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This special issue on humanitarian governance focuses on risk and order. Its contributions 
show the tensions between humanitarian normative ideals and practical consequences, as 
many of the ordering effects are associated with either intended or unintended 
consequences. This introduction offers a conceptual framing of humanitarian governance. 
Defining humanitarian governance as a subset of global governance, the article shows how 
humanitarians have attempted to improve the consequences of their work by fighting 
instrumentalisation and instituting rationalisation processes. The article adapts four 
questions, originally formulated by Barnett, to examine the ways in which humanitarian 
governance functions in more detail: what kind of world is being imagined and produced? 
Who governs? How is humanitarian governance organised? And finally, what are its 
principal techniques? The conclusion summarises the main findings and sets an agenda for 
further research.  
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Introduction 

This special issue addresses two key issues in contemporary humanitarian governance, namely 

how or to what extent humanitarians can govern risk and create order in a world in turmoil. It 

is based on contributions to the World Conference on Humanitarian Studies (WCHS), which 

took place in Addis Ababa from 5–8 March 2016. Humanitarian governance is a concept that 

is gaining traction in humanitarian studies, and the contributions to this special issue explore 

this concept as a set of material, political, and discursive responses by the United Nations, 

international non-governmental organisations (INGOs), states and local actors to invocations 

of humanitarian suffering. This introduction offers a conceptual framing of humanitarian 

governance of order and risk, focusing on the growth and consolidation of the humanitarian 

system since the end of the Cold War. 

As the articles in this special issue illustrate, many of the ordering effects and risks are 

linked with the intended as well as the unintended consequences of humanitarian action. In this 

respect, humanitarians are always trying to come to terms with the gap between their high-

minded principles and intentions, on the one hand, and the actual, frequently disappointing, 

outcomes on the other. Strong self-criticism has thus become a staple of the humanitarian sector. 

In response, there are many initiatives to improve humanitarian action and its governance. As 

shown in this special issue, these initiatives usually take two broad forms, namely: first, fighting 
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instrumentalisation of humanitarian action for political or commercial purposes, which also 

leads to debates about the relevance and practicality of the humanitarian principles (see papers 

in this special issue by Lidén; Høigilt; Aembe and Dijkzeul). Second, rationalising humanitarian 

action, for example through institutionalising forms of coordination, professionalisation, 

codification, digitisation, and legalisation (see Jacobsen and Fast in this issue), as well as 

through efforts to gather evidence, enhance accountability, and improve monitoring and 

evaluation, including measuring impact (see Pieterse; Hilhorst, Desportes, and de Milliano 

papers in this issue). In turn, implementation of these initiatives is never perfect; they all have 

their own specific effects that raise new analytical questions.  

This introductory article ties the special issue together by providing an analytical map 

of the humanitarian community’s role in the governance of humanitarian crises. In doing so, 

we take stock of influential themes and debates within the field to offer a roadmap for future 

research on humanitarian governance. We adapt Michael Barnett’s (2013) explorative questions 

about humanitarian governance as the starting point for asking: (i) What kind of world is being 

imagined and produced through the specific concern with order and risk? (ii) Who governs? (iii) 

How is this a form of humanitarian governance and how is it organised? And (iv) What are the 

principal techniques of such governance? 

This introductory article first describes the sector’s concern with consequences and the 

rise of risk and order as key concerns for humanitarian governance. The next four sections each 

presents substantive reflections on the above questions. We conclude with a reflection on a 

research agenda on humanitarian governance of risk and disorder in a world in turmoil. 

1. Perspectives on humanitarian governance 

Towards a concern with consequences 
In our inquiry, humanitarian governance is situated as a subfield of global governance, 

understood as governmental, inter-governmental and non-governmental efforts and 

mechanisms to manage common public goods and address international issues (Weiss, 2000). 

It is defined in multiple ways. Sometimes it is used descriptively to indicate the main actors and 

issues in humanitarian crises (Andersen and Behmer, 2018), though most authors include a 

normative dimension. Humanitarian governance is generally presented as the attempt to govern 

individuals and human collectivities in the name of the preservation of life and the reduction of 

human suffering, in particular in humanitarian crises (Fassin, 2011). Yet, there are also broader 

definitions. Barnett (2013, p. 379) defines humanitarian governance ‘as the increasingly 

organized and internationalized attempt to save the lives, enhance the welfare, and reduce the 
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suffering of the world’s most vulnerable populations.’ These different definitions lead to 

different interpretations of humanitarian governance; in particular, they vary about the extent 

to which they emphasise morality and norms, as well as political considerations, and promote 

human welfare.1 

 Since the late 1990s, many humanitarian organisations—especially the multi-mandate 

ones that prefer the broader definition—have taken on more tasks, as the imperatives of ‘do no 

harm’ (Slim, 1997; Anderson, 1999; Darcy and Hofmann, 2003), rights-based approaches, and 

effectiveness and efficiency have also begun to claim import as a second tier of 

humanitarianism’s conceptual underpinnings beyond the humanitarian principles (Dijkzeul, 

Hilhorst, and Walker, 2013). Perhaps best described as a desire for a consequentialist ethic, this 

development is part of the humanitarian field’s growing effort to deal with consequences, be 

they a lack of impact, a negative impact or unexpected consequences. To unpack these 

consequences, most authors in this special issue adopt a specific conceptual lens for 

understanding humanitarian governance, highlighting the contrast between normative 

humanitarian space and the empirical humanitarian arena. This contrast can be understood as 

set out below.  

Humanitarian governance is often normatively construed as taking place in (and onto) a 

humanitarian space in which humanitarians try to safeguard access and security based on the 

traditional humanitarian principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence. In 

this space, the state has a primary responsibility to assist and protect, and should allow or enable 

humanitarian action when needed. Practitioners and academics working in the field employ 

several different notions of humanitarian space: (i) as a space within which humanitarian 

agencies (especially the UN and non-governmental organisations (NGOs)) operate, (ii) as a 

field of humanitarian governance, and (iii) as a site where people of concern can claim 

protection and relief (Sandvik, 2016). Despite differences in ‘professional aid actor’-oriented 

and ‘beneficiary’/‘people in need’-oriented perspectives, the notion of ‘the humanitarian’ is 

generally treated by practitioners and scholars alike as an analytical given, and much of the 

debate centres on Northern humanitarian organisations, whether the traditional humanitarian 

                                                           
1 Barnett uses critical theory to provide a broader perspective on power in humanitarian governance than most 
international relations theorists do. Duffield has probably gone furthest in showing the shortcomings of liberal 
approaches to governance of insecurity (2001, 2007) by using the Foucauldian concepts of biopolitics and 
governmentality (see also Jaspars, 2018). 
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principles are being respected—or not—and the concomitant predicament of a ‘shrinking 

humanitarian space’.2 

Building on Hilhorst and Jansen (2010), we suggest that a more productive analytical lens 

to deal with consequences is that of the humanitarian arena, which places the constitutive 

nature of humanitarian action at the centre of investigation. Hilhorst and Jansen conceptualise 

humanitarian action as an arena where a wide variety of actors negotiate the outcomes of aid. 

In this approach, the kinds of actions or actors considered ‘humanitarian’ are not predetermined. 

The outcome of aid ‘is the result of the messy interaction of social actors struggling, negotiating 

and at times guessing to further their own interests’ (Bakewell, 2000, pp. 108–109). Most 

authors in this special issue observe the humanitarian arena in an effort to understand the 

consequences of humanitarian action and how these differ from the normative ideals. In the 

process, they ask how these consequences come about, and what they imply about risk and 

order. 

 

Risk and order 
Historical and critical accounts of international humanitarian action have provided a deeper 

understanding of the means and ends of an endeavour that in many ways represented attempts 

to order the world (a world free of slavery or hunger), that tried to contain risk (such as the 

struggle against contagious diseases), and was already busy grappling with its own moral and 

institutional shortcomings (Barnett, 2011; Bocking-Welch, 2012; Roddy, Strange, and Taithe, 

2015).  

The dominant scholarly critiques of the humanitarian system since the 1990s concern 

order and the lack thereof. First, the criticism of attempts to promote geopolitical order through 

military humanitarian interventions (Orford, 1999) and, second, the closely related problem of 

unsatisfactory consequences of humanitarian action, in particular in discussions about its 

instrumentalisation (varying from politicisation to securitisation, militarisation, marketisation 

and commercialisation) and rationalisation to address inadequate humanitarian accountability 

(Hilhorst, 2002; Slim, 2002) and (a too-low degree of) effectiveness. The twin concern with 

accountability and effectiveness segued into humanitarian reform (McNamara, 2006), 

                                                           
2 ‘Humanitarianism’ and ‘humanitarian action’ are global yet locally framed terms. Reflexive, scholarly attention 
should be given to the linguistic heterogeneity of how various cultures, religions, practitioners, policy-makers and 
academics deploy the term, as well as variations with respect to which institutional set-ups and practices are 
labelled ‘humanitarian’. The use of the term humanitarian too often implies a Northern perspective. 
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professionalisation of the sector (James, 2016), and a turn to market-based approaches (Sandvik, 

Jacobsen, and McDonald, 2017). 

The concern with risk is closely related to the concept of order. Generally, risk is 

understood as the anticipation of disaster or more generally severe problems, often in the hope 

to prevent such risk from materialising, or at least to be better prepared to respond if this occurs 

(e.g., insurance). In this sense, concepts of risk relate to either safeguarding order or dealing 

with its breakdown. The growing attention to risk can be traced back to a set of interrelated 

processes. Along with greater media visibility of the victims of famines, war, and natural 

disasters in the 1980s and 1990s (Cottle and Nolan, 2007), the concept of ‘risk society’, coined 

by Beck (1992; 2009), migrated into the humanitarian sector. Beck’s main thesis is that 

‘modernity’ is experiencing a shift from the classical industrial society to a risk society, in 

which society is not just concerned with controlling nature to make it productive or dissolving 

traditional hierarchies and other constraints on human action, but increasingly has to deal with 

the unintended consequences of its technical-economic development, such as environmental 

problems. In other words, in the classical industrial society, risks were external; in the risk 

society, they are increasingly man-made or ‘manufactured’. To the extent that a society 

systematically searches for ways to deal with risks, hazards, and insecurities induced and 

introduced by modernisation processes themselves, it can be called reflexive. The original 

German edition of Beck’s Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity (Risikogesellschaft: Auf dem 

Weg in eine andere Moderne) was published in 1986, just before the Chernobyl nuclear disaster. 

In his later work, World at Risk (Weltrisikogesellschaft: Auf der Suche nach der verlorenen), 

originally published in German in 2007 and in English in 2009, Beck argued that risks are 

increasingly global and can thus only be addressed globally with political approaches that (also) 

go beyond the state. 

Broadly, there are two ways in which Beck’s work is important for humanitarians. First, 

it leads to a new understanding of risk. In the traditional formula Risk = Hazard x Vulnerability, 

the two variables—hazard and vulnerability—seem to be independent from each other. Beck’s 

analysis, however, demonstrates that they are becoming more interdependent. The second 

concerns the capacity of humanitarians to become reflexive of the consequences of their own 

activities, and therefore their role in society. 3  The events of 9/11 linked the—until then 

unexpected—consequences of humanitarian crises in fragile states (such as terrorism by Al-

                                                           
3 As a result, humanitarian governance is not only concerned with governing risks to life in humanitarian crises, 
but also with the risks humanitarian interventions themselves create, and what these imply for the governance of 
the humanitarian sector. 
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Qaeda from Afghanistan) and concomitant policy responses, such as militarisation and 

securitisation of aid in the Global War on Terror, inextricably to humanitarian action (Macrae 

and Harmer, 2003). This reinforced the concern with risk and order. It led to renewed, rather 

unsuccessful, attempts at state-building in Afghanistan, Iraq and elsewhere in the hope of 

curbing terrorism and reducing instability. It also allotted new roles to aid beneficiaries as 

potential security threats, from refugee warriors to terrorists (Adelman, 1998), and to 

humanitarian workers as subjects of insecurity (Harmer, 2008). Humanitarian organisations 

feared especially for their neutrality and independence, when they had to become ‘embedded’ 

in military operations, had to work with coordination bodies dominated by the military, or as 

‘force multipliers’. The bombings of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and 

United Nations offices in Baghdad in 2003 proved these fears.  

Such violence reinforced the trend to heed risks affecting safety and security of 

humanitarians and communities in need that was already visible in the humanitarian sector since 

the end of the Cold War. In addition to using the humanitarian principles to gain local 

acceptance, humanitarian security strategies are increasingly based on risk assessments, and 

more frequently include deterrence (e.g., using armed escorts), hardening the target (e.g., 

perimeter walls) and low visibility programming (e.g., no logos) (HPN, 2010). This 

securitisation of risk facilitated the rise of humanitarian security professionals.4 The extended 

security approaches also changed understandings of the level of acceptable risk for communities 

in crisis and aid workers, and consequently the day-to-day interactions between the two groups 

(Fast, 2010; Duffield, 2012; Dandoy and Pérouse de Montclos, 2013).  

The turn to risk was further reinforced by the emphasis on both Disaster Risk Reduction 

(DRR) and capacity building for national disaster management agencies in the Kyoto and 

Hyogo Protocols, as well as the Sendai Framework.5 Corresponding to this concept of risk is a 

strong emphasis on communal and individual resilience. In humanitarian governance, the 

management of resilience has emerged as a central part of risk management over the past decade. 

This includes examining emergent humanitarian ideas and practices of risk management 

(including pre-emptive strategies such as the new focus on financial insurance of communities 

                                                           
4 Securitisation has three intersecting meanings that relate to different forms of risk: (i) a concept from the financial 
markets increasingly entering the humanitarian vocabulary (‘humanitarian securities’, such as catastrophe bonds); 
(ii) instrumentalisation of humanitarian actors as part of national and international security politics, and (iii) 
growing attention to the security and safety aspects of humanitarian action. 
5 The specific priorities for action of the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction are: (i) Understanding 
disaster risk; (ii) Strengthening disaster risk governance to manage disaster risk; (iii) Investing in disaster risk 
reduction for resilience, and (iv) Enhancing disaster preparedness for effective response, and to ‘Build Back Better’ 
in recovery, rehabilitation, and reconstruction. 
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and aid workers) and projects to build resilience. Yet, as discussed below, this can also lead to 

a shrinking of humanitarian space. 

From a critical perspective, these different meanings of risk show that it is an inherently 

expansive concept. As risks by their very nature have yet to materialise, there is in principle no 

limit to the potential types and numbers of risks that can or should be addressed, in particular 

when one accepts the broad definition of humanitarian governance. Hence, risks need to be 

specified in order to be a useful concept in analysis. In sum, along with conceptualising 

humanitarian action through the prism of ‘the risk society’, various related, but only partly 

overlapping, notions of the nature of ‘risk’ have permeated the field. The combination of risk 

and order also requires humanitarians to become more reflective about the consequences of 

their work. 

 

2. What kind of world is being imagined and produced? 
When Henry Dunant suggested to Florence Nightingale that they cooperate in establishing the 

Red Cross, she declined, because she feared that such an organisation would make it easier for 

states to wage war, as they did not have to bear the full consequences alone (Krause, 2014). 

Ever since, humanitarian actors have accepted suffering as an inevitable part of the human 

condition. However, they want to alleviate this suffering. Consequently, the concept 

‘humanitarian governance’ has been interpreted with two (only partly overlapping) meanings—

or better interpretations—in line with the definitions above. 

 According to its first, narrow interpretation, humanitarian governance is more 

concerned with the provision of immediate relief to human suffering than with a utopian 

alternative. In other words, it is a stopgap measure. This traditional humanitarianism does not 

attempt to politically change the world or take a position on conflicts, but instead uses the 

principles to gain access to people in need and alleviate suffering. As a result, it is highly 

dependent on the cooperation of other actors, in particular on their level of respect for the 

principles. In the second, more extensive, interpretation, ‘humanitarian governance’ signifies a 

broader concern for human welfare that goes beyond traditional humanitarian action to 

incorporate political change to address the root causes of suffering. Reducing risks and disorder 

then plays a more significant role. In this latter meaning, humanitarian governance thus 

becomes far more political, and can include human rights, conflict resolution, emancipatory 

movements, and development cooperation. In everyday practice and discourse, both 

interpretations of humanitarian governance are used in parallel, which leads to confusion or 

disagreement about the goals and roles of humanitarian action.  
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 When the humanitarian sector falls short of its own principles and normative goals, it 

tends to engage in routine self-flagellation, while at the same time accusing other actors, 

especially states and armed groups (but also those humanitarian organisations which hold to a 

different interpretation of humanitarian governance) of not cooperating well enough. A number 

of scholars have criticised the inappropriate scale of the humanitarian self-criticism when the 

sector imagines itself to be responsible for—and capable of ending—humanitarian suffering 

caused by political and armed actors (DuBois, 2009).  

 The two interpretations of humanitarian governance differ on three critical issues, 

namely how crises are being constructed, how we analytically unpack the contemporary 

humanitarian system as a story of consolidation and growth, as well as gaps, and finally the 

sorting of civilians, which is in large part shaped by considerations of risk and security as 

emanating from the global war on terror and extremism. Humanitarian problem construction, 

whether in quantitative or qualitative terms, is a significant governance technique. It involves 

the conceptualisation of social and political needs, crises, and risks as ‘humanitarian problems’; 

it also entails new and/or expanded conceptualisations of humanitarian suffering that call on 

humanitarians to be present on the ground with their staff, values, and toolkits; carrying with it 

the assumption that humanitarians and their toolkits are relevant, useful, and welcome.  

Much of this thinking is shaped by Craig Calhoun’s seminal conceptual work, where he 

describes the notion of ‘Emergency’ as a way of grasping problematic events, a way of 

imagining them that emphasises their apparent unpredictability, abnormality, and brevity, and 

that carries the corollary that response—intervention—is necessary. Once a humanitarian 

emergency is declared, then it shapes not only who is supposed to act but what is supposed to 

be done (Calhoun, 2010, p. 30). Underpinning and reinforcing this emphasis on emergency is 

the invention and promulgation of a technical vocabulary. For example, while we have now 

become accustomed to the use of ‘L3’ as a way of describing the worst emergencies, it is only 

from the introduction of ‘L’ levels in 2011 that L3 has worked as a global symbol to designate 

the most serious level of crisis and help humanitarians create a globally stratified map of 

emergencies. 

In general, multi-mandate organisations follow the broader interpretation of 

humanitarian governance and thus address a broader array of problems, including the 

prevention of crises and linking relief and development. The presence of different 

interpretations of governance has not stopped, but has probably facilitated the humanitarian 

sector’s growth and rapid consolidation over the last three decades. Overall, the humanitarian 

‘industry’ handled $27.3 billion in 2016, a six per cent increase on 2015 (Development 
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Initiatives, 2017). The largest humanitarian NGOs now have thousands of employees and a 

turnover of many millions of dollars. While the consolidation and growth of the humanitarian 

enterprise can be seen as a success story for the humanitarian industry as such, the gap between 

available resources and perceived humanitarian needs is portrayed as growing continually wider 

(High-Level Panel on Humanitarian Financing, 2016).6 Several scholars have pointed out that 

this endemic and many-faceted response ‘gap’—with respect to funding, technical capacity, 

material goods, humanitarian access, or political will—is the product of efforts to construct 

(and not discover) meaning: for example, it takes analytical labour to define and construct 

humanitarians as ‘becoming’ unprepared (Duffield, 2013) or ‘unfit for purpose’ (Kent et al., 

2016). Analytic attention must be paid to the symbolic and political labour taking place as 

humanitarian actors continue to describe and present this gap as a fundamental threat to 

addressing needs or constructing (or helping to construct) a more humane world order and order 

the emergency field.  

This includes the processes through which humanitarian action has become much more 

professionalised and corporate, and therefore simultaneously more able to instrumentalise this 

gap for its own growth. There has been a growing emphasis on humanitarian careers, 

educational credentials and training, as well as private sector collaborations (Carbonnier, 2016). 

In response, the inner workings of humanitarian organisations are increasingly rationalised 

through codification, standardisation and legalisation. Examples of these developments are the 

evolving duty of care standard for humanitarian workers, and codes of conduct emphasising 

beneficiary rights (see below).  

 Another important part of the humanitarian problem construction concerns the ways in 

which people in need are being perceived and categorised. 7  This sorting of civilians has 

quantitative and qualitative aspects. In quantitative terms, a classic critique of humanitarian 

action concerns how the politics of numbers and how the humanitarian sector legitimises its 

interventions by producing higher numbers (of both individuals in need and concomitant 

funding) to legitimate humanitarian requests and interventions. This includes, for example, the 

mortality surveys in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and Iraq; the politics of 

numbers (e.g., contestations over maternal deaths); the Niger 2005 non-famine; and counting 

refugees (Crisp, 1999). This has a paradoxical effect on the humanitarian sector. On the one 

                                                           
6 The very limited funding for local NGOs is also increasingly recognised as a structural problem. Data released 
in the 2017 Global Humanitarian Assistance report showed that funding for local NGOs stayed very low, at 0.3 
per cent of tracked funding. Even when all local stakeholders are added together, including governments, they still 
only accounted for two per cent of funding. 
7 The same holds true for states (as fragile, strong, failing, etc.). See Aembe and Dijkzeul in this issue. 
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hand, these categories and numbers are efforts to identify and understand target groups better, 

which can have an emancipatory effect, revealing suffering, needs, and risks that were not clear 

or addressed before. On the other hand, they lead to continuous expansion, a kind of ongoing 

mission creep, which is an inadvertent consequence in line with the expansive nature of risk. 

These categories and numbers leave the humanitarian sector in the double bind that it is not 

doing enough, as well as simultaneously being too expansive. In both cases, it is falling short 

of its own and external normative expectations. The mortality surveys in the DRC, for instance, 

showed a degree of suffering that was unprecedented, but also led to debates about their validity 

and impact as a justification for the expansion of humanitarian aid (Koddenbrock and Hoffmann, 

2017). 

In qualitative terms, not only the language used to describe the intended recipients of 

aid (victims, beneficiaries, communities in crisis, clients, target groups, people in need, 

survivors, or customers) but also the categories of protected civilians and the calculus of 

suffering deployed to sort and select protectable civilians are in continuous flux. Historically, 

Protection of Civilians (PoC) was understood as a legal principle, within the application of 

international humanitarian law, as promoted by the ICRC.8 As a policy agenda, PoC became a 

central normative ambition in international politics only at the end of the Cold War. When 

picked up in reaction to the civilian suffering in civil wars and genocide in the 1990s, PoC was 

transformed from a doctrine pertaining to the conduct of the military into an organising 

principle for international engagement in conflict-ridden countries (Lidén and Sandvik, 2016). 

Lidén and Sandvik show in their study that, despite a high international profile, the realisation 

of the PoC agenda has been hampered by conceptual confusion, operational difficulties, and 

insufficient understanding of how normative developments and the self-protection efforts of 

civilians can best be aligned (Lidén and Sandvik, 2016). Generally, the 1990s and 2000s saw a 

continuous expansion of legal and political victim categories, such as internally displaced 

person (IDPs), and this expansion continues with a discursive broadening of sexual violence as 

a key mode of categorising ‘humanitarian victims’, as happened in Bosnia and the DRC, for 

example (Dijkzeul, 2015). The transformation of urban violence into a humanitarian problem 

is a recent example (Nogueira, 2017). 

Importantly, a counter-trend that is enabled both by the risk politics of humanitarianism 

and the turn to technology is the parallel turn to resilience thinking and the sorting of 

‘protectable’ civilians, which increasingly represents a shrinking of the categories of civilian 

                                                           
8 The ICRC (2012) understands Protection to include efforts that strive to prevent or put a stop to actual or potential 
violations of international humanitarian law and other relevant bodies of law or norms that protect human beings.  
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that receive protection (Horst and Nur, 2016). In particular, resilience thinking puts the onus of 

responsibility for being prepared for, or able to cope with, crises more on local actors than on 

international ones, which can lead to a shrinking of the categories of people that receive 

protection or other forms of aid. Yet, when the capacities of these local actors need to be 

strengthened, this leads to an expansion of capacity-building activities of the international 

organisations. Recent years have also witnessed a stronger trend towards excluding men from 

the category of protected civilians. An unintended consequence of the PoC discourse is the 

strong compartmentalisation of combatants and civilians. This dichotomisation can have 

adverse effects, particularly in irregular warfare and conflict formation. For example, the 

bifurcation of men as combatants and women as victims prevents seeing how men, often 

including the perpetrators themselves, can also be victims of conflict—including sexual 

violence.  

In sum, we see an increasing number of humanitarian organisations justifying their 

expansion because of a wide variety of humanitarian problems and response gaps. Yet, they 

often lack the power to prevent other actors (donor governments, corrupt elites, warlords) from 

shrinking humanitarian space at the same time. Involuntarily, when they continue providing aid 

the humanitarian organisations can become complicit in the actions of these actors. 

 

3. Who governs? 
In 2014, the humanitarian system comprised an estimated 4,480 operational aid organisations 

with combined humanitarian expenditures of over $25 billion and roughly 450,000 professional 

humanitarian aid workers. In terms of operational presence and resource share this system is 

still dominated by the UN humanitarian agencies, the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Movement, and five large NGOs: Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), Save the Children, Oxfam, 

World Vision, and International Rescue Committee (IRC) (Stoddard et al., 2015, pp. 38–39). 

However, as the humanitarian arena concept suggests, a wide array of actors is present 

in current humanitarian crises. The humanitarian field has diversified rapidly over recent 

decades, so that it has become more common to speak of a diverse humanitarian ecosystem than 

about a well organised humanitarian system. This ecosystem now includes new donors, such as 

the Arab Gulf States, Turkey, China, and India, and development organisations, like the World 

Bank, that play an ever greater role in crises. Militaries, peacekeepers, private military and 

security companies, other businesses, diaspora organisations, faith-based organisations, and 

regional organisations, such as the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation or the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) also intervene. New volunteer and technology organisations, 
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philanthropic foundations, and idealistic individuals follow in their wake. In Syria, diaspora 

organisations frequently have access, where the well-known Western ones do not. 

In addition, as illustrated by many of the contributions to this special issue, there is a 

broad cast of ‘local’ actors. The most important is the national government with its various 

ministries, agencies, and provincial or local administrations, but they can include (a growing 

number of) warring factions, traders, business groups, criminal gangs, traditional leaders, and 

many more. Some of these actors agree with the principles, others pay lip service or use and 

abuse them as they see fit, and others just ignore them and go their own way.  

Ideally, national governments should be able and willing to protect their population. In 

practice, when they are unable or unwilling to do so (Aembe and Dijkzeul; Høigilt in this issue), 

humanitarian organisations and other (transnational) civil society actors become active. The 

changing roles of governments in humanitarian action, and the political perceptions of their 

strength and relevance are crucial elements in the organisation of humanitarian governance. In 

traditional public administration, the government was supposed to manage society and itself in 

a top-down hierarchical manner. Governance theory replaced this view by paying more 

attention to the agency of other actors, summarised under the headings of civil society and 

business, while interrogating and establishing how the various actors interact and what the 

outcomes of such interaction are in terms of providing public goods and addressing societal 

problems (Weiss, 2013). Humanitarian governance is even more complex, because there is 

often a weakening or breakdown of the state, civil society, and (legal) business, with various 

forms of insecurity and corruption, and a very wide array of actors with oft-conflicting interests. 

The vertical top-down perspective is then just one among many possible forms of interaction. 

Consequently, the changing patterns of interaction among states, humanitarian organisations, 

and other local or international actors influence the degree of order and risk, the capacities to 

address needs, and the impact of humanitarian action. 

During the Cold War, humanitarian organisations often bypassed the national disaster 

agencies of newly independent states, weakening them in the process (Juma and Suhrke, 2002, 

pp. 10-15). This was reinforced by the Washington Consensus and its neoliberal policies that 

saw state governments, especially in the developing world, as either too bureaucratic or 

(potentially) corrupt obstacles to market-based economic growth. Governance as a concept first 

came into vogue as an alternative to the budget cuts of structural adjustment policies associated 

with the Washington Consensus, which undermined the social services and state capacities of 

many so-called Third World countries. At the end of the Cold War, this trend of state 

withdrawal gained in prominence through the defeat of communism with its emphasis on state 
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planning, and the ‘end of history’ debate (Fukuyama 1992). In the same period, civil society, 

especially NGOs, received more attention in donor policy and practice in the hope that they 

would be a more effective bottom-up alternative or supplement to bureaucratic state institutions. 

Their numbers and range of issue areas rapidly increased. Moreover, with the end of the Cold 

War, sovereignty appeared less sacrosanct, and interventions by international military forces 

and humanitarian organisations became more common in weak or failing states. However, with 

respect to the everyday, routine modes of bureaucratic governance, for humanitarians and many 

other actors the state always remained important for accreditation, security, tax, customs, policy 

setting, and often as a local or national counterpart in project management and advocacy.  

A significant shift in international policies towards the state began occurring with the 

Kyoto Protocol’s emphasis on strengthening national disaster agencies and the resilience of 

people in need. In a related vein, after the September 11, 2001 attacks in the US, state-building, 

preferably in line with Western interests, was increasingly deemed a precondition for 

establishing security and enhancing stability. The worldwide refugee crisis has further 

reinforced this perspective. Current thinking is that when states, civil society, and business 

function well, less humanitarian action will be necessary, and the number of refugees will also 

decrease. At the same time, concerns about corruption still abound. Especially when corrupt 

elites have captured states, as in the DRC, humanitarian action, peacekeeping, and state-

building have unintentionally contributed to the stabilisation of a kleptocratic regime (Lezhnev, 

2016). Similarly, as articulated in ‘the Grand Bargain’ 9 in the context of the 2016 World 

Humanitarian Summit (WHS), the humanitarian donor community has pushed for a drastic 

increase in cash-based solutions. This prompts new questions about corruption and abuse for 

the humanitarian sector (see Jacobsen and Fast in this issue). 

The changing roles and perceptions of states, civil society, and business in relation to 

humanitarian governance raise the question of how to deal with them analytically. States, 

especially weak ones, are then ‘better viewed not in opposition to something called ”society,” 

but as themselves composed of bundles of social practices, every bit as “local” in their social 

situatedness and materiality as any other’ (Ferguson, 2004, p. 389). Civil society may, then, 

partly consist of wily local NGO staff who know how to link up with international and other 

actors, and know how to spout donor rhetoric, and it may in part also consist of voiceless people 

                                                           
9 The Grand Bargain is an agreement, reached at the 2016 WHS, between the largest aid donors and main aid 
providers to change their working practices and increase funding for humanitarian action for the period 2017-2022. 
Its changes include increasing cash programming, more funding for national and local responders and cutting 
bureaucracy through harmonised reporting requirements. 
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in need, or anything between. Similarly, civil society may largely be made up of internationally 

funded organisations in some countries, while consisting of transnational networks in others, or 

governments may promote their own NGOs—in such forms as quasi-autonomous non-

governmental organisations (QUANGOs) or government-organised non-governmental 

organisations (GONGOs). In addition, in humanitarian crises or countries with weak 

governments, the UN and large NGOs, as well as business, can take over many state functions. 

A crucial research question for humanitarian governance is, then, not just how the state, 

business, and civil society, as well as international actors, oppose each other, but how they 

simultaneously link up or overlap, compete or cooperate, or even constitute each other (Dijkzeul, 

2006, p. 1141). 

This has important theoretical implications. Much of the global governance theory 

focuses on shared norms, joint actors, and their cooperation to achieve positive-sum outcomes. 

Humanitarian governance enriches global governance theory because it deals with weak states, 

corruption, insecurity, and a political economy of war and disasters, which include more zero- 

or negative-sum outcomes. Many actors engaged in humanitarian crises will actually see 

humanitarian organisations and their activities as ‘a threat to suppress or a prize to capture’ 

(DeMars, 2005). In other words, they attempt to instrumentalise humanitarian action for their 

own purposes, so that the consequences of such action can differ considerably from its 

normative goals and intended outcomes. By incorporating conflict and competition over norms, 

action, and consequences, including forms of instrumentalisation, humanitarian governance can 

in principle help us understand how actors attempt to take advantage of each other and provide 

a fuller picture of global politics. As it becomes more difficult to understand the consequences 

of aid, it becomes more important to study aid as part of the humanitarian arena. The latter 

concept is equally relevant to humanitarian and global governance. 

Most authors in this special issue look at humanitarian–host government interactions as 

the axis around which aid is governed. Pieterse provides a partial alternative with a shift in the 

analytical gaze away from the state. In her analysis of participatory health improvement 

initiatives, she demonstrates that humanitarians and other organisations can rely more on 

citizens. Still, it is important that donors and host states provide the right framework in which 

they can do so. In a related way, Hilhorst, Desportes, and de Milliano show the importance of 

such political and administrative frameworks for local participation in building resilience. 

Aembe and Dijkzeul indicate that the traditional vertical model of intervention usually 

associated with the narrow interpretation of humanitarian governance is also used to circumvent 

incapable or corrupt host states, when humanitarian donors and INGOs increasingly stay 
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present for a long time and often attempt to work directly with local NGOs and beneficiaries, 

while waiting for the limited opportunities to improve the functioning of the state. Høigilt 

describes how the best of (rights-based) intentions are thwarted without such a framework, due 

to international and host-governments’ realpolitik. He shows that humanitarian action 

involuntarily runs the risk of becoming a fig leaf for a political lack of donor or host-government 

support. Finally, Jacobsen and Fast describe how innovation can lead to new, unexpected 

protection and access problems, when other actors, such as government or warring factions can 

abuse newly produced data.  

 
4. How is humanitarian governance organised? 
How is the humanitarian system itself ordered? Which organising principles are used? In 

organising humanitarian governance, states, humanitarian organisations, and other actors 

incorporate aspects of hierarchies, networks, and markets. 

Hierarchy mainly operates within organisations, and to some extent among them, 

through command and control. Before the 1990s, humanitarian organisations were rather 

decentralised, because headquarters was not able to quickly understand and react to the situation 

‘on the ground’. Over time information and communication technology has facilitated 

centralization within organisations (as well as a higher degree of control by donor governments), 

as they have increased their communication and reporting requirements, so that field offices 

spend more time being responsive to them and respond less flexibly to local contexts, which 

may unintentionally hamper local acceptance and lower the effectiveness of humanitarian 

action. 10  A strong emphasis on hierarchy within organisations may further reduce their 

willingness to cooperate in the decentralised humanitarian ecosystem. 

 Ideally, participation in communicative action and deliberation in networks facilitates 

information and resource exchange, and contributes to consensus and shared ownership of 

solutions to humanitarian problems. Yet, the humanitarian ecosystem represents a decentralised 

(set of) networks without a clear centre or leader. Many organisations prefer to operate rather 

independently from each other, have different interests, and hold their own interpretations of 

humanitarian governance. Attempts to establish more orderly and effective humanitarian 

networks include new policies and standards, such as sectoral policies (e.g., on food or 

protection), the Sphere minimum standards (Sphere, n.d.), and the Code of Conduct for the 

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief. These are 

                                                           
10 See also the influence of datafication and digitisation below. 
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usually voluntary arrangements, which limits compliance. In contrast, coordination efforts, 

from Clusters and the Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) to the 2011 Transformative 

Agenda, boil down to attempts to centralize the humanitarian ecosystem. In particular, MSF 

and to a lesser extent ICRC stay aloof from these coordination efforts and regularly decide to 

go their own way. In general, many actors like to coordinate, none likes to be coordinated 

(Pressman and Wildavsky, 1984, p. 134). Communicative action in networks has its limits. 

Another network form to enhance effectiveness and build order—today often slotted 

under the term ‘humanitarian innovation’—is the attempt to govern humanitarian arenas 

through new public–private partnerships. As observed by Sandvik (2017), while ‘innovation’ 

and private sector engagements date back to the early days of Western humanitarianism, there 

has been a substantial shift in language and practice over the past decade. Public–private 

collaborations are justified and motivated differently than a decade ago. The 2008 ‘Guiding 

principles for public-private collaboration for humanitarian action’ issued by OCHA and the 

World Economic Forum has traditional humanitarian language still focused on ‘do no harm’, 

‘accountability’ (OCHA-WEF, 2008), and the prohibition on commercial gain in the 

‘alleviation of human suffering’; and does not contain the words ‘effectiveness’, ‘efficiency’, 

or ‘innovation’. In other words, the document is more concerned with a deontological ethic than 

a consequentialist ethic. Its focus is on ‘communicating key humanitarian principles as well as 

integrating elements of lessons learnt from previous private sector engagement’ (OCHA-WEF, 

2008; Sandvik, 2017). Since 2008 the language and motivation have changed substantially. The 

2017 ‘Principles on public-private collaboration in humanitarian payments’ brings together 18 

telecom and IT companies, financial providers, and international organisations to formulate 

standards for the digital delivery of humanitarian aid, where the emphasis among others is on 

the need to ‘Protect, empower and serve the customer’ (World Economic Forum, 2016). In sum, 

the conceptual language has changed from partnership with humanitarian organisations either 

in the lead, preferably on the basis of the humanitarian principles, to the consequentialist 

language of the market, where humanitarian organisations just have to follow or can be replaced 

by markets and market actors.  

Today, the solutions to the problems of risk and (dis)order are often reimagined as a 

world of market exchange. We are increasingly seeing the construction of crisis, insecurity, and 

PoC as issues that can be solved through outsourcing aid to for-profit actors, standardisation, 

and better technology. For example, SEEP’s Minimum Economic Recovery Standards (SEEP, 

2017a) officially represent ‘an industry consensus on economic recovery for the humanitarian 
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sector’, offering ‘strategies designed to promote enterprise and market systems development, 

asset distribution, financial services, and employment in areas affected by conflict or disaster’ 

(SEEP, 2017b). Similarly, DFID funds an initiative to create stronger agricultural markets in 

Northern Uganda (Koleros, 2016). 

There is also increasing interest in how the so-called ‘financialisation of 

humanitarianism’ is shaping humanitarian governance, and what the current focus on risk 

insurance and humanitarian worker insurance will signify for the sector (Clarke and Dercon, 

2016). Hence, a belated focus on humanitarian economics and the financialisation in/of 

humanitarian crises is emerging (Carbonnier, 2016). This scholarship has a close relationship 

to the critical explorations of the financialisation of poverty (Schwittay, 2014). Moreover, a key 

assumption behind the thesis that a turn to the private sector and the market is necessary to 

innovate and in turn to provide ‘change’ builds on assumptions that the humanitarian market 

looks like a regular market, and that the humanitarian market has a regular stakeholder structure. 

In the market for humanitarian relief, aid agencies are then the producers, donors the buyers, 

and aid recipients the consumers (Sandvik, 2017 citing Binder and Witte, 2007). However, 

these consumers neither purchase nor pay for the service, and meaningful feedback 

mechanisms—or consumer protection guarantees—are lacking. The humanitarian market is a 

highly imperfect one. In fact, none of the three organising principles functions easily in 

humanitarian crises, because they can complement, as well as counter each other. This has led 

to a continuous search to rebalance them and rationalise their application.  

 

5. What are the principal techniques of governance?  
The quest for institutional or moral improvement is a central governance technique in the 

humanitarian sector. As stated, it often takes the form of rationalisation processes. These 

processes either develop different service-delivery modalities or further improve existing 

modalities. The latter range from efforts to enhance accountability, for example through 

legalisation, to offering better technological solutions and ‘professionalised’ humanitarian 

workers. The contributions to this special issue focus specifically on these efforts, from the PoC 

agenda (Lidén) to rights-based approaches (Høigilt) to innovation (Jacobsen and Fast). 

Although the outcomes of the World Humanitarian Summit emphasised longer-term 

funding, localisation, and linking humanitarian action with development cooperation, the main 

tool in the daily operations of humanitarian organisations remains the project (Krause, 2014). 

It is the main service-delivery modality and can be used in different sectors, such as food, water 

and sanitation, and shelter. It is essentially a short-term instrument, rarely funded beyond a year. 
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Project management’s short-term character in principle supports the idea that the government 

is responsible for long-term policy-making. Nevertheless, the constant cycle of project renewals 

and new projects means that humanitarian organisations have been active for decades in such 

countries as Afghanistan, South Sudan, and Somalia. 11  In particular, multi-mandate 

organisations take on more long-term tasks, such as food security, especially when they follow 

the broader interpretation of humanitarian governance. Yet, there are many tasks that they 

cannot take over, for instance, in terms of geographical coverage or types of services (they 

usually operate in one or a few sectors, and certainly not on security or policing ventures). As 

a result, discussions about unmet needs and the growing gaps between needs and funding 

reinforce continuous efforts to reform and ‘innovate’. 

The rise of cash-based assistance, which has developed from a marginal activity into a 

mainstream modality of aid delivery, raises questions about the role and relevance of 

humanitarian agencies, and also about protection of the most vulnerable, and the importance of 

context, trust, and local knowledge. Post-WHS, there have been reports about disputes over the 

management and coordination of a ‘Big Cash’ model, whereby large sums are distributed by 

large consortiums, with significant restrictions on overhead (Bailey and Harvey, 2017). 

In addition, there are many techniques to improve existing service-delivery modalities. 

Starting from the mid-1990s, a number of sector-wide transparency and accountability 

initiatives (e.g., the Humanitarian Accountability Partnership (HAP) International, People in 

Aid, Groupe URD’s Compass, and more recently the Core Humanitarian Standard) have 

emerged, thrived, and influenced discourses, institutional structures, and management practices 

within the humanitarian organisations. Criticism has been directed at ‘the accountability 

industry’ for emphasising standardisation and technocratisation, which hide the actual politics, 

and for prioritising upwards accountability to donors at the expense of true, participatory 

accountability processes with communities in crisis. Still, the quest for accountability remains 

a core normative ambition (Sandvik and Jacobsen, 2016), and shapes attempts to govern in the 

humanitarian arena. As part of this, humanitarians are increasingly ‘code of conducted up’ 

(Matti, 2015), in particular with respect to intimate personal relationships and financial 

transparency. What would previously be deemed either private behaviour or individual moral 

                                                           
11 Multi-annual funding, especially since the 2016 WHS Grand Bargain, reinforces this trend.  
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and personal failure, is increasingly construed as a risk-generating activity threatening specific 

operations, organisational reputations, and the legitimacy of the sector itself.12  

Moreover, the ongoing digitisation and datafication of humanitarian action have 

become central techniques of humanitarian governance, and increasingly shape our 

understanding of and response to emergencies. As noted by Jacobsen and Fast in this special 

issue, these techniques raise questions about how technology is governed in the humanitarian 

context, and how governance takes place through humanitarian technology. The push for more 

effective and efficient humanitarian responses is resulting in the digitisation of beneficiary 

bodies—which again gives rise to a new set of difficult questions concerning access, data 

protection, privacy, consent, and insecurity in the humanitarian cyberspace (Sandvik et al., 

2014). Digitisation is dramatically changing the way aid agencies provide assistance, from 

experimenting with blockchain technology to provide cash transfers to the use of biometrics 

with iris scans and fingerprinting to register and track beneficiary assistance (Sandvik et al., 

2017). These trends shape and create new humanitarian arenas, and create new pulls between 

ordering through presence and ordering through absence. On the one hand, this has led to faster 

information exchange and transparency about what is happening on the ground. On the other, 

the integration of information technology has enabled an increasing degree of remote 

management,13 which has changed the dynamic between communities in crisis, responders, 

regional offices, and headquarters (Healy and Tiller, 2014). 

Finally, humanitarian governance is increasingly undertaken through law and law-like 

language as actors are held accountable through legal or quasi-legal mechanisms (Lohne and 

Sandvik, 2017). One important trend in international disaster response law (IDRL) is the 

evolving effort to eliminate bureaucratic barriers to the entry of relief personnel, goods and 

equipment, and the operation of relief programmes, as well as address regulatory failures to 

monitor and correct problems of quality and coordination in disasters (IFRC, 2007). A different 

kind of legalisation is taking place through the evolution and institutionalisation of a legal 

standard for a ‘duty of care’ for humanitarian staff. The 2012 Samaritan Purse settlement14 and 

the 2015 Steve Dennis versus the Norwegian Refugee Council case from the Oslo District 

                                                           
12 The Oxfam scandal that made headlines in 2018 also shows the limits of codes and zero-tolerance policies. The 
power differential between humanitarian workers and the beneficiaries or local counterparts remain large and there 
is limited social control, make regulating private behaviour difficult. 
13 Also called Business Continuity Management (BCM). 
14 In 2010, Flavia Wagner, working for Samaritan’s Purse in Darfur, was abducted by rebels. In her lawsuit 
before the Southern District Court of New York, Wagner accused Samaritan’s Purse of failing to train its 
employees properly, of ignoring signs of kidnapping threats and of deliberately delaying ransom payments out of 
self-interested economic considerations. The case was settled out of court in 2012 (Rix, 2013 in Sandvik, 2019). 
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court,15 have shifted the conceptualisation of the duty of care standard for humanitarian staff 

from being a good practice standard in human resource management to becoming a standard 

considered from and articulated through the language of law and liability (Lohne and Sandvik, 

2017; Sandvik, 2019). Recently, this has also entailed the beginning of the breaking of a taboo 

of humanitarian action, namely sexual harassment and violence against humanitarian workers 

by their colleagues or aid recipients, leading to an open debate about the need and measures to 

protect staff against sexual violence (Nobert, 2017). Another important type of legalisation 

involves the criminalisation of humanitarian aid. This includes the prohibition of material 

support for terrorism, that was extended to include humanitarian advocacy in Holder v. the 

Humanitarian Law Project in a 2010 US Supreme Court decision; various national NGO laws 

perceived to criminalise the activities of humanitarian NGOs, EU policies conflating human 

smuggling and humanitarian assistance and, finally, criminal prosecution of volunteer workers 

who have offered material support or protection to asylum seekers and refugees. 

In sum, standardisation for accountability, professionalisation, datafication, digitisation, 

and legalisation show that the rationalisation attempts to improve efficiency and effectiveness 

are often difficult to implement. They also bear the risk of technocratisation as the technical 

formulation of risks and their remedies can hamper participation and obscure the actual power 

politics behind goal setting and measuring effectiveness. Depending on instrumentalisation by 

other actors, as with criminalisation, some rationalisation attempts can even contribute to a 

shrinking of humanitarian space. The questions of unintended consequences and effectiveness 

in humanitarian governance are closely related. They can always be reformulated as: 

unintended consequences or effectiveness for whom? 

Conclusions 

The changing ambitions and fortunes of humanitarian governance mean that it is necessary to 

periodically revisit discussions of the role of states, civil society, and business in humanitarian 

crises and response, as well as of the shifting humanitarian nexus with the ideologies, practices 

and institutions of development, peacekeeping, conflict mitigation, and human rights. Building 

on Barnett’s pioneering work, this introduction has provided an analytical inventory of 

influential themes and debates on humanitarian governance of risk and order to provide a 

conceptual roadmap for this special issue and future research. The authors in this special issue 

                                                           
15 Steve Dennis, a Canadian employed by NRC, sued for compensation for economic and non-economic loss 
following his kidnapping and shooting in June 2012 in Dadaab refugee camp, in Northern Kenya. The NRC was 
found guilty of gross negligence (Sandvik, 2019). 
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apply the lens of the humanitarian arena to examine tensions between the normative ideals and 

the actual consequences in terms of order and risk. They focus mainly on the interaction 

between host states, humanitarian organisations, ‘local’ organisations and communities in need. 

Going beyond the binary distinction between broad and narrow interpretations of humanitarian 

governance, they explore how the consequences come about. 

 In response to their dissatisfaction with the consequences of their work, humanitarians 

have used two broad strategies to improve humanitarian governance: they fight 

instrumentalisation and attempt to rationalise their activities. The articles in this special issue 

indicate that none of these attempts works perfectly in multi-actor governance. Humanitarians 

play a role in the policies and practices of other actors, but can rarely steer them. In this sense, 

humanitarian governance can be an involuntary activity. Each rationalisation initiative, say a 

legalisation effort or a focus on resilience, can be countered, respectively as criminalisation or 

by seeing some people hit by crises as being responsible for their own fate to legitimise 

reductions in aid. In this sense, the contributions to this special issue show that many of the 

humanitarian ordering effects and risks are inadvertent consequences due to instrumentalisation. 

In other words, understanding action in humanitarian crises entails studying both the normative 

humanitarian space and the humanitarian arena to understand the consequences of the 

interactions among actors in terms of risk and order. In the end, the growth of the humanitarian 

sector says more about failures in national and global governance than about successful 

humanitarian governance. At best, humanitarian governance offers a way to muddle through 

and humanitarian actors need to be modest about its potential and real achievements in relieving 

crises.  

The authors also show that many disciplines contribute to the study of humanitarian 

governance of risk and order. Traditionally, the academic disciplines most prominent in the 

study of humanitarian crises were international law and medicine. In the post-Cold War context, 

anthropology, international relations, organisational sociology, and history have become 

important avenues for scholarly inquiry. As noted by Barnett, IR scholarship and political 

science have largely been concerned with the role of states, employing a top-down analytical 

lens. In contrast, scholars concerned with anthropological analysis of the humanitarian crises 

often incorporate the views and voices of other actors, including the people in need, in their 

work. How then, to move towards a more integrative interdisciplinary project? The articles in 

this special issue suggest that the future of the study of humanitarian governance is to be found 

in a strong empirical grounding, more rigorous conceptual focus, multi-disciplinary exchange, 

and methodological pluralism. Moreover, there is great value in the interactions between 



Draft_Dijkzeul, Dennis, and Kristin Bergtora Sandvik. "A world in turmoil: governing risk, establishing 
order in humanitarian crises." Disasters (2019). 

22 
 

academic, policy, and practitioners perspectives remaining at the heart of the field. Done well, 

this would represent a great step towards genuine interdisciplinarity.  

Yet, we are at the early stage of the study of humanitarian governance. With respect to the 

specific concerns of this introductory article, order and the concept of risk, the multi-/inter-

disciplinary field of humanitarian governance should be more reflexive about its own strengths 

and weaknesses. To do so, it is useful to highlight the two main dimensions of humanitarian 

governance. First, we can study the normative goals, ideals, and identities. For example, when 

and how are normative frameworks compatible and when do they clash? Second, we need far 

more empirically grounded studies to understand the diversity of actors and their dynamics, so 

that we can better explain their consequences of rationalisation and instrumentalisation in terms 

of risk and order. For example, we should describe and understand the interactions of host 

governments, citizens and humanitarian organisations in different aid modalities in far more 

detail. Where can or should other actors, such as private enterprises, enter the humanitarian 

field? How do effective partnerships function? Why are some actors able to resist 

instrumentalisation and others not? To what extent do different actors constitute each other? In 

the end, it is crucial to understand how these two dimensions interact to create ‘the social life’ 

of humanitarian crises (Hilhorst, Dijkzeul, and Herman, 2010). This would also be a way to 

further criticise and contribute to global governance theory. Examples include 

• More attention to the symbolic construction of crises, needs, and gaps. Who benefits from 

such constructions? How are normative goals and intentions constructed, but also how do 

they play out in practice among the various actors in crises?  

• More consideration to the metrics and measurement of humanitarian governance and their 

consequences. On the one hand, this implies better knowledge of how these metrics are 

being constructed and what they measure and leave out. On the other, a better knowledge 

of how they are applied—or not—in practice to offer a strong empirical grounding of the 

critiques of effectiveness and gaps.  

• What is the optimal relationship between the ordering mechanisms of hierarchy, networks, 

and markets in service delivery and coordination? Where and how are these relationships 

changing?  

 

Our world is in turmoil, and the humanitarian sector is in turmoil. We hope that this special 

issue may serve as inspiration for further research on humanitarian governance.  
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