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Trends and drivers of change
in humanitarian action 2025



Introduction

The Humanitarian Futures Programme (HFP) consists of four broad activities:
• Work to build the capacity of participants in futures methods and approaches
• Establishing and improving dialogue between scientists and humanitarian policy makers/ 

practitioners
• A programme of innovations relevant to humanitarian operations
• Development of methods and tools

The participant programme is underway with UN-OCHA, UNDP-BCPR and USAID as the first 
round of organisations involved. The IASG-WG will be a separate part of the UN-OCHA pro-
gramme. Discussions are underway with ECOWAS to also participate this financial year. Plans are 
for roughly 16 organisations to participate over three years. 

The programme works with organisations to develop their anticipatory and adaptive organisation 
capacities, looking at strategic planning and implementation, knowledge flows, collaboration and 
innovation. Scenario development is a key tool in working with participant organisations. 

This scenario development exercise is one of a series that is taking place throughout the pro-
gramme, and around the world. Its focus is on understanding how the nature of disasters and vul-
nerability might change in coming decades, and how humanitarian agencies can innovate to ensure 
they are best placed to help. In this sense, 2025 is a an arbitrary date as some of the trends under 
discussion will make their greatest impact later in our century - for instance climate change.

Purpose of this workbook

It is important that participants in the workshop have had time to look at this workbook - it does not 
need to be read in detail (although this would be great!), but at a minimum participants should have 
glanced at each section to familiarise themselves with the language, and ideally had a chance to 
think about whether they agree with the drivers of change selected, or if there are others that are 
more important. 

The following short paper is intended to outline some of the general and specific trends that will 
impact on the humanitarian sector in the next decades. Scenario development is based around an 
analysis of the key trends, and ‘drivers’ of change in the future. These are commonly categorised as 
social, technological, economic, environmental and political (STEEP) a short explanation of which 
follows below. We have added in an extra set of drivers - on humanitarian (giving us a STEEP-H 
model!). The categorisation is occasionally problematic as some trends cut across boundaries. Cli-
mate change is primarily environmental in nature but has economic, social, political and humanitar-
ian consequences and technology is key to its mitigation. Urbanisation is a demographic trend but is 
both economic and political and has technological, environmental and humanitarian implications. 
Nevertheless the categorisation gives a certain simplicity and as such seems ‘good enough’.

In scenario development analysis of trends is commonly used to determine the main ‘drivers of 
change’. These drivers are summarised at the bottom of each section in the report. A space has been 
left next to each driver for participants to write any thoughts/comments. Participants should reflect 
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on how such drivers might affected the humanitarian environment and how they might impact on 
the work of their agency or interests. 

The next stage in the process of scenario development is to take these drivers and split them into 
those elements which are fairly certain - ‘predetermined’ - and those which, depending on how they 
progress, will shape the possible future - ‘critical uncertainties’. We have made some suggestions as 
to which might be which, but it is important to discuss this in the workshop. Having had time to 
consider this in advance will allow us to do justice to this exercise.

The trends found in this paper are based on some preliminary interviews and research by the Hu-
manitarian Futures Programme. This will be expanded upon over the next year through ongoing in-
terviews and interactions with various organisations and experts, and through workshops such as 
this. As a result we are actively seeking input on any aspect, especially trends that have been 
missed, over emphasised, under emphasised or (in your opinion) mis-interpreted.  There will be an 
exercise at the beginning of the workshop to review the drivers.

STEEP analysis

The approach is based on the ‘3 cir-
cles model’ -developed by Colin 
Eden and Kees van der Heijden  at 
the University of Strathclyde - which 
describes three aspects of an organi-
sation’s business environment: 
• the internal organisational envi-

ronment, where decision making 
is largely  focussed on operational 
issues and resource management;

• the external transactional envi-
ronment, where an organisation’s 
external stake-holders (e.g. cus-
tomers, competitors, suppliers).  
Their behaviours and choices 
shape the transactional environ-
ment and challenge the organisa-
tion to respond.  When decision 
makers analyse what is happening 
in this environment, however, they 
generally  look at the recent past, 
the present and (at  best) the near 
future – in order to make short 
term reactive decisions designed to optimise short term performance;

• the wider contextual environment.  Trends and events in the contextual environment are not 
– by definition – of immediate relevance to the organisation.  These trends (drivers) are, how-
ever, shaping development of consumer and competitor behaviour in the transactional envi-
ronment.  
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Social trends

One of the most prominent social trends globally is the rise of the world’s population. Current pre-
dictions are that by 2050 the world’s population will reach 9 billion (see below)1.  This is despite 
the fact that the rate of growth has slowed and by 2030 will turn negative in developed countries. 

Other significant demographic trends are that 
the population will age in developing as well in 
developed countries, with the number of people 
aged over 60 passing the number aged 12-24 in 
developing countries by 2045 (this happened in 
developed countries in the 1990s). Today, just 
11 countries have a median age above 40 – by 
2050 that figure is expected to be 89 (coun-
tries), 45 in the developing world.

The next most significant demographic trend is 
the continuing move toward an urbanised 
world. This year (2007), for the first time in 
history the majority of the global population 
will be urban. The number of urban dwellers 
will rise from 3 billion in 2005 to 5 billion in 
2030, growing at 1.8 percent a year, almost 
twice as fast as global population growth.

The rapid rate of urbanisation is accompanied by an 
equally rapid rise in urban slums, especially in sub-
Saharan Africa, which is the world’s most rapidly 
urbanising region.
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The third profound trend that has affected global society is that of ‘globalisation’, and especially 
migration. Although this is predominantly an economic term, the effects of our increasing inter-
connectedness – through travel and through access to information – have meant that people around 
the world have much more access to information. Airlines schedule something in the order of 2.4 
million flights a year. Annually for the last decade developed countries have received something 
like 2.6 million migrants. In fact globally one in 35 people is a migrant - if this were a country it 
would be the world’s fifth biggest.

The social effects of globalisation 
and migration are hotly debated. 
On the one hand it allows for the 
rapid dissemination of ideas; on 
the other economics stops the ma-
jority of the planet affording what 
they know is available. The spread 
of ‘global’ terror is connected to 
the use of global media for re-
cruitment. 

Does the dislocation of a global 
culture lead to a sharpening of the 
politics of identity? Increased 
power for corporations and trans-national criminal gangs, eroding the power of the nation state, or 
does it promote liberty and challenge dictatorships who can no longer rely on the crude manipula-
tion of information?

Health care, social welfare and education will continue to dominate social and political concerns in 
the coming decades. Improvements in medicine will potentially lead to the cure of some intractable 
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developed world conditions (Alzheimer's, spinal injuries); we will also potentially see the results of 
some of the philanthropic research work into cheap solutions for diseases such as malaria. 

The threat of pandemic disease will not abate however. The recent SARs scare in China and Hong 
Kong showed how quickly inter-connected transport systems can spread virulent diseases globally. 
Although Avian Flu has not materialised into a global killer, this does not mean that this threat has 
disappeared. HIV/ AIDs continues to kill globally even if infection rates are dropping. 
Improvements in social welfare and education in the poorest countries are likely to be incremental 
in coming years. Progress toward the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) is slow, proving the 
difficulty of this task.

Improvements in social wel-
fare and education in the 
poorest countries is also 
bound up with the changing 
role of women in societies. In 
the richer countries of the 
world women have entered 
higher education and the 
workforce in huge numbers. 
This may also be happening 
in developing countries. This 
in turn may boost expenditure 
in education and health care.

As can be seen from the graph 
below2, poverty has dramati-
cally decreased in Asia, but 
stayed stubbornly immovable in sub-saharan Africa. The number of people living with insufficient 
food has increased in real terms, although decreased slightly as a percentage. Universal primary 
Education has increased from 79% to 86% in the last 15 years, although again Africa lags. The 
MDG target for access to water is unlikely to be met (ibid).
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Social drivers of change

Drivers Suggested 
certainty

Notes

1. Demographic growth and 
changes in demography

World population continues to 
grow to 9bn in 2050. Population 
ages in developing world leading 
to increased economic growth 
but also increasing aged popula-
tion needing care.

Predeter-
mined

2. Urbanisation and growth of 
slums 

World continues to rapidly ur-
abnise, especially sub-saharan 
Africa. Growth of slums without 
adequate services.

Predeter-
mined
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Social drivers of change

3. Globalisation and migration

Growth in migration.

Uncertain

4. Improved access to education

There is universal primary edu-
cation for all by 2020.

Uncertain

5. Health care improvements

Malaria largely eradicated, 
deaths from diarrhea  massively 
reduced.

Uncertain

6. Increased social inequality

Wealthy elites across the world; 
majority of planet does not share 
improved standard of living.

Uncertain

7. Changing role of women

Revolution in women’s rights in 
developing countries, leading to 
more women in work and more 
economic support for health care 
and education.

Uncertain

8. Potential for pandemics. Uncertain
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Technological trends

Technology has revolutionised business and consumerism in the developed nations in the last 
twenty years. This trend is set to continue with ever faster computing. Moore’s law states that 
computing power will double every 18 months, and this is due to hold for the next 10 - 20 years, 
until transistors become as small as atoms. As interestingly socially will be the spread of affordable 
computing to previously low technology societies. Already there is a $100 computer - with the con-
vergence of mobile telephones and computers many in the developing world may have access to the 
internet in the next decade. 

The internet currently has something like 1.1 
billion users3, most of these based in the richer 
countries of the northern hemisphere. This 1.1 
billion represents a sixth of the world’s popula-
tion and has grown from almost nothing in just 
twenty years. There are even more global mo-
bile phone users - 2.6 billion4. Both of these 
technologies look set to continue their rapid 
progress, with the likelihood that they will 
spread to populations who have previously had 
only limited access.

All of this will depend on continuing energy 
supplies. With global warming and finite sup-
plies of carbon base fuels the next few decades 

should see major investment in cleaner, and al-
ternative fuels.  Carbon capture and storage may quickly become a major way of mitigating the 
emissions of carbon dioxide from industry. Alternative means of both generating and distributing 
energy will also become prevalent. Nuclear fission will continue to grow, renewables such as wind, 
wave, hydro, geo-thermal and so on will continue to grow at a national, community and household 
level. The biggest new source of energy in the short term potentially, will be ‘biomass’, specifically 
‘biofuels’ or rather crops converted into fuel. This will have potentially have implications for food 
production, water usage and so on. 

In terms of distribution, the trend toward using engines other than the internal combustion (petrol, 
diesel) and to a variety of new methods (gas powered, electric, hydrogen cell and so on) will grow. 
The extent to which this will penetrate the market will depend in progress on technology, govern-
ment policy and the price of carbon fuels. There is always, as well, the possibility of an entirely, or 
almost unforeseen energy generation breakthrough such as nuclear fusion or mass investment in 
solar in deserts (apparently covering 2.6% of the Sahara desert - 469 sq kms - in photo-voltaic cells 
would provide the world’s energy needs5). The nature of mass transport in cities might also begin to 
alter with the introduction of semi-automated personal transportation.

There are a myriad of new technologies just over the horizon. The area of nanotechnology - in fact 
a string of separate sciences working at a molecular (“nano”) level - is one in which there has been 
recent focus and looks set to deliver a whole range of new materials, enhanced computing power 
and potentially medical advances. 
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There will be other advances in medicine in the next 30 years. Already we are seeing serious efforts 
to combat malaria (vaccines, GM mosquitos and so on). Advances in genetics may also lead to new 
vaccines. In developed world medicine the increased understanding of genetics, developments such 
as cloning, stem cell research, bio-mechanical (bionic body parts) and bio-computing advances, in-
situ diagnostics and better neuroscience will potentially increase life expectancy and lead to many 
more solutions to previously believed incurable conditions. This of course also has the potential to 
widen the gap between developed and developing worlds even further. It is entirely possible to 
imagine a world where people can live well into their hundreds or longer. If degenerative brain dis-
orders can be treated; cells grown and transplanted; body parts replaced by more efficient mechani-
cal devices then this is entirely feasible. Already we have the example of a disabled athlete barred 
from competing with able bodied athletes because it is felt his prosthetic legs give him an unfair 
advantage.

Advances in artificial intelligence will also increasingly blur the line between man and machine. 
Biological computing components, and computing implants in the human brain are both possible. 
Other types of sensors and implants that interact with machines are quite possible, even probable. 
Computers who are able to out-think their human counterparts may come to run many more parts of 
the modern world in the next fifty years.

The combination of increased computing power, artificial intelligence and advances in the under-
standing of human behaviour open the possibility to a more scientific basis for decision making; 
sociology as a truly empirical science. Whilst more far fetched than most other advances outlined 
here, certainly it is true that evidence will increasingly inform social policy.

Genetics will also have wider impli-
cations than just prolonging life for 
those populations who can afford it. 
GM foods have already been a battle 
ground, but biotechnology will con-
tinue to revolutionise food produc-
tion. Whilst its beginning has not 
been auspicious, biotechnology could 
solve some of the problems that cli-
mate change will create; making 
crops that can survive in much drier 
conditions for instance. 

Robotics and new materials will 
also impact in the developed world. 
Whilst robots have been a long time coming, it may be that robot type devices become ubiquitous in 
households, from vacuum cleaners that run themselves to more sophisticated tasks. Fabrics that are 
able to change colour and even shape, stronger lighter construction materials and so on will con-
tinue to alter our day to day world.

Robots may become more evident in combat too. Already the US military uses unmanned flights for 
surveillance and attack “drones”, and are experimenting with robots to retrieve wounded service 
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personnel from the battlefield. Military needs has long driven technological advances - aircraft and 
computers being two of the more obvious. Prosthesis is being revolutionised by R&D budgets 
available as a result of US casualties in Iraq. Current areas of warfare R&D include heat rays, psy-
chological warfare techniques and drugs, “web” war, molecular warfare and certainly many other 
areas of cutting edge technology.

Technological developments have the potential to shape our future in this century like nothing else. 
Technology will either help us counter some of the potentially negative trends on human vulnerabil-
ity (such as population and climate change) or it will not. Trying to predict future technological ad-
vances is holding oneself hostage to fortune - a 1930s gathering of eminent American scientists 
managed not to predict any of the significant technological advances of the century. There are many 
still brave enough to try however - the (apologies rather small print) extract below is from the BT 
technology timeframe 2006-2051.

Technological drivers of change

Driver Certainty Notes

1. Continued rise of World 
Wide Web leads to in-
creased communications 
and trade

Uncertain

2. Information and commu-
nications technology 
(ICT) continues to revolu-
tionise business and lei-
sure.

Uncertain

3. Investments and break-
throughs in energy tech-
nology, especially bio-
mass

Uncertain

4. Nanotechnology Uncertain
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Technological drivers of change

5. Advances in medicine 
such as bio-mechanics 
and in-situ diagnostics

Uncertain

6. Genetics

Leading to advances such 
as new vaccines.

Uncertain

7. Artificial intelligence

8. Scientific approaches to 
social policy (decision 
making)

9. Biotech.

10. Robotics and new materi-
als

11. New military technolo-
gies

12
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Economic trends

This short paper cannot hope to make a detailed economic analysis of either historical growth nor of 
future prospects. This type of analysis is both mathematically detailed and politically fraught. Nev-

ertheless, it is possible to say 
that the trend has been for an 
increase in global wealth, at 
least using IMF data (see ta-
bles left reproduced from 
2006 world economic out-
look6). 

Of course this growth has 
been subject to some pretty 
acute peaks and troughs and is 
also uneven - sub saharan Af-
rica has either stagnated dur-
ing this period or declined by 
up to 11% in real terms de-

pending on whose statistics you 
believe.

The world economy is in the 
process of a dramatic realign-
ment as consequence of eco-
nomic liberisation, technologi-
cal advances, capital market 
developments and demographic 
shifts7. This will shift centres of 
economic activity, both globally  
and regionally. Today, Asia 
(excluding Japan) accounts for 
13% of world GDP, while 
Western Europe accounts for 
more than 30%. Within the 
next 20 years the two will 
nearly converge. Russia and 
Brazil will both continue to 
grow as regional economic 
powers and play a significant 
role in energy markets in dif-
ferent ways. This could give 
rise to the ‘BRICSs’ (Brazil, 
Russia, India and China), both 
economically and politically.
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Another trend that has the potential to impact dramatically on human society and politics is the dis-
tribution of wealth around the globe. Whilst a billion people on the planet enjoy unprecedented 
wealth, five billion do not. The graph below speculates about whether inequality will indeed rise - it 
has stayed static or fallen since the end of the second world war. Different modeling systems give 
completely different answers, indicating the jury is out on this one.

The spread of wealth geographically 
is likely to alter even if it does not 
widen or narrow. Apart from emerg-
ing economies (more of which be-
low), increased migration has brought 
with it huge flows in remittances. 
Remittance flows are the second larg-
est source of foreign investment for 
developing countries behind private 
companies. 

With the world economy realigned 
geographically, with strong migration 
and remittance flows; with the possi-

bility that demographic changes mean an even more mobile global workforce, poverty may no 
longer be geographically distinct in the way it has been in the late twentieth century. Instead all con-
tinents and even countries might have both wealth and significant poverty - more ‘New Orleans’ 

than West Africa.

One factor that could rather dramatically upset 
this optimistic forecast is the ability of the world 
to meet its energy needs (and for that matter its 
water and therefore food needs - see below). In 
1956 Marion King Hubbert, and American geo-
physicist predicted that global oil production 
would peak in about half a century. His predic-
tions proved extremely accurate for US oil pro-
duction (which peaked in 1970) and his model-
ing methods are routinely used in the oil indus-
try. Predictions for when global ‘peak oil’ will 
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occur range at the moment between 2005 (already happened) and 2010. At the same time, world oil 
demand is increasingly rapidly as new developing world economies such as China and India boom. 
The way all of these factors will interact is of course very uncertain.

In fact, sustainability of the current eco-
nomic model generally will be a huge 
preoccupation for global economics and 
politics in the coming decades. The abil-
ity of global leaders and institutions to 
reconcile market economics with resource  
constraints and increased anthropogenic 
impact on the planets ecosystems will 
probably be the dominant historical narra-
tive of the 21st Century. Some have gone 
as far as to question the viability of the 
current model of economic development - 
asserting that the only way to avoid cata-
strophic planetary climate change is to 
reduce our levels of consumption. Certainly resource constraints generally and environmental costs 
to industrial activity may impact significantly on global GDP growth in coming decades8.

Economic drivers of change

Drivers Certainty Notes

1. Realignment of world econ-
omy due to rise of BRICs 

Brazil Russia, India, China. 
Realignment of world econ-
omy.

Uncertain

2. Continued global growth, 
driven by US economy

Dollar continues to underpin 
world economic system.

Uncertain

3. Continued stagnation of sub-
saharan Africa

Uncertain
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Economic drivers of change

4. Continued stagnation of  
Middle East

Uncertain

5. Energy supply shortages / 
price increases

Finite oil supplies lead to 
price rises and intense com-
petition for energy.

Uncertain

6. Income distribution disparity Uncertain

7. Changing geographical nature 
of poverty related to migra-
tion and global realignment

Uncertain

8. Viability of current economic 
model

Uncertain
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Environmental

Probably the greatest environmental issue on our radar is that of climate change. Current estimates 
(from the IPCC 4th report, 20079) range from a global temperature rise of  1.8 - 4C by 2100, 
though this could vary from 1.1C to 6.4C. This does not take into account so called ‘positive feed-
back loops’, for instance the melting of methane containing crystals in the arctic permafrost which 
would add lots of carbon dioxide to the atmosphere. Moreover, these global averages have some 
quite stark regional differences as exemplified by the chart below (for instance Africa will experi-
ence rises around 4C).

Whilst the impact of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases in the atmosphere on global tem-
peratures is now well established (if still hotly disputed by some), what the impacts of these tem-
perature rises will be is less certain. One that is fairly certain is rising sea levels. This threatens sev-
eral small island nations such as Vanuatu and the Maldives, whose very existence is threatened with 
predicted rises. It also threatens more coastal flooding around the world - for instance London’s 
Thames barrier was built to withstand one in 200 year events. Rises in sea levels could mean its 
likelihood of being breached falling to one in 30 years. Another threat from climate change is an 
increase in tropical cyclones and sever weather incidents, which have been both more frequent 
and more severe over the last 30 years.

Probably the threat from climate change to the greatest number of people however, is a change in 
world rainfall patterns. Current evidence suggests rainfall moving away from the tropics toward 
the northern hemisphere. This means that in many tropical areas (such as sub-saharan Africa) that 
depend on subsistence agriculture livelihoods will be threatened or become untenable.

The predicted outcome of these various impacts of global temperature rises will be increased migra-
tion. The highest estimates of climate change related migration are in the order of 200 million - a 
tenfold increase on todays estimated total population of “displaced”, and a similar number again to 
the global number of migrants.
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Climate change will also affect global food production (as well as threatening dramatically species 
and ecosystem survival). Initially it is predicted that this will decrease, although in the long term 
could potentially increase as previously inaccessible polar lands become cultivatable.

Figure shows 2090 compared to 1990.

Another environmental trend that will certainly be an issue in the coming decades is access to wa-
ter.   Currently 1.1 billion people do not have access to safe drinking water and 2.4 billion people 
lack adequate sanitation. 

Today, water tables are falling on every continent (UNWWD, 2003/9), agricultural land is becom-
ing brackish, ground water aquifers are being polluted throughout extensive portions of South, East 
and Central Asia and throughout many parts of Africa. A recent report by the International Water 
Management Institute predicts that a billion people will face an absolute water shortage by 202510 if 
current investment levels in water infrastructure continue and if new management and conservation 
techniques are not adopted. A more recent report by the WWF11 warns that the world’s top ten riv-
ers are at risk from a combination of over-fishing, pollution, climate change and dams. 

A fall in water availability, especially for irrigated water would have a knock-on effect on cereal 
prices (pushing them up). Many have also talked about the potential for ‘water wars’. In 1995 
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World Bank Vice President Ismail Serageldin warned that “the wars of the 21st century will be 
fought over water, not oil”. 19 international rivers – including the Nile, the Ganges/Brahmaputra 
and the Congo and Niger – are each shared by five or more nations and are vital for the survival of 
each.

Environmental drivers of change

Drivers Certainty Notes

1. Global temperature rise Predeter-
mined

2. Rising sea levels Predeter-
mined

3. Increase in tropical cy-
clones and severe 
weather incidents

Uncertain

4. Changing rainfall pat-
terns

Uncertain

5. Increased displacement 
and migration

Uncertain

6. Decreasing global food 
production

Uncertain

7. Water access constraints Predeter-
mined
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Political

“It is a mistake to try to look too far ahead. The chain of destiny can only be grasped one link at a 
time.” Winston Churchill

When discussing politics it is obligatory to start with a Winston Churchill quote. Probably even 
more apt than Churchill’s would be to say “in politics above all else the only certainty about predic-
tion is that it will be wrong”. In holding ourselves hostage to fortune then, we will attempt to pick 
out some political trends.

Firstly, the rise of China and indeed Asia as a region cannot be ignored. This region has improved 
its wealth dramatically in the previous twenty years, and with India starting to achieve the growth 
rates of China looks set to continue. The influence of the US and its allies remains strong politically 
and economically in Asia. Taiwan, the Koreas, Afghanistan - all of these potential flash points and 
barometers of influence - are all firmly controlled by the US. Following the 2001 Afghan war the 
US has established bases in strategic parts of central Asia, further consolidating its influence. The 
extent to which this influence will be challenged will probably be one of the dominant political nar-
ratives of the next 20-30 years. Could China begin to challenge US (and Japanese) supremacy in the 
region, perhaps through a series of proxy wars? Will the conflict between India and Pakistan change 
in nature as India grows in economic power?

The further consolidation of Europe as an economic and perhaps political power looks set to be a 
continuing trend although the recent rejection of the constitution by France and the Netherlands 
signals this cannot be absolutely taken for granted. Nevertheless it is more likely than less that 
within the next 20 years ‘Europe’ will stretch from Russia’s borders in the east to Iraq’s in the south. 
So far the new Europe has been a force for stability and prosperity in the world.

Of course any  political crystal ball gazing would be incomplete without Al-Qaeda and Islamic 
Fundamentalism. Without wishing to diminish the atrocities of 9/11, probably the more significant 
geopolitical issue is conflict in the Middle East. The status of Palestine, the ability of the Saudi 
monarchy to keep their country allied to US interests, the future of Iraq, the regional power bid by 
Iran and of course the security of Israel combine to make a tremendously fragile situation. The fact 
that the world’s three largest oil supplying nations are in this region suggests an interesting couple 
of decades.

Another - potentially the greatest - source of conflict in coming decades will be the multiple im-
pacts of environmental stress and poverty. Climate change, water scarcity, demographic pressures, 
large scale disasters all may have the potential to cause conflict - the below chart from the UK 
armed forces strategic trends review 2006 - 2036 suggests some possible zones of stress.
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Areas likely to be at risk of instability as a result of multiple environmental stress. Source: DCDC.

The nature of warfare will also be a theme in 
the coming decades, as it has been in all previ-
ous. The US retains a massive military suprem-
acy, with an annual budget that surpasses that 
of the next seven nations combined. As military 
technology continues to advance (drones, ro-
bots, info-tech, satellites, smart missiles and so 
on) so it is reasonable to think that the US will 
retain this advantage, giving us a global stabil-
ity of sorts. Eric Hobsbawm has predicted that 
war in the next decades will continue to be 
intra-state and asymmetric and will probably 
not reach the bloody heights of the 20th Cen-
tury12. History is against Hobsbawm in this as 
every century has killed more people in conflict 
than the previous one13. If one had to bet 
money (a measure of the safest option) it would 
probably be on ‘more of same’ in the next 
twenty years - conflict on the periphery of the 
developed world, often based on geopolitical 
fault lines. Conflict in the Middle East, Central 
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Asia and the Caucuses. Conflict in sub-Saharan Africa (shifting within regions). 

Having dismissed Al-Qaeda with a pen-stroke, it is worth at least referencing what is being called 
the politics of identity. In a complex, global, growing and perilous future it may be that there are 
stronger ties than nationality and that cross borders. In this respect the ‘global jihad’ might be a 

fore-runner of identity politics.

Whilst not likely in the next 50 or even 
100 years, it is worth considering too 
the prospect that the very idea of na-
tions states - so called ‘Westphalian 
sovereignty’ - could be superseded with 
some alternate form of global govern-
ance. This is also connected with the 
continued rise of trans-national global 
corporations, the largest of which have 
annual turnover that is equivalent to 
nations with populations counting in 
the millions (see graphs left - numbers 
next to countries are their GDP in bil-
lions of US dollars,). The rise of trans-
national criminal networks also threat-
ens state sovereignty in different ways.

There are a number of events that are 
quite possible and would lead to a pro-

found period of global instability. Just as no-one predicted the fall of the Soviet Union, it is highly 
likely that we will have some kind of political disruption of this scale in the next thirty years. Two 
that are fairly obvious would be the collapse of the US as a global super-power and a nuclear war. 
Although a nuclear war is unlikely between politically mature nations, it is quite possible for a 
smaller nation to acquire and use this technology given the continuing proliferation. The collapse of 
the US as a super-power seems very unlikely but might be something such as the 1930s depression.

Political drivers of change

Drivers Certainty Notes

1. Change in world security as 
a result of rise of BRICs

Brazil, Russia, India, China

Uncertain

2. Expansion of Europe Uncertain
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Political drivers of change

3. Continued instability in Af-
rica

Uncertain

4. Instability in Middle East Uncertain

5. Continued intra-state war-
fare

Prede-
terimned

6. Water and other resource 
wars

Uncertain

7. Nuclear conflict, threat

Terrorist, accident, war.

Uncertain

8. New forms of terrorism

Bioterrorism

Uncertain

9. Politics of identity Uncertain

10. New forms of global gov-
ernance 

Trans-national corporations; 
unwinding of nation state 
concept.

Uncertain

11. Collapse of US

As sole superpower

Uncertain
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A brief overview of some trends in the humanitarian sector

This short section is not intended to be a definitive overview of the trends in humanitarian action, as 
it is intended that participants will have a great deal of insight into this area. Nevertheless it is use-
ful to summarise some of the headlines as a way of stimulating thought as to what the major trends 
might be.

The numbers of people affected in disasters is increasing

The table from the World Disaster’s Report 2003 (above) and the graphs from the CRED (Leuvin 
University in Belgium supported by the US government) database below show an upward trend for 

people affected by natural disasters (the 
graphs are too small to read properly - 
again apologies. Timeline runs from 1900 
- 2006. Yellow graphs are respectively 
number of  people killed by disasters and 
the numbers affected) . The two graphs 
below on refugees and displaced by con-
flict show a sharp rise in numbers around 
1990 (taken with the earlier conflict 
graph this is in line with the end of the 
cold war). These numbers have stayed 
static since the rise - whilst refugees have 
decreased, displaced have increased.

That the numbers of people affected by 
natural disaster will continue to rise has 
to be as near to fact as any future projec-
tion of trends can be. As population rises, 
even if  the number of natural disasters 
stayed constant more people would be 
affected. Although we have not attempted 
an extrapolation a simple linear extrac-
tion would suggest over 300,000 people 
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affected annually from natural disasters and annual damages running at well over $100 billions. 
With more extreme weather events appearing to be taking place, perhaps related to climate change, 
then the numbers may rise even more. It is encouraging to note however, that the numbers killed 

appears to be diminishing.

In terms of violent conflict, the 20th Century was the bloodiest period of all time, with an estimated 
187m killed. This is rivaled only by the mongol conquests of the 13th century when an estimated 
40m were killed (a larger proportion of the global population). Peaks such as this aside, the graph of 
numbers killed in violent conflict over the centuries is also upward, suggesting the 21st Century 
will probably see many millions displaced by conflict.

Changing vulnerability and new threats

As well as the continuing increase in disasters and a continuation of conflict outlined above, hu-
manitarian agencies face the prospect of both changing vulnerability and new types of disasters. 
Global demographic and economic changes mean that there may be many more aged people in dis-
aster populations than is traditionally the case. Prosperity and ageing means different diseases (heart 
disease, diabetes) than those that have traditional been the major preoccupation.

Global economic and business reliance on computers and the internet means that were an earth-
quake to hit California’s ‘server farms’ for instance, the economic consequences globally would be 
severe - with potential impacts on poor rural communities half way across the world. The humani-
tarian futures project has done quite a bit of work on these sorts of ‘synchronous’ failures, and other 
new disaster typologies14.

This type of new threat may also lead to new types of humanitarian agencies, or at least to new 
technical areas of competence being created within existing agencies.
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The money for humanitarian action is increasing

The resources available for humanitarian action are increasing and have done significantly in the 
last 30 years (see graphs below). 

Interestingly this has tended to 
happen in ten year ‘jumps’, the 
tsunami being the latest of these. 
After a massive surge in funding 
(related to a once in a decade 
event), funding drops off but not to 
previous levels. If the trends of the 
last 30 years were to hold true for 
the next, by 2035 the humanitarian 
sector will be worth US $230bn 
(approximately tripling every ten 
years).

As the resources have grown in the 
sector, so has the scrutiny. A for-
mely supine press has become ever more hostile to humanitarian agencies; a regular part of any dis-
aster story is now how the aid does not arrive fast enough. As the resources continue to grow it is 
reasonable to think that so too will scrutiny.

It is also reasonable to think that as the resources available to humanitarian action and agencies con-
tinues to increase, so it will also diversify. Whilst the sector remains hostage to the world’s powerful 
governments at present, this is changing and will probably continue to do so. Improved public fund-
raising by NGOs, increased involvement of large corporate donors will accelerate this trend.

Professionalism

Another very evident trend, certainly within the non-government sector, has been a move toward 
more professional management. This is probably also related to the increase in resources, and the 
accompanying scale of operations. It may also be influenced by a general embracing of the ‘new 
public management’ of the public sector in the US, UK and so on. The humanitarian, and develop-
ment sectors have adopted much of the practice of ‘New Public Management’, in particular its fo-
cus on ‘results based management’ and measurement. One tendency of this trend may be an increas-
ing reluctance to tolerate risk and a sharper focus on marketing, which delivers progress on one of 
the few measurable ‘bottom line’ indicators (turnover). 

Demand for greater accountability

The relief operation in Zaire following the Rwanda genocide highlighted some uncomfortable is-
sues for humanitarian action, about how well agencies understood the situation and about who ulti-
mately could hold them to account. This in turn led to a number of accountability initiatives from 
the Sphere Project to the Humanitarian Accountability Project International (HAP-I). Assuming the 
next decade is one of equal growth for the sector, these issues seem likely to persist - with increased 
scrutiny, with the rise of professional management and a tendency to default to the bottom line it is 
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likely there will be a fiercer (and more political?) battle for who can hold these powerful agencies to 
account.

Humanitarian action is subject to powerful political forces

There is a set of issues that are axiomatic in modern humanitarian action. These centre around the 
nexus of great power politics, the motives under-
pinning humanitarian action, the extent to which 
humanitarian agencies really operate independ-
ently (and are viewed as doing so) and so on. 

This is variously described as the ‘coherence’ de-
bate, the perennial plea in favour of ‘forgotten 
emergencies’, a debate of humanitarian principles 
and so on. In this respect the conflict in Iraq has 
probably set the sector back in ways it is hard to 
distinguish at this point. In 2004 (see left) the 
largest share of the global humanitarian budget 
spent on a single country went on Iraq.

At heart this merely demonstrates the (current) 
narrow funding base of global humanitarian ac-

tion - at least that carried out by the large branded organisations. A handful of donor countries (US, 
EU) contribute the lions share of resources and therefore dictate politically the populations who will 
receive aid, and those that will not. Whilst those inside donor agencies strive to counter this politi-
cal capriciousness with initiatives such as ‘good humanitarian donorship’ it is never a match for po-
litical expediency. A good indicator of the way the wind is blowing in this regard is the (relatively) 
recent incorporation of USAID into the State Department, the renaming of DFID’s Conflict and 
Humanitarian  Affairs Department (CHAD) as Conflict Humanitarian Affairs and Security 
(CHASE) - incorporating the Post Conflict Reconstruction Unit (PCRU), a joint MOD/ FCO en-
deavour - and the ongoing assimilation of the UN’s humanitarian capacity into peace-keeping mis-
sions.

Of course it is not all one way traffic - as the sector grows in support and profile (linked to the ex-
panding resource base), so its political muscle increases.

The outcome of this is that humanitarian funding remains unpredictable and restricted and will 
probably continue to do so in the short term. In the medium term (as above), this may change.

There are new actors in the sector

As the sector grows in both resources and political influence new agencies and new types of agen-
cies have started to undertake humanitarian work. The number of non-governmental agencies con-
tinues to grow, with NGOs from countries such as the Czech republic and Malaysia beginning to 
establish a reputation. Local humanitarian organisations also continue to grow.

Outside of the non-government sector both the military and private companies have started to be-
come more regularly involved in certain types of activities. Particularly in Iraq and Afghanistan 
military forces have been routinely involved in reconstruction as have companies employed by 
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them (usually these companies combine security and construction work, with their origins in the 
military). The extent to which this represents a ‘trend’ is moot; this type of extended CIMIC doc-
trine has been adopted in peace-support type operations by UN forces (Liberia, Congo) and many 
countries deployed their armed forces in some configuration during the tsunami and the earthquake 
in kashmir. A recent report for one of the UK’s largest Private Military Companies15 provocatively 
targets humanitarian assistance as a growth area, and Control Risks, Armour Group and Kellog 
Brown and Root all bid for the recent DFID CHASE Operations Team contract (anecdotally be-
cause the PCRU business looked interesting!).

Lessening influence of UN 

Another trend that is discernible in the last 20 years is the relative weakening of the United Nations 
and its agencies as humanitarian actors. In the Yugoslav war and later the Rwanda genocide the UN 
refugee agency (UNHCR) dominated the landscape with the majority of donor funds channelled 
through the agency. Whilst their decline may be very specifically related to that agency, no other 
UN agency has risen to take their place and coordination of large humanitarian crises remains frag-
mented. In the 2004 tsunami the only UN agency to garner resources of any scale was UNICEF; 
this because of their public fund-raising ability. UNICEF raised around US$700m compared to the 
RC/RC movement’s almost US$2bn. The nearest other UN agency was the World Food Programme 
with around $300m; several international NGOs raised over this total. Whilst the UN does remain a 
major player in political crises - peace keeping missions - this is entirely dependent on the military 
force deployed. In contexts where the deployment of UN force is not straightforward - Darfur is the 
best example - the UN is diminishing in capability, and perhaps in influence.

Both the increase in the value of the emergency fund (CERF) and the ‘cluster’ approach could be 
seen as efforts to counter these trends. It seems unlikely however that these initiatives alone can 
counter this long term trend.

Shrinking humanitarian space (esp. geographical)

If the influence of the UN is waning, so too it appears is the universality of humanitarianism (if this 
were ever the case). The consequences of the Iraq war are yet to properly unfold, but the complete 
denial of humanitarian access, the deliberate targeting of humanitarians - the bombing and murder 
of Sergio Vieira de Melo and his colleagues, the brutal murder of Margaret Hassan - signal the pos-
sibility of a new reality for humanitarian agencies. In Afghanistan, in Sudan, in Lebanon the denial 
of access to humanitarian agencies has become a routine tactic of modern war. Murdering humani-
tarian workers as a way of denying external scrutiny has been tactic for a while - murders of hu-
manitarians in the Great Lakes and the Caucases were part of this dynamic in the 1990s. Iraq and 
Afghanistan signal something different however - a denial of the humanitarian endeavour as a 
whole; an ideology that specifically views humanitarianism as a tool of western power and attacks it 
accordingly. This suggests that humanitarian agencies could find themselves restricted to operating 
only in zones of relative western influence.

Rise of national capacities.

Humanitarian agencies have become used to operating in a ‘nation free’ zone - liaising with local 
authorities but in name only. The recent decision by India to handle the response to the tsunami 
themselves signals a shift in developing nations attitude to external assistance. For some countries 
the idea of assistance at any cost may be shifting. Iran too, following the Bam earthquake seems to 
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have learnt the lesson that they are better carrying out relief operations themselves - the Chinese 
already routinely handle even the largest disasters domestically. Accompanying this is a rise in the 
capacities of national non-government agencies. India famously has over a million NGOs; Bangla-
desh is equally famous for the Grameen Bank, Brac and Proshika. Whilst these are all development 
actors, it is possible to see that as disasters become more of a national and international policy con-
cern, so will national capacities rise. Sri Lanka and Indonesia both saw their national NGOs 
strengthened by the tsunami response.

Media, communications and new technology

One of the principal drivers in the humanitarian ‘business’ of the last decade has been the speed of 
media reporting of crises. As television news has become almost instantaneous, so have humanitar-
ian agencies needed to be able to project capacity globally and rapidly. Whilst reporting will proba-
bly not get any quicker, the rise in new media; internet reporting (blogs), video sites such as you-
tube and so on may well change the way aid agencies find themselves interacting with their donat-
ing public once again. It may equally change the way humanitarian agencies find themselves inter-
acting with their ‘beneficiaries’. Much of the tsunami footage was shot by affected people on their 
mobile phones or video cameras; it is a short step to much greater demands for accountability from 
recipient communities via internet blogs and ‘new media’.

The same communications technology that has changed global media has also had a profound effect 
on humanitarian operations. Satellite telephones/ data, mobile phones, extensive availability of 
broadband internet and so on, has meant that complex supply chains can be managed across the 
globe. The next generation of new technology may also have a significant effect - satellite imagery 
and GIS is already being used (albeit for fairly low-tech applications). Bio-metric identification was 
used by several aid agencies during the tsunami response, and so on.

Humanitarian drivers of change

Drivers Certainty Notes

1. Number of people affected 
by disasters and conflict 
continues to rise

Predeter-
mined

2. New types of disaster and 
vulnerability.

Uncertain
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Humanitarian drivers of change

3. New specialism within 
agencies as a result of new 
threats

Uncertain

4. More funding for humani-
tarian crises from a greater 
diversity of donors and 
channels

Uncertain

5. Professionalism Uncertain

6. Demand for accountability Uncertain

7. Powerful political forces 
setting agenda

Uncertain

8. New organizations work-
ing in humanitarian sector

Uncertain
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Humanitarian drivers of change

9. Lessening influence of UN Uncertain

10. Shrinking humanitarian 
space

Uncertain

11. Rise of national capacities Uncertain

12. New technologies. Uncertain

12. New international humani-
tarian law

Driven by use of robots in 
war and other patterns of 
new warfare

Uncertain
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