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Abstract

An effective information and communication system (ICS) is a central component of successful humanitarian relief efforts.   An ICS involves not only IT but also people, practices, policies and organizational environments.  This paper explores major issues and challenges inherent to developing an effective ICS within the humanitarian relief/NGO sector.  

Although closely related, the issues and challenges inherent in both intra- and inter- organizational communication in NGOs are discussed separately.  The analysis goes beyond the IT issues usually focused on, emphasizing the enormous impacts of human, organizational and environmental issues such as organizational structure, coordination, security, politics and funding.   We discuss both the strategic impact of these issues as well as the impact on an NGO’s ability to communicate effectively during emergency response efforts.
I.  Introduction

There are substantial and diverse challenges to the development and use of information and communication systems (ICS) in support of effective delivery of humanitarian relief during complex emergencies.  These challenges generally go far beyond technology considerations and often relate to core organizational issues of mission, culture, environment and communication. 

Not only must ICS support basic transportation and logistics issues, but it also must support organizational communication that is greatly complicated by a diverse landscape of players, including the United Nations, donor governments, multi and bilateral agencies, governments of countries affected by the crises, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), philanthropic foundations, corporations, the giving public, and those who have suffered during the crisis.  
A clear and comprehensive communication system is critical to managing relationships among players in the relief landscape.  Such a system consists of far more than information and communication technology (ICT)—even more problematic are human, political and organizational aspects of an effective ICS.  For this discussion, then, ICS means not only IT, but also people, practices, policies, and organizational environments.
In order to reduce human suffering in the face of natural disasters and man-made emergencies, organizations need established communication channels, infrastructures, strategies, agreements, education and training in place in order to adequately respond.  The technology component is usually the easiest part.  As Harley Benz of the USGS National Earthquake Information Service put it in the case of a South East Asia Tsunami warning system, 
Putting in the sensors is the easy part.  The difficult part here would be coordination between emergency-response agencies in the region.  Then, you have to deal with education, preparedness and training issues.” (Seattle Times, January 2, 2005)
It is too late to begin establishing the necessary ICS infrastructure, including agreements, policies, and practices, after an emergency has occurred.  Even when a relief organization is not in emergency response mode, establishing an effective ICS infrastructure is not easy.   The communication challenges facing organizations involved in international humanitarian relief, particularly NGOs, are unusual in their complexity and criticality.  
For NGOs, complex communication challenges occur not only within their own organizations, but also among the political, military, and numerous other NGO organizations that operate alongside them--particularly when these diverse non-profit and governmental organizations strive to enhance relief effectiveness by increasing cooperation.  Challenges arise in all aspects of evolving relief efforts, including preparedness and early warning, rescue, relief, and recovery.  These efforts are themselves composed of complex, interconnected operations such as logistics, supply chain management, human resources, informal and formal agreements, evaluation and assessment, lessons learned and institutional learning.  Perhaps most importantly, communication challenges exist between relief actors and the general public whom they are committed to serve.  

This paper explores communication issues and associated challenges revealed during international humanitarian relief efforts, and identifies potential areas of interest for further exploration.  We focus on issues and challenges that exist within NGOs (intra-organizational), and among NGOs as well as between NGOs and the other types of organizations involved in humanitarian relief, including the people being served (inter-organizational).

II.  Methodology and Organization
This paper draws from two types of research conducted in 2004 (prior to the South East Asia earthquake and tsunamis):  (1) A headquarters level assessment of upper-level management perspectives on organizational communication issues and strategies and (2) a field-level assessment conducted in Africa, intended to identify key communication challenges facing NGOs today.  For the headquarters assessment, information was gathered through an open-ended survey administered face-to-face or over the phone to IT managers, directors and operations managers of prominent Northern humanitarian relief NGOs.  For the field-level assessment, field researchers traveled to Kenya and Ethiopia to gather information through in-depth exploratory interviews with and participatory observation of key NGO personnel.

The following discussion divides NGO communication issues and associated challenges into two categories (1) intra-organizational communication and (2) inter-organizational communication.  It is important to note that while this division makes discussion easier, in practice these categories are highly interdependent.

III. Intra-organizational Communication

The state of the internal information and communication systems within an NGO is an integral component of how successfully the organization is able to respond to complex humanitarian emergencies.  Internal ICS are not only connected to the technological capacity of an NGO, but also to its mission, culture, structure, people, policies and administrative strategies. While this is true for all organizations, NGOs and other relief organizations face particularly complex issues and challenges to the establishment and management of an effective ICS.  Following is a brief analysis of the internal issues and challenges most common to the relief sector.
III.A.  Complications from a Decentralized Organizational Structure

NGOs operating in the developing world typically have a decentralized organizational structure in which field offices exhibit a high level of autonomy with minimal oversight by headquarters (HQ).  The main advantage of this type of structure is that NGO field offices can develop a firm understanding of the local situation, needs, languages, politics and cultural nuances of the country where the disaster has occurred.  This in-depth understanding of the locality helps an NGO respond more rapidly and appropriately and is a critical success factor in disaster response.

But while there are critical benefits of a decentralized structure, it also considerably complicates the implementation and management of an organization-wide ICS infrastructure.  In our NGO interviews, the tensions between an organization’s decentralized organizational structure and the demands of establishing a cross-organizational ICS infrastructure were strongly present.  As one IT director described his job,
I am responsible for persuading the field that IT is important in completing their work and the overall mission of the organization. They do not see the direct benefit.
There are many reasons for this disconnect.

The field is not interested in gathering information; they regard it as a nuisance and are busy operating.  (NGO administrator)
There is a general disconnect between systems mandated at HQ and availability or usability in the field.  This has evolved because it is easy to mandate down to the field and it is sometimes hard for HQ to understand how things work in the field.  (NGO field manager)
In some cases, the goals of the field and of HQ can conflict.  For example field workers operating in resource-poor environments may choose unique, local systems to spur economic growth in the local economy, while HQ is attempting to promote cost-effective operations by implementing compatible systems across the organization.  When field offices can operate at their own discretion, choosing to use separate software systems or not to use them at all, an organization’s ability to communicate clearly across international offices and headquarters can become extremely complicated.

Despite the need for a central ICS organizational strategy, mandating such a strategy from HQ (top-down) is typically not effective or feasible.  Many HQ offices function as non-operational, fundraising components of the organization with little or no oversight, making it difficult to field test and implement new communication strategies.  In addition, mandating policy from an HQ level is not compatible with the consensus-building leadership style of NGOs (and non-profits in general). While NGO field offices often consider recommendations on all levels by HQ, they are rarely required to implement them.  

III.B.  Need for User-Centered Design Strategies

Our headquarters-level NGO research found that one key to effective ICS implementation and use is to ensure that systems meet the unique communication and environmental needs of the local office.  
HQ implemented web-based timesheets.  They think it is great, but it is not practical in the field because of connectivity and time pressures.  (NGO field worker)
In the NGO world, the local communication needs and contexts in the Africa offices are likely to be very different than those needs in the Latin America offices.  In these varying environments, user-centered design becomes an even more critical but extremely challenging activity.  The major challenge is to develop systems and strategies that can address diverse needs, users and conditions without becoming chaotic (i.e. developing systems that are flexible, but not ad hoc).

During the research interviews, interviewees in the field characterized many HQ-driven ICS projects as developed and managed without adequate consultation with local staff.  
The Commodity Tracking System program may assist with HQ needs, but there is not as much benefit on the field level.  (NGO field manager)
Initiatives to enhance activities like supply chain management (SCM), which have strong information and communication components, were viewed quite differently from the HQ and field perspectives.
It would be very useful to have the program people see what SCM entails and have them learn more about the logistics process on the ground.  (NGO field office)

One area of needed improvement is getting [local] SCM staff to better understand the financial structures and the budget process.  We have had a lot of budgeting problems, because there is a lack of understanding of the financial process.  (NGO HQ)
The results of ICS projects where field workers were not “co-owners” of the effort and where differing valid perspectives were not aligned caused friction between local staff and HQ, and in some cases even reinforced asymmetrical power relations between developing world and HQ level staff teams.  There are a number of examples in the relief and development sector of potentially valuable ICS software
 that was abandoned or had limited impact in part because local needs were inadequately represented or appropriate buy-in from local offices was not obtained during the design and development phases.
Despite many negative incidences, in Africa this past summer we observed a positive example of how recognizing local communication needs can improve the success of NGO ICS projects.  An organization decided to implement a commodity tracking system that allows an NGO, both field office and HQ, to track their goods along the supply chain.  While not having adequate resources to develop their own software, the HQ began looking at already developed software packages while incorporating their field staff in the decision-making process every step of the way.  By bringing local staff to the United States and hiring software consultants to assist with appropriateness and usability issues, the HQ and local office were together able to conduct a program that addressed the needs of both the local office and HQ.  
III.C.  Weak Information Management 

An NGO’s ability to store and manage information and knowledge is a critical component of organizational capacity, disaster response, post-disaster assessment and institutionalization of lessons learned.  Knowledge management tools and strategies are just being recognized in the sector as potentially valuable ways to improve and refine performance for future disasters.  In the past, humanitarian relief organizations have focused on response activities, but now there is increased interest in learning activities as well.  If NGOs are to move from a focus on doing well in the current emergency to adding the equally important job of doing a better job the next time, they will need to develop and apply ICS to the capture and application of past experiences.

Despite the growing recognition of the importance of information and knowledge management, this activity is generally handled poorly across the humanitarian relief sector and, to a great extent, the sector reinvents itself with each new catastrophe.  While it is important to understand the extreme difficulties of operating in highly chaotic, resource and information poor environments, operating within chaos is not the only factor that works against effective information management in NGOs.  Other major constraining factors include: insufficient time, energy and financial resources; workforce turnover and lack of professional standing; multiple organizational perspectives on the appropriateness and role of information infrastructures; focus on technology rather than on organizational culture; and differences as to the value and implementation of ongoing assessment and improvement strategies.  

III.D.  Need for Cross-Organizational Program Development
Cross-organizational sharing, or communication among multiple departments within an NGO, is a vital component of program planning and organizational success.  When planning project proposals for disaster mitigation or response, each department (finance, programs, development, etc) must work collaboratively to form financially viable, organizationally feasible and well-planned programs.  

Despite this, proposals are often written without adequate consultation of support departments, such as ICT and logistics, and create huge long-term management problems.  Inaccurate project budgets and unrealistic expectations of price and services from support departments are a few examples of problems associated with a lack of cross-organizational communication.  

In order for the sector to more effectively respond to humanitarian crises, it is critical that NGOs recognize the value-added of a coordinated approach and implement information and communication policies that support increased coordination.  
III.E.  Lack of Funding for ICT Strategic Planning and Implementation 

Humanitarian relief organizations generally view ICS as overhead rather than as a fundamental activity.  To make matters worse, relief donors generally view overhead costs as detrimental to a proposed project, so overhead costs are kept to a minimum.  In addition, since most funding is project based, there are few if any program resources that can be used to address longer-term, organization-wide infrastructure needs.  

In addition, donor governments, foundations, corporations and the giving public focus relief donations on immediate solutions for immediate situations; targeting funds towards water and sanitation, medicine, food and shelter in direct response to visible human suffering.

Field training, supervision, lack of institutional memory… donors do not fund to help with these things.  (NGO administrator)
Where donor funding goes beyond basic needs, it is generally allocated towards tangible infrastructure projects, such as the restoration and building of schools and hospitals, without complimentary financing for the long-term administrative and strategic support of these facilities.  Although donations for basic needs and traditional infrastructure are critical, resources for strategic ICS solutions and management are just as critical.
A child is far more compelling than a satellite phone, but a well-placed satellite phone can help reduce the suffering of many children.  (Haselkorn, 2005)
For these reasons, finding adequate funding for cross-organizational ICS is a common problem in NGOs.  The restricted and short-term nature of donor funding makes it very difficult for organizations to invest more strategically in long-term planning and discourages organizations from adequately investing in strategic ICS infrastructure.  Unfortunately, inadequately planned and implemented ICS negatively impacts critical activities like contingency planning and preparedness.  This forces organizations into a reactionary mode where information and communication needs cannot be adequately addressed “on the fly.”   
III.F.  Barriers to Cross-Organizational Information Sharing
Many of the issues discussed thus far make it difficult for NGOs to effectively share information across the organization.  Decentralized structures and field offices located in geographically dispersed areas of the world complicate NGO efforts  to aggregate common experiences and disseminate lessons learned.  Many NGOs have begun building internal libraries, attempting to create information repositories that can be accessed from field offices and other locations. Unfortunately, these efforts are not generally integrated within an organization-wide, developed strategy for how information and communication will be used.

Most IT directors we spoke with believe that creative use of ICS can help meet the challenge of communicating with dispersed field offices.  Some focus on a centralized information library; others believe that the most effective way to encourage organizational information sharing is to build better and more effective search engines.  Most acknowledge the importance of a common ICS strategic plan.

A common information strategy and reliable and accurate information systems can help field directors have more confidence in the information, which will encourage them to access it when they are faced with an unfamiliar situation or emergency.  (NGO IT Director)
One of the most important reasons for developing a common information strategy is to allow diverse experiences from all over the world to fuel the institutional knowledge of an organization.  In the NGO world this is extremely complicated because a typical organization is developing one strategy for 80-90 unique field offices with 80-90 unique organizational processes and communication systems, in addition to differing cultures, languages and experiences.  Every NGO surveyed in our research was currently struggling with this enormous challenge of developing standard systems in an extremely diverse environment.  

Another challenge related to the establishment of cross-organizational information systems is the widespread concern both at HQ and in the field that IT is a distraction, rather than an essential support of organizational objectives.
IT is not a high priority for senior management.   (NGO IT Director)

Senior administrators are beginning to see IT as essential to the program, but it is still somewhere in the middle.  (NGO IT Manager)
While appeals to increased efficiency and accountability may be persuasive at HQ, they are less likely to affect field workers.

Our primary objective is to serve people in need. First we concentrate on getting the goods there and saving lives and then our secondary consideration is the bottom line/costs.  (NGO field worker)
Based on our interviews, we concluded that ICS is not universally perceived as important to the basic functions of NGOs.  ICS advocates in NGOs face a considerable challenge to demonstrate to both HQ and field personnel how a developed ICS infrastructure and strategy would serve the organization’s central mission.

III.G.  Short-Term Focus Complicates Long-Term ICT Infrastructure Issues
Thorough planning of clear communication strategies and systems prior to a disaster is perhaps the most essential step towards attaining effective communication systems within NGOs.  But while ongoing strategic planning is essential, internal issues and challenges confronting NGOs make this an extremely difficult thing to do.  

As the recent tsunami relief effort has demonstrated, it is far easier to raise funds and focus energy on an immediate crisis than it is to find support for improving the relief sector’s ability to more effectively mitigate the next disaster. Our humanitarian instincts more easily encompass concrete items, such as food and water and medicine, than abstract items such as infrastructure to support communication and coordination, assessment systems for early warning and response, or knowledge systems to capture and apply lessons learned from previous efforts.  
The challenge of giving equal weight to long-term planning as well as short-term relief is a major issue within the humanitarian relief sector on many different levels.  It can be seen in the short-term, immediate funding tendencies of donors and in the tendency of NGO field workers to focus on short-term information needs while being resistant to the “disruptive” longer term informational needs for assessment and capture of lessons learned.
III.H.  Lack of Trained Personnel
Long-term versus short-term planning issues are further complicated by the often temporary nature of NGO workers.  NGO field workers experience up to 80% annual turnover.  This makes it more difficult for these workers to invest time and energy into longer-term strategic initiatives.

Not surprisingly, our research found that human capacity can be much more critical to a long-term, effective communication system than technological capacity.  As an administrator from a large international NGO told us:

The biggest challenge for me is the lack of trained personnel and human resource issues.  We need people who are competent and ready when a disaster strikes.  These are not easy to find or to have on hand.  Academia helping train people is part of the answer.

The numerous and varied challenges to establishing effective ICS within an NGO become even more challenging when we consider the essential communication and collaboration that needs to occur across the entire humanitarian relief sector.
IV.  Inter-organizational Communication

Within the last decade, organizations have increasingly realized the value of having a coordinated response to humanitarian emergencies.  In 1991, the United Nations formed the Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).  The objective for creating OCHA was to provide coordination among the various UN bodies responding to humanitarian emergencies. 
Humanitarian coordination is based on the belief that a coherent approach to emergency response will maximize its benefits and minimize its potential pitfalls - in short, that the whole will be greater that the sum of its parts.” (UN OCHA website) 
The UN has recognized the need to promote collaboration among international NGOs as well. UN OCHA now acts as the central coordinating body for NGOs on the ground, working to more effectively deliver aid to those most in need.  However, NGOs usually are mobilized and on the ground long before the UN has arrived.
Despite the increasing recognition of the need for more effective coordination among the UN, NGOs and the military (either acting as peacekeepers or delivering aid), there have been a number of barriers to the establishment of a clear and effective inter-agency information and communication strategy. 

IV.A.  Need to Increase Coordination and Interoperability While Maintaining Organizational Autonomy
The actors who respond to humanitarian emergencies are very diverse, with different constituents, missions and objectives.  While they all share the objective of alleviating human suffering, commonalities typically end there.  Given the challenges inherent in devising a coordinated strategy among extremely diverse players, organizations have begun to focus on interoperability as a key to creating conducive environments that support cooperation. 
NGOs have deep organizational roots and cultures, and they are strongly committed to their various, often unique missions.  For this reason, the maintenance of organizational autonomy is often cited as a barrier to increased coordination and interoperability.  For example, field workers in Africa told us that a shared warehouse might well increase their efficiency, but they could not participate if it meant sacrificing the ability to respond independently.  
Given NGOs’ strong desire for autonomy, interoperability is best viewed not as sharing common systems, but as “creating conditions that enable separate organizations to share information toward a common end.” (Solomon and Brown, 2004)  This definition of interoperability does not require NGOs to relinquish organizational sovereignty, but rather focuses on the underlying conditions that make information sharing beneficial to all parties.

IV.B.  Need for Increased Security and Coordination with the Military
In addition to increased cooperation among NGOs and the UN, the necessity of a cooperative relationship between the military and NGOs is also becoming more accepted.  Within the last five years, NGOs have been operating in increasingly insecure environments. There has been a considerable rise in the number of humanitarian aid workers attacked, kidnapped and murdered, leading many organizations to put security much higher on their list of priority issues, and even leading some to scale down relief efforts in certain areas.  It has become critical that NGOs are able to accomplish their mission while providing for the safety and security of their personnel.
If NGOs are to secure the safety of their workers while continuing to serve people living in high-risk afflicted areas, they must coordinate with military organizations.  There are, however, obvious challenges to this communication and coordination need.

The military operates in one of two ways in an emergency situation.  They may either serve in a peacekeeping function where there are warring parties or ethnic strife as is the case in Afghanistan and Kosovo, or they may directly administer aid as is the case currently in Asia tsunami relief.  Each of these operations requires interaction with other actors operating in the area, but the military is used to operating independently and is not likely to risk sharing secure information that puts their troops at risk.  In this environment, cooperation among military and non-military entities is challenging to say the least.  

NGOs too are put in a difficult bind  when seeking better coordination with the military.   On the one hand, an NGO’s mission depends in part on the appearance and fact that they remain unbiased, so the repercussions of an NGO aligning themselves with the military can jeopardize their reason for being there.   On the other hand, not seeking military information and coordination can put them at a considerable security risk. How can NGOs maintain an image of impartiality even as they increase efforts to promote communication and information sharing with the military?

This is a difficult question, but both humanitarian and military personnel have begun to voice the advantages of enhancing communication among their various organizations.  Further steps must be taken to make this cooperation a part of an overall sector information and communication strategy. 
IV.C.  Need to Integrate Incomplete Information among Various Organizations

At the onset of an emergency, information such as assessments, statistics and census reports is needed immediately and must be as accurate as possible, in order to gauge the necessary level of response. Despite this need, the typical reality in disaster response is that existing information is either outdated, hard to find, scattered among different sources or unreliable for political or other reasons.  The difficulties of sending assessment teams to a site without accurate information are extreme, often resulting in wasted time and resources.

The negative effects of unreliable data were demonstrated in the NGO response to the Darfur conflict.  Soon after the conflict started, NGOs needed to get estimates on the number of people in the geographically dispersed and hard to reach areas of Darfur to plan for the response.  Roads, airfields and other transportation networks were either non-existent or in very poor condition within the region, preventing NGOs ability to engage in much field-level pre-assessment work.  NGOs were often forced to rely upon outdated census information from the government.   In one case, a particular NGO initiated a full-scale response for one area of Darfur, only to discover that the 25,000 people thought to be living in the area were no longer there.  Much time, money and resources were wasted. This illustrates the drastic repercussions of not having timely and accurate information to help plan a response. 

This event also points towards areas of possible information cooperation among NGOs.  For example, Geographic Information Systems (GIS) can be quite powerful in tracking migration and movement of large populations.  A shared humanitarian GIS data center might well have prevented some of the waste of time and resources in Darfur, or could be used in warning systems and post-disaster recovery.  A recent collaboration among Mercy Corps, the Pacific Data Center and the University of Washington is exploring this possibility.  (Seattle Post-Intelligencer, 2005) 

The development of a coordinated system for relief assessment and information sharing has been generally seen as the province of the UN.  OCHA and the UN Joint Logistics Centre (JLC) both function as information clearinghouses to relief actors, and provide operational coordination as well.  While each of these agencies have struggled with providing much needed coordination, their unique role within emergencies is critical.
IV.D.  Overcoming Reluctance of Organizations to Share Information

While NGOs are non-profit entities, they have been increasingly forced to compete over limited available resources and “market share,” leading to a type of “corporatization” of NGOs.  Although NGOs voice the desire and willingness to cooperate, the pressure of competition is enormous, presenting challenges to joint communication and information sharing.  There is a general reluctance of organizations to share information, especially information that is considered proprietary or of significant value to organizations typically competing for funding from the same sources.

For both NGOs and funders, feelings about competition versus cooperation remain mixed.  An advantage of NGO competition is that those organizations who do not provide adequate services nor maintain the values of accountability and transparency will not receive valuable contracts.  On the other hand, competition creates secrecy and an atmosphere of seeking comparative advantage over competitors, putting the focus on the organizations and the humanitarian sector itself, rather than on the people they serve.  The contradictory nature of this challenge makes it one of the most important to be addressed by the NGO community.

IV.E.  Challenges of Working in Underdeveloped, Disaster-Affected Environments

Although poor physical infrastructure is inherent within the nature of disaster response work and is largely expected, the degree to which poor physical or communication infrastructure impedes operations is substantial.  The challenge of physically reaching victims often determines the immediate effectiveness of an NGO.  Destroyed physical infrastructure, such as railroads, roads, and bridges destroyed by war, earthquakes or tsunamis, often make the work of reaching victims nearly impossible.  In addition, the sheer remoteness of a location or operating in a country with little existing infrastructure also impedes an organization’s ability to reach recipients.  For example, sand-ridden roads in Sudan have created major obstacles for NGOs trying to transport large loads of supplementary foods to needy villages.  In addition, many poorly built roads in Ethiopia totally prevent access to relief supplies in many villages during the three-month rainy season.  These two examples are not exceptional, but extremely common infrastructure-related problems NGOs must face.

An effective information and communication infrastructure among NGOs can offer possibilities of alleviating the constraints imposed by underdeveloped or destroyed physical infrastructure.  If NGOs can communicate about what roads have been wiped out and what roads are functioning, they will be able to reach victims faster. If an isolated worker at an emergency site can speak easily to field headquarters or other organizations involved in relief, it can make a major difference in the response. Although poor physical conditions cannot be changed immediately during an emergency, a well-planned, strategically implemented communication infrastructure can contribute to a more successful response to disasters and emergencies.
Conclusion

NGOs can improve their effectiveness and efficiency by focusing not only on direct relief and development, but also on strategic infrastructure and management.  A well-planned, evolving ICS infrastructure can enhance overall organizational capacity, especially in challenging areas like coordination, strategic planning, preparedness, accountability, lessons learned, training, research and education.

There are, however, numerous complex issues and challenges to the effective use of ICS by humanitarian relief organizations. It is possible for the humanitarian relief industry to learn much in this area from the private sector, but solutions cannot be taken off the shelf and expected to be completely applicable.  Rather it is critical that NGOs adapt these solutions to their own particular conditions and needs. 

The humanitarian relief sector is, unfortunately, a “growth industry” attracting tens of billions of dollars each year.  

We need to change the way we support this critical and courageous industry. We need to empower its organizations and people, invest in their education, conduct research that provides them with better tools and techniques, and support the development of human and technology infrastructure that will enable workers to not only conduct their complex work this time, but do it better the next.  (Haselkorn, 2005)
Helping NGOs overcome the many challenges to effective use of ICS is a critical component of this vital support.
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