART could be used to ensure that crisis response 
and post-crisis activities relate to the longer-term 
perspectives reflected in the policy checklist. At 
headquarters levels, operational responses will be 
assessed not only in terms of immediate response 
needs, but also in terms of their linkages for ad-
dressing longer-term vulnerabilities;

[5] Reconfiguration of the DART 
The acknowledged experience and effectiveness 
of the DART concept are “givens”. Yet, in order to 
ensure more robust linkages between immediate 
operational activities and longer-term 
development-led prevention and preparedness, 
DARTs should from the outset have additional ca-
pacities to assess ways that longer-term risk reduc-
tion [including prevention and preparedness] 
measures can be built into post-crisis planning and 
longer-term development. Such enhanced capacity  
can be the result of closer collaboration between 
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OFDA and other geographical or regional bureaus 
within USAID;

[6] An update of strategic-operational 
mapping through annual reviews 
HFP has suggested that USAID’s DCHA needs to 
review its value-added when it comes to longer-
term strategic analysis. In making this suggestion, 
it seemed evident to the HFP mission that many of 
the islands of talent within DCHA have consider-
able synergy that remain unused.9 The need to 
promote greater operational linkages between 
immediate crisis response and longer-term 
development-led prevention and preparedness 
should serve as the basis for annual reviews of 
OFDA activities within DCHA. These reviews 
should not be seen as constraints on OFDA’s ac-
tivities, but as means to ensure that these activities 
move into longer-term prevention and prepared-
ness objectives.

Investing in longer-term 
information gathering 
and analysis

Few complex entities such as those found in gov-
ernment have successfully addressed the dilem-
mas posed by information overload. Mounting 
pressures arising from a surfeit of information all 
too often means that paradoxically information 
sources are reduced and that more pro-active ef-
forts to seek new types of information become 
victim to convenient standard networks. For an 
organization whose credibility will increasingly 
depend upon its capacity to be more anticipatory 
and adaptive and whose role will increasingly be 
linked to prevention and preparedness, efforts will 
have to be made to expand its information gather-
ing and analysis capacities including:

[7] Information prioritization 
within and across OFDA 
There is no doubt that myriad demands upon 
OFDA make information prioritization more than 
a challenge. This report, focused as it is upon 
longer-term strategic planning within OFDA, rec-
ommends that information prioritization be based 
upon key functional requirements, outlined in the 
activities noted above. That is to say, that informa-
tion gathering and analysis for longer-term strate-
gic planning be determined by information needs 
that would be required for the futures policy 
checklist, periodic senior management policy 
fora and strategy-operational reviews. One of the 
objectives of what earlier has been termed futures 
policy outreach, [See #2, above] is to identify in-
formation networks which would be relevant for 
key functional requirements;

[8] Integrated internal information system 
In addition, OFDA needs to develop a more inte-
grated internal information system, a system that 
will focus upon potential threats as well as innova-
tions that can reduce such threats. Towards that 
end, the establishment of collaborative knowledge 
management networks and idea development 
banks, such as TWikis and other internet-based 
platforms, should be explored as possible organ-
izational tools for monitoring crisis drivers, for 
developing knowledge bases quickly and trans-
parently, and for managing collaborative pro-
grams;

[9] Risk communication strategy 
OFDA should prioritize a more proactive risk 
communications campaign that can convey the 
threat of potential future humanitarian drivers to 
the legislative branch and give greater focus to its 
work within the executive branch. A risk commu-
nication strategy would emphasize the importance 
of focusing upon the potential consequences of 
longer-term threats, ways to offset these and the 
necessity of preparing now for what might be. The 
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proposed risk communication strategy would be 
seen to be positive, pro-active and supporting the 
traditional leadership role of the USG in humani-
tarian intervention.

Enhancing collaboration

One of the principal assumptions that underpin a 
growing number of analyses about the future of 
humanitarian threats is that their dimensions and 
dynamics will be exponentially different than the 
past or present. It is more than likely that the ca-
pacity of the humanitarian sector as presently con-
figured and deployed will be inadequate to meet 
the challenges that need to be faced. For this rea-
son, leadership will be intricately linked to greater 
and more consistent collaboration. The collabora-
tion that will be required in the future – both in-
ternal and external – will have to engage with dif-
ferent actors and networks in a variety of different 
ways to ensure adequate capacities to meet future 
catastrophes. OFDA in this context should con-
sider three recommendations that concern the use 
of available systems and networks to enhance 
collaboration:

[10] More directed use of existing systems 
OFDA – either directly or through other USG enti-
ties – has access to a variety of international sys-
tems whose support should be garnered to pro-
mote longer-term humanitarian threat analysis. 
OFDA, for example, should use its current co-
chairmanship of the Good Humanitarian 
Donorship [GHD] to promote greater information 
exchange and collaboration on potential humani-
tarian risks and futures-oriented solutions with 
other donor governments. In so doing, OFDA also 
should consider using its influence to expand 
GHD membership to make it more inclusive [eg, 
India] and enrich the system. Similarly, OECD 
DAC, UN OCHA and other international bodies 
could be guided to use their capacities to focus on 

longer-term humanitarian threats and ways to 
mitigate them;

[11] Open-source networking 
OFDA, and in particular TAG experts, should ex-
periment with collaborative open-source networks 
to link key sources from government, research in-
stitutions, military establishments and the private 
sector as well as multilateral sources that could 
contribute to future humanitarian crisis analysis 
and management for sector-specific solutions.  In 
particular, OFDA should experiment with 
problem-solving network-based organizations 
such as InnoCentive to determine the potential for 
longer-term, solution-based approaches to antici-
pating humanitarian crises and preparing for pos-
sible prevention and response mechanisms. In a 
related vein, OFDA should explore the possibility 
of conducting web-based humanitarian response 
simulation exercises [such as those conducted by 
the University of Davis on SecondLife] in concert 
with among others the US military to strengthen 
the impact of collaboration; 

[12] USG linkages 
OFDA already has a significant number of link-
ages and agreements with various agencies within 
the USG. These should be strengthened. In light of 
the potential transnational nature of future emer-
gencies, OFDA needs to develop partnerships with 
relevant domestic organizations such as FEMA 
and EPA in order to establish integrated preven-
tion and response procedures to deal with futures 
crises that are global as well as regional and that 
will impact upon US citizens as well as those of 
other countries. At the same time, the full techni-
cal, research, and development capacities that 
DoD has to offer OFDA should be reviewed in far 
greater depth. To enhance capacities of OFDA, a 
review and further development of such practices 
as cross transfers, practiced at one stage between 
State Department’s BPRM and DCHA would be 
the sort of step that would promote functional 
linkages.
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Fostering innovation

An organization determined to be anticipative and 
adaptive will recognize the importance of not only 
rewarding innovation, but also being seen to re-
ward innovation. With that in mind, HFP proposes 
two related recommendations:

[13] Professional award system 
OFDA should introduce a professional award sys-
tem for the design and testing of innovations, for 
the employment of risk-taking and creativity, and 
for outreach to adjacent industries for the use of 
new technologies.  Staff that are recognized for 
achievements in this area might be given career 
development opportunities that would allow them 
even more tools to explore innovative practices in 
the field.  Such incentives would engender a 
working environment more conducive to risk-
taking and innovation. In particular, attention 
could be given to ways to promote and facilitate 
innovation between headquarters and the field 
through means such as internet-based simulation 
exercises, virtual “white rooms” for the exchange 
of ideas and other techniques to encourage crea-
tive thinking;

[14] A futures brief 
As preparations for a new administration get un-
derway, the time seems propitious for OFDA, as 
part of DCHA and ultimately USAID, to propose 
ways to prepare the organization for the chal-
lenges of the future. OFDA, as part of this exer-
cise, should begin now to prepare a futures brief to 

identify longer-term humanitarian crisis issues that 
could impact upon the wider international com-
munity and spill over into the United States. This 
initiative would also be designed to identify ad-
ministrative and budgetary changes within OFDA 
that would be required to meet the challenges of 
the future.
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Annex 1

HFP background & 
methodology
Description of the Humanitarian 
Futures Programme

The Humanitarian Futures Programme [HFP] was es-
tablished at King’s College London in late 2005.  It is a 
time-bound program scheduled to complete its objec-
tives at the end of 2009.  The program is driven by the 
belief that the humanitarian community must be more 
strategic, innovative, and collaborative if it is to meet 
the complex challenges of future human security 
threats, including those associated with climate change, 
rapid urbanization, resource scarcity and pandemic 
disease.  The program consists of three separate but 
interrelated components:

• a Participant Development component de-
signed to assist humanitarian organizations in 
their development of strategic planning capaci-
ties that incorporate longer-term threat 
analysis;

• a Futures Group component that seeks to 
promote a more profound and systematic dia-
logue between scientists and humanitarian pol-
icy makers; and

• an Innovations Research component that aims to 
explore and support innovations in the fields of 
humanitarian prevention, preparedness and re-
sponse as well as human vulnerability more 
generally. 

The core component of the program is its Participant De-
velopment activities.  Since its inception, HFP has initi-

ated Participant Development projects with 10 of 16 in-
tended organizations.  Organizations include govern-
ments, multilaterals, regional organizations and NGOs.  
The overall objectives of Participant Development are 
as follows: 

1) To enhance organizational capacities to anticipate 
changes that may impact upon future humanitarian 
crises and recovery processes;

2) To enable such organizations to develop strategic 
planning capacities that incorporate longer-term 
threat analysis; and 

3) To develop methodologies that will make organiza-
tions more adaptive in responding to such threats.

The HFP/USAID Planning from 
the Future Project

The Planning from the Future project is a three-
pronged exercise that seeks to provide strategic sup-
port to USG entities involved in the delivery of hu-
manitarian assistance and transition initiatives.  This 
inclusive approach aims to analyze the strategic and 
operational capacities of all DCHA offices involved 
in humanitarian preparedness and response, to the 
DCHA Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance 
[OFDA] specifically as well as to the Department of 
State’s Bureau of Population, Refugees and Migra-
tion [State PRM].  The first phase of the assessment 
was launched in June 2007 and completed in October 
2007.  DCHA participating offices include the 
DCHA Assistant Administrator’s Office [DCHA/
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As found in the OFDA 2006 Annual Report, p. 12.

AA], Food for Peace [FFP], Office of Transitional 
Initiatives [OTI], Office of Conflict Management 
and Mitigation [CMM], Office of Foreign Disaster 
Assistance [OFDA], Office of Democracy and Gov-
ernance [DG], Office of Military Affairs [OMA], 
and Volunteers for Prosperity [VfP].10

Specific objectives outlined for Phase I of the 
HFP/USAID project are:

i) To elicit meaningful information about the 
assumptions that underlie USAID DCHA 
and State PRM policy and operational deci-
sions in an increasingly complex and dy-
namic humanitarian environment; and 

ii) To enhance the anticipatory, adaptive, and 
collaborative capacities of USAID DCHA, 
including OFDA, and State PRM to prevent, 
prepare for, and respond to humanitarian cri-
ses of the future. 

Methodology

During initial assessments undertaken as part of HFP’s 
Participant Development component during the course of 
2007, HFP has used a combination of five “tools’” or 
methodologies to collect and analyze organizational in-
formation:

• Organizational self-assessment questionnaire [OSAT];
• Strategy formulation mapping; 
• Strategic policy-operations alignment; 
• Knowledge network analysis; and 
• A scenario development exercises [SDE].

Strategy formulation mapping, strategic-operations align-
ment, and knowledge network analysis methodologies are all 
considered within 90-minute key informant interviews. 

During Phase One of this assessment, a total of 67 staff 
members participated in the assessment, 59 of which were 
DCHA staff.  HFP collected and analyzed the OSATs of 51 
staff members.  It also interviewed a total of 56 persons.  
HFP conducted a focus group discussion with senior staff 
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and Peace Corps.



from DCHA and State PRM that included some 9 di-
rectors and other senior personnel.  Finally, it con-
ducted a Scenario Development Exercise with 24 staff 
representatives from across all DCHA offices and State 
PRM.  The primary objective of the SDE was to create 
a space for participants to think about different futures 
and to consider both the “certain” and “uncertain” risks 
and opportunities associated with each.  Throughout 
the whole of Phase One, HFP conducted an extensive 
document review to compare stated strategic planning 
with staff perceptions of policy and operational 
realities. 
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Annex 2

Summary of findings
Longer-term strategic thinking

As with the conclusions and recommendations 
in the main body of this report, the findings 
have been clustered according to the same five 
broad themes:

• Organizational capacity for longer-term 
strategic thinking; 

• Alignment between longer-term strategic 
thinking and operations; 

• Organizational capacity for longer-term in-
formation gathering and analysis; 

• Organizational approach to collaboration, 
including collaborative breadth, consis-
tency, and openness of exchange; and 

• Organizational approaches to innovation.

While these themes are necessarily focused 
upon longer-term capacities, the research proc-
ess invariably elicited issues and concerns from 
respondents about the immediate. As noted 
from the outset of this report, it is not the pur-
pose of HFP’s mission to assess the effective-
ness of OFDA’s present approaches to provid-
ing humanitarian assistance, but some of the 
immediate issues and concerns that arose do 
ultimately relate to structural issues that inevi-
tably will impact upon an OFDA for the future. 

It is with that in mind that some of these more im-
mediate views are referenced in the footnote, 
below.11

[1] Despite a sophisticated understanding of 
emergent crisis drivers and their potential 
impact upon the organization by staff, the 
structure and ethos of OFDA mitigate against 
longer-term strategic thinking.  

The origins of OFDA as an office of first response 
would seem to have created an organizational ethos 
that is not favorable to longer-term planning. Few 
processes are institutionalized within the office to 
review past interventions or prepare for future ones.  
Although staff members recognize the changing hu-
manitarian landscape and the growing complexity of 
the environments in which they work and express a 
strong desire to spend more time on longer-term stra-
tegic thinking, the focus remains on “getting the best 
job done today”.12 (See figures 2a and 2b on the fol-
lowing page).
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11 The authors of this report acknowledge the following views regarding structure that were prominent during the course of key informant interviews and 
that are considered to impact adversely on OFDA’s ability to perform.  It is worth noting that these same issues also are major themes found in Richard 
Olson’s OFDA:  A Critical Juncture Analysis, 1964-2003 [op cit]:  [a] many participants expressed continued dissatisfaction with the administrative place-
ment of OFDA within DCHA as they view it to impede OFDA’s ability to respond to crises in an agile, creative, and non-political manner; [b] many staff 
remain frustrated with the layers of bureaucracy that stand between OFDA and key government decision-makers; [c] a number of respondents noted con-
cern about an unrealistic budgetary process that obliges OFDA to depend on Congressional supplemental funding and its “borrowing authority” to support 
operations throughout the course of the year; and finally [d] staff are troubled by the lack of sufficient staffing in the office as well as the reliance of the 
office on non-regularized Personal Service Contractors [PSCs] as opposed to permanent staff.
12 It should be noted that staff from other DCHA units, State PRM as well as external persons contacted during the course of this exercise all shared the 
opinion that OFDA does a commendable job at emergency response, particularly in the context of natural disasters.



Current balance of planning

Ideal Balance of Planning

[2] It is the perception of OFDA staff that 
its crisis prevention, mitigation and pre-
paredness activities, in particular, could 
benefit from a more strategic, longer-
term focus. 

The inter-relatedness of futures issues means 
that it is difficult to achieve strategic focus and 
a clear understanding of “end state” objectives, 
particularly when operating in an agency 
wherein humanitarian and development goals 
are divided in a way that does not properly re-
flect either the current humanitarian situation, 

13%

20%

67%

28%

25%

47%

Short-term tactical planning
Medium-term planning
Longer-term planning

or the potentially more complex humanitarian con-
text of the future. Staff observe that the future effi-
cacy of the office will necessarily require a rethink-
ing of current administrative distinctions between 
response and recovery within OFDA and beyond as 
well as a more in-depth understanding of how OFDA 
can incorporate futures thinking into its crisis pre-
vention, mitigation and preparedness activities, par-
ticularly in transitional countries.  Of the five hu-
manitarian drivers noted by OFDA staff to have the 
greatest potential to impact on the organization, none 
are thought to be sufficiently reflected in policy nor 
aligned with current operations as illustrated in Fig-
ure 3 on the next page.

[3]  The pressure of day-to-day operations, in-
cluding increasing administrative demands by 
the DCHA front office, is the most consistent 
explanation given for a lack of attention to 
humanitarian futures issues. 

It was observed by staff across the office that the in-
creasing demands of the DCHA front office is a pri-
mary obstacle to looking at future crisis drivers in a 
thoughtful and systematic manner.  In addition to the 
substantive work of emergency response, respon-
dents explained that staff members are increasingly 
obliged to spend considerable amounts of time re-
sponding to requests for information or “taskers”  
from the DCHA host office.  As a result, staff are 
overwhelmed with the daily “to and fro” of piece-
meal information regarding their operational activi-
ties, impeding any internal office initiatives to ana-
lyze more carefully the future humanitarian land-
scape. At least three senior staff members used the 
analogy of “keeping our head above water” when 
talking about the current situation within the office 
and in the agency on the whole.

[4]  The bulk of strategic thinking is left to re-
gional offices and implementing partners 
though there is little evidence that they in-
corporate longer-term thinking in their op-
erational approaches. 
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Figure 3

According to respondents, OFDA operates on the 
basis of a field-driven, decentralized approach 
with dependence on DARTs and regional offices 
for the monitoring of issues and the formulation of 
strategies.  Regional and headquarters staff alike 
noted that strategy development is best left to the 
field as the most effective approaches are gener-
ally very country-specific.  The office also relies 
heavily on the thinking of its many implementing 
partners as they often have the best local knowl-
edge about potential humanitarian solutions.  
Whilst a field-driven approach has proven suc-
cessful for short-term programming, it is not evi-
dent from the information collected during this 
assessment that USG partners consider longer-
term humanitarian issues in the design of their 
programs nor is it manifest that OFDA actively 
encourages them to do so.  It is also questionable 
whether the decentralized approach introduced in 
the 1980s is still strongly favored by OFDA staff.  
Seven out of the 34 respondents spontaneously 
expressed concern during key informant inter-
views about the fact that regional offices did not 
sufficiently utilize documented “good practices” 

from other emergency situations in their strategic 
planning. 

Alignment between longer-term 
strategic thinking and operations

[5] Closer alignment between longer-term 
thinking and operations is impeded by 
“short term-ism” in leadership appoint-
ments in the office. 

OFDA staff across the board exhibited serious 
concern regarding the adverse effects of revolving 
senior management on the organization’s ability 
to move from “the here and now” to a more 
thoughtful analysis of how to anticipate and adapt 
to future crisis drivers.  With six different direc-
tors in the last ten years - an inconsistent man-
agement record that is mirrored across USAID –it 
has been difficult to ensure follow-through on 
planning initiatives of all kinds.13 At the same 
time, it was highlighted that middle management 
within OFDA has been all but missing during this 
same period, resulting in a situation where it is 
difficult to break new ground in terms of strategic 
thinking. 
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[6] There exists little in-house technical ca-
pacity to address cross-cutting futures is-
sues, and capacities that do exist are not 
effectively employed. 

OFDA staff explained that there is little in-house 
technical capacity to analyze future drivers, their 
impact and implications.  Some respondents were 
of the opinion that the Strategic Resources Team 
[SRT] is not staffed with the kind of technical 
people that are needed to extensively study future 
trends and, furthermore, that the long-term exis-
tence of the unit is not guaranteed as staff are often 
pulled from the unit to join emergency response 
management teams. Some staff also noted that 
DART teams, as currently formulated, do not 
comprise the type of expertise required to consider 
emergent crisis drivers and to make linkages with 
the future.  Finally, staff perceptions are that ex-
perts from the Technical Assistance Group [TAG] 
are not utilized sufficiently for analyzing trends. It 
was the perception of a good number of staff that 
these experts are allowed negligible time to study 
emerging issues affecting their sectors or to de-
velop collaborative partnerships with regional spe-
cialists as the bulk of their efforts is spent review-
ing and administering large volumes of partner 
grants.

 [7] A short-term and unreal-
istic budgeting process pre-
cludes the inclusion of 
longer-term issues in opera-
tional programming. 

Another factor noted to impede 
the integration of longer-term 
thinking within operational pro-
gramming is an annual budget 
that is consistently unrealistic in 
its estimation of operating expen-

ditures.  Traditionally, OFDA has been obliged to 
operate according to a regular budget that is only 
a fraction of what it will spend during the course 
of the year. When the money originally budgeted 
is not enough, additional funds are supplied either 
through Congressional supplements or through the 
organization’s “borrowing authority”.  It was 
noted that in past years, OFDA has been com-
pelled to borrow money from other agencies and 
accept Congressional appropriations that double 
its regular budget, a planning idiosyncrasy that 
makes it very difficult for the office to prepare 
activities much beyond the present.  It also deters 
the office from conducting the “risk communica-
tion” necessary to inform government decision-
makers of the true character of emerging humani-
tarian threats and what it might take to prevent, 
prepare and respond to them. 

Longer-term information 
gathering and analysis

[8]  Within the organization, large amounts 
of data are generated and circulated, but in 
ways that are disconnected from a com-
mon understanding of emerging threats 
and “end state objectives” to address 
them. 

Staff members report being 
overwhelmed by both data 
and data requests, detract-
ing their attention from a 
more in-depth monitoring 
and analysis of emergent 
trends. It is reported that no 
established organizational 
systems for information-
sharing exist.  The only in-
stitutional data 
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We need a system that is watching a coun-
try so that we know when it is moving from 
a one to a three in crisis terms.  OFDA has 
information but it is not systematic.  You 
wake up in the morning, read your news-
paper, call “your country” and make a 
decision.  That, however, is not the sort of 
systematic process one needs.

- OFDA staff member
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management tool specifically designed for OFDA 
is the ABACUS system. However, “buy-in” to 
this system, originally conceived as a financial 
tracking mechanism rather than an analytical tool, 
remains lukewarm at best.14  For the most part, 
staff members continue to rely on individualized 
and ad hoc methods for collecting and tracking 
information relevant to their specific responsibili-
ties.  Despite the importance attached to monitor-
ing issues by staff, organizational procedures are 
not viewed to be adequate. See Figure 4 above. 

[9] The use of external information net-
works is very limited with an under-
utilization of sources and ideas from out-
side the humanitarian field. 

Information knowledge networks are noted to be 
overly self-referential with most all information 
coming from within the organization itself.  On 
the rare occasions that staff do have the time to 
draw from outside sources, respondents explained 
that they tend to remain within the narrow gamut 
of the “usual suspects”, drawing from their own 

UN and NGO partners as well as Anglo-Saxon 
think-tanks, precluding the consideration of more 
global and heterogeneous perspectives.  The US 
military is increasingly utilized as a source of in-
formation, mostly through direct regional contacts.  
However, it was noted that the private sector is 
largely ignored as an information source, in part 
because many staff members feel that corporate 
methods and practices do not easily translate to the 
humanitarian field and, furthermore, because many  
staff simply do not know where to start to create 
and nurture corporate linkages.  

Approach to collaboration

[10] OFDA staff members believe that 
OFDA’s strongest collaboration for the de-
livery of humanitarian aid in the future will 
continue to be with NGOs.

Collaboration with NGOs was viewed as most im-
portant to OFDA in the future, most notably be-
cause NGOs are already such prominent imple-
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be tedious, taking time away from substantive work.



menting partners of the organization (57 percent 
of OFDA funding went to NGOs in 200615), but 
also because NGOs are viewed by OFDA staff to 
be growing in influence and to be among the most 
innovative and creative actors working in the hu-
manitarian field.  Because the OFDA external in-
formation network is considered relatively narrow 
by staff members themselves, the perception that 
NGOs are the most innovative actors in the field 
may be due to the fact that NGOs are one of the 
only outside entities with whom staff are interact-
ing and exchanging ideas rather than to their in-
herent character as innovators, particularly in 
terms of futures thinking.  Nevertheless, it is 
hoped that OFDA can continue to work closely 
with NGO partners as illustrated in Figure 6.  

[11] Staff members widely accept that the 
corporate sector and US military will play 
an integral role in humanitarian delivery in 
the future despite concern regarding the  
“shrinking of humanitarian space”.

Many OFDA staff expressed the wish to work 
more closely with the private sector in the future, 
during key informant interviews and during the 
Scenario Development Exercise [SDE].  In fact, 
during the SDE, individuals from all bureaus 
voiced the desire for increased collaboration with 
private sector companies.16 OFDA staff members 
were somewhat resigned to the fact that the US 
military would play an increasingly important 
role in US foreign aid delivery in the future.  
However, many demonstrated unease about how 
OFDA’s association with the military might jeop-
ardize humanitarian principles and, consequently, 
its relations with NGO partners.17  Several re-
spondents explained that there are times when 
OFDA’s use of the military to deliver aid can 
work, particularly in countries with acute security 

risks. However, respondents cautioned that many 
military personnel do not share a similar under-
standing of humanitarian principles.  As a result, 
office staff expressed fear regarding the increased 
delivery of emergency aid by the US military and 
OFDA staff overall viewed the role of the military 
in the future as less important vis-a-vis other USG 
colleagues taking part in this assessment.

Approach to innovation

[12] Staff perceptions are that OFDA does 
not sufficiently encourage the growth of in-
novation within the office. 

Despite cultural and budgeting constraints, staff 
feel that there is an innovative and “can do” envi-
ronment at OFDA.  However, the “innovative 
edge” of the office is said to be slipping, in large 
part due to the perceived bureaucratic restraints of 
its host bureau.  Many respondents explained that 
the layers of bureaucracy within DCHA and the 
heightened interest by all USG entities in the work 
of OFDA make it increasingly difficult for the of-
fice to work creatively and pro-actively.  Further-
more, because of its administrative placement 
within DCHA, OFDA staff generally do not feel 
that the office receives appropriate recognition for 
its good work, leaving staff deflated and less in-
clined to innovate.  Units within the office that are 
designed for innovative research and development, 
such as the TAG, are instead “bogged down” with 
the labor-intensive task of reviewing grant applica-
tions and other administrative activities. Staff per-
ceptions regarding innovation and change captured 
in the OSATs are illustrated in Figure 7 on the fol-
lowing page.
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15 See OFDA Annual Report 2006.
16 See Summary of the Scenario Development Exercise in Annex 3.
17 The civil-military relationship has already caused tensions with some NGO partners. One interviewee mentioned that ACF MSF and OXFAM recently 
chose not to work with OFDA as a result of its association with the US military in the humanitarian context.
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Annex 3

Summary of the  
Scenario Development 
Exercise [SDE]
Overview

Under the auspices of the OFDA-funded Planning 
from the Future capacity assessment of USAID and 
State PRM, the Humanitarian Futures Programme 
(HFP) of King’s College London conducted a Scenario 
Development Exercise (SDE) on 16 October 2007.  
Core questions considered during the course of the day 
were:

✓ What will be the role of US foreign aid in 2025 
and beyond?

✓ What will be the structure of foreign aid imple-
mentation and delivery?

✓ What are critical actions for success?

The primary objective of the SDE was to create a space 
for participants to think about different futures and to 
consider both the “certain” and “uncertain” risks and 
opportunities associated with each.  It also sought to 
assemble strategic thinkers or “change agents” from 
various USG departments associated with the imple-
mentation of humanitarian assistance so that they may 
be able to develop and share ideas about the capacity 
of USG mechanisms to deliver aid in the future.

The exercise brought together 24 staff representatives 
from DCHA/AA, OFDA, OTI, CMM, DG, FFP, VfP, 
OMA and State PRM for the one-day workshop.  The 
SDE was employed as part of a larger “tool kit” being 

used by HFP to assess the anticipatory, adaptive and 
collaborative capacities of USG aid mechanisms.

Critical actions for success

Participants developed a number of key findings for fu-
ture action in the context of the workshop exercises.  
There was a high level of coherence on possible future 
policies/strategies, suggesting that many of the ideas 
could be applicable to an array of “futures”.  Suggested 
actions included:

1) Development of an enhanced 
foreign aid communication strategy
Participants expressed the need for a more coherent and 
effective communication campaign to inform and influ-
ence audiences such as Capitol Hill, other USG depart-
ments, other governments, and business about USG for-
eign aid activities.  Communication activities would in-
clude state-of-the-art information management and stra-
tegic data analysis.

2) Employment of a “whole of 
country” approach to foreign assistance
Participants believed that the complexity of future crises 
would require a more coherent, inter-active aid structure, 
and discussed the possibility of employing a “whole of 
country” approach organized along technical lines at the 
country and regional levels.
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3) Establishment of R&D unit within DCHA
Participants in all groups agreed on the need to en-
hance the technical capacity of staff in emergent areas 
such as climate change, urban response, biomedical 
research, etc.  They also called for the establishment of 
a Research and Development unit to develop future-
oriented activities in these areas.

4) Increased interface with US 
military for humanitarian objectives
Participants proposed a greater interface with US mili-
tary counterparts to leverage resources, to utilize logis-
tics and technological competence for aid delivery, and 
to ensure humanitarian expertise in military command 
centers.

5) Greater focus on prevention, mitigation 
and early warning 
All groups concurred on the need for greater invest-
ment in early warning systems, prevention and mitiga-
tion activities, including EWS and DRR in communi-
ties at risk. 

Structure of exercise

Scenario development is a technique routinely used by 
multi-national corporations and governments in their 
futures planning.  It differs from simulation in that it 
calls on participants to build alternative futures collec-
tively rather than assigning a distinct future at its onset.  
Its design also requires that participants consider all 
proposed alternative futures in plenary sessions in or-
der that they can create links between future axes 
where possible.  In this regard, the exercise encourages 
participants to reflect on an array of possible futures 
and the interconnection between them.  It seeks to gen-
erate strategic discussion and horizontal thinking.

Led by HFP’s John Reynolds, an expert in organiza-
tional strategic development, participants were intro-
duced to three different high-level scenarios.  These 
scenarios, entitled World Markets, Global Sustain-
ability, and Regional Stewardship, were developed 

through work of the HFP Futures Group and further 
informed by some 51 OSATs and 56 key informant 
interviews.  Scenarios were described to participants in 
the following terms, with an emphasis on the fact that 
the future would likely contain elements of all three.

World Markets is a scenario that encompasses the mar-
ket trends of our current world.  In this world, there is 
high economic growth in both the developed and devel-
oping worlds driven by integrated global markets.  Gov-
ernment and corporate decision-making is market-driven 
with minimal social welfare influence.  As a result, there 
is an ever-growing gap between rich and poor across 
nearly all geographic regions.

Global Sustainability is a scenario driven by the prin-
ciples of global citizenship and cooperation.   Herein, 
policies are pursued to balance economic growth with 
broader environmental and social benefits.  Citizens wish 
to be part of the wider community, both nationally and 
internationally, and there exists an accepted belief that 
shared values and equally distributed opportunities are 
best achieved through active public policy and interna-
tional co-operation. 

Regional Stewardship is a scenario wherein threats of 
terrorism, new diseases and economic insecurity have led 
to increased global fear and suspicion.  These threats have 
resulted in the formation of regional blocks of influence 
where there are high variations of growth.  Overall, how-
ever, there is low to medium economic growth due to re-
duced market sizes and the restriction of mobility on 
goods and resources.

Following an explanation of the scenarios, participants 
were divided into three groups, each of between six 
and ten persons, to work on a series of exercises.  At 
the conclusion of each exercise, the groups came to-
gether in plenary to gain an understanding of the other 
scenarios and to compare choices of action in the three 
worlds.  The exercises were broken down as follows:

Exercise 1:  The first exercise asked each group to 
take the high-level scenario assigned and develop a 
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view of the future humanitarian environment based on 
the known guidelines.  Groups reported back their 
views in the form of potential ‘news headlines’ for 
their respective scenarios.

Exercise 2:  The second exercise asked groups to con-
sider possible humanitarian needs and US foreign aid 
objectives within each scenario.  Groups were asked to 

report back on potential humanitarian needs and US 
foreign aid policy objectives.

Exercise 3:  The third exercise called on groups to 
develop policies and strategies to ensure the success of 
US foreign aid in their respective scenarios. Each 
group was called upon to develop particular actions for 
success for each scenario.

Conclusions from Exercise 3:

Common policies/strategies 
for success in three alternative worlds

1. Development of enhanced communication strategy to inform varied audiences 
about US foreign aid; 

2. Creation of a single department of foreign assistance with ‘whole of govern-
ment’ approach at the country/regional levels; 

3. Improved technical capacity within DCHA in areas such as climate/environment, 
urban response, biomed., and other emergent areas; 

4. Development of R&D and specialized information management branches 
within DCHA; 

5. Greater interface with US military in order to influence its humanitarian 
engagement: leveraging of DoD resources, technical expertise, technological 
applications to aid delivery, etc.; 

6. Greater investment in prevention, mitigation and early warning; 
7. Greater focus on building local and community capacities for emergency 

response as primary  assistance strategy; 
8. Link up with corporate sector for humanitarian innovations; 
9. Exploration of disaster insurance schemes as potential technique for the future.

Findings

The engagement of participants in all aspects of the 
SDE was very high.  Participants conducted quality 
strategic discussions during both group work and ple-
nary sessions.  It was plainly evident that participants 
were experienced, passionate professionals anxious to 
explore ways in which to prepare for the future.  It 
may be interesting to note that according to a vote of 
participants, 83 percent believed World Markets to 
be the most likely scenario for the future and 72 per

cent indicated Global Sustainability to be the sce-
nario in which they most wished to live.

A selection of the specific contributions and findings pro-
duced for each of the three groups is noted in the follow-
ing text box.  Whilst the below recommendations were 
supported by the three groups, further “wind tunneling” 
would be necessary to determine their feasibility in pro-
viding solutions across future axes.  HFP will be looking 
more thoroughly at these suggested policies/strategies in 
the context of other data collected under this study and 
will provide recommendations in its final reports.
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Principal Findings from the Three Exercises 

Exercise 1:  
Possible humanitarian ‘headlines’ in alternative future 

World Markets 
‣ ‘US Military Opens 200 Therapeutic Clinics in Ethiopia’ 
‣ Gates Opens New Dike Project in Bangladesh:  Thousands of Call Centers Saved’ 
‣ ‘Bechtel Moves Millions from Mekong Delta to Meet Energy Needs’ 
‣ ‘Chinese Rice Donations Save Thousands in Aftermath of Louisiana Floods:  

South ‘Hooked’ on Monetized Variety’ 

Global Sustainability 
‣ ‘UN Emergency Response Agency Leads Evacuation of Bangladesh: 

Beneficiaries Resettled to Japan; Operation funded by S. Korea’ 
‣ ‘UN and World Economic Forum Share Nobel Peace Prize for Advancing 

Business-Friendly Humanitarian Response’ 
‣ ‘UN Police-Military Forces React to Global Security Threats’ 

Regional Stewardship 
‣ ‘US to the World: “We Don’t Care”’ 
‣ ‘US Hires Security Forces to Protect Northern Iraqi Oil Fields’ 
‣ ‘UN HQ Moves to Delhi’ 
‣ ‘Trade Wars Exacerbate Unemployment in Middle East’ 
‣ ‘7.8 Earthquake Disaster in California: US Rejects World Aid’

Exercise 2:   
US foreign aid objectives and response approaches in alternative future 

World Markets 
Objectives: 
‣ Expand and secure markets; 
‣ Stabilize production zones; 
‣ Contain threats – disease spread, migration control; 
‣ Protect resources for future – personnel; 
‣ Consider ‘hearts and minds’ of beneficiaries as ‘clients’; 
‣ Business leads and military follows to secure/provide humanitarian aid 

(smaller civilian footprint). 
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Response: 
‣ DARTS led by Dyncorps; 
‣ US role focused on mitigation; 
‣ Alliances for delivery of aid; 
‣ USG works more closely with UN OCHA for coordination; 
‣ Use UN to advance economic interests; 
‣ Less in-kind and more direct USG financial aid; 
‣ Focus on maintaining stability in countries with middle-class; 
‣ Reward good behavior (less needs-based aid); 
‣ Use of financial markets to mitigate risk (drought/flood insurance). 

Global Sustainability 
Objectives: 
‣ Focus on provision of services rather than provision of commodities; 
‣ Focus on access plus food security rather than food aid; 
‣ Facilitate labor movements; 
‣ US FA is proactive rather than reactive: rise in funding for prevention and mitigation. 

Response: 
‣ Identify ‘good’ organizations with which to collaborate; 
‣ Develop pooled funding for some aid delivery; 
‣ Greater focus on natural disaster response; 
‣ Prevention services; 
‣ Standard methodologies and metrics; 
‣ Function as facilitators for effective delivery of aid. 

Regional Stewardship 
Objectives: 
‣ Protect US security, energy, and selective humanitarian interests; 
‣ Build strong humanitarian partnerships with alliance countries; 
‣ Utilize military in delivery of aid and services; 
‣ Focus on natural disaster assistance and mitigation work; 
‣ Rely on UN aid delivery and M&E outside of regional block. 

Response :
‣ Focus on longer-term development (‘build back better’) in countries of important 

strategic interest; 
‣ Develop deeper partnerships between USG civil-military components; 
‣ Delivery of ‘in and out’ aid in countries not of importance to US interests; 
‣ Identify good NGO partners willing to accept military component of US aid; 
‣ Work with new regional partners; 
‣ Contract out aid delivery – even more than currently.

                                                                                                    28



Exercise 3:  
Policies/strategies to ensure success of US foreign aid in alternative future 

World Markets 
‣ Invest in strategic communication to increase awareness of US aid role; 
‣ Create Foreign Assistance Department with R&D office; 
‣ Build technical capacity within USG in areas such as SSR, Climate/Environment, 

Urban Response, Bio-med; 
‣ Identify investment opportunities (where to do business); 
‣ Strengthen risk assessment of vulnerable populations that includes business 

opportunities including insurance schemes; 
‣ Strengthen information management and data analysis; 
‣ Prioritize the strengthening of local capacity for preparation/mitigation 

and disaster response; 
‣ Focus on early warning. 

Global Sustainability 
‣ Develop a USAID communications campaign that includes information 

management and strategic data analysis; 
‣ Reorganize US FA into single department along technical lines matching 

emerging needs/sectors as identified; 
‣ Develop “whole of government” approach at country level:  humanitarian 

assistance to engage more closely with EGAT, Global Health and policy levels; 
‣ Maintain permanent AID/DCHA representation in each Command, OSD, JCS; 
‣ Enhance R&D capacity; 
‣ Reinforce/invest in DCHA’s technical expertise; 
‣ Leverage DoD resources; 
‣ Allocate more resources to early warning, prevention and preparedness (EWS, DRR); 
‣ Identify key emerging actors from around the globe; 
‣ Develop common vulnerability criteria and standards.

Regional Stewardship 
‣ Use OAS as starting point for delivery of humanitarian aid whilst retaining 

freedom to act bilaterally; 
‣ Engage US military for logistical support in concert with other regional military forces; 
‣ Develop one foreign aid bureau to handle the world + one foreign aid bureau 

(DCHA/LAC) to address Western hemisphere; 
‣ Focus on longer-term investments and grant-making beyond 12/18 months; 
‣ Encourage “cluster approach” with alliance states to build regional technical capacity; 
‣ Focus on disaster risk reduction; 
‣ Develop regional schemes for insurance of natural disasters;
‣ Strengthen US reliance on UN and other regional mechanisms or hegemons 
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for delivery of assistance;   
‣ Employ direct budget support to governments based on needs analysis, 

government abilities and performance; 
‣ Offer corporate/private sector incentives to invest in the region and build capacity. 

List of attendees 

Facilitators 
John Reynolds, HFP (SDE designer/leader) 
Randolph Kent, HFP 
Stacey White, HFP 
David Hajjar, DCHA/OFDA 

List of participants 
Rob Andrews, DCHA/OFDA 
Reuben Brigety, DCHA/AA 
Richard Byess, DCHA/OMA 
Kelly Clements, State PRM 
Sarah Cohen DCHA/OFDA 
Fruzsina Csasar, State PRM 
Regina Davis, DCHA/OFDA 
Stacy Gilbert, State PRM 
Nicole Green, State PRM 
David Hajjar, DCHA/OFDA 
Harlan Hale, DCHA/OFDA 
Jack Hawkins, DCHA/VfP 
Mike Henning, DCHA/DG 
Mike Hess, DCHA/AA 
Robert Jenkins, DCHA/OTI 
Mariam Lutz, DCHA/OFDA 
Ky Luu, DCHA/OFDA 
Wendy Marshall, DCHA/DG 
Ian Moise, DCHA/OFDA 
Jack Myer, DCHA/OFDA 
Margaret Pollack, State PRM 
Chris Pratt, DCHA/OFDA 
Dale Skoric, DCHA/FFP
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Annex 4

Participant’s list
Planning from the Future Participants’ list includes, Name, Office* and Tools 
(* Office posting as of the beginning of the assessment)

1. Mike Hess, DCHA/AA
       Focus Group Discussion, KII, SDE

2. Jon Brause, DCHA/PPM
       KII

3. Tim Beans, DCHA/AA
       OSAT, Focus Group 
       Discussion, KII

4. Toni Sanchez, DCHA
OSAT, KII

5. Reuben Brigety, DCHA/AA
       OSAT, Focus Group 
       Discussion, KII, SDE

6. Amber Brooks, DCHA/AA
       OSAT, Focus Group 
       Discussion

7. Ky Luu, OFDA
       OSAT, Focus Group 
       Discussion, KII, SDE

8. Greg Gottlieb, OFDA
       OSAT, Focus Group 
       Discussion, KII

9. James Fleming, OFDA
       OSAT, KII

10. Todd Horne, OFDA
OSAT, KII

11. Carol Chan, OFDA
OSAT, KII

12. Sidyl Maher, OFDA
OSAT, KII

13. Melinda Wolfe, OFDA
KII

14. Antoinette (Toni) Ferrara, OFDA
OSAT, KII

15. Mariam Lutz, OFDA
SDE

16. Fiona Shanks, OFDA
OSAT, KII

17. Bart Deemer, OFDA
OSAT, KII

18. Rhonda Davis, OFDA
OSAT, KII

19. Rob Andrew, OFDA
OSAT, KII, SDE

20. Kasey Channell, OFDA
OSAT, KII

21. David Lillie, OFDA
OSAT, KII

22. Chris Pratt, OFDA
OSAT, KII, SDE
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23. Rob Thayer, OFDA
KII

24. Heather Papowitz, OFDA
OSAT, KII

25. Michelle Shirley, OFDA
OSAT, KII

26. Steve Catlin, OFDA
KII

27. Peter Morris, OFDA
OSAT, KII

28. Courtney Brown, OFDA
OSAT, KII

29. Marion Pratt, OFDA
KII

30. Chuck Setchell, OFDA
OSAT, KII

31. Ian Moise, OFDA
OSAT, KII, SDE

32. Laura Powers, OFDA
OSAT, KII

33. Jeff Drumtra, OFDA
OSAT

34. Jack Myer, OFDA
KII, SDE

35. John Marks, OFDA
KII

36. Harlan Hale, OFDA
KII, SDE

37. Regina Davis, OFDA
OSAT, KII, SDE

38. Thomas Dolan, OFDA
OSAT, KII

39. Sarah Cohen, OFDA
Focus Group Discussion, SDE

40. David Hajjar, OFDA
Focus Group Discussion, SDE

41. Elizabeth Kvitashvili, CMM
OSAT, KII

42. Tjip Walker, CMM
OSAT, KII

43. Liz Hume, CMM
OSAT, KII

44. Liz Martin, CMM
OSAT

45. Dale Skoric, FFP
OSAT, KII, SDE

46. Carolyn Mutamba , FFP
OSAT

47. Jonathon Dworken, FFP
OSAT, KII

48. Josh Kauffman, DG
OSAT, KII

49. Jerry Hyman, DG
OSAT, KII

50. Maria Rendon Labadan, DG
OSAT, KII

51. Wendy Marshall, DG
SDE

52. Mike Henning, DG
SDE
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53. Robert Jenkins, OTI
OSAT, SDE

54. Jason Aplon, OTI
OSAT, KII

55. Konrad Huber, OTI
OSAT, KII

56. Leah Werchick, OTI
OSAT

57. Leslie Curtin, OMA
OSAT, KII

58. Richard Byess, OMA
OSAT, KII, SDE

59. Jack Hawkins, VfP
OSAT, KII, SDE

60. Kelly Clements, PRM
OSAT, Focus Group 
Discussion, KII, SDE

61. Margaret Pollack, PRM
OSAT, KII, SDE

62. Margaret McKelvey, PRM
OSAT, Focus Group Discussion, KII

63. Larry Bartlett, PRM
OSAT, KII

64. Nancy Izzo-Jackson, PRM
OSAT, KII

65. Nicole Green, PRM
OSAT, KII, SDE

66. Fruzsina Csaszar, PRM
OSAT, KII, SDE

67. Stacey Gilbert, PRM
SDE
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