
 
 
 

Disaster Relief Logistics: 
 

Benefits of and Impediments to Horizontal Cooperation 
between Humanitarian Organizations 

 
 
 
 

vorgelegt von 
Diplom-Kauffrau 

Sabine Friederike Schulz 
aus Rüdesheim am Rhein 

 
 

Von der Fakultät VII – Wirtschaft und Management 
der Technischen Universität Berlin 

zur Erlangung des akademischen Grades 
Doktor der Wirtschaftswissenschaften 

Dr. rer. oec. 
 

genehmigte Dissertation 
 
 
 
 
 

Promotionsausschuss: 
 
Vorsitzender: Prof. Dr. med. Reinhard Busse, MPH 
Berichter: Prof. Dr. Ing. Frank Straube 
Berichter: Prof. Dr. Marianne Jahre 
 
 
Tag der wissenschaftlichen Aussprache: 17.12.2008 
 
 
 

Berlin 2008 

D83 





 

Acknowledgements 

This thesis results from my doctoral studies carried out at the Logistics Department of the 

University of Technology in Berlin. It is my desire and great pleasure to offer my sincere 

thanks to all those who have contributed, in whatever way, to the completion of my work. 

First of all, I wish to thank Professor Frank Straube, head of the Logistics Department and 

supervisor of my thesis, for accepting me as an external doctoral candidate and supporting 

me throughout my research. I gladly extend these thanks to Professor Marianne Jahre, my 

co-supervisor from the BI Norwegian School of Management in Oslo. I will never forget 

her generous support in connecting me with the academic community, but also the exten-

sive feedback she provided to help me in aiming for international research standards. 

A major debt of gratitude is owed to Dr. Philippe Tufinkgi, who inspired the choice of the 

subject of this thesis by his own work, and aided my studies through productive discus-

sions, advice and constant support in a cordial and helpful atmosphere. 

I wish also to thank all my interview and discussion partners from the humanitarian sector 

for allowing me to observe their work, and for giving up their valuable time to consider and 

answer my questions. Special thanks go to Ian Heigh from the Global Emergency Group 

for his confidence in and extensive support of my work. 

My employer McKinsey&Company I thank for its financial support, but especially for the 

latitude and generous arrangements granted under the Fellow Program. I extend these 

thanks to the Kühne Foundation for their generous promotion by considering my thesis for 

their scientific series on logistics. 

The support and advice given by my sister and my closest friends played a major role in 

maintaining a constantly high level of motivation, and thus in the progress of my work. 

Finally, I wish to express my deepest gratitude to my parents Dr. Annemarie and Friedrich-

Wilhelm Schulz and to my grandparents for their mental and emotional support throughout 

the complete period of my academic education. 

 

Berlin      Sabine Friederike Schulz  

September 2008 





 

Abstract 

A steadily growing number of natural disasters is calling for a more efficient and effective 

handling of disaster relief operations. Since logistics accounts for up to 80% of the total re-

lief expenditures of humanitarian organizations, it represents one of the main levers to 

achieve improvements in terms of cost, time and quality. In particular, investments in sup-

ply chain infrastructure and other preparations in the forefront of disasters are still limited, 

although they promise the highest return on investment. A general lack of coordination and 

cooperation between humanitarian organizations is among the issues criticized most. But 

why should and how could humanitarian organizations cooperate with each other in the 

area of disaster relief logistics? 

This thesis investigates what synergies and potential types of benefit a horizontal coopera-

tion between humanitarian organizations could produce, and what impediments to their re-

alization exist. The focus is placed on supply chain infrastructure and supply chain con-

solidation up to the point of entry, e.g. the first airport or seaport in a disaster-affected area. 

The investigation is based on a selected cooperation format which follows a service pro-

vider approach. In this approach, some humanitarian organizations act as logistics service 

providers for others, so that volumes can be consolidated and economies of scale realized. 

Through a combination of deductive and abductive research, this thesis draws on the re-

sults of research contributions on horizontal logistics cooperation in the private sector, as 

well as on insights arising from New Institutional and Production Cost Economics.  

Through a cross-case analysis of three logistics cooperation initiatives recently set up by 

major disaster relief and donor organizations, it can be concluded that the same potential 

synergies exist in the humanitarian as in the private sector, but that not all of the potential 

benefits have yet been realized. Humanitarian organizations focus less on cost aspects than 

on lead-time and quality improvements. Smaller organizations, in particular, can benefit 

from the services becoming accessible through a cooperative approach. The thesis identi-

fies four main impediments that hamper cooperation willingness between organizations: 

the perception of logistics as one of the organization's own core competences; cultural dif-

ferences and mutual mistrust; a lack of transparency as regards the potential and existing 

benefits; and inadequate relief capacities. Facilitators to address these impediments are de-

veloped. In addition, the thesis discusses model adaptations that address identified weak-

nesses in the selected service provider model. In particular, the replacement of humanitar-

ian service providers by commercial enterprises seems a developable variation, and offers a 

promising area for future research. Implementation guidelines highlight the main tasks to 

be undertaken by donors, humanitarian organizations, commercial service providers and 

the media to promote and foster horizontal logistics cooperation in the future.  
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1 Introduction 

This thesis focuses on inter-organizational cooperation within disaster relief logistics. The 

introduction will highlight why this topic is of high and rising relevance for the human 

community in general, and contributes to the development of logistics research in particu-

lar. The research concept is explained by describing focus, central questions, approach and 

methodology. An outline of the thesis, enumerating the chapters, is further given. 

1.1 Relevance of the Topic 

First of all, the relevance of inter-organizational cooperation within disaster relief logistics 

is explained in three separate steps. 

1.1.1 Growing need for efficient international disaster relief 

"… the most deadly killer in any humanitarian emergency is not dehydration, measles, 

malnutrition or the weather, it is bad management…" J. Telford. 1994 

The figures show a clear and alarming picture (CRED 2007a, p. 16; 2008): over the last 30 

years, the total number of natural disasters has multiplied more than six times. In 2007, 414 

disasters such as floods, storms, earthquakes or droughts killed nearly 17,000 people, while 

211 million were affected. The economic damage was estimated at roughly  USD 75 bil-

lion. Some of these figures have already been topped by the cyclone and earthquake that hit 

Myanmar and China respectively in May 2008. More than 150,000 people have died, while 

more than 13 million are affected.1 Due to environmental degradation, rapid urbanization 

and the spread of HIV/AIDS in developing countries, the number of natural disasters is ex-

pected to increase by a further multiple of five over the next fifty years (Thomas and 

Kopczak 2007, p. 94). A United Nations (UN) assessment also concludes that: "[t]hough 

such figures tend to vary from year to year, overall trends suggest that disasters are becom-

ing more frequent, severe and destructive." (UN 2006, para 7)  

To some extend a distinction is possible between natural and man-made disasters. The lat-

ter include complex emergencies caused by conflicts and military action. Although natural 

disasters affect more people and countries, complex emergencies often cause greater loss of 

life, and the response operations are usually more expensive (Buchanan-Smith and Randel 

2002, p. 1). Most affected by natural disasters are, in general, developing countries. These 

were hit, for instance, by 94% of the world's disasters during the  period from 1990 to 1998 

                                                 
1 Information retrieved from www.ifrc.org, 29.05.2008, 10:47 am. 
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(Thomas and Kopczak 2007, p. 94). A major reason for this is their often low level of dis-

aster preparedness, due e.g. to a low standard of education or construction methods, result-

ing from poverty.2 The lack of money and capacity to help themselves create the need for 

an international disaster response as well as reconstruction and development support. 

Global humanitarian emergency aid more than doubled over the 1990s, from USD 2.1 to 

5.9 billion, and reached a peak in 2004, the year of the Tsunami, at more than USD 12 bil-

lion (Buchanan-Smith and Randel 2002, p. 1; Thomas and Kopczak 2005, p. 3).3 Despite 

ambitious UN Millennium Development Goals4, it is questionable whether the funds pro-

vided for international disaster relief will rise in the long run in the same proportion as the 

number of disasters and people affected by them. Thus, the international response must 

prepare to handle the growing demand with less funds for each beneficiary. To maintain 

and even improve the level of assistance to the affected people, the response has to become 

considerably more efficient and effective in terms of cost, time and quality. 

1.1.2 Disaster relief logistics as a main performance driver 

"We don't need a donors' conference, we need a logistics conference" said a European am-

bassador at a post-tsunami donor conference (New York Times 2005). 

Commercial logistics comprises "the planning, control, accomplishment and monitoring of 

all material and information flows within and between business entities from the customer 

to the supplier as well as all flows of personnel in economic life. Logistics concepts related 

to procurement, production, distribution, resource planning, and transportation are impor-

tant sub-areas of logistics and form part of all process chains and process cycles. The 

alignment of logistics with central processes of importance for value creation and customer 

service underlines its relevance as a strategic instrument of business management." 

                                                 
2 For a detailed discussion of influencing factors on the occurrence and impact of natural disasters, see Chap-

ter 2.1.2. 
3 An official global calculation of total aid flows does not exist. Since definitions vary and transparency is 

limited, accurate analysis of aid flows remains difficult. The figures cited above, for example, do not in-
clude funds of humanitarian organizations that are not members of the Development Assistance Committee 
(DAC), as well as private contributions. The latter are estimated to account for 10 to 15 % of total humani-
tarian assistance (Buchanan-Smith and Randel 2002, p. 1). Non-DAC donors include for example some 
Gulf States, China, India and South Korea. The economic growth of these countries seems to be a key de-
terminant of their rising aid contributions. While their share of aid is still small, it is likely to grow noticea-
bly in the future (Harmer and Cotterrell 2005, p. 4). 

4 The eight Millennium Development Goals range from halving extreme poverty to providing universal pri-
mary education and stopping the spread of HIV/AIDS. Target date for achieving these goals is the year 
2015. More information is available at http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/. 
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(Baumgarten 2004, p. 2|01|01.03)5 

Although disaster relief logistics has to deal with special circumstances and enormous chal-

lenges, the basic principles of commercial logistics remain valid and can be applied to this 

sector. Specific characteristics in this context are the high stakes involved, with human 

lives depending on the efficient performance of relief operations, which mean that ex-

tremely short lead times are necessary, with corresponding effects on inventory levels, 

transportation and distribution management. In addition, uncertainties regarding the time 

and location of the next disaster as well as the amount and mix of supplies needed call for 

enormous flexibility and therefore upfront preparation (Beamon 2004, pp. 1-3). Further 

factors to be dealt with include the dependency on funding, involvement of many stake-

holders, security issues, often damage to local infrastructure, pressure of time, and high 

staff turnover (van Wassenhove 2006, p. 477). 

In the humanitarian world, logistics was long considered a back-office function - a support 

service for the programmes and front-line activities. The consequence was often a lack of 

adequate funding for investments in infrastructure and strategic disaster preparedness. 

Moreover, logisticians were often not involved in the early decision process, or included in 

the assessment teams on-site: avoidable logistic bottlenecks caused delays in delivering re-

lief. Lack of recognition of the importance of logistics is only one of the challenges the 

field of humanitarian logistics has faced in the past and often still faces today. Others are a 

lack of professional staff, inadequate use of technology, lack of institutional learning and 

limited collaboration between humanitarian organizations (Thomas and Kopczak 2005, pp. 

5-6).  

The growing attention of donors, academia and the general public has lately begun to 

change this underestimation of the logistics function. An increase of professionalism and 

"client" orientation appears to be taking place. Leading organizations are even using this 

new attention to their logistic capabilities as a hallmark of their work.6 

Logistics can be one of the most expensive parts of a disaster response (Thomas 2003, p. 

3). Trunick (2005, p. 8) and van Wassenhove (2006, p. 475) even estimate that logistics ac-

counts for approximately 80% of the funds spent in a disaster response. This shows how 

important this lever is in terms of costs. But time and quality are also significantly influ-

enced by the degree of logistics excellence. The significance of logistics as a performance 

                                                 
5 Own translation. 
6 For example, in 2006 the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) won the 

"European Supply Chain Excellence Award" and instantly added the award logo to their email signature. 
This prize is awarded by "Logistics Europe", one of Europe's leading supply chain management magazines 
(www.supplychainexcellenceawards.com).  
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driver is further supported by the availability of logistics data e.g. on order volumes, costs, 

and delivery times. Logistics data reflect all aspects of the relief chain and help to evaluate 

aspects such as the performance of suppliers and transport providers, or supply chain re-

sponsiveness. Such data can thus help to improve the efficiency of future operations and 

programmes (Thomas 2003, p. 3). 

Humanitarian organizations have to decide whether they consider logistics as their core 

competence or as an important support function that can be partially or entirely outsourced 

to external service providers. This decision heavily influences the supply chain set-up, and 

management before and during disaster response operations. 

1.1.3 The issue of inter-organizational coordination and cooperation  

"(…) no single humanitarian agency can cover all humanitarian needs (…) collaboration 

is, therefore, not an option, but a necessity." (IASC)7 

The relevance of coordination and cooperation between humanitarian organizations has 

been underlined in personal discussions with a range of practitioners at conferences and in-

terviews. Also, van Wassenhove (2006, p. 483) points out that to cope with the rising num-

ber and increasing complexity of disasters, the response will call for more coordination and 

specialization of tasks not only vis-à-vis the armed forces, governments, and private busi-

ness, but also between humanitarian organizations among each other. Donors, too, are 

showing a growing interest in and demand for cooperation among humanitarian organiza-

tions operating in the same disaster regions, with a view to reducing duplications of effort.8 

In the relevant literature, the need for coordination between humanitarian organizations is 

mentioned to an above-average extent. Diverse articles (van Wassenhove 2006, pp. 483-

486; Thomas and Kopczak 2007, p. 101), operation reviews (Samii and van Wassenhove 

2003a, ; 2003b, ; 2003c, ; Oloruntoba 2005, pp. 512,516,517; Russell 2005, pp. 76-77; 

Völz 2005, pp. 26-27) and training materials (UNHCR 2003, pp. 5-21) dealing with disas-

ter relief logistics point to one or more aspects of the following: 

• Coordination between humanitarian organizations helps to increase the impact or 

efficiency of the overall operation 

• Lack of, or sub-optimal coordination wastes resources and/or valuable response 

time  

                                                 

7  http://www.humanitarianreform.org/humanitarianreform/Default.aspx?tabid=109; 06.03.07; 11:43 am 
8 Two of the suggested global indicators of Good Humanitarian Donorship measure "Donor advocacy and 

support for coordination mechanisms" (Graves and Wheeler 2006, p. 7). 
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• Coordination between humanitarian organizations is difficult due to a variety of 

barriers 

Benefits resulting from better inter-agency coordination include improved efficiency and 

speed, elimination of gaps in and duplication of services, provision of frameworks for stra-

tegic decision-making, and a unified strategic approach (UNHCR 2003, p. 7).  

Barriers making coordination between humanitarian organizations challenging are men-

tioned as the natural competition for recognition, respect and funding between a steadily 

growing number of organizations, plus a lack of transparency with regard to actors, infor-

mation and processes. Further aspects are the desire to keep control of processes, lack of 

preparation and foresight, and resistance to dedicating limited resources to coordination ef-

forts (UNHCR 2003, pp. 13-21). 

Inter- and intra-organizational coordination between humanitarian organizations can take 

place at different stages along the relief chain (Oloruntoba 2005, p. 517), e.g. during con-

tingency planning, need assessment, appeals, transportation management, or last-mile dis-

tribution. While collaboration during an actual disaster (Thomas and Kopczak 2007, p. 

101), and especially at field level, seems to be more common, and has been enhanced 

through the set-up of the UN Joint Logistics Center (UNJLC) (Samii and van Wassenhove 

2003a, ; 2003b, ; 2003c), there is a special need for better, continuing collaboration after an 

operation, in preparation for the next one (Thomas and Kopczak 2007, p. 101).  

Finally, close coordination and cooperation is one of the main assumptions of Tufinkgi's 

(2006) reference model, which serves as a starting point for this thesis and is introduced in 

detail in Chapter 2.3.3. The focus of this thesis is thus directed on cooperation between 

humanitarian organizations within disaster relief logistics. 

1.2 Shortcomings of Existing Research 

While a broad literature on humanitarian aid and disaster relief in general exists9, there are 

only limited research results on the specific area of humanitarian logistics (Kovács and 

Spens 2007, p. 100). Altay and Green (2006) identify, for example, a substantial lack of 

operations research within the area of disaster operations management, and point out that 

more research should be published in academic journals in order to attract additional re-

searchers to the subject. Large-scale disasters such as the Tsunami in 2004, or the Pakistan 

earthquake in 2005, increased the attention that the general public and researchers pay to 

                                                 
9 Room for publication exist in journals such as Disaster Prevention and Management, Disasters, Disaster 

Management and Response and Journal of Humanitarian Assistance. 
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efficient disaster response operations. The number of publications and special issues on 

this topic has only recently risen, and indicates the growing interest of academics in the 

subject.10 General literature reviews on logistics in disaster relief operations can be found 

for example at Kovács and Spens (2007). 

Some of the researchers have investigated the potential transfer of know-how between the 

humanitarian and the private or military sectors. Van Wassenhove (2006), for instance, in-

dicates the cross-learning potential for the humanitarian as well as the private sector, and 

the possibilities of corporate social-responsibility commitment. Oloruntoba and Gray 

(2006) discuss to what extent certain commercial supply-chain concepts that are well 

documented in the academic supply-chain literature, in particular supply-chain agility, are 

applicable to humanitarian aid. And Pettit and Beresford (2005) develop a response model 

that combines and balances logistics contributions to emergency relief operations made by 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and armed forces. 

Some research exists on special topics such as metrics and performance management 

(Davidson 2006, ; Beamon and Balcik 2008), inventory modelling (Beamon and Kotleba 

2006) and pre-positioning of emergency stock (Akkihal 2006, ; Balcik and Beamon 2008). 

As a starting point for a structured discussion on how to improve the existing logistics per-

formance, Tufinkgi (2006) offers a detailed logistics reference model for international dis-

aster relief. One of his main levers for achieving this ideal relief chain is the set-up of 

working coordination mechanisms between the participating members of the relief system 

(Tufinkgi 2006, pp. 185, 186, 327). 

Only a small number of in-depth case studies has been published in this area of interest. 

Most of these were conducted to better understand the relief logistics of specific organiza-

tions and/or their coordination efforts during an actual disaster response. (Samii et al. 2002, 

; Chomilier et al. 2003, ; Samii and van Wassenhove 2003a, ; 2003b, ; 2003c, ; Burlando et 

al. 2006). Samii and van Wassenhove describe, for example, the development (2003b) and 

latest operation mode (2003a, ; 2003c) of the UN Joint Logistics Center. This semi-

independent institution is enjoying slowly-growing acceptance among humanitarian or-

ganizations in coordinating response efforts, specifically with regard to bottlenecks or the 

use of synergies between the various humanitarian organizations participating in a re-

sponse. In their case study, Burlando et al. (2006) analyze the coordination mechanisms be-

tween different humanitarian divisions of the UN body. Organizational recommendations 

                                                 
10 E.g. special issues announced for 2008: "Managing Supply Chain Risks in Disasters" by the International 

Journal of Risk Assessment and Management (IJRAM) and "Co-ordination of Service Providers in Humani-
tarian Aid" by the International Journal of Services Technology and Management (IJSTM). 
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are made to create the prerequisites for a joint and effective response. However, whether 

and how the recommendations are implemented is not part of their study. Published case 

studies on logistics coordination during the disaster preparedness phase could not be found. 

Most articles on the topic of humanitarian logistics are not academic, but contributions ap-

pearing in practitioner journals (Kovács and Spens 2007, p. 100) or are of a conceptual na-

ture only. These take the form of field reports and evaluations, and cover one or more dis-

aster responses that highlight the general challenges and issues in disaster response logis-

tics, often accompanied by recommendations for further improvement (Long and Wood 

1995, ; Stirn 1997, ; Chaikin 2003, ; Gustavsson 2003, ; Rickard 2003, ; Beamon 2004, ; 

Matthews 2005). Some concentrate on solutions or strategies to overcome these challenges 

(Relief and Rehabilitation Network 1996, ; Oloruntoba 2005, ; Thomas and Kopczak 2005, 

; 2007). Thomas and Kopczak (2005, pp. 102-108; 2007, p. 7), for example, identify five 

improvement strategies: creating a professional logistics community, investing in standard-

ized training and certification, focusing on metrics and performance measurements, com-

municating the strategic importance of logistics, and developing flexible technology solu-

tions (in partnership with the private sector). In collaboration with the Fritz Institute, Rus-

sell uses the 2004 South East Asia Earthquake and Tsunami to carry out a survey among 

field logisticians from the largest participating international organizations, with the aim of 

documenting common challenges and problems as a means of improving preparation for 

the next disaster relief efforts (Fritz-Institute 2005, ; Russell 2005). But here also, recom-

mendations for concrete implementation are limited. Despite the broad body of practitioner 

reports and evaluations, a lack of in-depth empirical research exists. 

Coordination issues between humanitarian organizations are investigated by Fenton (2003), 

Scott-Bowden (2003) and Völz (2005). While most researchers point out the need for more 

and better coordination and cooperation between humanitarian organizations, only limited 

research has been concentrated on this area. Donini (1996) points out that different types of 

coordination occur at certain stages of the "lifecycle" of any disaster: coordination by 

command, coordination by consensus and coordination by default. There is a gap between 

the construction of theoretical frameworks of coordination and cooperation and their appli-

cation to the special context of humanitarian logistics. 

Researchers commonly point out areas where a further research requirement exists. Nearly 

all researchers engaged in disaster response (logistics) indicate the field of cooperation in 

general and between humanitarian organizations in particular as a blank area (e.g. (Beamon 

2004, p. 6; van Wassenhove 2006, p. 488)). 

Van Wassenhove, for example, wishes to understand "when and how the key players 

should collaborate and how they should be coordinated" (van Wassenhove 2006, pp. 
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483,488). Beamon especially formulates the open questions in a very concrete way 

(Beamon 2004, p. 6):  

"Coordination is a major issue among relief organizations. How can the benefits of coordi-

nation be quantified, communicated, and equitably distributed among partners? What les-

sons learned from supply chain cooperation and coordination can be applied to the relief 

chain? Are there special coordination issues specific only to the relief chain?"  

This thesis aims to address these questions and thereby contribute not only to research and 

performance within the humanitarian sector, but also to logistics research in general. 

1.3 Research Focus and Central Questions 

The research focus is formulated on the basis of the existing research gap as well as on dis-

cussions with a range of stakeholders and practitioners in the humanitarian sector concern-

ing the relevance and up-to-dateness of various topic alternatives. A set of research ques-

tions is formulated to highlight and shape this focus and guide the selection of an appropri-

ate research approach and structure for this thesis. 

1.3.1 Research focus 

A research gap exists with regard to inter-organizational logistics cooperation. This is the 

case even though cooperation and coordination are believed to be main levers in achieving 

an ideal relief chain as formulated by Tufinkgi (2006). Since practitioners and donors in the 

humanitarian sector also point to the need for better cooperation, the focus of this thesis is 

placed on international horizontal logistics cooperation between humanitarian organi-

zations. Insights gained through this research can also contribute to the general logistics 

literature, which is still very thin with respect to horizontal cooperation approaches.11 Due 

to the latest developments within the humanitarian sector, where individual humanitarian 

organizations are taking the lead and acting as logistics service providers for others, a hori-

zontal cooperation model that follows a service provider approach is selected and 

forms the core of the research investigations. The focus is further put on cooperation re-

garding the main tasks: procurement, warehousing and transportation. 

As discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.3.2 the supply chain setting within humanitarian 

logistics can be divided into two parts: a permanent supply chain infrastructure, and emer-

gency and project supply chains operating on the basis of this infrastructure. Although the 

                                                 
11 See Chapter 2.4.2 for a literature review on horizontal logistics cooperation. 
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permanent supply chain structures and other preparations in the forefront of a disaster seem 

to make the difference to the success of individual disaster response operations, they are 

neglected in the existing literature. The infrastructure as well as the supply chains up to the 

first airport or seaport (point of entry) in a disaster-affected area can be characterized by a 

more or less standardized procedure.12 There seems to be no valid reason why this proce-

dure should differ widely between different humanitarian organizations. In addition, coop-

eration and coordination are assumed to be much easier here, since relationships and 

agreements could be established during the pre-disaster phase without the usual time pres-

sure during emergencies. The humanitarian community can plan for the set-up of main 

pipelines leading to various points of entry. Roles and responsibilities can be distributed in 

advance. This might also deliver positive impulses to mutual trust and willingness to coop-

erate with regard to supply pipelines after the points of entry. The capability to activate pre-

planned stocks of relief supplies has proved to be crucial to an effective disaster response 

for various aid organizations (Matthews 2005, ; Cuckow 2006). Since funds for disaster 

preparedness are often rare, the readiness for coordination and use of synergies between 

humanitarian organizations should be comparatively high in this phase (Interview with 

Giuseppe Saba, 2007). To start with the "easy" part of the supply chain, this thesis there-

fore concentrates on cooperation opportunities between humanitarian organizations with 

respect to the permanent logistics infrastructure as well as the supply chains up to the 

point of entry. This means forgoing a complete, end-to-end view of the supply chain. For 

the sake of beginning to improve one of two separate sections of the supply chain, this step 

seems reasonable and necessary in the context. At the end of this thesis in Chapter 8.3, fur-

ther research need regarding the interface with the second section, i.e. beginning at the 

point of entry, will be discussed. 

While most researchers and practitioners ask for more and better coordination and coopera-

tion, the cooperation willingness among humanitarian organizations still seems to be lim-

ited. This might be linked to the fact that the concrete benefits and related costs for the in-

dividual humanitarian organizations and stakeholders remain unclear. If there were large-

scale net benefits linked to inter-organizational cooperation, every organization would be 

interested in it. The question therefore persists as to what the potential benefits and im-

pediments are, and if those impediments might be overcome in order to create an effi-

cient and effective cooperation format between humanitarian organizations. 

                                                 
12 The sections of the supply chain beginning at the port of entry heavily depend on the highly specific cir-

cumstances of each disaster arena and the conditions reigning in the affected countries before and after the 
disaster, as well as on-going changes, e.g. worsening conditions of roads due to heavy use for emergency 
supply transportation. Cooperation between the various actors regarding supply chain management in this 
phase is therefore challenging. Its dynamics are examined and described by Donini (1996). 
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1.3.2 Research questions 

Based on the described research focus, the main research question is formulated as follows: 

 

Why should and how could humanitarian organizations cooperate with each other in 

the area of disaster relief logistics? 

 

This question can be divided into the following sub-issues: 

 

1. Which types of benefits (and costs) are linked to horizontal cooperation between 

humanitarian organizations? 

2. Which impediments exist? 

3. How can these impediments be overcome? 

4. How could the design of the selected cooperation model be improved? 

1.4 Research Approach and Methodology 

This thesis originates in practical problems facing the disaster relief community, and not in 

pure scientific discussion. It therefore follows a research approach, which interprets the 

theory of business management as a clearly application-oriented social science that con-

tributes to solution design for practical problems (Ulrich 1981). A combined deductive and 

abductive research approach is chosen, while the necessary empirical foundation is created 

through case study research. Both choices are explained and described in the following. 

1.4.1 Combined deductive and abductive research approach 

The research approach can be characterized as "the way of conscious scientific reasoning" 

(Peirce 1931, ; Kovács and Spens 2005, p. 133). This thesis addresses the research ques-

tions by applying selected theories and transferring knowledge and insights from the pri-

vate sector with regard to horizontal cooperation, while at the same time exploring and 

considering the special requirements of the humanitarian sector. A combination of deduc-

tive and abductive research is therefore chosen. While a deductive research approach de-

velops propositions from existing theory and tests them in the real world, an abductive ap-

proach consists of a "continuous interplay between theory and empirical observation" 
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(Dubois and Gadde 2002, p. 559). Dubois and Gadde call the latter 'systematic combining' 

and consider it as especially productive in cases where the researcher is looking to discover 

new things, for example with regard to variables or relationships. Unlike inductive ap-

proaches, where data is used to systematically generate new (grounded) theory (e.g. Glaser 

and Strauss (1967)), abduction aims to refine existing theories instead of inventing new 

ones. Characteristic for this approach is that the original framework is modified step by 

step as a result of unanticipated empirical findings or successively gained theoretical in-

sights. Dubois and Gadde believe that "fruitful cross-fertilization" is created "where new 

combinations are developed through a mixture of established theoretical models and new 

concepts derived from the confrontation with reality" (Dubois and Gadde 2002, p. 559). 

The deductive approach is employed to develop propositions on potential benefits of and 

impediments to horizontal cooperation on the basis of selected theories and research results 

within the private sector. These propositions are tested through empirical data gained from 

case studies within the humanitarian sector. 

The same case studies also serve as empirical basis for the abductive research component. 

Based on the case insights, a potential horizontal cooperation model for the humanitarian 

sector is designed. Empirical insights as well as the selected theories are employed to gen-

erate facilitators to overcome identified impediments that hamper the implementation of 

this cooperation model, and to suggest improvements to the model design. The continuous 

interplay between empirical and theoretical elements as well as the growing knowledge and 

grasp of interdependencies during the data collection phase lead to a successive adaptation 

of the research focus and resulting questions (Chapter 1.3), the selected dimensions of co-

operation (Chapter 2.4.3), the actual model design (Chapter 3.1) and the interview ques-

tions (Appendix A), plus a focus on critical aspects related to the research questions. 

1.4.2 Case study research method 

Since research on horizontal cooperation in general, as well as in the special context of dis-

aster relief logistics and the community of humanitarian organizations, is still in its early 

stages, case study research seems to be one of the most appropriate methods to choose. 

Eisenhardt (1989b), Yin (1994) and Ellram (1996) describe this exploratory research 

method, focusing on qualitative research, in detail. 

Characteristics, strengths and weaknesses 

"The case study is a research strategy which focuses on understanding the dynamics present 

within single settings." (Eisenhardt 1989b, p. 534) "In general, case studies are the pre-
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ferred strategy when "how" and "why" questions are being posed, when the investigator has 

little control over events, and when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within 

some real-life context." (Yin 1994, p. 1) "The purpose (…) is to obtain a depth of under-

standing (…), rather than a breadth." (Ellram 1996, p. 102) 

Case studies can be used to serve different purposes: to describe phenomena, test proposi-

tions or theory, or build new theory (Eisenhardt 1989b, p. 535). The interest of this thesis is 

both threefold and interlinked: the empirical insights gained from the case studies and in-

terviews will help to test the propositions set out in Chapter 4. In addition, they will deliver 

the empirical basis for observing phenomena characteristic of the humanitarian context, 

and thus generate new hypotheses and frameworks with respect to cooperation design and 

facilitators to overcome cooperation impediments. 

Theory-building from cases exhibits a variety of strengths (Eisenhardt 1989b, pp. 546-

547): firstly, the likelihood of creating novel theory is rated high, since the juxtaposition of 

contradictory or paradoxical evidence might foster creative insights and ideas. Secondly, 

the novel theory can probably be tested with readily measurable constructs already proved 

in the theory-building process. Thirdly, it is likely that the resultant theory is empirically 

valid, since the theory-building process is highly associated with evidence and empirical 

observation. Eisenhardt (1989b, p. 547) points out two potential weaknesses rooted in the-

ory-building from cases: one is that theories can become complex, since the intensive in-

clusion of empirical evidence leads to the temptation to try to capture everything. Secondly, 

theories generated are in fact theories about specific phenomena. There is a risk that they 

may stay narrow and idiosyncratic and fail to take the step of real generalization of theory. 

Easton (1995, p. 379) further adds that multiple case studies might be employed "in a way 

that suggests that they are relying on some notion of statistical generalization", while they 

are not.  

A unique strength of case study is its ability to include a full variety of evidence – archives, 

documents, interviews, questionnaires, and observations (Yin 1994, p. 8). The evidence 

may be qualitative, quantitative, or both (Eisenhardt 1989b, pp. 534-535). 

Case study design and quality criteria 

Yin distinguishes four basic types of design for case studies, depending on the number of 

cases and units of analysis employed: single-case designs comprising single or multiple 

units of analysis, and multiple-case designs with single or multiple units of analysis (Yin 

1994, p. 39-53). Since different cooperation initiatives with respect to disaster response lo-

gistics have recently been started within the humanitarian sector, this thesis selects a multi-
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ple-case design with 'inter-organizational cooperation initiatives for disaster relief logistics' 

as the single unit of analysis. 

Yin (1994, pp. 33-34) considers validity and reliability as the main criteria for judging the 

quality of any empirical social research such as case studies. According to him, the crite-

rion "validity" can be split up into three different types: construct validity, internal validity 

and external validity. Yin (1994, pp. 34-39, 97-99) points out the following: construct va-

lidity is necessary to avoid subjective judgments and to select the right set of measures. 

This type of validity can be increased by using several sources of evidence and the concept 

of triangulation, setting up a chain of evidence and having key informants review the 

drafted case study report. Internal validity concerns causal case studies only. It requires a 

reliable process of analyzing data and contrasting emerging concepts and potential theories 

with previous research and literature. The aim is to generalize and validate new theories 

from cases. External validity confirms that the study's findings are really generalizable be-

yond the single case study. Finally, reliability requires documentation of the research pro-

cedure so that any other researcher who applies it to the same case studies will arrive at the 

same results. This can be facilitated by using a case study protocol and maintaining a com-

prehensive database. 

In this thesis, validity is ensured by combining the results of desk research with the data re-

ceived from semi-structured interviews, internal documentation and presentations obtained, 

and published information. The case study reports are reviewed by key interviewees and in-

terpretations are discussed with them in follow-up interviews. Reliability is ensured by  

comprehensive collection of all interview notes and any other material obtained. The 

guidelines for the semi-structured interviews are given in the appendix to this thesis. 

Halldorsson and Aastrup (2003, p. 321) point out that most logistics research is judged by 

quantitatively/positivistically inspired criteria such as validity, reliability and objectivity, 

although a rising trend towards using qualitative/naturalistic research approaches can be 

observed. They therefore recommend supplementing the traditional criteria with the quali-

tatively inspired criterion of 'trustworthiness'. According to Erlandson et al. (1993), trust-

worthiness is defined as the combined qualities of credibility, transferability, dependability 

and confirmability. These components show parallels to the sub-criteria of validity and re-

liability and are described in detail by Halldorsson and Aastrup (2003, pp. 327-329). 

Credibility is the matching of constructed realities of interview respondents to those repre-

sented by the researcher. This means that the respondents play an important role in correct-

ing or falsifying the picture produced by the researcher. Transferability is the extent to 

which a study can produce general claims, and therefore depends on the similarities be-

tween two contexts. True generalization is considered to be not possible, since time and 
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space of the individual cases constitute major constraints. Dependability from a naturalistic 

standpoint demands clear trackability of design and construct changes in the course of the 

research process. Changes and shifts of processes and methods are accepted but need to be 

verifiable through an outline of the underlying logic and motives. Confirmability demands 

that the findings are based on the data itself and that the data can be tracked back to the 

sources. The attainment of objectivity is regarded as an illusion, since the selection of 

methodology is always to some degree linked to the researcher. 

In order to meet the criterion of trustworthiness, this thesis takes the following additional 

measures: not only the case study reports are reviewed and discussed with the main inter-

view partners, but also the major findings and resulting hypothesis (credibility). General 

claims are drawn up with care, taking the different contexts of the individual case studies 

into consideration. Through the selection of cooperation initiatives started at similar points 

in time and with a global operation radius, a common foundation for all cases is established 

from the start (transferability). The research procedure is described and explained in the 

next section, including loops and changes during the process (dependability). The cross-

case analysis in Chapter 6 takes special care that all information used in the analysis can be 

found in the case reports of Chapter 5. Summarizing tables give an overview of the infor-

mation used for the resulting conclusions (confirmability). 

Research procedure 

In order to identify an adequate research focus within the area of disaster response logistics, 

the author's understanding of the humanitarian sector in general and disaster response lo-

gistics in particular was deepened by different measures: 

• Joint project with the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent So-

cieties concerning the design and implementation of key performance indicators for 

their new regional logistics units in Panama City, Dubai and Kuala Lumpur (Schulz 

and Heigh 2008). 

• Participation in HUMLOG, a research circle composed of academics and practitio-

ners interested in research into humanitarian logistics. 

• Participation in various conferences and summer schools as guest speaker and/or at-

tendee. 

• Conducting of various personal interviews during the project, research circle and 

conferences mentioned above. The interviews with practitioners from a range of 

humanitarian organizations substantially contributed to a deeper understanding of 
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the operation methods and coordination habits common in the field of interest. 

The knowledge gathered by these measures helped to define the research focus described in 

the previous chapter, which was refined throughout the process of data collection. Accord-

ing to the research focus, a horizontal cooperation model including a service provider ap-

proach was selected and described. The description was further refined through the insights 

gained from the case studies. This kind of refinement is one example of a 'loop' typical of 

the abductive research approach.  

Based on the selected theories of New Institutional and Production Cost Economics as well 

as existing research on horizontal logistics cooperation within the private sector, proposi-

tions were formulated regarding potential benefits of and impediments to horizontal coop-

eration.  According to Yin (1994, pp. 111-112), this type of analytical strategy - relying on 

theoretical propositions – facilitates formulation of the data collection plan and setting of 

priorities in the case study. 

The key part of the empirical research consists of case studies of three cooperation initia-

tives implementing a shared logistics infrastructure and/or services. Due to the research fo-

cus, the Regional Logistics Units of the International Federation of Red Cross and Red 

Crescent Societies (IFRC) and the UN Humanitarian Response Depot network of the 

World Food Programme (WFP) were selected as the first two cases. The choice of the third 

case, the Humanitarian Procurement Centres of the European Commission Humanitarian 

Office (ECHO), was made after the main interviews for the other two cases were com-

pleted. A deliberate variation of different context factors (e.g. donor as cooperation initia-

tor) was thereby made possible. The cases were supplemented by additional interviews 

with various representatives of humanitarian organizations. Selection criteria and the struc-

ture of the case studies are specified in the context of the cases in Chapter 5.1. The phase of 

empirical research pertaining to the case studies took place from October 2006 till May 

2008. A list of the over 30 conducted interviews is provided in Appendix E. 

Different techniques for analyzing case studies exist. While Yin (1994, pp. 116-137) de-

scribes, for example, pattern matching, explanation building, time-series analysis, logic 

models, and cross-case synthesis, Ellram (1996, pp. 107-113) portrays different kinds of 

data coding. The cases with which this thesis is concerned are primarily analyzed by means 

of a cross-case synthesis. This technique allows conclusions to be drawn through a com-

parison of different aspects across all cases. Word tables display the comparison in a 

clearly arranged way. Propositions or proposition components (e.g. single benefits or im-

pediments) can thus be tested systematically and sub-groups or categories identified. It has 

to be emphasized that this technique depends strongly on argumentation and not on nu-

meric properties. In order to obtain high-quality analysis, Yin (1994, p. 137) recommends 



16      Disaster Relief Logistics: Benefits of and Impediments to Horizontal Cooperation  

 

following certain principles: the analysis should show that all evidence is considered and 

that the most important aspects as well as all major rival interpretations are addressed. In 

addition, the researcher should use and include his "own prior, expert knowledge" and 

"demonstrate awareness of current thinking and discourse about the case study topic" (Yin 

1994, p. 137). During performance of the cross-case analysis, the importance of certain as-

pects (e.g. the extent of supporting donations for cooperation initiatives) as well as existing 

data gaps became obvious. Additional interviews were conducted to discuss these aspects 

or close any remaining information gaps. 

Based on the results of the cross-case analysis as well as on insights from different theories 

and existing research from the private sector, facilitators to overcome the main impedi-

ments are developed and potential improvements for the identified cooperation model sug-

gested. 

1.5 Thesis Outline 

The thesis is structured as follows (see also Figure 1): 

Chapter 1 introduces the topic and highlights the relevance of international disaster relief, 

of logistics in this context and of the role of inter-organizational cooperation. Existing re-

search gaps are identified and research focus and central questions deduced. The chapter is 

completed by a description of the selected research approach and the methodology em-

ployed. 

By reviewing existing literature, Chapter 2 provides definitions of key terms. It presents an 

overview of existing frameworks and relevant research on disasters, disaster relief opera-

tions and logistics as well as horizontal cooperation formats within this area. 

Chapter 3 sets the research framework. In a first step, it introduces a service provider based 

cooperation model which provides the foundation for in-depth investigation of the main re-

search questions. In a second step, Chapter 3 describes two theories: New Institutional 

Economics and Production Cost Economics, which are selected on the basis of their rele-

vance to the model discussion and design. 

Chapter 4 describes and categorizes potential benefits and costs of, as well as impediments 

to horizontal cooperation, based both on theory insights and on existing research results 

from the private sector. A summary of the formulated research propositions concludes the 

chapter. 

Chapter 5 first explains the case study selection and the generally applied structure. The 

three case study reports provide first-hand information and insights on the selected inter-
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organizational cooperation initiatives. They show how various different humanitarian or-

ganizations handle inter-organizational cooperation, and provide examples of existing per-

ceived benefits, costs and impediments. Results from additional interview sources com-

plete the empirical basis as well as the chapter. 

Chapter 6 summarizes the perceived benefits and impediments for each of the cases. A 

cross-case analysis highlights parallels and differences between the cases and revises the 

propositions of Chapter 4. These propositions are either dropped, adopted and/or trans-

ferred into hypothesis for further research. 

In Chapter 7, four facilitators are developed which help to overcome the main impediments 

identified in Chapter 6. Subsequent to the facilitator development, potential model im-

provements are discussed.  

Chapter 8 finally sums up the answers to the research questions and additionally gained in-

sights. It also discusses the immediate implications for theory and humanitarian practice. 

Implementation guidelines are suggested, pointing out the roles that the individual stake-

holders would have to play. The chapter closes by highlighting where a future research 

need exists. 

(Graves and Wheeler 2006) (Heigh et al. 2007) (Stahl 1995) (Herder-Dorneich 1992) 

(Sydow et al. 2003) (Frese 1980) (Penrose 1959) (Peteraf 1993) (Grant 1991) (Grant 

1996a) (Foss and Eriksen 1995) (UNHCR 2003) (Oviatt 1988) (Cooke 1999) (Kraljic 

1988) 
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Figure 1: Structure of the thesis 



 

2 Definition and Literature Review of Key Terms 

This chapter serves as a framework to define relevant terms and to review existing litera-

ture with regard to the terms and concepts central to this thesis. After providing some 

background information on the phenomenon of disasters in general, it concentrates on the 

intersection of three areas of interest: disaster relief operations, disaster relief logistics and 

cooperation and coordination within disaster relief logistics (see Figure 2). In this way it 

creates the foundation for discussions and research development in the following chapters. 
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Figure 2: Intersection of key terms 

2.1 Disasters 

A disaster is not the event of the natural phenomenon or conflict itself, but the extent of re-

sulting disruption (University of Wisconsin - Disaster Management Center 1986, lesson 1). 

The term "disaster", including the various different categories, is therefore first defined be-

fore, in a second step, the occurrence and impact of different types of natural disaster are 

described in more detail. 

2.1.1 Definitions 

This thesis defines a disaster as "an occurrence of widespread severe damage, injury, or 

loss of life or property with which a community cannot cope and during which the society 

undergoes severe disruption." (University of Wisconsin - Disaster Management Center 

1986, lesson 1). According to the UN and the insurance company Munich-Re, a disaster is 

referred to as a 'mega disaster' or 'great (natural) catastrophe' "if the affected region’s ability 

to help itself is clearly overstretched and supraregional or international assistance is re-

quired. As a rule, this is the case when there are thousands of fatalities, when hundreds of 

thousands of people are left homeless, or when overall losses – depending on the economic 
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circumstances of the country concerned – and/or insured losses are of exceptional propor-

tions." (Munich Re Group 2007, p. 46) 

In general, disasters are defined in quite different ways.13 The use of varying definitions of 

disaster implies that the reported numbers may also differ from source to source, and will 

rise over time with improving reporting techniques. Tschoegl et al. provide an overview of 

disaster databases existing worldwide (Tschoegl et al. 2006). One of the most extensive of 

these is the EM-DAT database maintained by the Center of Research on the Epidemiology 

of Disaster (CRED), which has been collecting data on the occurrence and effects of disas-

ters since 1900, covering both natural and technological disasters. It collaborates with nu-

merous humanitarian organizations (including UN agencies), governmental institutions as 

well as several universities and research institutes (Guha-Sapir et al. 2004, p. 9).  

It has to be noted that the number of people reported killed by a disaster often only includes 

those victims that died as a direct result of the disaster event itself, and not those who died 

indirectly from disease outbreaks, malnutrition or resulting poverty (Guha-Sapir et al. 

2004, pp. 27-29). The number of people reported affected by a disaster is defined by EM-

DAT as "people requiring immediate assistance during a period of emergency, that is re-

quiring basic survival needs such as food, water, shelter, sanitation and immediate medical 

assistance" (Guha-Sapir et al. 2004, p. 29). The total number of people affected over the 

long run is often underestimated. 

Insurance companies also maintain very detailed statistics concerning the occurrence of, 

and especially the damage caused by disasters. The insurance company Munich-Re, for ex-

ample, differentiates between six categories of natural disaster, from "small-scale loss 

event" to "great natural catastrophe". (Munich Re Group 2007, p. 46) 

Disasters can be categorized according to their causes (natural versus technological or man-

made) and speed of occurrence (sudden-onset versus slow-onset). The resulting four cate-

gories are shown with examples in Table 1. 

                                                 
13 For a detailed analysis and evaluation of existing disaster definitions as well as a differentiation between 

accidents, routine emergencies and disasters, see Tufinkgi (2006, pp. 11-43). 
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Table 1: Disaster categories (van Wassenhove 2006, p. 476) 

Natural disasters include hydrometeorological (such as landslides, famines, extreme tem-

peratures, floods, forest fires, windstorms and other events, e.g. wave surges and insect in-

festations) and geophysical disasters (such as earthquakes, volcanic eruptions and tsuna-

mis). The term "natural disaster" for disasters triggered by natural phenomena can be mis-

leading. It implies that the disaster results solely from natural hazards, while in fact human 

behaviour and settlement practices (e.g. poor farming, grazing or excessive exploitation of 

natural resources) are major contributing factors in its creation (University of Wisconsin - 

Disaster Management Center 1991, lesson 2). 

Industrial accidents (e.g. explosions, chemical spills, collapse of industrial infrastructure, 

poisoning and radiation), transport accidents (during transportation by air, rail, road or wa-

ter) and miscellaneous accidents (such as the collapse of domestic/non-industrial struc-

tures, explosions and fires) are classified as technological disasters (IFRC 2006, p. 198). 

While some authors count armed conflicts, known as "complex emergencies", as techno-

logical disasters (University of Wisconsin - Disaster Management Center 1991, lesson 2), 

others consider these as belonging to a category of their own, since humanitarian organiza-

tions are not normally involved as long as the fighting continues (van Wassenhove 2006, p. 

476). 

Predominantly, this thesis focuses on the logistics processes needed to address sudden-

onset disasters, since the characteristics chiefly required in these operations, such as speed 

and flexibility, represent the highest challenges. Most natural disasters are sudden-onset 

disasters. Some basic insights into their occurrence and impact are therefore provided in 

the following section.  

2.1.2 Occurrence and impact of natural disasters  

The convergence of two factors influences the occurrence of natural disasters: the hazard 

factor (based on meteorological, geological or ecological characteristics) and the vulner-
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ability factor (expressed by the number of people at risk of being harmed by a hazard's oc-

currence) (Guha-Sapir et al. 2004, p. 34).  

During the last thirty years the number of natural disasters fluctuated from one year to an-

other, but on average it increased slowly, as shown in Figure 3. 

In 2006:

23,000 people reported killed
143 m people reported affected
35 bn USD estimated physical damage

In 2006:

23,000 people reported killed
143 m people reported affected
35 bn USD estimated physical damage

 

Figure 3: Natural disaster occurrence 1987-2006 (slightly modified from Hoyois et al. 

2007, p. 18)  

Two periods can be highlighted within the course of these 30 years (Hoyois et al. 2007, p. 

18): 1987-1997 is a quiet, constant phase where the number of disasters per year varies 

more or less between 200 and 250. Within the second phase, 2000- 2006, the number of 

disasters almost doubles. An increase of this magnitude is due in part to the improved re-

porting techniques of reporting organizations such as the general press and specialized 

agencies.  

Specifically, it is the number of small and medium-sized disasters that is seen to increase, 

while the occurrence of mega-disasters with more than 10 million people reported killed or 

affected remains comparatively stable (Hoyois et al. 2007, pp. 21, 26). With respect to dis-

aster types, mainly hydrometeorological disasters (such as floods, windstorms and 

droughts) have increased significantly during recent years. 

Since the risk of disaster is partly linked to the meteorological and geographical character-

istics of a region, an identification of global high-risk zones is possible (Guha-Sapir et al. 

2004, pp. 27-30). The size of the population as well as the size of the territory affect the 

threat to and the vulnerability of a region.  The most vulnerable continents are Asia and Af-
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rica. Approximately 88% of the total number of people reported killed and 96% of the peo-

ple reported affected over the last 30 years were inhabitants of either of those continents. It 

should be noted that Asians represent approx. 60% of the world's population and occupy 

only about one third of the global landmass. A consideration of the total number of people 

affected in relation to a country's population, and the total number of disasters in relation to 

a country's territory, can shift the perspective on the occurrence and impact of natural disas-

ters. Most people per 100,000 inhabitants are affected in South and East Asia (chiefly In-

dia, Bangladesh and China) as well as several countries in Africa (e.g. Botswana, Zambia 

and Mozambique). All these countries contain areas of high population density (e.g. in 

river basins), and agriculture provides the livelihood for major parts of the population. 

When disasters such as floods occur, the number of affected people quickly rises into the 

hundred thousands or more. Looking at the relative number of people affected results in 

large countries like the United States, Mexico and Indonesia, with high total numbers of 

disasters, falling into the lowest category. With respect to the number of natural disasters 

per 1,000 km2, too, countries with high disaster occurrence or affected-people figures, such 

as China, India or the United States drop in the ranking of countries. Instead, small island 

states in the Pacific and the Caribbean such as Tuvalu, Bermuda and Tokelau belong to the 

countries with the highest number of disasters per 1,000 km2. 

As shown, the occurrence and impact of natural disasters differ between regions. But the 

varying types of disaster also result in different levels of mortality, injury and  damage to 

livelihoods and infrastructure (Guha-Sapir et al. 2004, p. 30). In addition, frequency, inten-

sity and predictability vary according to disaster type (Guha-Sapir et al. 2004, pp. 30-33): 

• Earthquakes are the least predictable, and usually have the highest rate of immedi-

ate mortality as well as structural destruction. On the other hand, this kind of disas-

ter normally hardly affects standing crops. Main risk factors are population density, 

time of strike, structural fragility, and the degree of seismic activity. 

• Droughts and famines affect wide areas and cause heavy losses of crops and live-

stock, rather than damage to infrastructure or shelter. While droughts root in mete-

orological and environmental factors, famines are more complex and can be gener-

ated by incidents such as droughts, crop failures or disasters such as floods or 

armed conflicts. Droughts usually develop over a longer time period and are there-

fore more easily predictable than other disaster types. 

• Floods are often invasive and omnipresent, since they can cover immense areas14. 

                                                 
14 The area affected by floods depends to a certain extent on the topographical features of a country.  
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They normally cause extensive damage to crops and infrastructure. In general, 

floods affect far more people than they kill. They can either develop slowly and 

predictably, or occur suddenly. 

• Volcanic eruptions can affect populations by a range of phenomena such as lava 

flows, projectiles, lahars (mudflows with volcanic fragments), and ash fallouts. Al-

though the mortality rate is relatively low, ash emission in particular can have se-

vere indirect consequences such as chronic respiratory diseases and the destruction 

of crops and the basis for livestock husbandry.  

• Windstorms are considered as one of the most destructive disaster types.  By cover-

ing very wide areas, they can result in significant numbers of fatalities, injuries and 

property or agricultural losses. 

Table 2 summarizes the key data for the main disaster types over the last 30 years. 

 

Disaster type 
Number of disas-
ters occurred 

Number of peo-
ple reported 
killed 

Number of peo-
ple reported af-
fected 

Ratio of number of 
people affected to 
people killed 

Earthquakes 660 560,000 82,000,000 147 

Droughts/famines 640 1,000,000 1,800,000,000 2,000 

Floods 2,156 206,000 2,600,000,000 13,027 

Volcanic eruptions 123 26,000 3,000,000 140 

Windstorms 1,864 294,000 557,000,000 1,899 

Table 2: Key data of main disaster types 1987-2006 (based on information from Guha-

Sapir et al. 2004, pp. 30-33) 

Due to the vulnerability factor, disasters have a larger impact on poorer countries. Compar-

ing the top 10 richest and poorest countries with respect to the number of victims per 

100,000 inhabitants per year over the last 30 years shows that the richest countries range 

from 0 to 200, while the poorest countries exhibit ratios of more than 1,000, reaching 8,750 

in Malawi (Guha-Sapir et al. 2004, pp. 34-35). A population's vulnerability is influenced by 

several factors, which can be classified in four broad categories: 

• Physical aspects of vulnerability root in the exposure of people to a potential haz-

ard (e.g. living in river basins). 

• Social vulnerability embraces facets such as population growth and urbanization, 

access to social safety nets or the existence of conflicts. 
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• Economic vulnerability is related to aspects such as the population's dependence 

on agriculture, access opportunities to basic infrastructure (e.g. water, communica-

tion systems, health care), or the diversity of the country's economy. 

• Environmental vulnerability is linked to challenges such as soil erosion, pollu-

tion, deforestation, or water availability. 

All four groups are interlinked and contribute to the creation of conditions that foster the 

emergence and establishment of poverty. "The interaction of poverty and vulnerability is a 

vicious cycle that can only be broken through appropriate sustainable development mecha-

nisms." (Guha-Sapir et al. 2004, p. 37) While disaster relief operations are only an instru-

ment for reaction and damage reduction, prevention and mitigation have be the true focal 

point of any fight against the rising trend of disaster occurrence and impact. 

2.2 Disaster Relief Operations 

This sub-chapter provides existing definitions and explanation models of disaster relief op-

erations, and describes the field of actors and stakeholders involved as well as the mecha-

nism of the International Disaster Relief System (IDRS). It closes with a description of the 

objectives and implementation status of ongoing Humanitarian Reform.  

2.2.1 Definitions 

Disaster relief can be defined as a "foreign intervention into a society with the intention of 

helping local citizens" (Long and Wood 1995, p. 213). As a synonym for disaster relief, the 

term "disaster management" is used and defined by the Disaster Management Center of the 

University of Wisconsin as: "the range of activities designed to maintain control over disas-

ter and emergency situations and to provide a framework for helping at-risk persons to 

avoid or recover from the impact of the disaster. Disaster management deals with situations 

that occur prior to, during, and after the disaster. […] The objectives of disaster manage-

ment are:  

• to reduce or avoid the human, physical, and economic losses suffered by individu-

als, by the society, and by the country at large 

• to reduce personal suffering 

• to speed recovery." (University of Wisconsin - Disaster Management Center 1991, 

lesson 1) 

Russell (2005, p. 11) reports that NGOs, e.g. Oxfam, recently abandoned the traditional di-
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chotomy between development and emergency relief. Instead of regarding disasters as tem-

porary interruptions of the continual development process, they often see them now as a re-

sult of the chronically unstable state of countries and their inhabitants' living conditions. 

They wish to move away from being a mere provider of supplies to forming an agency that 

systematically tackles the root causes of crises by their relief efforts. 

2.2.2 Phases and cycle of disaster relief 

It is quite common in the relevant literature and in actual practice to describe relief opera-

tions as an (overlapping) sequence of different phases. The number and content of these 

phases differ between authors (Haas et al. 1977, ; Aptekar 1994, ; Neal 1997). In 2006, 

Tufinkgi developed a detailed three-phase model from a disaster management perspective 

based on process descriptions drawn up by the Disaster Management Center of the Univer-

sity of Wisconsin (Tufinkgi 2006, pp. 77-93). As shown in Figure 4, he differentiates be-

tween the three phases of pre-disaster (comprising prevention, mitigation, and prepared-

ness); response (consisting of warning, impact and emergency response); and post-disaster 

recovery (transition/rehabilitation and reconstruction and development). 
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Figure 4: Tufinkgi's three-phase model (Tufinkgi 2006, p. 77) 

The importance of the pre-disaster phase cannot be overemphasized. Jahre and Heigh 

(2008) point out that the performance of any disaster response depends on the level of pre-
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paredness. Also, a preliminary simulation model created by the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology indicates that relatively small spending on disaster preparedness can already 

significantly decrease the time and cost of logistics response (Gralla 2007). 

Since better prevention and mitigation of the next disaster can and should be part of the re-

construction and development phase, the phase model can be converted into a continuum 

or disaster management cycle as shown in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5: Disaster continuum (slightly modified from Tufinkgi 2006, p.94 based on  Uni-

versity of Wisconsin 1987, lesson 1) 

Tufinkgi's model might be extended by an indication of the resource need within different 

phases. Building on Thomas (2002), Beamon (2004, p. 2) for example develops the "life 

cycle" of a relief mission and distinguishes and displays the resource need during four 

stages: (1) during the assessment stage only low resources are required to identify the need, 

based on disaster characteristics; (2) during the deployment stage resource requirements 

rise to meet the identified need; (3) during the sustainment stage high resources are re-

quired for a period of time to sustain operations; (4) during the reconfiguration stage opera-

tions and employed resources are reduced and finally terminated. The life cycle is shown in 

Figure 6. 
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Figure 6: Life cycle of a relief mission (Beamon 2004, p. 2 modified from Thomas 2002) 

Each of the sub-steps in Tufinkgi's three-phase model might be taken to greater depth. For 

example, the emergency response phase itself can be structured as a cycle, with different 

steps from beneficiary identification to resource distribution and evaluation of impact as 

shown in Figure 7. 
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Figure 7: Emergency response cycle of humanitarian organizations (based on IFRC Disas-

ter Response Cycle15) 

                                                 
15 Presented by Ian Heigh at Humanitarian Summer School, Lugano, 31.10.-04.09.2006. 
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2.2.3 Actors and stakeholders in disaster relief operations 

While specialized national or local agencies, sometimes in cooperation with international 

organizations present in this country, generally handle the relief operations in the case of 

minor emergencies, the international community is called on to help in the event of a major 

disaster (PAHO and WHO 2001, p. 21). The actors and stakeholders who get involved in 

such events are diverse and work under different mandates. The following section gives a 

brief overview (PAHO 2000, pp. 82-86; PAHO and WHO 2001, pp. 21-23; Tufinkgi 2006, 

pp. 136-148) and divides the actors and stakeholders into four, sometimes overlapping 

groups. 

Beneficiaries  

• The local population of the affected area: they are the addressees of the help pro-

vided by the international community. At the same time, they are the first to start 

search and rescue operations and to share vital supplies such as water and food with 

the disaster victims (PAHO and WHO 2001, p. 21). 

• The local government: the local, regional and national government will be essen-

tially involved in the relief operation: local government is the body that requests in-

ternational help and generally coordinate the overall operation (PAHO and WHO 

2001, p. 22; Tufinkgi 2006, p. 137). It is therefore important to already install ap-

propriate emergency structures and roles in the preparedness phase. 

Operational actors 

• Multilateral, intergovernmental organizations (IGOs): generally, these give support 

by providing technical assistance related to their special field of expertise, by dele-

gating consultants and experts, or by supporting the allocation of resources to other 

NGOs or local organizations, or directly to the beneficiaries (PAHO and WHO 

2001, p. 22). One of the most important representatives of this group is the body of 

UN agencies. See Table 3 for a detailed overview of the major UN agencies and 

sub-divisions engaged in disaster relief as well as general humanitarian assistance. 

Besides the UN agencies, several regional and subregional disaster organizations 

exist with a mandate to support member states during all or certain phases of the 

disaster cycle. Examples are the Organization of American States (OAS) or the Car-

ibbean Disaster Emergency Response Agency (CDERA) (PAHO 2000, p. 84). 
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Name 
Abbre-
viation 

Description 
Annual Expen-
ditures (on re-
lief) 2006  

United Na-
tions Office 
for the Coor-
dination of 
Humanitarian 
Affairs 

OCHA OCHA's mandate includes the coordination of 
humanitarian response, policy development and 
humanitarian advocacy. It carries out its coordi-
nation function primarily through the Inter-
Agency Standing Committee (IASC), which is 
chaired by the Emergency Relief Coordinator 
(ERC) 

USD 123 m  

 

 

Food  and Ag-
riculture Or-
ganization 

FAO Leads international efforts to defeat hunger; acts 
as neutral forum for all nations to negotiate 
agreements and debate policy 

n/a; 2007:  

USD 495 m  
(USD 246 m) 

United Na-
tions Devel-
opment Pro-
gram 

 

UNDP UNDP is the UN's global development network, 
an organization acting as advocate for change 
and connecting countries to knowledge, experi-
ence and resources to help people to work on 
their own solutions for national and local devel-
opment 

USD 922 m  

United Na-
tions High 
Commissioner 
for Refugees 

UNHCR Leads and coordinates international action to 
protect refugees and resolve refugee problems 
worldwide 

USD 1,101 m  

(USD 77 m) 

United Na-
tions Chil-
dren´s Fund  

UNICEF Works with others to overcome the obstacles 
that poverty, violence, disease and discrimina-
tion place in a child‘s path 

USD 2,343 m  
(USD 675 m) 

World Food 
Programme 

 

 

WFP WFP is the food aid arm of the United Nations 
system. It intervenes either permanently or dur-
ing crisis periods. The policies governing the 
use of World Food Programme food aid are ori-
ented towards the objective of eradicating hun-
ger and poverty. Therefore the ultimate objec-
tive of food aid is the elimination of the need for 
food aid 

 

USD 2,665 m  
(USD 1,962 m) 

World Health 
Organization 

 

WHO Directing and coordinating authority for health 
within the UN system; responsible for: 

- providing leadership on global health matters 

- shaping the health research agenda 

- setting norms and standards 

- articulating evidence-based policy options 

- providing technical support to countries 

- assessing health trends 

~ USD 1,657 m  

(~ USD 55 m)16 

Table 3: UN agencies and sub-divisions engaged in the humanitarian sector17 

• Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs): this category embraces a wide spectrum, 

                                                 
16 Estimate calculated by halving WHO's biannual budget for 2006-2007. 
17 Based on information from the following homepages and annual reports (06.03.2008): 

www.ochaonline.un.org, www.fao.org, www.undp.org, www.unhrc.org, www.unicef.org, www.wfp.org, 
www.who.org. 
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covering nationally and internationally operating organizations, which can be so-

cially or religiously motivated and have access to different capabilities, experience 

and resources. Further aspects characterizing this group are the varying sizes and 

networks of the organizations as well as their operational approaches. Some of the 

international NGOs are specialized in disaster management and can therefore offer 

tailored skills and equipment (PAHO and WHO 2001, p. 22). Worldwide, several 

hundred NGOs are engaged in this field (PAHO 2000, p. 85). However, less than a 

dozen of them receive 90% of the total reported funds of the NGO community 

(Ferris 2007, p. 6). The five largest NGOs are listed in Table 4. 

 

Name Description/Objectives 
# of family/part-
nership members 

Total expendi-
ture 200618 

World 
Vision 
Interna-
tional 
(WVI) 

World Vision is a Christian relief, devel-
opment and advocacy organisation dedi-
cated to working with children, families 
and communities to overcome poverty and 
injustice 

partnership of > 
42 independent 
international of-
fices / 98 coun-
tries 

USD 2,104 m  

Save The 
Children 
Alliance 

Save the Children fights for children's 
rights and strives to deliver immediate and 
lasting improvements to children’s lives  

28 national mem-
ber organizations / 
120 countries 

USD 863 m  

CARE 
Interna-
tional 
(CI) 

CARE is a non-political and non-sectarian 
humanitarian organization fighting global 
poverty and protecting and enhancing hu-
man dignity. Emergency relief is an impor-
tant part of CARE’s mandate since natural 
and manmade disasters can drive otherwise 
self-sustaining populations into poverty 
and eradicate years of development work 

confederation of 
12 autonomous 
national members 
/ > 65 countries 

n/a; 

CARE Interna-
tional only 
2006/2007: £ 46 
m  

e.g. CARE USA: 
USD 646 m  

Oxfam 
Interna-
tional 

Oxfam International is an international 
confederation of independent non-
government organizations dedicated to 
fighting poverty and related injustice 
around the world. The mission is a just 
world without poverty and the goal is to 
enable people to exercise their rights and 
manage their own lives. 

Confederation of 
13 member or-
ganizations work-
ing together with 
over 3,000 part-
ners / >100 coun-
tries 

n/a; 

Oxfam Interna-
tional only: USD 
5 m  

e.g. Oxfam UK 
2006/2007: £ 213 
m  

Médecins 
Sans 
Fron-
tières 
(MSF) 

MSF is a private, not-for-profit interna-
tional humanitarian aid organisation that 
provides emergency medical assistance to 
populations in danger in approximately 70 
countries 

19 international 
sections and an in-
ternational office 
in Geneva / ~ 70 
countries 

EUR 560 m  

Table 4: Selection of major NGO (families)19 

                                                 
18 Including all member organizations. 
19 Based on information and annual reports from the following homepages: www.wvi.org, www.oxfam.org, 

www.careinternational.org, www.msf.org, www.savethechildren.net. 
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NGOs have quite different approaches to humanitarian assistance. Experience plays 

an enormous role – larger agencies and those already working on development pro-

jects within the affected country generally have a superior perception of the prob-

lems encountered and a better operational knowledge. Organizations without prior 

experience within the country concerned tend to have a lower understanding of ex-

isting problems and needs. Their engagement might end in occupying operational 

resources that are urgently needed by other organizations. There is therefore a high 

risk that formally or informally established "ad hoc agencies" may block supply 

chains with unsolicited and unusable donations instead of contributing to the pro-

gress of the overall operation (PAHO 2000, p. 85). The organizations receive funds 

through donations from the general public but also from private companies and 

governments. The proportion of government financing is rising, since governments 

tend to give their funds to national NGOs instead of to multilateral agencies (PAHO 

2000, pp. 85-86). NGOs are regarded as more flexible and directly responsive to 

beneficiaries' needs than the large UN agencies. The internationally operating 

NGOs are interlinked with their "families" through more or less closely woven 

structures and common standards. For coordination and advocacy reasons, several 

NGO associations exist at international level (PAHO 2000, p. 85). A selection is 

shown in Table 5. 

 

Association Description Based in Members  

International Coun-
cil of Voluntary 
Agencies (ICVA) 

Brings together humani-
tarian and human rights 
NGOs as an advocacy al-
liance for humanitarian 
action. Focuses on hu-
manitarian and refugee 
policy issues 

Geneva 70 member agencies + 5 observ-
ers/affiliates around the world 
working in the fields of humani-
tarian relief, human rights, and 
development 

InterAction 

 

Strives to set minimum 
standards and promote 
best practices in humani-
tarian assistance 

Washing-
ton 

Consortium of NGOs in the 
United States 

Steering Committee 
for Humanitarian 
Response (SCHR) 

A long-standing and 

influential working party 

 

Geneva IFRC, CARE International, Cari-
tas Internationalis, Catholic Relief 
Services, Lutheran World Federa-
tion, MSF International, OXFAM, 
World Council of Churches 

Voluntary Organi-
zations in Coopera-
tion in Emergencies 
(VOICE) 

Represents European 
agencies before ECHO 

Brussels Consortium of European agencies 
working in emergencies 

 Table 5: Selection of NGO associations (based on PAHO 2000, p.85) 
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• Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement: the Red Cross and Red Crescent Move-

ment incorporates the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), the inter-

national Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), as well as 185 

member Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies worldwide which are based on the 

commitment of more than 200 million volunteers in the countries concerned. They 

are among the largest and most experienced organizations with NGO character. Due 

to its importance and its special status based on the Geneva Conventions, the 

Movement is generally placed in a category of its own. Tufinkgi (2006, p. 142) 

even distinguishes a new category of "Non-Governmental Humanitarian Agencies" 

(NGHA) which includes the components of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Movement as well as the group of NGOs. In this thesis, the term "humanitarian or-

ganization" is used loosely to refer to any actor in the groups of NGHAs or IGOs. 

• Specialized institutions: these may support the overall relief operation by the provi-

sion of highly valuable technical assistance (e.g. assessments of vulnerability, risk 

or need as well as concrete contributions such as water purification or supply man-

agement) (PAHO and WHO 2001, p. 22). Examples are the German Federal 

Agency for Technical Relief (THW) and international institutions for disaster re-

search such as the CRED. 

• Private sector: nationally or internationally operating, for-profit corporations may 

become involved either as donors of funds, services, goods or equipment (e.g. an 

offer of free transportation capacity or products), or as regular service providers or 

suppliers of relief goods (PAHO and WHO 2001, p. 22). 

• Military institutions: national and foreign military forces are playing an increasing 

role in disaster relief operations (PAHO 2000, p. 86). Having their own means of 

transport, especially aircraft, as well as flexible and deployable staff and essential 

skills such as rapid bridge construction and road repair, a country's armed forces 

represent a valuable support force for any logistical operation (PAHO and WHO 

2001, pp. 22-23).20 However, the cultural gap between armed forces and humanitar-

ian organizations is wide and has resulted in misunderstandings and counterproduc-

tive efforts in the past. Some organizations are obliged by their principles to main-

tain neutrality (e.g. the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement), and consequently 

reject all cooperation with any armed forces. The armed forces' role should there-

fore already be discussed and planned for before a disaster occurs (PAHO 2000, p. 

                                                 
20 E.g. undertaking aerial surveys of damage is considered one of the military's most effective and valuable 

roles in disaster relief operations (University of Wisconsin – Disaster Management Center 1987, pretest). 
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86). If military equipment is used for humanitarian operations, OCHA's Military 

and Civil Defence Units (MCDU) are engaged, and coordinate the interface be-

tween the military and humanitarian parties as well as employment of the equip-

ment (PAHO 2000, p. 83). 

Donors 

• Neighbouring regions or governments: these frequently offer support in the form of 

donations or volunteers very quickly and unbureaucratically (PAHO and WHO 

2001, p. 21). 

• Foreign governments: their embassies and bilateral cooperation agencies are the in-

terfaces through which foreign governments can offer assistance (PAHO and WHO 

2001, p. 22). This support offered to the government of the affected country can in-

clude financial and in-kind donations, the financing of reconstruction projects or 

free assignment of experts. It can be observed that countries with similar cultures 

and vulnerability to hazards often show spontaneous solidarity with each other in 

the event of disasters (PAHO 2000, pp. 82-83). Among the most important bilateral 

or multilateral agencies for humanitarian assistance – with their own budgets and 

programmes - are the following: 

o Office of U.S. Foreign Disaster Assistance of the U.S. Agency for Interna-

tional Development (OFDA/USAID) 

o Office of International Humanitarian Affairs of the Canadian International 

Development Agency (IHA/CIDA) 

o United Kingdom Department for International Development (DFID) 

o European Commission Humanitarian Office (ECHO)   

These governmental agencies are, among others, members of the Development As-

sistance Committee (DAC). The DAC is the main body through which the OECD 

and its member countries deal with issues related to co-operation with developing 

countries. Emergency/relief aid is part of their total official development assistance. 

In 2006, the latter amounted to USD 104.4 billion (OECD 2007, p. 2). According to 

the 2005 G-8 Millenium+5 Summit commitments, this aid is to increase by USD 50 

billion in real terms between 2004 and 2010. Global emergency aid more than dou-

bled over the 1990s, from USD 2.1 to 5.9 billion, reaching a peak in 2004, the year 

of the Tsunami, at an estimated USD 12 billion (Buchanan-Smith and Randel 2002, 

p. 1; Thomas and Kopczak 2005, p. 3). Although the group of DAC donors repre-

sents the lion's share of international humanitarian assistance, non-DAC donors 
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such as some Gulf states, China, India and Central Europe have increased their in-

ternational aid engagements (Harmer and Cotterrell 2005, p. 1). Moreover, this 

share is likely to grow significantly if aid-giving remains linked to economic 

growth. It has to be noted that not only the absolute value of aid assistance is impor-

tant, but also its political and cultural significance and its influence on a (common) 

understanding of humanitarian values (Harmer and Cotterrell 2005, p. 4). 

Some major changes in the role of donor governments with respect to the manage-

ment and monitoring of humanitarian assistance can be observed (Macrae 2002): an 

increasing support of NGOs instead of multilateral humanitarian action, increased 

earmarking of contributions, growing donor involvement in the coordination of 

humanitarian activities, stronger performance monitoring applied to implementing 

partners, and an increased donor presence at field level. Jahre and Heigh (2008) in-

vestigate existing funding patterns and point out that investing more in the perma-

nent supply chain structures would significantly reduce the funds needed to set up 

temporary supply chains during disasters. 

• The general public and private corporations: this group comprises individual dona-

tions from private persons or corporations. These donations are neither registered 

nor can be counted due to the wide range of receiving organizations. A rough esti-

mate ventured by interviewees is that this sector accounts for up to 20 % of total 

emergency/relief aid. Some organizations such as Médecins Sans Frontières empha-

size that they focus on contributions from the general public instead of governmen-

tal financial aid in order to "guarantee(…) equal access to its humanitarian assis-

tance" (MSF 2006, p. 16). 

Media 

• International media: the press is often the first to determine the occurrence of a dis-

aster and the first to report on the progress of relief operations during and after the 

event (University of Wisconsin - Disaster Management Center 1987, lesson 3). It 

brings pictures of the disaster into living rooms around the world. By its coverage it 

makes suffering and needs visible and thus influences the willingness of the general 

public - and indirectly of the government – to donate. On the other hand, emergen-

cies with little or low media attention tend to be forgotten (Lindenberg and Bryant 

2001, p. 72). This is a problem which occurs especially in the case of slow-onset 

disasters such as famines, or disasters in smaller underdeveloped countries with lit-

tle relevance for the developed world. 
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2.2.4 International disaster relief system (IDRS) 

Even if, in the context of disaster management, reference is often made to a "relief sys-

tem"21, no one specific system exists. Instead, the different actors and stakeholders intro-

duced in the previous chapter play different roles and provide different types of assistance 

at different stages in the relief process. In this way they form a complex organization net-

work for that specific disaster (University of Wisconsin - Disaster Management Center 

1991, lesson 2). Based on descriptions drawn up by the University of Wisconsin (1991) and 

Tufinkgi (2006, pp. 149-158), this section will explain the different stages of the system 

and indicate where the different actors become involved. Figure 8 provides an overview of 

the IDRS and divides the flow of resources into five stages or levels. 
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Figure 8: The International Disaster Relief System (Tufinkgi 2006, p. 150) 

Levels I-III embrace sources and resource movements outside of the disaster-affected 

community, while levels IV and V cover those within the community itself. 

At level I are located the "primary donors" such as international governments, church or-

                                                 
21 The attribute "international" in the term "international disaster relief system" is often omitted, since the 

context indicates that the relief efforts take place on an international level (Tufinkgi, p. 149). 
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ganizations, private persons and corporations. For these groups, delivering relief supplies 

directly to the beneficiaries is not a feasible option. They therefore contribute their dona-

tions directly to the local government on level IV, or to humanitarian organizations on the 

next levels which are either involved in the affected area themselves or forward the re-

sources to appropriate actors on-site.22 

Level II comprises the "secondary donors", which are humanitarian organizations or insti-

tutions with their own resources dedicated for use in the event of a disaster occurring. The 

funds are either passed on through internal channels and related organizations, or for-

warded to other humanitarian organizations on level III. Major representatives of this level 

are the organizations of the United Nations, the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, 

and large NGO families. 

Level III includes all those humanitarian organizations and institutions that receive funds 

from primary and/or secondary donors, and forward these funds to the local government or 

local NGOs, unless they operate locally themselves or through affiliated local organiza-

tions. Through the latter they can then pass on resources directly to the beneficiaries or 

other local actors. On this level, a broad network of resource exchange/forwarding and in-

ter-organizational cooperation exists. In addition, certain tasks such as transportation or 

warehousing can be outsourced to commercial companies which act as service providers 

and freight forwarders. For the sake of simplicity, these relations are not shown in the over-

view in Figure 8. 

Level IV embraces all actors engaged within the disaster-affected area: the local govern-

ment, local NGOs and local representatives of the IGOs or NGHAs. On this level, the deci-

sions are made as to how the financial and material relief resources are to be distributed, 

and who is in charge of the individual programmes. This level thus represents the interface 

between international/external and community-internal resources, and their coordination. 

Level V constitutes the project level where the operational implementation of defined pro-

grammes takes place. This involves mainly the physical distribution of resources to the 

beneficiaries according to their identified needs. The actors are normally the same as on 

level IV. 

The armed forces are not explicitly mentioned in the system description. Unlike the other 

actors in the IDRS, the armed forces normally need a concrete combat order. They then 

                                                 
22 Experts/interviewees from this sector estimate the distribution of primary donations roughly as follows: 

~50% are transferred directly to the government of the affected nation, ~20% are given to UN agencies, 
~20% to international NGOs and ~10% to the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement (IFRC, ICRC and 
National Societies). 
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primarily support the physical and operational implementation of governmental decisions. 

Since they normally provide their own resources, they can be integrated into levels II-IV of 

the IDRS. 

Since disaster relief efforts typically address a plurality of needs, the spectrum of humani-

tarian assistance is classified by sectors (University of Wisconsin - Disaster Management 

Center 1991, lesson 2). See Table 6 for a possible sector classification. 

 
Sectors 

Communication Environment  Search & Rescue Water/Sanitation 

Economy Health Security  

Education Logistics Shelter  

Energy Nutrition Public Relations  

Table 6: Disaster Relief Sector Classification (based on Tufinkgi 2006, p. 100) 

Most disaster-related programmes follow a sectoral approach by concentrating on the chal-

lenges unique to a particular sector. By doing so they can provide solutions and technicians 

with specific skills needed in that particular field (University of Wisconsin - Disaster Man-

agement Center 1991, lesson 2). Hence the sectoral classification serves as a scheme for 

beneficiaries' needs and the core competencies of different organizations. But in addition to 

that, it corresponds to the basic functions of a community and can therefore help to indicate 

urgent needs and distribute available resources (Tufinkgi 2006, pp. 99-100). 

2.2.5 The Humanitarian Reform 

The Humanitarian Reform is put forward by the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), 

the primary mechanism for inter-agency coordination and policy development within the 

humanitarian sector 23, covering the key UN and non-UN organizations which are opera-

tional in the humanitarian sector.  

The objective of the Humanitarian Reform is "to dramatically enhance humanitarian re-

sponse capacity, predictability, accountability and partnership" in order to "reach more 

beneficiaries, with more comprehensive, needs-based relief and protection, in a more effec-

                                                 

23 "Under the leadership of the Emergency Relief Coordinator, the IASC develops humanitarian policies, 
agrees on a clear division of responsibility for the various aspects of humanitarian assistance, identifies and 
addresses gaps in response, and advocates for effective application of humanitarian principles." 
http://www.humanitarianinfo.org/iasc, 06.03.2007, 10:16 am. 
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tive and timely manner."24 To reach this ambitious objective, the committee identified four 

areas for improvement: 

• Financing25: a more adequate, flexible and timely humanitarian finance system has 

to be put in place. Current initiatives to improve this system are the design of Good 

Humanitarian Donorship and the installation of the Central Emergency Response 

Fund (CERF) as well as pooled funding. 

• Coordinators: the 'Humanitarian Coordinator' system has to be strengthened in or-

der to provide the Country Teams with high-quality leaders and coordinators. To do 

so it has to be able to select, train, mentor, support and hold accountable the most 

effective individuals.  

• Cluster Approach (Holmes 2007, pp. 4-5): this approach divides the area of hu-

manitarian response into different sectoral groups/clusters that work under clearly 

designated cluster leads. This provides governments, which are primarily responsi-

ble for leading any humanitarian response in their country, with a clear counterpart 

within the humanitarian community for each cluster. A shift in the mindsets and 

cultures of all participants is needed to move "away from the narrow focus of 

agency mandates to a broader focus on sectors" (Holmes 2007, p. 4). The cluster 

leads work as facilitators of their respective cluster and act - if needed - as 'provider 

of the last resort'. Besides these implications on the country level, the cluster ap-

proach also affects the global level. Together with their partners, the cluster leads 

promote the build-up of global humanitarian response capacity by building stock 

piles, pooling resources, and agreeing on common operational standards and proce-

dures. Table 7 shows the distribution of global cluster leads among a range of agen-

cies. 

 

Sector or Area of Activity Global Cluster Lead 

Agriculture FAO 

Camp Coordination/Management UNHCR (Internally displaced persons (IDPs) (from 
conflict)) 

IOM26 (Disaster situations) 

Early Recovery UNDP 

                                                 
24 http://www.humanitarianreform.org/humanitarianreform/Default.aspx?tabid=109, 06.03.07, 10:24 am. 
25 Information on financing and coordinators is based on the Frequently Asked Questions of 

   http://www.humanitarianreform.org/humanitarianreform/Default.aspx?tabid=109, 06.03.07, 10:50 am. 
26 International Organisation for Migration (IOM). 
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Education UNICEF 

Save The Children – U.K. 

Emergency Shelter UNHCR (IDPs (from conflict)) 

IFRC (Convener*) (Disaster situations) 

Emergency Telecommunications OCHA/UNICEF/WFP 

Health WHO 

Logistics WFP 

Nutrition UNICEF 

Protection UNHCR (IDPs (from conflict))  

UNHCR/OHCHR27/UNICEF (Disasters/civilians af-
fected by conflict (other than IDPs)) 

Water, Sanitation and Hygiene UNICEF 

*  IFRC has made a commitment to provide leadership to the broader humanitarian community in Emergency Shelter in dis-
aster situations, to consolidate best practice, map capacity and gaps, and lead coordinated response. IFRC has committed 
to being a ‘convener’ rather than a ‘cluster lead’.  In a memorandum of understanding between IFRC and OCHA it was 
agreed that IFRC would not accept accountability obligations beyond those defined in its Constitutions and own policies 
and that its responsibilities would leave no room for open-ended or unlimited obligations. It has therefore not committed to 
being ‘provider of last resort’ nor is it accountable to any part of the UN system. 

         Table 7: Distribution of Global Cluster Leads28 

• Partnerships (Ferris 2007, pp. 6-8): based on the recognition that no single organi-

zation can deal with the challenges of a humanitarian response on its own, this area 

concentrates on strengthening the relationship between the major humanitarian ac-

tors. The Global Humanitarian Platform (GHP) has been installed (as a stand-alone 

initiative) with the special intention of recognizing and considering the grown and 

growing role of non-UN organizations within a humanitarian response, and em-

powering national NGOs to play a bigger role in the humanitarian reform efforts. It 

brings together the three families of the humanitarian community: NGOs, the Red 

Cross and Red Crescent Movement as well as the UN and related international or-

ganizations. The participating organizations agreed to base their partnership on the 

principles of equality, transparency, a results-oriented approach, responsibility and 

complementarity, and to adopt these principles also within their individual organi-

zations. 

While some improvements are claimed to be already visible (e.g. frequent use of the CERF 

during its first 18 months as well as the development of a new training programme for the 

Humanitarian Coordinators), some major shortages are still visible (e.g. lack of confidence 

in Humanitarian Coordinators, or administrative problems related to the use of the CERF) 

(Holmes 2007, p. 4). Major discussions are linked to the distribution of cluster leads and 

                                                 
27 Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR). 
28 http://www.humanitarianreform.org/humanitarianreform/Default.aspx?tabid=217; 06.03.2007, 12:55 am. 
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the understanding of the exact roles and responsibilities of the cluster leaders. The first 

"Cluster Approach Evaluation", begun in 2005 and completed at the end of 2007, high-

lights, besides other aspects, the fact that the practical relevance of the concept of Provider 

of Last Resort remains unclear to most humanitarian organizations (Stoddard et al. 2007, p. 

1). 

2.3 Disaster Relief Logistics 

Although disaster relief logistics has to deal with special circumstances and enormous chal-

lenges, the basic characteristics of commercial logistics remain valid and can be applied to 

this sector. This section will therefore give a brief overview of the characteristics of com-

mercial and disaster relief logistics. It will highlight both the common patterns and the dif-

ferences. It will then focus on disaster relief logistics and introduce Tufinkgi's reference 

model to describe this in more detail. 

2.3.1 Characteristics of commercial logistics and supply chain management 

Although logistics originally developed from a military context, nowadays the main em-

phasis is placed on corporate and corporate network logistics. This trend results from the 

perception that logistic solutions enable companies to increase their efficiency and com-

petitiveness by reducing lead times, improving product quality, reducing costs, and increas-

ing flexibility (Baumgarten 2001, p. 9).  

As already defined in the Introduction, commercial logistics comprises "the planning, con-

trol, accomplishment and monitoring of all material and information flows within and be-

tween business entities from the customer to the supplier as well as all flows of personnel 

in economic life. Logistics related to procurement, production, distribution, resource plan-

ning, and transportation are important sub-areas of logistics, forming part of all process 

chains and process cycles. The alignment of logistics with central processes of importance 

for value creation and customer service underlines its relevance as a strategic instrument of 

business management." (Baumgarten 2004, p. 2|01|01.03)29 

Although logistics definitions vary between sources, their essence concerns "the art of 

managing flows", with 'management' and 'flow' being the main concepts (Jahre and Persson 

2005, p. 4). Due to significant changes in the business environment, logistics has devel-

oped over the last 30 years from a classical commercial function concentrating on physical 

                                                 
29 Own translation. 
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flows into a holistic, process and customer oriented management concept and steering tool. 

Today's focus is placed on logistics management, where previously separate business func-

tions are integrated and the whole process (or supply) chain is optimized under the criteria 

of efficiency and effectiveness (Baumgarten 2001, p. 10). In this approach, the holistic 

view does not stop at the boundaries of one company, but integrates the total flows be-

tween different companies in the same value chain or cooperation network. This shift from 

a functional to a process-oriented logistics focus was mainly enabled and driven by innova-

tions in the area of information and communication systems (Straube 2004, p. 2). Figure 9 

illustrates the development process from the 1970s till the 2000s. 
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Figure 9: Development of Logistics (Baumgarten 2001, p. 10)30 

While sometimes a distinction is made between the terms logistics management and supply 

chain management, this thesis will not distinguish between the two terms. Neither do Sim-

chi-Levi et al. (2000, p. 3), who define supply chain management as follows - and thereby 

in line with the definition given above: 

"Supply chain management is a set of approaches utilized to efficiently integrate suppliers, 

manufacturers, warehouses, and stores, so that merchandise is produced and distributed in 

the right quantities, to the right locations, and at the right time, in order to minimize sys-

temwide costs while satisfying service level requirements." (Simchi-Levi et al. 2000, p. 1) 

Several observations are deduced from this definition (Simchi-Levi et al. 2000, p. 2). 

                                                 
30 Translation by the Logistics Department of the Technical University of Berlin. 



Definition and Literature Review of Key Terms     43 

 

Firstly, it emphasizes that supply chain management has to consider every player and facil-

ity which influences the cost or has an impact on the fulfilment of customer requirements. 

Secondly, and in line with the above, it takes a system approach and expands the drive for 

efficiency and cost-effectiveness across the entire system instead of minimizing transporta-

tion cost and reducing inventory levels only. Thirdly, by considering optimal integration at 

different stages, from suppliers to warehouses, it becomes relevant for the strategic, tactical 

and operational levels of a firm's activities.  

Many organizations within the private sector today consider logistics as a strategic function 

and a key lever for increasing customer satisfaction and creating an important competitive 

advantage (Razzaque and Cheng 1998, pp. 89-90). Recognizing the importance of the func-

tion, enterprises frequently consider and implement outsourcing options so as to achieve 

the highest and most professional technical standards. The organization can then focus on 

its core competencies, change fixed costs into variable costs and benefit from established 

best practices (Bjurstrom 2008, p. 54). "For many organizations, outsourcing is like giving 

up a first-born. The distribution of products serves as an interface with the customer – an 

opportunity to touch them and create a positive experience." (Bjurstrom 2008, p. 54) For 

this reason, many external service providers act as a "silent partner" distributing products in 

such a way that the customer does not realize that they do not come directly from the 

manufacturer or retailer (Bjurstrom 2008, p. 54). 

A variety of terms, such as "contract logistics", "logistics outsourcing", "logistics alliances" 

or "third party logistics", are used – all describing "the organizational practice of contract-

ing-out part of or all logistics activities that were previously performed in-house" 

(Selviaridis and Spring 2007, p. 126).  However, different kinds or generations of logistics 

service providers exist. Third-party logistics (3PL) service providers typically provide one 

or multiple logistics functions on a long-term basis (Simchi-Levi et al. 2000, p. 126), while 

fourth-party logistics (4PL) or "lead logistics" is regarded as the next generation of 3PL. A 

lead logistics service provider outsources some or most of the logistics services itself. It "is 

treated as a strategic partner, rather than a tactical one, and is a supply chain integrator that 

synthesizes and manages the resources, capabilities, and technology of its own organization 

with those of complementary service providers to deliver a comprehensive supply chain so-

lution" (Mukhopadhyay and Setaputra 2006, p. 718). Lead logistics service providers are 

expected to be neutral, and to optimize the logistics process regardless of which 3PLs (e.g. 

carriers, forwarders or warehouse managers) are employed. Lead logistics services are of-

fered, for example, by companies such as DHL and Kühne + Nagel. 
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2.3.2 Characteristics of disaster relief logistics 

Although the terms 'disaster relief logistics' and 'humanitarian logistics' are often used in-

terchangeably, this thesis follows the suggestion of Kovács and Spens (2007, p. 101) who 

consider logistics related to 'disaster relief' and 'continuous aid work' as sub-categories of 

'humanitarian logistics'. 

According to the Fritz Institute, disaster relief logistics is defined as "the process of plan-

ning, implementing and controlling the efficient, cost-effective flow and storage of goods 

and materials, as well as related information, from point of origin to point of consumption, 

for the purpose of meeting the end beneficiary's requirements." (Thomas and Mizushima 

2005, pp. 60-61) This definition emphasizes an end-to-end view as well as a beneficiary-

oriented supply chain management approach, and is therefore in line with the definition(s) 

provided for commercial logistics.  

Building on Jahre and Heigh (2008), who distinguish between three types of humanitarian 

supply chains, this thesis differentiates between a permanent supply chain infrastructure 

and two different, but sometimes overlapping supply chains: the emergency supply chain 

and the project (or programme) supply chain. The permanent supply chain infrastructure 

includes all permanent or long-term facilities and equipment (e.g. warehouses with pre-

positioned stock or procurement offices), employed or available staff, systems and stan-

dardized processes which secure and prepare the responsiveness to any disaster relief op-

erations or on-going projects. The emergency supply chain is set up during the first weeks 

after the occurrence of a disaster. It is characterized by its unpredictable and relatively un-

stable demand and nature. The project supply chain, on the other hand, is established in the 

recovery phase following a disaster and is characterized by better predictability and more 

stability. It is therefore closer to a commercial supply chain than the emergency supply 

chain. 

Nevertheless, specific characteristics distinguish the requirements of a permanent infra-

structure and of the emergency supply chain from traditional private-sector supply chains, 

and make them even more challenging. These characteristics include:  

• The consumers (= beneficiaries) are not the customers (= donors) (Long and Wood 

1995, p. 213) 

• Uncertainty with regard to the time and location of the next disaster as well as the 

amount and mix of supplies needed 

• High stakes, with human lives depending on the efficient performance of relief op-

erations 
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• Requirement for extremely low lead times, affecting  inventory levels, transporta-

tion and distribution management respectively (Beamon 2004, pp. 1-3) 

• Frequently damage to local infrastructure 

• Dependency on funding, involvement of many stakeholders 

• Security issues 

• High staff turnover (van Wassenhove 2006, p. 477). 

Although many research contributions in the area of humanitarian/disaster logistics empha-

size the differences between commercial and humanitarian logistics (Long and Wood 1995, 

p. 213; Beamon 2004, p. 2; van Wassenhove 2006, pp. 477-478; Kovács and Spens 2007, 

pp. 107-108; Whybark 2007, p. 233), this thesis aims to highlight the similarities and the 

application of universal and common logistics principles. It is argued that both humanitar-

ian and military supply chains are simply extreme examples taken from the range com-

prised in the supply chain spectrum. Even the aspect that commercial logistics strives to in-

crease profit, while humanitarian logistics aims to alleviate the suffering of vulnerable peo-

ple (Thomas 2003, p. 3), has no influence on the application of general logistic principles. 

In both cases the aim is to optimize the supply chain with regard to efficiency and effec-

tiveness along the basic parameters of time, cost and quality – just with different focuses. 

Logistics belongs to the core functions of any disaster relief operation (Pettit and Beresford 

2005, p. 314). Trunick (2005, p. 8) and van Wassenhove (2006, p. 475) estimate that logis-

tics accounts for approximately 80% of the funds spent in a disaster response. Further esti-

mates split this 80% of logistics costs into procurement costs for supplies and equipment 

(65%), and costs for transport and warehousing (15%).31 If the annual budget for disaster 

response operations channelled through international humanitarian organizations amounts 

to approximately USD 6-12 billion32 (Buchanan-Smith and Randel 2002, p. 1; Thomas and 

Kopczak 2005, p. 3), logistics expenditures account for USD 5-10 billion. The magnitude 

of this sum highlights the importance of logistics as a lever for efficiency improvements 

and cost reductions. 

 

                                                 
31 Based on interviews and discussions with experts within the humanitarian sector as well as annual reports 

from various humanitarian organizations. The 20% not spent on logistics embraces primarily costs for ad-
ministration and field staff. 

32 These figures include only the funds from DAC donors. The wide range of USD 6-12 billion is due to the 
broad span between 2000 and 2005, the year of the aftermath of the Tsunami. 
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2.3.3 Tufinkgi's Reference Model of Disaster Relief Logistics 

Tufinkgi presents an extensive reference model that visualizes and classifies logistics-

related tasks in any disaster relief operation into superior functions and process steps re-

spectively (Tufinkgi 2006, pp. 203-276). Due to its comprehensiveness but also to its re-

cency and still limited dissemination, the model lends itself as starting point for this thesis. 

Extensive coordination and cooperation among the actors in the IRDS is one of the main 

assumptions in Tufinkgi's model, but identified gaps are also pointed out. This thesis can 

contribute to extending the model and closing gaps by identifying a realistic as well as effi-

cient and effective inter-organizational cooperation model.  

Tufinkgi uses a descriptive approach. Due to the assumed sequential order of the processes, 

this model remains to some extent a theoretical, idealized and simplified display of real-

ity.33 The clustering of individual tasks and objectives into superior functions and process 

steps is based on their interdependencies and particular responsibilities. The model enables 

not only those directly involved, but also external observers to distinguish between generic, 

disaster unspecific processes on the one hand, and concrete, event-oriented, disaster-

specific processes on the other. The latter relate to a specific disaster situation, which is 

characterized by highly dynamic, unique and unstable circumstances and which makes it 

necessary to build the process with a strict project character. Since generic disaster logistics 

management has its main focus on the pre-disaster phase (mitigation and preparedness), it 

is positioned before specific disaster logistics management with its emphasis on the re-

sponse phase. Through this model, those involved are enabled to understand the intercon-

nectedness of both arenas, and how to shape them. Figure 10 shows the model and the divi-

sion into the generic and the specific disaster logistics management process, which again 

consists of three process chains (operation support, disaster-specific supply and integrated 

project planning and control). 

                                                 
33 The ideal character of the reference model becomes especially obvious by the implicit assumption that all 

actors would work alongside each other and that coordination and cooperation are a matter of course. 
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Figure 10: Reference Model of Disaster Relief Logistics (Tufinkgi 2006, p. 204 with minor 

modifications)34 

The following process descriptions of the steps most relevant to this thesis are based on 

Tufinkgi's own descriptions (Tufinkgi 2006, pp. 203-276). To make it easier to follow 

them, they are numbered serially as indicated in Figure 10.  

Step 1: Region clustering and risk analysis  

This step comprises the following three tasks: firstly, profiles of the extent of each disaster 

type have to be drawn, based on experience and data gained from disasters in the past. Sec-

ondly, endangered regions and main threats have to be identified, resulting in different sce-

narios with respect to the impact of different types of disaster and the anticipated resource 

need. Thirdly, the information gained from performance of the first two tasks needs to be 

combined so as to create profiles of resource needs depending on the region as well as the 

type of disaster. Participants in the IDRS who are required to satisfy these needs have to be 

identified on all levels (from local up to international). Based on appropriate logistics seg-

mentation criteria, different regions with similar criteria levels will be pooled to form clus-

ters. For each of these clusters the resource needs are aggregated and form the basis for fur-

ther capacity assessments and planning efforts.35 A common approach in region clustering 

and risk analysis brings the advantage that not every individual organization is required to 

                                                 
34 Own translation. 
35 An example of how global resource assessments in the case of natural disasters might be conducted with 

the help of risk analysis is described at Tufinkgi (2006, pp. 277-311). 
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make the effort to map risks and resource needs, but contributes its knowledge and experi-

ence so that finally a common understanding and basis for further (joint) planning is 

shared.  

Step 2: Cluster-specific pre-assessment 

In this step, the disaster relief potential of each cluster is investigated36, and structural as 

well as resource-related deficits are revealed. The combination of this information gives the 

individual status quo of each cluster. Furthermore, the relief capacity of the IDRS37 is com-

pared with the potential resource need of this cluster, so that structural bottlenecks caused 

by the IDRS, the cluster or single communities become visible. In addition, the pre-

assessment helps to refine the anticipated resource needs of each cluster and the cluster 

definition itself. The motivation for coordination between different organizations may be 

the same as in step one: a common approach will be more comprehensive and cost-efficient 

and create a common basis for further planning.  

Both steps so far are prerequisites for logistical planning in the following steps. They de-

termine the layout of network structures and, in combination with the ad-hoc availability of 

supplies, the need for pre-positioning of stocks. However, both of these steps are not part 

of the further research focus, and their results will be presumed as given. Today, major 

humanitarian organizations work with estimates based on experience, and researchers do 

carry out indirect approximations.38 By excluding these steps from further investigations, 

the intention is not to trivialize the challenges of cooperation efforts within these steps. The 

following questions indicate some of these challenges:  

Who should initiate and foster a global knowledge base? How can the information be 

stored, retrieved and updated? What investments are needed and where might they come 

from? 

  

                                                 
36 E.g. resources for self-assistance (existing or potentially utilizable infrastructure that can be used for logis-

tics operations), existing organizational structures, planned and anticipated behaviour in the case of a disas-
ter that will generate needs. 

37 Analyses concentrate on the interfaces between local and supraregional IDRS components or actors as well 
as strengths and weaknesses/deficits of the IDRS and the identification of resources needed to eliminate 
these deficits.  

38 E.g. the IFRC bases its logistics strategy in the case of immediate disaster supply for 20,000 families on 
rough calculations of historic need (Logistics Global Capacity Response Strategy; internal document of 
IFRC 2006); Akkihal (2006, pp. 33-34) estimates the demand for non-consumable supplies in a specific rea-
son  region by the mean forecasted annual homeless for this region. 
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Step 3: Planning and implementation of network structures 

Based on the results of the pre-assessment, this step focuses on the elimination of structural 

logistics deficits within the IDRS. This is achieved by improving existing, or creating addi-

tional structures and logistics systems with the objective of permitting a faster ramp-up of 

logistics operations in the case of a disaster. Parallel to this, the internal and external relief 

potential is aligned with the developing objectives of the individual communities. A strate-

gic orientation of the IRDS therefore has to be formulated, but also physical, information-

related and organizational target response structures within each cluster. Physical target re-

sponse structures include aspects such as the set-up of permanent facilities for storage and 

stock turnover or other operational units. Information-related response structures include 

facets such as an integrated IT infrastructure and joint communication standards as well as 

methods to evaluate the resource need and consumption, or the management of a global 

supply network and its comprehensive supply and supplier information. The organizational 

response structures deal, for example, with cooperation agreements, determination of core 

competencies and set-up of joint committees, development of a mobilization strategy and 

procedures for resource planning, training and collaboration testing. All these structures 

should be built in close cooperation between the IDRS and responsible persons on local 

and cluster-wide levels. 

Step 4: Generic contingency supply management 

This step deals with the anticipation of necessary supplies during a disaster and the execu-

tion of generic procurement procedures. This leads to disaster-unspecific inventory that can 

be accessed in case of need, whereby valuable response time can be saved. The main con-

cern is an effective and efficient operative implementation of strategies for the sourcing 

and allocation of supplies, with the aim of shortening the disaster response time. Based on 

the quantitative and qualitative need estimations carried out in steps one and two, a map of 

potential need can be drawn, and forms the basis for substantiating and optimizing the de-

sign of a disaster-unspecific supply chain. This chain begins with the producer of supplies 

related to disaster relief, and ends mainly at the individual IDRS storage or transshipment 

points. Key to the effectiveness and success of the processes accompanying the supply 

chain is the ability of the IDRS to make - at any moment and at any relevant location - a 

statement about the availability of resources inherent to the system. This ability can only be 

acquired with adequate information technology support. 
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Step 5: Standardized ad-hoc mobilization of emergency supplies 

Steps 5-7 take place as soon as a specific disaster operation is started. Even if the parallel 

process of establishing and running operation support systems is not a focus of this descrip-

tion, it must be emphasized that adequate systems are to some extent prerequisites for the 

set-up of disaster-specific supply chains, and that both processes are tightly interlocked. 

In step 5, standardized supplies which were pre-positioned for emergencies are mobilized 

to the extent indicated as necessary by a rough pre-assessment. Time-saving has highest 

priority, and fast transportation modes are chosen to bring the relief supplies to the benefi-

ciaries as quickly as necessary. Information and supply delivery would be coordinated 

among the humanitarian organizations in order to prevent creating any bottlenecks or du-

plications.. 

Step 6: Mobilization and procurement of supplies 

The delivery of supplies switches from a push-system to a pull-system. Based on more de-

tailed and continuously improved assessment data, the supplies are prioritized and deliv-

ered not only from the central IDRS warehouses, but also directly from the facilities of in-

ternational, regional and local suppliers. The emphasis is placed on the establishment of a 

cost-efficient pipeline for procurement of mass products. 

Step 7: Transport 

An important element of this cost-efficient pipeline is the consolidation of shipments, ei-

ther into direct large-scale shipments or into transportation main hauls within a 

Hub&Spoke system. In the latter case, supplies from different sources are brought in pre-

hauls to transshipment points, where they are consolidated and transported jointly to the 

points of entry. Advantages are cost reductions through economies of scale and the preven-

tion of bottlenecks at the point of entry caused by uncoordinated and unprioritized ship-

ments. Decision criteria for either strategy are transport volume, set-up cost for transship-

ment points, time needed for consolidation activities, and adequacy of different transport 

modes with respect to dispatching and destination facilities. Transport management can be 

performed by the IDRS itself or outsourced to external service providers. The establish-

ment of relationships with transport providers and the pre-negotiation of transport capaci-

ties already in the generic disaster response phase are as important as the pre-positioning of 

supplies. 

The focus of this thesis ends at the points of entry. However, post-hauls as well as local 

storage activities and fine distribution to the beneficiaries should also be coordinated, since 
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an end-to-end perspective is necessary to manage the systemwide costs and processes.  

Additional aspects of other models and frameworks of disaster relief logistics 

Tufinkgi's reference model is compatible with the supply chain description used in this the-

sis, based on Jahre and Heigh (2008). Within the generic response phase, a permanent sup-

ply chain infrastructure is set up and maintained to enable a response to be made to any 

disaster in the short or long run. Steps three and four of Tufinkgi's model (implementation 

of structures and contingency supply management) in particular incorporate these meas-

ures. Both the emergency and the project supply chain are compatible with the process de-

scription of the specific disaster response phase in Tufinkgi's model, although they are re-

garded there as two sequences of the same operation.  

While Tufinkgi's reference model focuses more on the description of activities during the 

first response phase (especially with respect to sudden-onset disasters), Blecken et al. 

(2008) plan to extend the perspective to the more stable phases of humanitarian operations. 

The latter mainly emerge in the second response phase or from "long-term" disasters such 

as complex emergencies or persisting poverty. For this they employ the guiding principles 

of the Supply-chain Operations Reference Model (SCOR) , and follow Schütte's (1998) 

procedure model for the development of reference models. A set of suitable KPIs will al-

low the performance of the identified processes to be measured. 

Consideration of systemwide costs 

"… the objective of supply chain management is to be efficient  and cost-effective across 

the entire system; total systemwide costs, …, are to be minimized." (Simchi-Levi et al. 

2000, p. 2). This would also be the task of the IDRS in an ideal state. Tufinkgi's reference 

model might therefore be extended by the inclusion of underlying cost functions. By mini-

mizing the total costs of the IDRS, this general logistics objective might then be tackled. 

Some components of the main cost and lead time functions are described in the following 

and might serve as a draft for such a model extension.  

Systemwide cost consists of different components, and it is important to consider the inter-

action and dependence between them. Cost components are for example the following: 

• Cost of supplies (CS) 

• Inventory holding cost (CIH) = Maintenance cost + Obsolescence cost + Opportu-

nity cost + Other cost (such as state taxes, property taxes or insurance on inventory) 

(Simchi-Levi et al. 2000, p. 43) 
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• Transportation cost (CT) 

These components can consist of further sub-components such as those shown under in-

ventory holding cost. The function of total systemwide cost (Ctotal) can then be expressed as 

follows: 

Equation 1:        MIN  Ctotal = CS + CIH + CT + Cother  

Cother is here a default term for any other relevant cost. 

The trade-offs between the various cost components or their sub-components have to be 

considered in the minimization effort. Examples of trade-offs are the following: 

• Trade-off between cost of supplies and inventory holding cost: while the cost of 

supplies will normally sink with an increasing order quantity or order value due to 

discounts, the holding cost per unit will at first decline because of shared mainte-

nance cost and lower opportunity cost, but might rise again at a certain point due to 

increasing obsolescence cost caused by products which exceed the expiry date. 

• Trade-off between transportation cost (distance) and inventory holding cost 

(number of facilities): this trade-off is investigated by Akkihal (2006), who exam-

ines what impact pre-positioning of inventory has on humanitarian operations. He 

identifies optimal locations for storage of non-consumable inventories with respect 

to the average distance to any beneficiary. Since the benefits of pre-positioning and 

network extension are discussed in the course of this thesis, a short digression is 

made at this point to describe Akkihal's findings.  

Digression: Optimal number of and locations for pre-positioning of emergency stock 

Akkihal (2006) comes to the conclusion that with the set-up of four facilities the "per cap-

ita distance" to any beneficiary decreases from nearly 3,000 km to around 260 km.39 The 

distance on establishing a fifth and sixth facility shrinks only marginally, to 200 km and 

150 km respectively, and hardly at all with seven or more facilities (Akkihal 2006, pp. 81-

85). Akkihal further points out that with the set-up of at least four facilities there is no sig-

nificant difference between a set-up from scratch (freeform)  and a subsequent adding ap-

proach (optimal adding formulation) (Akkihal 2006, pp. 91-93). For an ideal state, this 

would mean that between four and six facilities (possibly based on existing facilities be-

longing to different humanitarian organizations) would be set up in order to minimize the 

average distance to the beneficiaries. Based on EM-DAT data, Akkihal analyses that 

                                                 
39 The per capita distance of nearly 3,000 km is calculated on the assumption that there is only a single opti-

mal warehouse location (Freeform). 
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South-central Asia and Eastern Asia are the regions with by far the highest "Average An-

nual Homeless" figures. These figures are taken as basis for calculating the demand for 

non-consumable goods such as blankets, tents and jerry cans. Thus two (three) facilities 

would be positioned in Asia if four (six) facilities were set up in total (Akkihal 2006, p. 

91). As shown in Figure 11, the other facilities would be best positioned in South America 

and Africa. Even if Akkihal's research is subject to some limitations40, it gives an indica-

tion of the optimal setting that should be considered in an ideal state. 

 

Figure 11: Optimal locations for four inventory facilities (Akkihal 2006, p. 105) 

Outsourcing of services such as warehouse and transportation management can change the 

shape of the corresponding cost curves and help to minimize total costs. In order to truly 

optimize the systemwide cost, general opportunity costs would also need to be integrated 

into the cost function. General opportunity costs are, for example, the cost of delay or de-

fault. In disaster relief operations, delay or default can result in a higher number of fatalities 

or of affected people. It might seem macabre to calculate the cost or value of human life, 

and it will be hardly possible to do so. But if the reverse calculation is performed, giving 

consideration to the funds which are spent and not spent on relief operations, and the num-

ber of human lives that are lost because of delays in the provision of relief aid, a "value" 

that can be placed on human life will emerge. It is probable that this "value" will differ be-

tween rich and poor regions in the world, in line with the willingness to donate for them in 

the event of a disaster.  

Due to these difficulties in calculating the cost or value of human life, a second function 

                                                 
40 Such as the indirect approximation of demand and medium spatial resolution with only 21 United Nations-

defined regions (Akkihal, 2006, p. 93). 
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has to be optimized by supply chain management: the lead time. Timely delivery is often 

the most important aspect in the phase of immediate disaster response. The total lead time 

thus has to be optimized – not minimized. It is not necessary to be as fast as possible, but to 

deliver at the right time – not too late but also not too early. The latter case might result in 

unnecessary handling and storage costs, or even cause bottlenecks and prevent supplies 

with a higher priority from rushing through the supply chain. The lead time can consist of 

different components such as: 

• Time to manufacture supplies by suppliers (TM) 

• Time for preparing the shipment (taking supplies out of the warehouse and consoli-

dating/preparing them for shipment) (TP) 

• Time for transportation from the supplier or the warehouse to the point of entry (di-

rect shipment, or via cross-docking) (TT) 

The function of lead time (TLEAD) can be expressed as follows: 

Equation 2: OPT TLEAD = TM + TP + TT + Tother 

with Tother as default term for any other relevant time component. Sub-components of time 

for transportation (TT) might be the time for the pre-, main, and post-haul plus the time for 

consolidation and split-up when cross-docking is employed. 

Time needed to manufacture and transport supplies to a warehouse before a disaster strikes 

(TO) does not extend the lead time during disasters, and is therefore excluded from the 

function above. 

The optimization of these cost and time functions is a complex task that might be per-

formed with a sophisticated simulation model. But this is not a focus of this thesis, which 

chooses to concentrate on the influence of cooperation between humanitarian organizations 

on these functions in general. Cooperation efforts can influence the cost and time curves 

themselves as well as the trade-offs between them. This can be achieved by means of dif-

ferent levers, such as the realization of economies of scale, shared fixed costs, risk pooling 

or vertical integration of suppliers and external service providers, to name just a few. The 

following chapters will deal with these levers and potential benefits in more detail. 

2.3.4 Examples of humanitarian organizations' supply chain designs 

Humanitarian organizations can be divided into three, to some extent overlapping catego-

ries with respect to their supply chain design up to the points of entry in a disaster region. 

Firstly, those which have no pre-positioned supplies, due to their size or needs; secondly, 
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those which have one or two central warehouses with pre-positioned supplies close to their 

headquarters, or at specific locations for historical reasons; thirdly, those that have set up a 

network of regional warehouses with pre-positioned stock to cover the needs of several 

continents, if not of the whole globe. A fourth category could be considered as comprising 

those humanitarian organizations that only maintain local capacity to cover (some) needs in 

the event of a disaster within their own country (e.g. if the Dominican Red Cross main-

tained pre-positioned stock in preparation for the annual hurricane season). Since this the-

sis concentrates primarily on international humanitarian operations, this category is ne-

glected in the further course of the thesis. In the following, the first three categories are de-

scribed in more detail and supplemented by examples of humanitarian organizations that 

belong to them. The effects of the specific supply chain design on related costs and result-

ing lead times for disaster operations are highlighted. To these categories is referred to dur-

ing further investigation into which humanitarian organizations can and should cooperate 

with each other with respect to their size and supply chain design., and which could or 

should not.  

Category 1: No pre-positioning of supplies 

The supply chains of humanitarian organizations in category 1 are characterized by their 

ad-hoc set-up. No stock of supplies is pre-positioned in any warehouses or at the suppliers' 

depots. The reason is often that the organizations or their disaster relief focus are too small 

to build large warehouses, and/or that their involvement is not on a very regular basis. They 

become operationally involved in some of the larger-scale disasters, such as the 2004 Tsu-

nami or the Pakistan Earthquake of 2005, but seldom in smaller incidents where national 

NGOs are capable of coping with needs, or financial support seems the most efficient solu-

tion. Examples are certain National Societies of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Move-

ment (e.g. Austria and Spain), national branches and offices of international networks like 

Caritas (e.g. Caritas Switzerland) or Care or the vast number of small international and na-

tional NGOs such as Malteser and Johanniter in Germany. Every organization has its own 

mission and internal guidelines, and handles things differently. The supply chain design as 

well as influences on costs and lead time are therefore only described by means of exam-

ple, taking the case of Caritas Switzerland. It must be emphasized that there is a wide range 

of small humanitarian organizations that follow an ad-hoc approach when a disaster occurs, 

carrying out no or only minimal planning and preparation in the forefront. 
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Caritas Switzerland41: Caritas Switzerland defines itself as a "multi-faceted humanitarian 

organization" which provides emergency disaster relief outside Switzerland and promotes 

sustainable development cooperation (Caritas Switzerland 2006). In 2006, it possessed to-

tal funds of approx. CHF 113.6 m (EUR 68.3 m), and spent around CHF 40 m (EUR 24 m) 

of these on disaster relief. It is a member of Caritas Internationalis, a Catholic network of 

162 national member organizations.  

If a disaster occurs, a crisis management group meets and decides if and how Caritas Swit-

zerland should get involved. The local Caritas organization within the disaster region is re-

sponsible for performing an appropriate need assessment – if necessary with the support of 

the international Caritas network. Based on this assessment, the international network 

launches a Special Operations Appeal specifying the funds, personnel and materials needed 

for immediate relief. Caritas Switzerland decides if it wants to contribute funds and per-

sonnel to this common appeal, and/or if it wants to engage itself, independently of the ap-

peal, in close coordination and cooperation with the local Caritas organization. In the latter 

case it sets up its own supply chain to provide the materials needed for the intended activi-

ties (see Figure 12). 
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Figure 12: Supply Chain Design Caritas Switzerland 

Because of its size and irregular engagement, Caritas Switzerland does not attempt to par-

ticipate within the very first response phase, where supplies are pushed into the disaster 

                                                 
41 Based on a telephone interview with Christian Varga, Stabsstelle Internationale Zusammenarbeit, Caritas 

Switzerland, Lucerne, on 04.10.2007. 
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area on the basis of preliminary assessments. It concentrates on the following phase, when 

a more stable assessment is available and supplies can be better directed towards the con-

crete needs. It then follows an internal policy to source as much as possible from local sup-

pliers in the affected or nearby regions, in order to support the local economy. Slightly 

higher costs may be accepted here for the sake of the underlying philosophy of regional 

strengthening. According to the organization's focus and policy, it does not pre-position 

any supplies. In the event that no local suppliers can be found, regional or international 

suppliers are called in (e.g. a tent manufacturer in Turkey). The organization does not ac-

tively manage a certain supplier base, e.g. by framework agreements or regular evaluations, 

but has some suppliers at hand which have proved reliable in past operations. These sup-

pliers normally also organize transport to the points of entry, and include the cost of this in 

their quoted price. Road transport from local suppliers is normally organized by Caritas 

personnel on the ground.  Limited transparency exists with respect to the costs and lead 

times of alternative supply chain channels and set-ups. Many of these operational engage-

ments are accomplished in cooperation with other national Caritas organizations (espe-

cially from Luxembourg or Norway) or other Swiss-based NGOs. 

Category 2: One or two central warehouses with pre-positioned supplies 

Humanitarian organizations classified in category 2 are those which pre-position some of 

the most important supplies in one or two central warehouses, often located close to their 

headquarters or within their "home" country. They integrate these supplies into their imme-

diate disaster response operations and generally ship them by air directly to the points of 

entry or other consolidation/transshipment points. Additional necessary supplies which ex-

ceed the ones in stock are ordered from a supplier base well-known from previous engage-

ments and sometimes tied by framework agreements. Humanitarian organizations within 

this category are for example UNICEF, World Vision Germany, Oxfam U.K., as well as 

the British and the German Red Cross as some of the largest National Societies of the Red 

Cross and Red Crescent Movement.  

Unlike the humanitarian organizations in category 1, those in category 2 can usually al-

ready engage within the first response phase, due to their existing stocks and pre-

established supplier relationships as well as stand-by funds. 

Category 3: Network of regional warehouses with pre-positioned supplies 

Humanitarian organizations within this category have set up a network of several regional 

warehouses that allows a reduced response time to any sudden-onset disaster on certain 
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continents or even worldwide. Kits and essential relief items are stored and often already 

cleared through customs. The supply chain design is characterized by a reduction of the 

need for air transport, due to the regional presence, and on average shorter distances to the 

points of entry. The network of known and employed international and regional suppliers is 

in general larger than in categories 1 and 2. Also, within this category the instrument of 

previously-concluded framework agreements with most important suppliers is a well-

known and frequently used tool for assuring the procurement pipeline. The WFP and its 

Humanitarian Response Depots (UNHRDs) as well as the IFRC and its Regional Logistics 

Units (RLUs) are examples of this category. More details of both networks are provided in 

the context of the case studies presented in Chapter 5. 

Although the availability of timely and accurate information is key to any disaster response 

operation (Lee and Zbinden 2003, p. 34), the humanitarian sector lags seriously behind in 

the implementation of ICT systems (Gustavsson 2003, p. 7). As Russell (2005, p. 34) 

summarizes it, the systems are "short on historical data, poorly connected, lacking integra-

tion across functions, error prone, poor at reporting, and not able to handle food, non-food, 

and gifts-in-kind all in one system". This is often due to the lack of funds for proper and 

foresighted investment in preparation for the next disaster. Most donations are earmarked 

for and bound to a specific disaster response or programme, and cannot be deployed for in-

vestment purposes – even if the investments would significantly save funds in the future. 

Today, the IT landscape in the humanitarian sector is characterized by a wide variety of dif-

ferent systems and software solutions for areas such as purchasing, inventory and fleet 

management, tracking and tracing of goods.42 Every organization seems to create its own 

in-house solution that fits individual systems and processes (Lee and Zbinden 2003, p. 34). 

The Fritz Institute is trying to overcome the insulated multiplicity of individual systems by 

developing, together with leading relief organizations, an origin-to-destination tracking sys-

tem consisting of different modules and works as a framework tool. This is intended to be 

adaptable to most systems, and addresses the requirements of most humanitarian organiza-

tions (Lee and Zbinden 2003, p. 34). The objective is that humanitarian organizations can 

use this software free of charge, while promoting a common software standard. Since Sep-

tember 2007, HELIOS, the second generation of the Humanitarian Logistics Software 

(HLS), has been available to the humanitarian relief community, and is implemented for 

example by World Vision International (Forbes.com 2007) 

                                                 
42 Commodity tracking systems used by various organizations are, for example, SUMA (PAHO), FACTS 

(Save the Children/Mercy Corps), CTS2000 (World Vision), Log 6.5 (Médecins sans Frontières) and HLS 
(Fritz Institute/IFRC) (Russell 2005, p. 35). 
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2.4 Cooperation and Coordination within Disaster Relief Logistics 

The challenge of forming and maintaining a coordinated international disaster response be-

gins with different meanings of the term "cooperation" and "coordination". Donini ob-

serves that humanitarian agency officials during the 1994 crisis in Rwanda had "no clear or 

common understanding of what 'coordination' meant" (Donini 1996, p. 97). He further 

comments that it is "a term that is much used, abused and misunderstood". Moreover, dic-

tionaries give conflicting meanings for both words.43 Zentes et al. (2005, p. 5) interpret this 

multiplicity as an indication of the dynamic that characterizes this topic. In the following 

sections, terms relevant to this thesis will be introduced and further specified. 

2.4.1 General definitions 

Based on the definitions of Woratschek and Roth (2005, pp. 143-144) as well as Höfer 

(1997, p. 4), the term 'cooperation' as used in this thesis embraces all possible forms of in-

ter-organizational interaction which are rooted in common intentions and lead via negotia-

tions to agreements in which the partners are and remain legally and - with certain restric-

tions - economically independent. According to Woratschek and Roth (2005, p. 144), co-

operation is characterized by aiming at a common objective, which results in competitive 

advantages for the participating entities. The reasons for entering into cooperation can be 

summarized under a few basic motives: gaining of access to a market or specific resources, 

achievement of cost and specialization advantages, or saving of time through faster product 

development and provision of services. Cooperation comprises all interactions between 

companies or organizations that are located between the two poles of pure market transac-

tions and the hierarchical coordination of intra-organizational activities (see Figure 13). 

With increasing bond strength, the interdependence of the participating organizations rises, 

while the extent of the individual decision-making autonomy declines. 

 

                                                 
43 E.g. Sommers (2000, p. 1) points out that while one definition of coordination assumes a horizontal equal-

ity between the different parties, others lean towards a more hierarchical arrangement. The editors of a col-
lected edition of essays on cooperation, alliances and networks decided to ask each contributing author to 
define the term "cooperation" anew at the beginning of his or her section, since a common definition for all 
contributions seemed hardly possible (Zentes et al. 2005, p. 5). 
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Figure 13: Cooperation between market and hierarchy (Rautenstrauch et al. 2003, p. 9) 

Other terms generally used to describe the phenomenon of cooperation are: partnership, 

strategic alliance, collaborative arrangement, virtual corporation or network (Rautenstrauch 

et al. 2003, p. 7) and collaboration. This list is not exhaustive and new terms appear from 

time to time.  

Also, the terms 'coordination' and 'cooperation' are often used interchangeably.44 In this 

thesis, 'coordination' is understood as an umbrella term and is defined as the matching of 

independent and individual results or measures with respect to a superior objective45. A 

distinction can then be made between the following sub-categories (Erdmann 1999, pp. 15-

17): 

• Coordination by price mechanism (market) 

• Coordination by instruction (hierarchy) 

• Coordination by negotiation (cooperation) 

The term 'collaboration' is simply understood as "working together", and will be used in the 

same way as 'coordination' as a more general and broader term for cooperation. 

On the basis of these general definitions, this thesis investigates motivations for and possi-

ble designs of inter-organizational cooperation. A further distinction can be made between 

                                                 
44 See for example Kovács and Spens (2007, p. 109) or van Wassenhove (2006, p. 482). 
45 As used by Erdmann (1999, p. 15) and Frese (1980). 
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vertical and horizontal cooperation.46 While vertical cooperation involves different actors 

along the value chain of one industry, such as suppliers, manufacturers, distribution centres 

and customers, horizontal cooperation takes place between entities operating at the same 

level(s) in the market. Although the focus of this thesis is placed on horizontal cooperation 

between humanitarian organizations, supplier relationships play an important role in disas-

ter relief logistics. The following literature review is therefore performed for both coopera-

tion directions. 

2.4.2 Literature review on vertical and horizontal cooperation in logistics 

Literature on vertical cooperation in logistics is quite extensive. Gibson et al. (2002, pp. 

669-670) indicate as main areas of research the identification of potential benefits, e.g. 

(Bowersox 1990, ; Gentry 1993), the investigation of critical success factors, e.g. 

(Bowersox et al. 1989, ; La Londe and Cooper 1989, ; Tate 1996, ; Gibson et al. 2002), as 

well as partner selection and evaluation criteria, e.g. (Byrne and Markham 1991). Major re-

search contributions on the influence of information-sharing within vertical logistics coop-

eration were provided by Lee et al. (1997) and Chen et al. (Chen et al. 2000), who essen-

tially formulated the concept of the "bullwhip effect". Dyer and Singh (1998) take a "rela-

tional view" regarding (chiefly vertical) networks: they build on existing literature on alli-

ances and networks and examine four sources of inter-organizational rent: relation-specific 

assets, complementary resources/capabilities, knowledge-sharing routines, and effective 

governance. Additionally they identify isolating mechanisms to preserve these relational 

rents.  

Xu and Beamon explain and define a (vertical) coordination mechanism as follows: "A 

supply chain consists of many organizations acting together, with each organization de-

pendent on the performance of other organizations in the chain. Coordination within a sup-

ply chain is a strategic response to the challenges that arise from these dependencies. A co-

ordination mechanism is a set of methods used to manage interdependence between or-

ganizations. By definition, there are a number of different people, entities, and processes 

that interact in order to execute supply chain objectives. Coordination mechanisms, then, 

provide tools for effectively managing these interactions." (Xu and Beamon 2006, p. 4) 

Xu and Beamon (2006, p. 5) summarize existing research on these cooperation mecha-

nisms in the following way: dependency theories were transferred to supply chain man-

                                                 
46 Some authors add "diagonal" as a third category, e.g. (Rautenstrauch 2003, pp. 14-15). This category in-

cludes cooperation between companies in different industries and at different levels of the value chain with 
no direct competition or service relationship. This kind of cooperation is often used to boost the search for 
innovative processes or products but will not be investigated in this thesis. 
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agement in the 1990s. Later research tries to identify factors in addition to interdependence 

that influence the choice of coordination mechanisms. For example, Nassimbeni (1998) 

links different supply chain network structures with corresponding forms of interdepend-

ence and compatible coordination mechanisms. Simatupang, Wright and Sridharan (2002) 

use a comparable approach. They identify four coordination mechanisms - logistics syn-

chronization, information sharing, incentive alignment, and collective learning - by com-

bining the two dimensions of focus of coordination (operational or organizational linkages) 

and mutuality of coordination (complementarity and coherency). They explicitly link these 

coordination modes to supply chain performance.  

In a later work, Simatupang and Sridharan (2005) draw up a framework for supply chain 

collaboration which is composed of five connective features of collaboration: a collabora-

tive performance system, information sharing, decision synchronization, incentive align-

ment, and integrated supply chain processes. To provide guidance for selecting an appro-

priate coordination mechanism, Xu and Beamon (2006) define a framework based on coor-

dination mechanism attributes, costs, and organizational operating environment. Further 

recent work on supply chain coordination investigates quantitative models for revenue 

sharing (Giannoccaro and Pontrandolfo 2004, ; Cachon and Lariviere 2005), incentive 

alignment (Cachon 2003), and decision-support models for specialized systems (Boyaci 

and Gallego 2004, ; Wang and Benaroch 2004, ; Xiao et al. 2005). 

The academic research on horizontal cooperation and partnerships in logistics is, on the 

other hand, still limited. Exceptions are maritime shipping (e.g. (Sheppard and Seidman 

2001)) and the airline industry (e.g. (Fan et al. 2001, ; Oum et al. 2004)), where horizontal 

cooperation is quite common and well researched. Cruijssen et al. (2007, p. 130) indicate 

that only a few further publications on horizontal logistics cooperation exist.47 These con-

centrate on either quantifying the cost-saving potential through cooperation, or reporting 

good practices in successful cases. Cruijssen et al. (2007) provide empirical evidence on 

the opportunities for horizontal cooperation in logistics, as well as major impediments to 

setting up and maintaining logistics partnerships in practice.48  

Different facets of cooperative sourcing within different industries are investigated by Ar-

nold and Essig (Arnold and Essig 1997, ; Arnold 1998, ; Essig 1999, ; Essig 2000), 

Hendrick (1998), Scheuing (1998) as well as Beimborn (2006). 

                                                 
47 E.g. Bahrami (2003) and Erdmann (1999). For further details on these publications see also Chapters 4.1 

and 4.2. It has to be noted that by 'logistics cooperation', Cruijssen et al. (2007) primarily mean cooperation 
between logistics service providers. 

48 See a detailed summary in Chapters 4.1.1 and 4.2.1.  
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2.4.3 Dimensions of cooperation in disaster relief logistics 

Various dimensions exist to characterize a specific cooperation form, and the possible 

combinations are nearly endless.49 Only the most relevant dimensions for the description of 

cooperation within disaster relief logistics in general and the cooperation format of this the-

sis in particular are selected and described in the following.50 The choice of relevant di-

mensions is therefore influenced by the selected cooperation model which will be intro-

duced below in Chapter 3.1. The selected dimensions can be grouped under three headings: 

cooperation structure, cooperation extent and cooperation intensity, each with three to four 

dimensions. These dimensions and their possible specifications are described in the follow-

ing. 

Cooperation structure 

Cooperation direction: as mentioned before, cooperation can be divided into vertical and 

horizontal cooperation directions. 

Competitive relationship: a horizontal cooperation is characterized by the collaboration of 

two or more entities with respect to the same stages of their value creation chain. These en-

tities may be direct competitors or not. In the private sector, companies are regarded as 

competitors if their products are designed for the same purpose of use from a consumer 

perspective. Humanitarian organizations compete to some extent for donations (Thomas 

and Kopczak 2005, p. 4; Ferris 2007, p. 6): even if their campaigns are aimed primarily at 

increasing the sum of total funds, they are also often attempting to enlarge their piece of the 

existing pie, and with it their influence within the humanitarian sector. The willingness to 

donate seems positively related to the favourable, or even neutral, media coverage that an 

organization receives (Ross 2004, p. 3). To secure such coverage, organizations might try 

to be present at the hot spots within the disaster-affected area. This can cause some conflict 

over the division of tasks and areas of responsibilities between them.  

While cooperation between direct competitors is regarded as quite difficult within the pri-

                                                 
49 Sydow et al. (2003, pp. 54-71) list, for example, over one hundred possible dimensions suggested by dif-

ferent authors. 
50 The selection is based on dimensions used by Zentes et al. (2005, p. 22), Bahrami (2003, pp. 57-61) and 

Rautenstrauch et al. (2003, p. 13). Additional dimensions not described in the section above are, for exam-
ple, 'visibility of cooperation', 'degree of voluntariness', 'stage of lifecycle of cooperation'. 
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vate sector51, the humanitarian sector seems to have an essential advantage: apart from 

competing with each other, the organizations are also fighting for a common objective – to 

deliver relief to the beneficiaries. This common objective might boost their general will-

ingness to cooperate with each other much more strongly than is possible in the private sec-

tor. In addition, the preparation phase as well as most parts of the supply chain are areas of-

ten not directly visible to the general public, since they take place behind the scenes and be-

fore a disaster occurs.  

A distinction can further be made between different levels of competition between humani-

tarian organizations on the basis of their general relationships. Organizations such as Ox-

fam, MSF, or the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, which 

have more or less autonomous societies on national levels, will be more willing to cooper-

ate within their families since they share the same mission statement and depend at least to 

some extent on the same reputation. Equally, the various bodies in the UN system should 

be eager to cooperate in order to realize potential synergies (although some sources report 

different tendencies, e.g. (Sommers 2000, pp. 21-49; Burlando et al. 2006)). There remains 

a large number of individual NGOs. Their willingness to cooperate, and also that of organ-

izational families to collaborate with each other, will depend on the combination of differ-

ent factors such as the overlap of mission statements and operating principles, areas of spe-

cialization and geographical coverage, available resources to bring to the cooperation, and 

general foresight and interpersonal relationships (e.g. Sommers (2000, p. 21)). 

In the following, the relationships between cooperation partners are divided into 'related' 

(members of the same organizational family or the UN system) and 'unrelated' (individual 

NGOs or members of different organizational families), as shown in Table 8. 

 
Categories of competitive rela-
tionships 

Description Examples 

Related Members of the same organiza-
tional family or the UN system 

Cooperation of IFRC with its Na-
tional Societies 

Cooperation of WFP, UNHCR 
and UNICEF 

                                                 
51 E.g. Bahrami (2003, pp. 113-114) prefers non-competitive horizontal transport cooperation formats to 

competitive ones, since a competitive cooperation lacks the possibility for members to profile themselves 
through the level of service. In addition, competitors will be reluctant to share essential information such as 
transportation prices, and take longer to trust each other, which will introduce tension into the relationship 
from the beginning. 
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Unrelated Individual NGOs or members of 

different organizational families 
Cooperation between IFRC and 
UNICEF 

Cooperation between different in-
dependent NGOs  

Table 8: Categories of competitive relationship 

Access/exit: This dimension describes the barriers which organizations encounter on enter-

ing or leaving a cooperation ((Rautenstrauch et al. 2003, p. 16)  The access to and exit from 

a cooperation can be either open or closed. Access is considered to be open when the coop-

eration explicitly welcomes new members. If new members are not allowed to enter the 

cooperation, or significant barriers such as high obligatory investments are put up by the 

current partnership, the cooperation can be regarded as closed. The same applies to the exit 

possibilities. If the imposition of sanctions keeps current members from leaving the coop-

eration, it can be regarded as closed. An exit is open if an organization encounters no dis-

advantages by leaving the partnership. 

Number of partners: A distinction can be made between a bilateral partnership between 

two organizations, and a cooperation network if more than two organizations participate. 

Cooperation extent 

The extent of cooperation is characterized by the portion of the whole value chain that is 

covered by the partnership (Krass 1984, p. 112)52. Different dimensions can be pulled up to 

describe this portion of the value chain, e.g. phases and functions of the value chain in-

volved, geographical area of activity.53 Explanations of each of these are provided in the 

following. 

Phases: The stages of the value chain covered by the cooperation can be determined on dif-

ferent levels. A first breakdown identifies the relevant phases of Tufinkgi's Reference 

Model of Disaster Relief Logistics – the preparation phase with disaster-unspecific process 

steps, and the operation phase with disaster-specific process steps. As mentioned before, 

this thesis concentrates on the preparation phase with its permanent logistics structures 

rather than on the disaster-specific operation phase. However, some of the supply chain 

steps considered belonging to the latter category. 

                                                 
52 The definition given by Krass (1984) refers to the context of transportation logistics. For this thesis it is ex-

tended to a broader perspective covering the whole value chain. 
53 A further criterion can be the type or group of customers (Bahrami, 2003, pp. 83-84). Since it is assumed 

that the disaster relief supplies are delivered to the field staff of the organizations within the disaster-
affected areas, this criterion will be omitted. 
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Functions: A further breakdown of the individual tasks or 'functions' of interest helps to 

determine whether the cooperation spans all of them (e.g. procurement, storage and trans-

portation) or only a certain number. For example, the cooperation might focus on the stor-

age of relief supplies only. The participating organizations might share a warehouse and the 

necessary administrative staff, or consolidate their inventory with the same warehouse ser-

vice provider in order to obtain better price conditions. Procurement activities and trans-

portation from the warehouse to the disaster site would remain within the responsibility of 

the individual organizations.  

Sub-dimensions to further distinguish the cooperation extent within the single logistics 

functions are the shipment size, the types of goods involved, the means of transport used, 

and the type of demand served:54 

The shipment size can range from part-load traffic via transshipment points to full-load 

traffic via direct shipping.55 

The types of goods procured, stored, and shipped via a logistics cooperation might differ 

from the total product portfolio of the participating organizations. This can have different 

reasons. Firstly, an organization might be the only user of special goods that it can purchase 

more efficiently on its own than via a procurement cooperation. Secondly, the organiza-

tions might prefer to procure some strategic items independently.56 Thirdly, the cooperation 

members may have agreed to collaborate on certain products or product groups only.  

The means of transport used by a cooperation to ship the goods to the disaster-affected re-

gion may include some or all of the following: trucks, trains, ships and aircraft. 

The sub-dimension 'type of demand served' distinguishes between the response to certain 

demand peaks (emergency supply chain), and to constant demand (project supply chain). If 

a cooperation agreed to concentrate only on the support during demand peaks, it would act 

only when a disaster strikes and a fast delivery of emergency supplies becomes necessary. 

Alternatively, it might also agree to serve a constant demand emerging from on-going field 

work in the aftermath of a disaster, or during the reconstruction or developing phase. The 

logistics cooperation then supports work in the field by purchasing and delivering supplies 

ordered by field personnel. Since the tasks (procurement and transportation) and necessary 

structures (such as supplier relationships and administrative support) overlap strongly so as 

                                                 
54 The selection of the first three sub-dimensions is based on Bahrami (2003, pp. 83-84). 
55 Shipments via parcel services are not common in the case of the high-volume goods sent during humanitar-

ian disaster relief operations. 
56 This might happen for example if a product is extremely critical to the operational set-up of a disaster relief 

operation, or if an organization is unwilling to share a valuable supplier contact.  
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to be able to satisfy demand peaks as well as constant demand, it might be difficult to draw 

a line between the end of a peak and the beginning of constant demand. 

Geographical area of activity: Cooperation takes place on a local, regional, national or in-

ternational level. This thesis will focus on internationally engaged cooperations that cover 

at least one continent, or possibly all of them. 

Cooperation intensity 

The intensity of a cooperation is defined, next to its frequency, by its width and depth 

(Bahrami 2003, pp. 88-90).  

Frequency: The frequency of cooperation can range from one-time to permanent interac-

tion. Permanent cooperation lends itself to the preparation phase, while one-time or spo-

radic interaction will be more widespread in the operation phase. 

Intensity width: The intensity width depends on the cooperation intensity with respect to 

the processes and the organizational structure of the joint tasks. For example, the coopera-

tion may only exchange important information (e.g. on current stock levels or supplier per-

formance), or it may agree to divide and coordinate the tasks between its partners. Further 

forms may be to consolidate the procurement volume so as to negotiate better prices (proc-

ess design), or to merge (parts of) the members' procurement departments (organizational 

structure). In the last-mentioned case, the intensity width will be highest where structural 

changes are made. 

Intensity depth: The intensity depth depends on the range of task fulfilment (planning, 

execution and monitoring) by the cooperation itself. After determination of the process de-

sign and organizational structure, a decision has to be taken on who does what. If, for ex-

ample, the cooperation decides to set up a joint warehouse (organizational structure), it 

must then decide whether it intends to run the warehouse itself (execution), or outsource 

this task to a service provider and undertake a monitoring function only. The intensity 

depth rises with the number of tasks carried out by the cooperation itself. 

An overview of all selected dimensions is shown in Table 9. A clear focus of this thesis is 

placed on globally engaged, horizontal logistics cooperation up to the point of entry. It has 

to be emphasized that the supply chain up to the point of entry comprises not only the 

preparation phase, but also parts of the operation phase. 
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Dimension Specifications 

Direction Horizontal Vertical 

Competitive relationship Related Unrelated 

Access/exit Open Closed 
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Number of partners Bilateral cooperation Cooperation Network 

Phase Preparation phase                               
(Generic disaster logistics     

management) 

Operation phase                                   
(Disaster-specific logistics     

management) 

Functions Procurement Storage Transportation 
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Geographical area of activity Local Regional National International 

Frequency One-time Sporadic Regular Permanent 

Intensity width Exchange of 
information  

Coordination 
of divided 

tasks 

Joint process 
design 

Common or-
ganizational 

structure 

C
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Intensity depth Planning Execution Monitoring 

Table 9: Dimensions and specifications to characterize forms of cooperation  

2.4.4 Existing logistics cooperation initiatives in the humanitarian sector 

A range of initiatives have been started during recent years in order to develop and drive 

cooperation between humanitarian organizations in general and within logistics in particu-

lar. The most relevant initiatives for the context of this thesis are selected and will be 

briefly introduced. The selection is not exhaustive, but aims to give an idea of on-going de-

velopments. 

The UN Joint Logistics Centre (UNJLC) works as "inter-agency Humanitarian Common 

Service". It is mandated by the IASC "to provide Logistics Information Management sup-

port and services. This involves providing an information platform for the gathering, collat-

ing, analysis and dissemination of logistics information as well as Commodity Tracking 

and Prioritization services."57 The custodianship is in the hands of the WFP, while the Cen-

tre is funded by voluntary contributions (financial and human resources) from different or-

ganizations (e.g. WFP, UNHCR, UNICEF). The idea of the UNJLC was born from the 

strong demand for coordination and pooling of logistics assets during the 1996 Eastern Za-

ire Crisis. The resulting form of inter-agency logistics coordination was also used in subse-

quent humanitarian response operations (e.g. Somalia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan), and was 

institutionalized in 2002 as a UN humanitarian response mechanism. A core unit in Rome 

maintains a stand-by capacity to enable  timely activation and employment of UNJLC units 

                                                 
57 Retrieved from http://www.unjlc.org/about/, 20.03.2008, 12:35 am. 
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in the field. 

The Humanitarian Resource Net was an attempt to map and interchange the global disas-

ter response resources of various humanitarian organizations. This initiative seems to have 

ended in talk. No current information can be found in the Internet, and representatives from 

organizations formerly involved prefer not to talk about it in detail. 

The creation of a logistics cluster in the context of the ongoing Humanitarian Reform has 

been described in Chapter 2.2.5. The WFP holds the lead for this cluster. Together with all 

other participating organizations, its task is to promote the build-up of global humanitarian 

response capacity by creating stock piles, pooling resources, and agreeing on common op-

erational standards and procedures. In addition, it acts as 'provider of the last resort'. There 

seem to be ongoing discussions about the specific tasks of the cluster (lead).58 Some voices 

argue that the WFP as specialist for food supply chains is not able to provide efficient 

management and coordination of the more complex supply chains for non-food and medi-

cal items.  

The term "service provider approach" is used when larger humanitarian organizations of-

fer their services and free capacities to their member agencies or any other humanitarian 

organizations. They may do this either free of charge or for a certain fee. Since these "ser-

vice provider organizations" are normally not allowed to make a profit, the fees can only be 

intended for the purpose of sharing existing fixed costs on an equitable basis. The services 

offered can range from supplier management and procurement through warehouse and 

transportation management to special training measures or consulting services. Volume 

consolidation carried out by various different humanitarian organizations enables econo-

mies of scale to be realized, and enhances flexibility. Characteristic for this approach is 

consideration of the other humanitarian organizations not as "partners", but as internal or 

external "customers" to be provided with professional and high-quality services. The Re-

gional Logistics Units of the IFRC and the UN Humanitarian Response Depot (UNHRD) 

network of the WFP are both currently following this approach. The objective is to lever-

age the services and divide the costs among the humanitarian community. Both initiatives 

were started in 2006, and have just completed the set-up process. The first customers and 

partner organizations have become involved, but the "customer acquisition" phase is still in 

full swing. A further initiative in this category consists of the Humanitarian Procurement 

Centres (HPC) initiated and promoted by ECHO: here, smaller organizations can procure 

their supplies through larger ones which have registered as HPCs. Cooperation implement-

                                                 
58 This became obvious in the course of some discussions conducted during the International Humanitarian 

Logistics Symposium in Faringdon, Oxfordshire, UK (19.-20.11.2007). 
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ing the service provider approach will form the central cooperation model investigated in 

this thesis, and is described in more detail in the following Chapter 3. 

2.5 Summary 

This chapter has presented a range of existing definitions and models for terms relevant to 

the context and subject of this thesis. The definitions of key terms are summarized in Table 

10. 

 

Key term Definition 

Disaster "(…) an occurrence of widespread severe damage, injury, or loss of life or 
property with which a community cannot cope and during which the soci-
ety undergoes severe disruption." (University of Wisconsin - Disaster Man-
agement Center 1986, lesson 1) 

Disaster re-
lief opera-
tion/ disaster 
management 

"(…) the range of activities designed to maintain control over disaster and 
emergency situations and to provide a framework for helping at-risk per-
sons to avoid or recover from the impact of the disaster. Disaster [relief] 
management deals with situations that occur prior to, during, and after the 
disaster" (University of Wisconsin - Disaster Management Center 1991, 
lesson 1) 

Disaster re-
lief logistics 

" (…) the process of planning, implementing and controlling the efficient, 
cost-effective flow of and storage of goods and materials, as well as related 
information, from point of origin to point of consumption for the purpose 
of meeting the end beneficiary's requirements." (Thomas and Mizushima 
2005, pp. 60-61) 

Cooperation Embraces all possible forms of inter-organizational interaction which are 
rooted in common intentions and lead via negotiations to agreements in 
which the partners are and remain legally and - with certain restrictions - 
economically independent (Höfer 1997, p. 4; Woratschek and Roth 2005, 
pp. 143-144). 

Table 10: Summary of definitions of key terms 

By reviewing existing research on the area related to these terms, the following observa-

tions can be made or confirmed: 

The average number of annual disasters is increasing. In particular, the occurrence of hy-

drometeorological disasters such as floods, windstorms and droughts is rising – these are 

disaster types which affect enormous numbers of people. Since poor countries are the most 

vulnerable to disasters of all kinds, the need for international disaster relief assistance will 

also grow. If relief budgets are not raised accordingly, essential improvements in the effi-
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ciency and effectiveness of disaster relief operations will be necessary, while the focus of 

investments should be placed on disaster prevention. 

Disaster response operations are characterized by different phases and a variety of different 

actors. The ongoing Humanitarian Reform is attempting to restructure and better coordi-

nate these operations by introducing a cluster approach. If the reform succeeds, the new 

way of working will influence the interaction of and cooperation between (major) humani-

tarian organizations. 

Logistics accounts for approximately (approx.) 80% of the total disaster relief expenses of 

humanitarian organizations. It therefore represents a major lever for improvement meas-

ures. Disaster relief logistics follows the same basic principles as corporate or military lo-

gistics, exhibiting only some extreme specifications with regard to certain parameters (e.g. 

lead time and flexibility). With his reference model, Tufinkgi (2006) drafts an "ideal state" 

for logistics processes during the different phases of a disaster response operation. His 

model serves as starting point for this thesis. The development of an efficient and effective 

cooperation format can extend the model and help to bring the status quo closer to the 

'ideal' state. 

The variety of possible cooperation formats is enormous. The focus of this thesis is placed 

on horizontal cooperation in an international context that concentrates on permanent supply 

chain structures and takes place during the preparedness phase rather than in the actual op-

eration phase after a disaster has occurred. The selection of existing cooperation initiatives 

in the humanitarian sector has shown that the topic has received more attention lately, but 

still seems to be in its development phase. 

Disaster relief logistics in general, and logistics cooperation in particular, are clearly under-

researched. This gap concerns not only the practical, but also – and especially - the theo-

retical perspective. To date, no empirical contributions regarding horizontal cooperation 

between humanitarian organizations could be found. Research within this area not only 

concerns the humanitarian sector, but also logistics and supply chain management in gen-

eral. Here too, the area of horizontal cooperation has not yet been investigated in depth. 

Research in the special and extreme context of disaster relief operations can thus signifi-

cantly contribute to this area of interest. These observations support and confirm the identi-

fied research gap presented in Chapter 1.2 of the introduction. 





 

3 Setting the Research Framework: Model and Theory Se-
lection 

In order to investigate the research questions put forward in the introduction, a research 

framework is composed by selecting a basic cooperation model and identifying theories 

relevant to the discussion. 

3.1 Selection of a Basic Cooperation Model 

The description of possible cooperation designs in Chapter 2.4.3 indicates the broad range 

of possible cooperation models. Also the variety of existing coordination and cooperation 

initiatives in the humanitarian sector underlines this circumstance.59 Since the general dis-

cussion of advantages and disadvantages of cooperation between humanitarian organiza-

tions tends to remain relatively shallow, this thesis prefers to concentrate on one coopera-

tion model in order to attain well-grounded results and sound hypotheses. The model 

serves as reference for the case selection and the cross-case analysis, as well as providing a 

basis for suggestions regarding further improvements. It has to be emphasized that the 

model design is influenced to some extent by the insights gained from the first two case 

studies, and therefore constitutes one of the abductive research slopes described in Chapter 

1.4. 

3.1.1 Reasons for model selection 

Out of the range of possible cooperation models, a cooperation model following a service 

provider approach is chosen for the following reasons. The model is realistic and up-to-

date since variations of it are under discussion within the humanitarian community and 

have already started to be implemented. The model promises benefits of some kind since 

there are supporters of this cooperation format among humanitarian organizations as well 

as in the donor community. In addition, from a theoretical perspective the model promises 

the realization of economies of scale and scope. Discussions with various experts show that 

there are also strong arguments against a cooperation model of this kind, indicating the 

existence of implementation impediments which are of special interest for this thesis. Fi-

nally, the model fits into the research focus on permanent supply chain structures and 

supply chains up to the point of entry. Although other models (such as cooperation based 

on information exchange only) might also offer these qualities, the model in question was 

chosen due to its intense cooperation approach with a drastic demand for change. It is un-

                                                 
59 See Chapter 2.4.4. 
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derstood that the determination of certain model specifications represents a selection from 

a pool of possible design alternatives. 

3.1.2 Description of a basic service provider model 

The basic concept of this model is to consolidate the parallel logistics infrastructures and 

supply chains of various humanitarian organizations into fewer, large-scale functions. 

"Service providers" who compete against each other run these consolidated supply chains. 

A service provider manages (parts of) the supply chain from procurement up to delivery at 

the first point of entry.60 It assures the general availability of supplies for a catalogue of re-

lief items by means of supplier management and, if necessary, pre-positioning of stock.  

General objective 

The objective is to merge the individual supply chains in order to realize cost savings 

through economies of scale and scope. These savings can be passed on to the participating 

organizations. In addition, improvements regarding delivery time and quality can be im-

plemented on behalf of all cooperation members. 

Roles and service offers 

The service provider is a humanitarian organization itself. If large humanitarian organiza-

tions (such as the WFP or IFRC) take on the role of service provider, their profound 

knowledge of the sector in general, and products, suppliers and specialized external service 

providers in particular is a major advantage. The direct link to their field staff helps to 

regularly update their knowledge. In addition, they are not profit-oriented, and efficiency 

gains are passed on directly or indirectly to the beneficiaries. Also, they might have access 

to donations to fund some of the investment and running costs. 

If a humanitarian organization takes on the role of the service provider, it acts on a non-

profit basis since it is in general not allowed to make a profit. Instead, it will work on a 

cost-recovery basis, which means that the customers pay a certain percentage on top of the 

direct cost of products or services (e.g. cost of supplies or cost of transportation). The ser-

vice provider uses these fees to cover its investment and running costs. Several service 

providers are in competition with each other and compete for offering the best services for 

                                                 
60 The service provider might even deliver to the local warehouses of the different organizations within the 

disaster region. But since the research focus of this thesis is placed on the system up to the first point of en-
try, any services after that point are not integrated into its discussion. 
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the lowest prices. This incites to actually realize the potential benefits from economies of 

scale and scope as well as any other process improvements. 

An open-door policy is applied: any humanitarian organization might become a customer 

and use the service provider. The only precondition is that it must register as a customer, 

and in doing this accepts the standard operating procedures and defined minimum stan-

dards for the goods sent through the common supply chain. There is no minimum quantity 

which a customer is committed to ordering during a year. In addition, it can withdraw from 

the cooperation whenever it wishes, without any penalty fee or period of notice. 

This model is based on a voluntary participation of the service provider as well as any hu-

manitarian organization that wishes to use its services. It is therefore essential for the coop-

eration model to offer constant and transparent, positive net benefits to each actor. Only 

then will all members be willing to participate continuously in the cooperation. 

As mentioned before, the service provider can manage the supply chain from procurement 

up to delivery at the first point of entry. This section of the chain comprises the task catego-

ries of procurement, storage and transportation. The task of procurement includes, besides 

the ordering and handling of supplies, the conclusion of framework agreements and the 

complete task of continuous supplier management. This covers their selection, evaluation 

and development. Supplier partnerships are developed through elements such as joint target 

setting and incentive alignment as well as information sharing agreements and joint prod-

uct development. The storage or "pre-positioning" of supplies concentrates on products that 

are critical to the first response phase and the operation set-up, have long delivery times 

(e.g. specially equipped cars) or are leftovers from other operations. The task of transporta-

tion deals with the transfer of supplies from either the service provider's warehouse or the 

supplier's site61 to the point of entry (often the airport or seaport nearest to the disaster-

affected area). This transportation passage can be divided into separate sections, e.g. from 

the warehouse to the nearest airport, from there to a further consolidation point, and then to 

the point of entry. Different modes of transport can be chosen for any of these sections, ac-

cording to the actual need situation characterized by aspects such as time pressure, priority 

of goods, and transport costs. Pre-positioning of stock is only valuable if transportation ca-

pacity is available to bring it to the point of need in good time. As a result, not only stocks 

and supplier relationships, but also transport capacity and/or reliable relationships with 

transport service providers have to be maintained. 

                                                 
61 So far often the supplier itself coordinates the transportation of supplies shipped directly from its site to 

certain consolidation points or the point of entry. It then adds the transportation cost to the purchase cost of 
the supplies. 
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The customer may use the whole range of services, from procurement to transportation, or 

only part of it, e.g. the procurement service. It may either place orders directly with suppli-

ers on the basis of a framework agreement negotiated by the cooperation, or leave the or-

dering process to the service provider. Warranties, returns and payments can be arranged 

directly between the customer and the supplier.  

External stakeholders 

In addition to the service providers and their customers, there are four groups of external 

stakeholders that are directly affected by the operation and success of this cooperation 

model. 

The beneficiaries benefit from a consolidated supply chain if the goods arrive faster and 

according to their priority needs. In addition, more beneficiaries can receive relief aid if the 

funds are employed more cost-efficiently due to the cooperation. 

In the same way as the beneficiaries, the donor community receives more for its donated 

funds. Through the direct support of the service provider, donors might extend their influ-

ence over the behaviour of the participating organizations. 

The suppliers are divided into two groups: those that are in the supplier portfolio of the co-

operation and those that are not. The former can benefit from higher order volumes. On the 

other hand, the pressurizing and negotiating power of the cooperation rises, so that the sup-

pliers are forced to share some of their profits. Those suppliers who are not within the sup-

plier portfolio of the cooperation might lose (parts of) their business with the organizations 

participating in the cooperation. However, since disasters normally create peaks of demand, 

and organizations struggle  with supply shortages, this concerns only the time span before a 

disaster and the more relaxed reconstruction period. 

Non-participating humanitarian organizations might have difficulty in securing their re-

source access during disasters in the event that suppliers serve the demand of the coopera-

tion first. 

Table 11 summarizes the key characteristics of the basic service provider model. 

 

 Model characteristics 

General objective Realizing cost savings and improving delivery time and quality through 
economies of scale and scope as well process improvements 
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Roles -  Service provider (= humanitarian organization) 

-  Customers (= humanitarian organizations) 

Voluntary participation based on individual decision functions 

Service offers Services related to the following tasks: 

-  Procurement 

-  Storage 

-  Transportation 

External stakeholders -  Beneficiaries 

-  Donors 

-  Suppliers 

-  Non-participating organizations 

Table 11: Characteristics of basic service provider model 

Table 12 incorporates the model characteristics into the table of possible cooperation di-

mensions and specifications in Chapter 2.4.3 (see Table 9). While the model specifications 

for the dimensions 'direction', 'phase' and 'geographical area of activity' are pre-set by the 

research focus, those for 'access/exit', 'number of partners' and 'intensity width' are set by 

the model description above. Only the dimensions 'competitive relationship', 'function', 

'frequency' and 'intensity depth' are not pre-determined and are open for variations within 

the following discussion. 

 

Dimension Specifications 

Direction Horizontal Vertical 

Competitive relationship Related Unrelated 

Access/exit Open Closed 

C
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pe
ra
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on

 
st

ru
ct
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e 

Number of partners Bilateral cooperation Cooperation Network 

Phase Preparation phase                               
(Generic disaster logistics     

management) 

Operation phase                                   
(Disaster specific logistics     

management) 

Functions Procurement Storage Transportation 

C
oo

pe
ra

ti
on

 
ex

te
nd

 

Geographical area of activity Local Regional National International 

Frequency One-time Sporadic Regular Permanent 

Intensity width Exchange of 
information  

Coordination 
of divided 

tasks 

Joint process 
design 

Common or-
ganizational 

structure 

C
oo

pe
ra

ti
on

 
in

te
ns

it
y 

Intensity depth Planning Execution Monitoring 

Table 12: Classification of the selected cooperation model regarding dimensions and 

specifications 
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3.2 Selection of Supporting Theories: New Institutional Economics 
and Production Cost Economics 

Various theories and explanatory approaches can be employed to explain and investigate 

cooperation and its various aspects, such as preconditions, design, and effects. In this the-

sis, theory needs to contribute to the deduction of propositions on potential benefits of and 

impediments to horizontal cooperation (research questions 1 and 2) as well as to the identi-

fication of implementation facilitators (research question 3). The evaluation of all potential 

theories would be extremely extensive, and go beyond the focus of this thesis. The selec-

tion of a suitable theoretical framework was therefore based on a pre-selection of theories 

by Swoboda (2005).62 Swoboda underlines that the concrete research question influences 

the selection of suitable theories (Swoboda 2005, p. 56). 

Due to a number of reasons, the theory of New Institutional Economics is selected as theo-

retical framework for this thesis, and forms the basis for the following discussions. It is 

supplemented by insights taken from the theory of Production Cost Economics to identify 

potential cooperation benefits. The reasons for this decision as well as a general overview 

of the main components of the theories mentioned are provided in the following. 

3.2.1 Reasons for theory selection 

The theory of New Institutional Economics (NIE) is chosen for the following reasons. NIE 

deals with the optimal design of institutions for the processing of economic transactions 

and comprises three sub-theories. Arnold and Essig (1997, pp. 18-28) demonstrate that NIE 

explains the existence of economic cooperation in general. It is applicable to investigating 

and explaining not only vertical, but also horizontal cooperation (e.g. (Swoboda 2005, p. 

49; Woratschek and Roth 2005, p. 145)). Unlike Neoclassical Economics, which assumes 

perfect markets, NIE is based on more realistic assumptions such as bounded rationality 

and opportunistic behaviour (Arnold and Essig 1997, p. 13). It is therefore very well 

equipped to describe and analyze the interaction of humanitarian organizations, which have 

to act in markets with limited information and existing competition. NIE focuses on the 

analysis of commercial  institutions but can be extended to questions related to political 

science 63 (Arnold and Essig 1997, pp. 15-16). This might be valuable for discussion of the 

                                                 
62 Swoboda (2005) selects and juxtaposes the following eight theories and explanatory approaches: Neoclas-

sical Economics, Theory of Competition/Industry Economics, Game Theory, New Institutional Economics, 
Theory of Interaction, Resource Dependence Theory, Systems Theory and Network Theory. He assesses the 
different theories on the basis of their application to vertical and/or horizontal cooperation as well as their 
recommendations concerning initiation and management of the cooperation. 

63 E.g. Herder-Dorneich (1992). 



Setting the Research Framework: Model and Theory Selection    79 

 

humanitarian aid sector and its mainly non-profit-oriented actors. Finally, the support pro-

vided by the theory in answering the actual research questions is of major importance. As 

mentioned before, NIE consists of several sub-theories. The theory of Transaction Cost 

Economics deals with the costs of imperfect markets (Arnold and Essig 1997, p. 17). It 

helps to understand the set-up and running cost of cooperation, and thus to compare vari-

ous different cooperation formats with respect to their suitability for different kinds of 

transactions. This will be helpful in considering the cost side of the first research sub-

question. A second sub-theory, the Agency Theory, deals with the analysis of asymmetry of 

information when tasks or responsibilities are delegated (from the principal to an agent) 

(Arnold and Essig 1997, pp. 16-17). The insights from this theory assist in understanding 

potential impediments to cooperation, since cooperation is often linked to sharing or even 

outsourcing of responsibilities. In addition, the Agency Theory can help to identify possible 

facilitators for overcoming these impediments. Although it is also able to design efficient 

model set-ups and adjustments, the last research question is addressed on a solely practice-

oriented level. Nevertheless, the Agency Theory is able to address research sub-questions 

two to four. In total, NIE addresses all relevant research sub-questions but neglects the 

benefits of cooperation, which are part of the first research question. For this reason, NIE is 

supplemented by the theory of Production Cost Economics, which is able to explain coop-

eration benefits through different consolidation effects. Although the last-mentioned is in-

fluenced by Neoclassical Economics, the more realistic assumptions of NIE will be applied 

(Schanz 1992, p. 7; Arnold and Essig 1997, p. 82). Figure 14 illustrates the interaction of 

research questions and supporting theories. Combined with Production Cost Economics, 

NIE seems to be an outstandingly suitable framework theory for the focus of this thesis. 

New Institutional Economics

Production Cost Economics

Property Rights Analysis

Analysis of property rights and their allocation

Transaction Cost Economics

Analysis of the costs of imperfect markets

Agency Theory

Analysis of information asymmetries

1.

2.

3.

4.

Which types of benefits 
(and costs) are linked to 
horizontal cooperation 
between humanitarian 
organizations?

Which impediments exist?

How can these impediments 
be overcome?

How could the design of the 
selected cooperation model 
be improved?

Research Sub-questionsNew Institutional Economics

Production Cost Economics

Property Rights Analysis

Analysis of property rights and their allocation

Transaction Cost Economics

Analysis of the costs of imperfect markets

Agency Theory

Analysis of information asymmetries

1.

2.

3.

4.

Which types of benefits 
(and costs) are linked to 
horizontal cooperation 
between humanitarian 
organizations?

Which impediments exist?

How can these impediments 
be overcome?

How could the design of the 
selected cooperation model 
be improved?

Research Sub-questions

 

Figure 14: Interaction of research questions and supporting theories 
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Additional theories which contribute single aspects or insights are not excluded from this 

thesis, but introduced as the need arises in the relevant chapters. This applies especially to 

the development of a range of facilitators for overcoming the main impediments as dis-

cussed in Chapter 7. 

3.2.2 Overview of the New Institutional Economics Theory 

NIE deals with questions such as why and how institutions (e.g. corporations or the legal 

system) are created, and why and how they influence the behaviour of economic actors 

(Schanz 1992, p. 137). It is also concerned with the optimal design of institutions for the 

processing of economic transactions, and here expands Neoclassical Economics, which fo-

cuses on equilibrium relations of demand and supply. Pareto (1917) and Marshall (1890) 

establish the basis for a pricing theory that formulates such relations on the basis of 

mathematical models. While (Neo-)classical Economics can explain the functionality of 

markets and of the pricing mechanism, it is not able to explain why the markets themselves 

and the companies acting within them emerge (Arnold and Essig 1997, p. 13). It is based 

on some less than realistic assumptions which characterize perfect market conditions: ex-

change of homogeneous goods, preferences of market participants are price-based only, to-

tal market transparency, immediate reactions to price changes, complete rationality (Busse 

von Colbe et al. 1992, pp. 11-12).  

Two essays by Roland H. Coase, "The Nature of the Firm" (1937) and "The Problem of 

Social Cost" (1960), mark the beginning of NIE, although he did not bring the terms used 

nowadays into play (Schanz 1992, p. 137). Although the theory framework itself is not yet 

complete and free of contradictions (Arnold and Essig 1997, p. 15), three main sub-theories 

can be identified. They are all based on the following four assumptions (Arnold and Essig 

1997, pp. 13-15):  

• Commercial actors operate according to their bounded rationality. They are not 

able to act in a completely rational way as assumed by Neoclassical Economics, for 

two reasons: the availability of information will be incomplete and the human being 

will not be able to process all information at once. However, they will at least at-

tempt to act rationally instead of in a wholly impulsive way. 

• Human beings act out of their own interest, and exhibit opportunistic behaviour. 

They create information asymmetries by not passing on all available information 

neutrally, but out of a subjective perspective, or even in an intentionally manipu-

lated form. 

• Multipersonal institutions such as society or a corporation are not regarded as inde-
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pendent entities, but as a conglomerate of egoistic and opportunistic individuals 

(methodological individualism). 

• Property rights result from the ownership of property or from contracts, and play a 

central role for the efficient processing of economic activities. They are therefore 

central to any economic analysis. 

The central role of property rights can also be recognized because it forms the subject of 

the first sub-theory of NIE. It will play only a minor role in the discussions within this the-

sis. Its description is therefore kept relatively short, and the emphasis is placed on the other 

two sub-theories. 

Property Rights Approach 

The Property Rights Approach investigates the influence of legal and institutional regula-

tions or requirements on the behaviour of economic agents (Schanz 1992, p. 138). It deals 

with the optimal allocation of property rights from an economic perspective (Picot 1991, 

pp. 145-146). Starting point is the thesis that the use and allocation of an economic good 

depend significantly on the design of the rights that define the way it is used (usus), its 

formal or material alteration (abusus), the appropriation of profits and losses resulting from 

its use (usus fructus) and its alienation to a third party (Schanz 1992, p. 138). The theory 

assumes that the allocation of property rights influences the efficiency of the goods' dis-

posal, since the exercise of those rights is always linked to transaction costs. (Schanz 1992, 

p. 139) In order to avoid inefficient usage of goods, the design of property rights should en-

sure that individual actors are affected to the full extent by the economic consequences of 

their action. The area of application of this theory is broad, and can range from environ-

mental protection measures and the design of social welfare and peacemaking institutions 

to the shaping of corporate constitutions (Schanz 1992, p. 139). 

Transaction Cost Economics 

NIE considers transactions as the "basic unit of analysis" (Williamson 1990, p. 47). In line 

with the understanding related to property rights, Commons (1931) defines transactions as 

follows: "… transactions are not the 'exchange of commodities', but the alienation and ac-

quisition, between individuals, of the rights of property and liberty created by society, 

which must therefore be negotiated between the parties concerned before labour can pro-

duce, or consumers can consume, or commodities be physically exchanged." (Commons 

1931, p. 652) NIE recognizes that the use of markets to perform transactions creates costs. 

Coase defines these as the "cost of using the price mechanism" (Coase 1937, p. 390). Wil-



82    Disaster Relief Logistics: Benefits of and Impediments to Horizontal Cooperation 

 

liamson (1990, pp. 22-25) differentiates between ex-ante and ex-post transaction costs: the 

former originate, for example, from drafting, negotiating and safeguarding an agreement, 

while the latter may include monitoring and adjustment costs. They are rooted in the as-

sumptions of imperfect markets, bounded rationality and opportunistic behaviour of market 

participants (Arnold and Essig 1997, p. 67). Based on the early work of Coase (1937), 

transaction cost reasoning was essentially shaped by Oliver E. Williamson (1975, ; 1985). 

He identifies several factors which determine the transaction costs, and therefore the best 

choice between internalizing governance control of transactions within the corporation, or 

dealing with them via market exchanges: opportunism and bounded rationality (behav-

ioural assumptions) as well as asset specificity, uncertainty and frequency (Williamson 

1990, p. 59; Döring 1998, pp 33-40). 

Arnold and Essig (1997, pp. 69-71) summarize the underlying relationships as follows: due 

to their hierarchical order and available administrative control mechanisms, corporations 

are able to "force" their members to adapt to new market requirements (e.g. changes to 

technical specifications, quantities, target dates). This means they have a degree of flexibil-

ity that market transaction partners cannot offer. The advantages of the hierarchical execu-

tion mechanism grow with increasing uncertainty of transactions. Production cost advan-

tages resulting from economies of scale grow with increasing frequency of transactions, 

and make the set-up of a hierarchy lucrative. Most important for the choice of a preferable 

institution is the factor of specificity. This relates to the size of necessary investments, 

which are transaction-specific and not usable for any other transactions without accepting 

high opportunity costs. Williamson (1990, pp. 62, 108-109) differentiates between four 

types of specificity: location specificity (e.g. a supplier locates its factory next to the site of 

its main customer), specificity of real capital (e.g. the acquisition of high-grade specialized 

machines), specificity of human capital (e.g. staff specialized in the unique needs of a cor-

poration), and investments in earmarked assets (e.g. an extension of existing equipment or 

facilities according to the interest of a specific customer). 

Agency Theory 

The subject of investigation under the Agency Theory concerns different kinds of agency 

relationships. Jensen and Meckling define the latter “as a contract, under which one or 

more persons (the principal(s)) engage another person (the agent), to perform some service 

on their behalf which involves delegating some decision-making authority to the agent” 

(Jensen and Meckling 1976, p. 308). In this definition, the delegation is made explicit. The 

formal structure of this relationship can be applied to an even wider range of problems, 

"where no formal delegation relationship explicitly exists" (Rees 1985, p. 3). Rees summa-
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rizes the main purpose of the Agency Theory as "to characterize the optimal forms of con-

tracts under various assumptions about the information the principal and agent possess or 

can acquire and thus to explain the characteristics of the contracts that are actually ob-

served" (Rees 1985, p. 3). The main unit of analysis is therefore the contract between prin-

cipal and agent. 

The relationship between principal and agent is characterized by three kinds of asymmetry, 

which result in agency problems (Saam 2007, pp. 826-827): informational asymmetries, 

different risk preferences and goal conflicts. The division of labour between the principal 

and the agent is rational, since either the potential agent possesses certain competences or 

information enabling him to perform the task to which the principal has no access, or he 

can perform the task at lower cost. Informational asymmetries occur because the princi-

pal is not able to monitor the agent's competences ("hidden characteristics"), knowledge 

("hidden knowledge"), intentions ("hidden intentions"), and actions ("hidden actions"), or 

the monitoring costs are very high. In order to pay the agent according to his efforts, the 

principal would need information about the agent's competences as well as information on 

how environmental circumstances influence his work. Different risk preferences of 

agents and principals root in different compensation schemes: behaviour-based versus out-

come-based. In general, agents are expected to be risk-averse, since their income is lower 

than that of the principal and a reduction might endanger the existence of the agent. Goal 

conflicts result from different preferences of both parties. Both seek to maximize their in-

dividual benefit – the agent his income and the principal his return. Although income and 

return are both based on the agent's efforts as well as random exogenous influences, it is 

assumed that the agent will try to maximize his income and at the same time minimize his 

disutility of efforts. 

To solve these agency problems, the agency contracts have to be optimized. The Agency 

Theory takes the perspective of a principal and suggests the following mechanisms to 

minimize the principal's risks (Saam 2007, pp. 328-329)64: incentive compensation or 

reward systems coalign the interests of the agent with those of the principal by making the 

rewards of both depend on the same actions (e.g. by giving a share of the return to the 

agent). This might work as a solution to hidden information or hidden action when moni-

toring of the agent's activities is too difficult or too expensive. Monitoring or information 

systems systematically collect information on the behaviour and activities of the agent (e.g. 

reporting procedures, budgeting systems or extra layers of management). This might give 

the agent an incentive to behave according to the principal's expectations. But perfect 

                                                 
64 Based on different sources, e.g. Jensen and Meckling (1976) and Eisenhardt (1989). 
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monitoring is hardly possible, so that other mechanisms (such as incentive schemes) have 

to supplement it. The primary objective of monitoring systems is to tackle hidden action. 

Vertical integration is based on a hierarchical relationship between the principal and the 

agent (instead of a relationship of equals). Backed up by sanctions, the agent has to comply 

with the directives of the principal. Promises regarding bonuses and pensions are, for ex-

ample, granted only after many years of loyal service. This mechanism is typically used to 

deal with hidden intentions. Another mechanism to deal with hidden intentions consists of  

game theoretical solutions. With this mechanism, agency problems are regarded and mod-

elled in the same way as games in game theory (e.g. the prisoner's dilemma). According to 

the solutions generated for the game, the agency circumstances can be altered to generate 

lasting cooperation (e.g. increase of interaction frequency and length, or of the importance 

of interactions in the future). Self-selection helps to deal with hidden information and hid-

den characteristics. The principal forces the agent to disclose his preferences (e.g. regarding 

risk or his willingness to work hard) by making a choice (e.g. choosing a contract type out 

of different alternatives where one is based e.g. on behaviour and another on outcome). The 

same agency problems are addressed by screening, where the principal tries to improve the 

selection criteria and procedures (e.g. introduction of tests or assessment centres). With 

bonding, the agent commits himself to certain actions in order to reduce the principal's risk 

through hidden action. He generates, for example, information on his own work perform-

ance and accepts certain sanctions in case he does not comply with it. The implementation 

of all those mechanisms creates costs to the principal. He has to base his implementation 

decision on the trade-off between these agency costs and a resulting increase in productiv-

ity. One additional mechanism, signalling, creates costs to the agent instead. In order to in-

fluence the principal's employment decision, the agent might try to signal his risk prefer-

ences and willingness to work (e.g. by the decision for a high-level education or the presen-

tation of received certificates). With this mechanism, the agent reduces the principal's risks 

regarding hidden characteristics and hidden information.  

As mentioned, the employment of such mechanisms and the design of optimal agency con-

tracts generate 'agency costs'. These costs are the sum of monitoring costs incurred by the 

principal (e.g. the set-up of certain monitoring systems), bonding expenditures undertaken 

by the agent (e.g. the (self-)commitment to pay damages or accept accountability), and the 

'residual loss' resulting from the divergence between the decisions that would maximize the 

principal's welfare and those taken by the agent instead (Jensen and Meckling 1976, p. 

308). Schanz (1992, p. 143) points out that the actual amount of agency costs as well as 

transaction costs is hard to determine. 

Eisenhardt assesses the Agency Theory with regard to its strengths and potential role and 

comes to the conclusion that "agency theory (a) offers unique insights into information sys-
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tems, outcome uncertainty, incentives, and risk and (b) is an empirically valid perspective, 

particularly when coupled with complementary perspectives. The principal recommenda-

tion is to incorporate an agency perspective in studies of the many problems having a coop-

erative structure" (Eisenhardt 1989a, p. 57). 

3.2.3 Overview of Production Cost Economics 

This section is based on overviews on Production Cost Economics provided by Essig 

(1999, pp. 80-85) and Arnold and Essig (1997, pp. 30-40). Production deals with the con-

version of goods and services (inputs) into different goods and services (outputs) (Corsten 

1996, pp. 8-13). Production Cost Economics grew from the first considerations on the rela-

tionship between input and output in the areas of agriculture (Turgot) and trade (Smith). 

1951 Gutenberg pictures the industrial production process via the production function and 

assumes a mechanistic correlation (Corsten 1996, p. 57). He thereby advances the produc-

tion function by making some more realistic assumptions: he denies the arbitrary substitu-

tion of factors of production (Gutenberg 1983, pp. 326-328). According to Gutenberg, the 

output quantity can be adapted by three levers: the quantity of aggregates used (e.g. ma-

chines), the level of intensity at which these aggregates are used, and the length of produc-

tion time per period (Gutenberg 1983, pp. 329-332, 335-337). As a further elemental step, 

he interlinks production functions and cost functions (Gutenberg 1983, p. 359). Based on 

his production function of type B, he deduces the following cost curves shown in Figure 

15. 
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Figure 15: Cost as a function of production quantity (adapted from Bloech and Lücke 

1994, p. 123 based on Gutenberg 1983, p. 367)  
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The figure shows the curve of the total cost (C) and the average cost or cost per unit (c). Up 

to the point x*, an increase of output quantity (x) lowers the cost per unit. This effect re-

sults from better distribution of the production cost, and is called digression of fixed cost 

(Gutenberg 1983, pp. 120-122) or "economies of scale".65 It forms the basis for the discus-

sion of the advantages of horizontal cooperation from a perspective based on Production 

Cost Economics (Essig 1999, p. 83). A distinction can be made between short-term and 

long-term economies of scale. The former result from an increase of capacity utilization 

over the short term. If a long-term increase of capacities is necessary, an employment of 

improved production techniques is assumed so that the cost per production unit also de-

creases in the long run (Bohr 1996, column 375-376). 

"Economies of scale" are related to the production of homogeneous goods, while "econo-

mies of scope" result if the production of heterogeneous goods within one company is less 

expensive than production by separate entities. In this case, the development of the aggre-

gate cost is below the development of the costs resulting when the separate cost functions 

are added together (Bohr 1996, pp. 380-383).  

Besides the economies of scale and scope, the experience curve offers an additional con-

cept to explain decreasing cost related to an increase of output (Gälweiler and Schwaninger 

1986, pp. 241-258). This demonstrates (as shown in Figure 16) that the value creation cost 

decreases by about 20-30% with each duplication of the volume of cumulated experience. 

                                                 
65 For an overview of different understandings of the term "economies of scale" in the literature, see Essig 

(1999, p. 83). 
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Figure 16: Experience curve (double logarithmic) (Gälweiler and Schwaninger 1986, p. 

260)66 

The experience curve not only includes learning curve effects (such as productivity im-

provement based on practical experience and theoretical know-how gained), but also a 

range of different aspects and causes (Kloock et al. 1987, pp. 10-28; Arnold and Essig 

1997, pp. 38-39): 

• Volume effects embrace internal and external capacity increasing effects. Internal 

capacity increasing effects are generated, for example, by a more effective combi-

nation of input factors or an increased throughput. In addition, an increased output 

is accompanied by a reduction of waste. External capacity increasing effects are 

based on division of labour and the fact that the spread of knowledge to the suppli-

ers enables the latter to generate volume effects as well, which can be passed on to 

the customers. 

• Price effects as a digression effect of the sum of investments are primarily due to  

growing competition between suppliers. With an increasing volume of production 

capacities, the amount of necessary investments for each additional capacity unit 

declines: investments become less expensive. 

• Digression effects primarily include economies of scale (unit cost digression of 

fixed costs). In addition, a time-based depreciation method can lead to a unit cost 

                                                 
66 Own translation; change of currency from "Deutsche Mark" (DM) to USD. 
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digression of investment related payments. 

• As mentioned before, experience curve effects include learn curve effects. By spe-

cializing in certain tasks, employees can increase their productivity and reduce 

waste and standard times. Since experience curve effects also apply to suppliers, 

their production costs will sink over time as well, which should result in decreasing 

material cost for the customers (price effects). 

• Some of the fixed costs incurred by the manufacturer as well as his suppliers can be 

eliminated over time (fixed cost cutback effect). This might, for example, be the 

case if high marketing fixed costs were necessary during market entry, while they 

can be reduced or totally eliminated after establishment in the market. 

The exploitation of these experience curve effects and accompanying scale effects are re-

garded as a major reason why corporations and other organizations should strive to maxi-

mize their market share (Arnold and Essig 1997, p. 39). A positive relationship between 

high market share and high profitability (return on investment) has been empirically shown 

by Neubauer (1992, pp. 288-291). 

The justification for the transferability of these observations from a production-related area 

to inter-organizational logistics cooperation within the humanitarian sector can rest on the 

reasoning of Arnold and Essig (1997, pp. 40-44) for horizontal sourcing cooperation: a lo-

gistics cooperation (including procurement, storage and transportation) can be considered 

as an input-transformation-output system. Input (such as staff, information systems, and 

supplies) is transformed (e.g. gaining power of disposal over supplies, keeping supplies 

over time, transporting from A to B) into output (reaching defined objectives). The rela-

tionship between the input factors (fixed or substitutional) defines whether the production 

function is of type A or B (e.g. an aircraft can be replaced by ships for the transport of sup-

plies). Under the assumption that an increase of input factors in logistics results in an at 

least partial increase of output, it can be assumed that Gutenberg's type B production func-

tion can to some extent explain the transformation performance of logistics functions. 

Since the production function is the basis for the development of the costs, it can be argued 

that experience curve and scale effects also exist within logistics. The logistics cooperation 

investigated within this thesis consolidates (some of) the logistics functions of a number of 

humanitarian organizations. The volume of the individual participating organizations is 

thereby merged into a greater volume and output of the cooperation. Due to the principles 

of the experience curve and scale effects, this results in cost reductions (and higher profit-

ability). The existence of inter-organizational logistics cooperation is therefore justified 

(from a theoretical perspective) if those benefits are not exceeded by organizational and 

transaction costs resulting from an additional need for coordination (Essig 1999, p. 87). 
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3.3 Cooperation Decision Functions 

The cooperation benefits can be judged from a total perspective, or from the individual 

standpoints of the organizations. The total and individual decision functions are important 

constructs to discuss, and demonstrate the overall advantageousness of the cooperation as 

well as the cooperation willingness of individual organizations and stakeholders. The func-

tions comprise different components and are influenced by various factors. 

Beimborn’s (2006) framework of a simulation model to analyze cooperative sourcing in the 

banking industry can be applied to the special context of the inter-organizational coopera-

tion model. Figure 17 shows the resulting decision trade-off between consolidation benefits 

and transaction costs, its subcategories and related influencing factors. 
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Figure 17: Decision function of the cooperation model (based on Beimborn 2006, p. 4) 

The consolidation benefits are the sum of operational benefits (BOP) and strategic benefits 

(BST). The cost related to the separate tasks of procurement, storage and transportation can 

be described by linear cost functions that include all costs necessary to perform the particu-

lar task (e.g. investment and running cost to manage and control task execution). The op-

erational cost to each organization z for each task i ( OP

ziC ) can be differentiated as fixed 

(CF) and variable cost. The latter is dependent on the specific output xzi: 

Equation 3: zi

OP

zi

F

zi

OP

zi xcCC ∗+=  
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If one organization z=SP acts as service provider for all others with respect to all tasks i, 

the total operational cost will be: 

Equation 4: ∑∑ +=

z

zi

OP

SPi

i

F

SPi

OP

SP xcCC )*(  

The total operational benefits BOP can then be expressed as the difference between the sum 

of the total operational costs of each organization acting alone, and the total operational 

cost when service provider SP carries out all specified tasks i: 

Equation 5: ∑∑∑∑ +−∗+=−=
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The separate tasks of procurement, storage and transportation are inter-linked and do not 

play a stand-alone role within the supply chain. The task interdependence describes the 

strength of this interconnection, and how difficult or expensive an organizational separa-

tion of those tasks would be. The anticipated friction losses, as well as the cost of creating 

and maintaining technical interfaces, together constitute the interface costs TCIF, a subcate-

gory of total transaction cost. 

If organizations decide to use another organization to carry out some of the supply chain 

tasks, they have to “accept” and adapt to the processes (and products) of the service pro-

vider. This causes some individual adaptation cost TCAD for the “customers” at the begin-

ning of the cooperation, which depend on the existing process similarity expressed by the 

relative degree of standardization. Besides adaptation costs, negotiation costs TCN also oc-

cur in the agreement period t*. These depend on four influencing factors67: the complexity 

of the operational tasks as negotiation objects, the magnitude of the (potential) cooperation 

(expressed by the size and number of the cooperation members), the degree of trust to-

wards the service provider and the other participating organizations based on past coopera-

tion experience, and the “organization neighbourhood”. The last-mentioned expresses the 

degree of competition between organizations as well as their compatibility. It embraces 

three different dimensions: overlapping geographical domains, similarity of product (ser-

vices and goods) portfolio, and the compatibility of organizations’ missions and principles. 

When the cooperation is operating, (t > t*) two kinds of transaction costs occur: coordina-

tion costs TCC accompanied by agency costs TCAG. The coordination costs are the costs of 

relationship management, and are influenced by the same factors as the negotiation costs. 

                                                 
67 In contrast with Beimborn (2006, p. 4) four instead of three influencing factors are identified. The organ-

izational neighbourhood is believed to be an influencing factor for the negotiation cost, since it includes the 
aspect of mission compatibility and therefore constitutes an essential argument within the negotiation proc-
ess for founding the cooperation. 
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The agency costs are mainly driven by the task complexity (monitoring becomes more dif-

ficult and expensive if the processes are complex), the competition between the coopera-

tion members and the established trust between them. 

The total decision function, which determines if a cooperation creates net benefits, is there-

fore: 

Equation 6: B
net 

total = B
OP

 + B
ST

 - TC
IF

 - TC
AD 

- TC
N 

- TC
C
 - TC

AG
 

But irrespective of the overall benefits of the cooperation, each (potential) actor – the ser-

vice provider as well as every separate customer - will evaluate its own decision function, 

which compares the individual operational and strategic benefits with the individual trans-

action costs. Only if the result promises a net benefit for the organization itself will it be 

willing to enter into the cooperation. 

3.4 Summary 

A basic service provider model is chosen for the in-depth discussion of the research ques-

tions in the following chapters. The model is characterized by its general objective of real-

izing cost, time and quality improvements through economies of scale and scope as well as 

process improvements possible through the consolidation of the logistics tasks of different 

humanitarian organizations. In this model, one organization takes on the "service provider" 

role, while others can participate as "customers". All of them together constitute the "coop-

eration". The participation of each player is voluntary and based on its individual decision 

function. Potential areas of cooperation are procurement, storage and transportation (up to 

the point of entry). 

From the broad range of coordination and cooperation theories, the theory of New Institu-

tional Economics is selected as main theoretical framework. Two of its sub-theories – 

Transaction Cost Economics and Agency Theory - form the basis for the following 

model discussion. While the strength of Transaction Cost Economics is analysis of the 

costs resulting from imperfect markets, the Agency Theory is able to explain information 

asymmetries within principal-agent relationships and suggest mechanisms and measures to 

overcome or reduce such asymmetries. For the discussion of potential cooperation benefits 

(first research sub-question), these theories are further supplemented by Production Cost 

Economics. The latter provides insights on economies of scale and scope as well as experi-

ence curve effects. In this way it can help to identify potential benefits to be gained from 

horizontal cooperation. 

Total and individual decision functions express the overall advantageousness of the co-
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operation as well as the cooperation willingness of individual organizations and stake-

holders. These functions incorporate potential net benefits and impediments linked to the 

cooperative approach. Propositions concerning the benefits and impediments are formu-

lated in the following chapter. 



 

4 Propositions on Benefits and Impediments 

The aim of this chapter is to develop propositions on the potential benefits of and impedi-

ments to the selected cooperation model. The propositions are based on different sources: 

insights from the central theories introduced in the previous chapter, cross-functional ex-

perience from existing research on horizontal logistics cooperation in the private sector, as 

well as reports on some real examples. As a deliberate decision, no insights from sources in 

the humanitarian sector are included at this point, to prevent any mingling with the findings 

gained from the case studies and additional interviews in Chapter 5. This chapter is struc-

tured as shown in Figure 18. For benefits as well as for impediments, propositions are for-

mulated on the basis of a preceding discussion. Finally, a summary of all propositions is 

given in Sub-chapter 4.3. 
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Figure 18: Structure of Chapter 4 

4.1 Discussion of Potential Benefits 

The propositions on potential benefits are based on an identification of potential types of 

benefits. The related evaluation attempts to consider all benefit-related costs so that the re-

sults and propositions refer to actual net benefits. The related transactional costs can only 

be identified in the context of this thesis, not measured. While the evaluation is predomi-

nantly of a qualitative nature, it considers not only operational but also strategic benefits. It 

is based on the concept of efficiency. According to this concept, an increase in efficiency 

through horizontal cooperation can be realized via a reduction of input factors (such as 

procurement, storage and transportation costs) or via an increase of output (e.g. service 

quality or flexibility). 

4.1.1 Identification of potential types of benefits  
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In the previous chapter, Production Cost Economics and its concepts of economies of scale 

and scope as well as the experience curve were introduced. Based on these concepts, poten-

tial synergies of horizontal cooperation can be discussed. Mitchell et al. (1992, p. 19) de-

fine synergies as follows: "(…) two (or more) dissimilar organizations have essentially 

pooled resources in an attempt to realize benefits not available to the parties individually". 

Transferred to the context of this thesis, this means that for the performance of relevant 

tasks such as procurement, storage and transportation, a cooperation of different humanitar-

ian organizations might need fewer input resources and/or generate better output than any 

individual organization would be able to do on its own. The objective of a horizontal coop-

eration between humanitarian organizations is therefore to realize these potential synergies. 

Each participant's expectation of receiving a net positive value from the coordination ef-

forts constitutes the driving force of any partnership formation (Parkhe 1993, p. 797). 

With the aid of a large-scale survey and in-depth follow-up interviews, Cruijssen et al. 

(2007) investigated the potential benefits of and impediments to horizontal cooperation be-

tween logistics service providers (LSPs) in Flanders, Belgium68. Based on insights from 

previous research carried out by other authors (e.g. Hennart (1988), Hamel et al. (1989), 

Ohmae (1989), Hagedoorn (1993), and Zineldin and Bredenlow (2003)) as well as observa-

tions in practice, Cruijssen et al. formulated two sets of propositions.69 The first set con-

cerns opportunities for horizontal coordination between LSPs, and is shown in Table 13.  

 

No. Propositions on opportunities 

CO-1 Horizontal cooperation increases the company's productivity for core activities, e.g.: decrease in 
empty hauling, better usage of storage facilities etc. 

CO-2 Horizontal cooperation reduces the costs of non-core activities, e.g.: organizing safety trainings, joint 
fuel facilities etc. 

CO-3 Horizontal cooperation reduces purchasing costs, e.g.: vehicles, on-board computers, fuel etc. 

CO-4 LSPs can specialize while at the same time broadening their services. 

CO-5 LSPs can offer better quality of service at lower costs, e.g. in terms of speed, frequency of deliveries, 
geographical coverage, reliability of delivery times etc. 

CO-6 Horizontal cooperation enables individual LSPs to tender with large shippers on larger contracts. 

CO-7 Horizontal cooperation helps to protect the company's market share. 

Table 13: Propositions on opportunities offered by horizontal cooperation (Cruijssen et al. 

2007, p. 132) 

                                                 
68 According to Cruijssen et al. (2007, p.140), Flanders, together with the Netherlands, is "the center of grav-

ity of logistics services in Europe, hosting the vast majority of European Distribution Centers". 
69 The "C" in all proposition designations identifies them as propositions formulated by Cruijssen et al., since 

new propositions for this thesis will be introduced later. 
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Survey and interview results revealed that the propositions on opportunities offered by a 

horizontal cooperation are quite strongly supported. LSPs believe that they can improve 

their profitability as well as their service quality through horizontal cooperation. Coopera-

tion on core activities is considered to be more promising in terms of cost-saving potential 

than cooperation on non-core activities – even if it requires the exchange of sensitive cus-

tomer information.  

The cooperation model describes the consolidation of separate steps in infrastructure instal-

lation and supply chains, from procurement through storage to transportation up to the 

point of entry. In order to judge the qualification of each of these steps for horizontal coop-

eration, in the following the contributions of net benefits are evaluated separately for each 

step.  

Operational benefits within procurement 

Cooperative procurement70 offers several opportunities. A significant proportion of the 

funds available for disaster relief operations is spent on purchasing disaster relief goods 

and operational equipment. Experts estimate this to be as high as 65% of the total amount 

of funds spent during disaster relief operations.71 This makes the purchasing cost an impor-

tant lever in cost reduction. Cooperative purchasing tries to consolidate purchasing volume 

so as to obtain better prices through quantity discounts (Bea 1992, p. 417; Dichtl 1994, p. 

156). Dyer and Singh (1998, pp. 666-667) suggest that the potential cost savings resulting 

from joint purchases are an important reason for companies to participate in a (network) 

partnership. At the same time, the bargaining power vis-à-vis suppliers can be improved, 

which might result in further advantages such as more favourable prices and/or better ser-

vice quality (Boutellier and Zagler 2000, p. 70). The last-mentioned may take the form of 

preferential treatment and prioritized supply of goods in the event of bottlenecks, or a will-

ingness to conclude long-term agreements. Besides the possible benefits already men-

tioned, Scheuing (1998, pp. 155-156) points out the potential advantages of greater protec-

tion against price increases as well as the possibility of obtaining other products at lower 

prices by a process of "piggybacking" them onto the joint purchases. In addition, he sees 

potential benefits for the suppliers in obtaining continuous business, valuable market in-

formation and useful quality advice, as well as assistance in cost reduction efforts. 

                                                 
70 Essig (2000, pp. 13-14) systemizes the most frequently used terms for horizontal procurement coopera-

tions. While he uses 'pooled purchasing' as a generic term, 'cooperative purchasing' refers to cooperation in 
the public sector. Due to similarities between the humanitarian sector and the public sector, this thesis will 
use the term 'cooperative procurement'.  

71 For a rough split of logistics costs, see Chapter 2.3.2. 
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A general prerequisite for including procurement activities in a horizontal cooperation is an 

overlap of the portfolio of goods to be purchased (Arnold 1998, p. 24).72 It might be neces-

sary to segment the product portfolio into products that can be managed and purchased by 

the cooperation, and others that remain within the responsibility of the individual organiza-

tions. A common framework for procurement product segmentation is shown in Figure 19.  
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Figure 19: Procurement product portfolio (based on Kraljic 1988, p. 486)  

The differentiation between procurement volume and risk of supply seems suitable in the 

context of disaster response logistics as well. It is the responsibility of the cooperating or-

ganizations to decide which of the products they wish to procure via the cooperation. The 

products with a high purchasing volume (key products and strategic products) lend them-

selves to cooperative procurement so that larger price discounts can be obtained. In the 

case of products with a high risk of supply (strategic products and products with con-

straints), the cooperation might be able to reduce the risks by means of intensive coopera-

tion with relevant suppliers. Information exchange in terms of forecasts and real order data 

might facilitate the supplier's planning processes (Chen et al. 2000). Procurement of prod-

ucts with low volume and low risk of supply might remain with the individual organiza-

tions, or could be outsourced to the cooperation or external service providers. Dubois and 

Pedersen (2002) point out that beyond the simplicity of a procurement product portfolio, 

procurement decisions and changes of existing buyer-supplier relationships must also give 

consideration to relationships and interdependencies e.g. with other products, production 

activities and supplier relationships. The same applies to any cooperative procurement de-

                                                 
72 Additional prerequisites for a qualified partner selection are a fundamental, strategic and cultural fit. These 

aspects are described in more detail by Arnold and Essig (1997, pp. 57-61) and are part of the consideration 
of potential impediments in Chapter 4.2.1. 
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cision. Resulting consequences for other products, services and relationships have to be 

evaluated.  

Smaller organizations, in particular, can benefit from cooperative procurement, as the co-

operation offers them access to a broader range of suppliers than they may be able to han-

dle on their own (Arnold 1998, pp. 16-17). This assumption is supported by the findings of 

Arnold and Essig (1997, pp. 107-111), who piloted a purchasing consortium of small and 

medium-sized businesses in Baden-Württemberg, Germany, and investigated its benefits. 

By means of an ex-post questionnaire completed by all participants, it was demonstrated 

that the total utility of the cooperation was assessed as clearly positive. Also, none of the 

companies reported a deterioration within any sub-category. Considered as main benefits 

were cost reductions achieved through an improvement of bargaining power, and market 

transparency with regard to products and suppliers. Global sourcing activities were ex-

tended notably. Significant benefits resulting from technology improvements73, or an opti-

mization of the range of products, could not be observed within the short project time-

frame of only 18 months, but are expected to emerge in the long run. 

According to the principles of economies of scale based on Production Cost Economics, it 

can be expected that cooperative procurement allows a reduction of administrative (fixed) 

costs. The output volume increases when the cooperation or a common service provider, 

instead of separate procurement departments in each organization, manages some or all of 

the order processes and supplier relationships. The extent of potential cost reduction de-

pends on the preferences of the individual organizations as regards giving up their own 

procurement activities: if they consider logistics as one of their core competencies, they 

will source more products independently, so as to retain the competence to carry out the 

relevant processes, while others might decide to outsource the whole procurement function. 

The cost related to cooperative procurement comprises the set-up and running cost of an 

administrative unit responsible for order processing and for supplier and "customer" man-

agement. It might be useful to install an IT system with interfaces to cooperation partici-

pants as well as suppliers, in order to facilitate fast, cheap order processing. 

A further advantage of collaborative procurement on the output side is an indirect stan-

dardization of products, packaging and, to some extent, labelling. These standards facilitate 

inter-organizational supply chain compatibility and are prerequisites for realizing synergies 

in the form of higher flexibility, as described in detail in the following section taking po-

tential synergies in storage as an example. 

                                                 
73 E.g. through early supplier involvement in research and development, or the introduction of new informa-

tion and communication systems. 
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Hendrick (1998, pp. 130-133) investigated purchasing consortia among Fortune 500 com-

panies in the United States and Canada. 131 enterprises in the manufacturing and service 

sectors responded to his survey questionnaire, of which 28 were at that point engaged in at 

least one purchasing consortium. The average purchasing volume through consortia was 

reported to be approx. USD 15 million. The savings amounted to roughly 13.5% of this to-

tal, giving an average annual saving for each member of approx. USD 2.3 million. This by 

far outweighed the reported average annual running cost of a consortium at approx. USD 

300,000. 

Examples of cooperative procurement between non-profit organizations can be found in 

various areas, such as hospitals, universities or other educational institutions. The follow-

ing case of Educational & Institutional Cooperative Purchasing (E&I) provides one exam-

ple, and gives information on the cooperation structure as well as the resulting benefits. 

 Educational & Institutional Cooperative Purchasing (E&I) 

"E&I Cooperative Purchasing is the not-for-profit buying cooperative established by mem-

bers of NAEP [National Assessment of Educational Progress] in 1934 to provide lower 

costs for higher education. E&I lowers the purchase price of goods and services by aggre-

gating the purchasing power of member institutions [like universities, schools and hospi-

tals] and streamlines (…) [their] supply chain process (…) – reducing time, complexity and 

total acquisition costs. (…) E&I maintains contracts with more than 80 suppliers in areas 

such as furniture, interior furnishings, computers and electronics, maintenance, food ser-

vice, office equipment and supplies, background investigations, and transportation and de-

livery services. The Cooperative is continually adding new suppliers, contracts and com-

modity groups to its offerings. (…). All of the Cooperative’s contracts are non-exclusive. 

(…)[The members] can choose to purchase from one or all of the contracts within the Co-

operative’s expansive portfolio." (E&I 2007a) 

"E&I leverages the purchasing power of more than 1,500 member institutions to signifi-

cantly reduce (…) [their] cost of acquisition and supply. The Cooperative lowers the cost 

of purchasing by: 

        -  Lowering the up front purchase price through aggregated purchasing power 

        - Optimizing the procurement process by creating contracts that comply with appli-
 cable procurement standards  

        - Reducing the total cost of acquisition by leveraging the knowledge and expertise of 
 members and supplier partners to establish best practices 

        - Providing additional financial benefits via distribution of patronage refunds" (E&I 
2007b) 
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These refunds are based upon a member's annual purchases. At the end of 2005 these re-

funds totalled more than USD 1.5 million, resulting from a total purchasing volume of 

nearly USD 500 million (E&I 2006). 

By streamlining the supply chain process, E&I reports benefits in the form of reduction of 

time, complexity, and costs. Streamlining of processes can affect not only individual tasks 

such as procurement, storage and transportation, but also the supply chain as a whole. In 

order to prevent duplication, this benefit is listed only within the procurement section, but 

applies to the others as well. Streamlining of processes can include measures like the in-

stallation of a 24/7 service hotline, or the development and implementation of standard 

procedures. Related costs include the set-up and running costs of those measures. 

Operational benefits within storage 

There are at least three potential sources of synergies in this area. The first may lie in the 

consolidation of storage facilities, equipment and personnel, and is based on the principles 

of economies of scale as contained in Production Cost Economics (Simchi-Levi et al. 2000, 

pp. 116-117). The extent of the synergies depends on the level of overlapping resources 

found before the consolidation. It will be greater if the participating organizations operate 

or plan to operate their own warehouses with the necessary workforce before the consolida-

tion takes place. Sunk costs might be generated if individual warehouses become obsolete 

due to the switch to the cooperative approach. The extent of the synergies might be smaller 

if the organizations use logistics service providers from whom they rent only the cubic-

metre space that they actually need, and who perform the entire stock management. But 

even here, potential savings exist through better prices and higher discounts based on a 

consolidation of the volumes of stocks required by the participating cooperation members. 

The second source of potential synergies is based on an extension of the warehouse net-

work (Simchi-Levi et al. 2000, pp. 116-117). A decentralized network with several re-

gional, instead of only one or two central warehouses helps to reduce the average distance 

from the warehouse to the delivery point. This can positively affect total transportation 

costs if less expensive transport modes can be used for supplies to the warehouses. In addi-

tion, the lead time for transport between warehouse and delivery point can be reduced sig-

nificantly. 

The third source of synergies lies in an inter-organizational stock exchange. The coopera-

tion can reduce its total stock level, or the lead times, by stock pooling (Simchi-Levi et al. 

2000, pp. 116-117). In addition, increasing stock turnover reduces the risk of waste caused 

by expiry of the use-by date. For the realization of this type of benefit, two prerequisites 



100    Disaster Relief Logistics: Benefits of and Impediments to Horizontal Cooperation 

 

have to be met: first, fulfilment of minimum standards for the stored products, and second, 

storage of stock in an unmarked form not showing its ownership (i.e. no logos or organiza-

tion-specific labelling). This non-marking of goods implements the principle of postpone-

ment, and is described for example by Simchi-Levi et al. (2000, pp. 181-184) or Swamina-

than and Lee (2003) . 

The cost of providing regional warehouses through a cooperation comprises the set-up cost 

as well as the annual running costs of facilities, equipment and staff. A high stock turnover 

reduces the average unit warehouse cost as well as the related capital cost. Reliable ware-

house management software is needed that is capable of logging and monitoring the stocks 

of the different organizations and creating sufficient transparency to enable and facilitate 

inter-organizational stock pooling. 

Operational benefits within transportation  

Sometimes transportation services are regarded as being included in the normal procure-

ment process. In this case, the same sources that support the generation of benefits within 

procurement can be activated. Economies of scale can also be realized within transporta-

tion, e.g. if larger transport volumes enable better prices or service conditions to be negoti-

ated.  

In the context of transportation logistics, "consolidation is the process of combining differ-

ent items, produced and used at different locations and different times, into single vehicle 

loads" (Hall 1987, p. 57). The aim is to reduce the transportation unit costs as well as the 

unit costs for issuing and receiving the goods (Bahrami 2003, p. 73) 74. A further distinc-

tion can be made between temporal and spatial consolidation (Bahrami 2003, p. 73). Tem-

poral consolidation can be realized when a certain transportation lot is achieved through 

the postponement or aggregation of shipments (Hall 1987, p. 63). Spatial consolidation can 

be realized by setting up transshipment (or consolidation) points, which help to decrease 

the number of relations between sending and receiving points. Bahrami (2003, pp. 74-78) 

further distinguishes between two spatial consolidation modes: route consolidation and 

shipment consolidation. The first attempts to consolidate shipments in order to minimize 

the distance, and with it the efficiency per kilometre (km). For instance, instead of choos-

ing nearly identical routes or destinations, the partners would exchange some of their 

freight at transshipment points and divide the approaches to destination points between 

them. Shipment consolidation, on the other hand, aims to maximize utilization of the ca-

                                                 
74 Bahrami (2003) focuses on horizontal cooperation between producers of short-dated consumer goods. The 

following considerations regarding transport synergies are based on his work.  
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pacity of the means of transport. The shipments of different suppliers or the contingency 

stock are aggregated at a transshipment point before being taken to the common destina-

tion. This allows the capacity utilization of the means of transport to be increased, resulting 

in lower fixed unit costs. 

Including transportation in a cooperative approach raises the set-up and running costs of 

the transportation (or procurement) department. In addition, the transportation streams have 

to be consolidated, which requires additional staff capacity. The set-up of a tracking system 

would require further investments, in return for trust building and active supply chain man-

agement through pipeline visibility. 

Strategic benefits regarding market position 

Cruijssen et al.'s (2007, pp. 131-132) seventh proposition links horizontal cooperation to an 

enhancement of the organizations' market power or competitive position. Further, they ob-

serve that a horizontal cooperation between LSPs enables individual LSPs to tender with 

large shippers on larger contracts. Cooperating organizations might join forces and align 

their activities and service offerings. Each organization focuses on its core competencies, 

where it might be able to realize further economies of scale. This might enable the coopera-

tion to cover the whole range of necessary services and present a full catalogue. Individual 

costs related to this step are the opportunity costs for services and activities removed from 

the service portfolio of individual organizations in return for concentration on others. 

Summary of potential benefits 

Table 14 summarizes the potential synergies and resulting types of benefit realizable 

through horizontal logistics cooperation. It further distinguishes between synergies relevant 

to cost, time, quality or market share. Synergies relating to cost are often easier to evaluate 

than the softer factors influencing time and quality aspects of services. The types of benefit 

are numbered from B-1 to B-13.  
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Tasks Potential Synergies Source 
Rele-
vance  

No. Potential Benefits Related Cost 

Consolidation of pur-
chasing volume and 
bargaining power 

Cruijssen et al. (2007), Bea 
(1992), Dichtl (1994), Dyer 
and Singh (1998), 
Boutellier and Zagler 
(2000), Scheuing (1998), 
Arnold and Essig (1997), 
Hendrick (1998), E&I 
(2006, ; 2007a, ; 2007b) 

Cost B-1 Price reduction/quantity discounts; improvement 
of service conditions (e.g. preferred treatment, 
long-term agreements, protection against price in-
creases, obtaining other products at lower prices 
by piggybacking them onto the joint purchases); 
for smaller organizations: access to a broader 
range of suppliers (e.g. global sourcing) 

Consolidation of ad-
ministrative tasks such 
as order processing and 
supplier relationship 
management 

Production Cost Economics Cost B-2 Reduction of administrative costs within procure-
ment 

Set-up and running cost 
of administrative unit for 
order processing and 
supplier and customer 
management 

Technology improve-
ments 

Arnold and Essig (1997) Cost/ 
Quality 

B-3 Cost reduction and quality improvement through 
early supplier involvement in research and devel-
opment; cost and time reduction through new in-
formation and communication system 

Investment cost for IT 
system with interfaces to 
customers as well as 
suppliers 

Indirect standardization 
of products, packaging 
and labelling 

(see storage) Time/ 
Quality 

B-4 Inter-organizational logistics compatibility (re-
quirement for stock pooling) 

None 

Procure
ment 

  

Streamlining of proc-
esses 

E&I (2006, ; 2007a, ; 
2007b) 

Time/ 
Cost 

B-5 Reduction of time, complexity and total acquisi-
tion cost 

Set-up and running cost 
of streamlining measures 

Consolidation of stor-
age facilities, equip-
ment and personnel 

Production Cost Economics, 
Simchi-Levi et al. (2000),  
 

Cost B-6 Reduction of facility and administrative cost 
within storage 

O
pe

ra
ti

on
al

 b
en

ef
it

s 

Storage 

Extension/ decentrali-
zation of warehouse 
network 

Simchi-Levi et al. (2000) 
 

Cost/ 
Time 

B-7 Cost and time savings through reduction of aver-
age distance from the warehouse to the destination 
and using cheaper transport modes for deliveries 
to the warehouse 

Set-up and running cost 
of facilities, equipment 
and staff. Investment cost 
of  warehouse manage-
ment software; sunk cost 
of existing individual 
warehouses, which be-
come obsolete 
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Tasks Potential Synergies Source 
Rele-
vance  

No. Potential Benefits Related Cost 

Increase of flexibility 
through stock exchange 

Simchi-Levi et al. (2000),  
Swaminathan and Lee 
(2003) 

Cost/ 
Time 
 

B-8 Cost savings through decrease of certain stock po-
sitions by stock pooling; cost savings through 
stock turnover before due date; time savings 
through better availability; prerequisite: minimum 
standards for stocks and postponement of stock 
labelling 

Cost of product stan-
dardization 

Consolidation of pur-
chasing volume and 
bargaining power  

Bahrami (2003), see pro-
curement 

Cost B-9 Price reduction/quantity discounts; obtainment of  
better service conditions 

Consolidation of ad-
ministrative tasks such 
as transport and sup-
plier management 

Production Cost Economics; 
see procurement 

Cost B-10 Reduction of administrative costs within transpor-
tation 

Increasing set-up and 
running cost of transpor-
tation (or procurement) 
department 

Trans-
porta-
tion 

Consolidation of ship-
ments  

Bahrami (2003) Cost B-11 Reduction of transportation unit cost as well as the 
unit costs of issuing and receiving the goods  

Additional staff capacity 
for managing and con-
solidating transportation 
streams; investment cost 
of a tracking system 

Enhancement of market 
power or competitive 
position 

Cruijssen et al. (2007) 
 

Market 
share 

B-12 Protection of market share None 

St
ra

te
gi

c 
be

ne
-

fi
ts

 

Market 
posi-
tion 

Activity alignment Cruijssen et al. (2007) 
 

Cost/ 
market 
share 

B-13 Cost reduction through concentration on core 
competencies;  better customer approach with full 
catalogue of services 

Opportunity cost of ser-
vices taken out of the in-
dividual service portfolio 

Table 14: Summary of potential synergies and resulting types of benefit



104    Disaster Relief Logistics: Benefits of and Impediments to Horizontal Cooperation 

 

4.1.2 Propositions on potential benefits 

Based on the qualitative discussion concerning potential types of benefit resulting from 

horizontal logistics cooperation, the following propositions on potential benefits are formu-

lated for horizontal logistics cooperation in the humanitarian sector.  

The first proposition states that: 

P-1:  The total potential benefits exceed the related and transactional costs and result in 

positive net benefits. 

The second proposition states that all potential synergies and types of benefit identified on 

the basis of existing research on horizontal cooperation and summarized in Table 14 are 

valid for the humanitarian sector as well. 

P-2:  Within horizontal logistics cooperation in the humanitarian sector, all synergies iden-

tified on the basis of existing research on horizontal cooperation (Table 14) exist and 

result – if realized – in the types of benefit indicated. 

Due to the frequency with which cost-reduction benefits based on volume consolidation are 

reported or predicted in the existing literature, the third proposition is formulated as fol-

lows: 

P-3:  Cost savings through volume consolidation in procurement, storage and transporta-

tion are among the main benefits. 

As discussed in Chapter 4.1.1 with regard to operational benefits in procurement, the size 

of an organization might play a significant role in determining the potential magnitude of 

individual and total net benefits. Other criteria such as the overlap of the product portfolio 

and the relationship between the individual organizations might also influence the extent of 

potential benefits. While the overlap of the product portfolio is given consideration through 

the additional interviews in Chapter 5.5, the relationship between cooperation partners is 

discussed in the context of impediments rooted both in cultural differences and in competi-

tion between humanitarian organizations. Proposition 4 concentrates on the influence of the 

organizations' size only, and states that: 

 P-4:  The size of an organization plays an essential role in determining the magnitude of 

individual and total net benefits. 

4.2 Discussion of Potential Impediments 
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Positive propositions on potential benefits call for a further investigation of existing im-

pediments. An understanding is needed as to why the humanitarian community has not yet 

realized these potential benefits. The formulation of propositions is again based on existing 

research contributions concerned with impediments and challenges to horizontal logistics 

cooperation. The claim of this thesis is not to identify every single circumstance contribut-

ing to a reserved or negative attitude towards inter-organizational cooperation, but to iden-

tify the main barriers and challenges. 

4.2.1 Identification of potential impediments 

The second set of propositions formulated by Cruijssen et al. indicates impediments to 

horizontal cooperation between LSPs, and is shown in Table 15. 

 
No. Propositions on Impediments 

CI-1 It is hard to find commensurable LSPs with whom it is possible to cooperate for (non-) core activi-
ties. 

CI-2 It is hard to find a reliable party that can coordinate the cooperation in such a way that all participants 
are satisfied. 

CI-3 It is hard for the partners to determine the benefits or operational savings due to horizontal coopera-
tion beforehand. 

CI-4 Partners find it hard to ensure a fair allocation of the shared workload in advance. 

CI-5 A fair allocation of benefits to all the partners is essential for a successful cooperation. 

CI-6 When a LSP cooperates with commensurable companies, it becomes harder to distinguish itself. 

CI-7 Over time, smaller companies in the partnership may lose clients or get pushed out of the market 
completely. 

CI-8 When benefits cannot be shared in a perceived fair way, the larger players will always benefit most. 

CI-9 Cooperation is greatly hampered by the required indispensable ICT investments. 

Table 15: Propositions on impediments to horizontal cooperation (Cruijssen et al. 2007, p. 

133) 

Like the propositions on opportunities, the propositions on impediments are also quite 

strongly supported by survey and interview results. The respondents consider the necessary 

construction of a fair allocation mechanism for the attained savings (CI-5) and the chal-

lenge of finding a reliable party that can coordinate the partnership in such a way that all 

participants are satisfied (CI-2) as the most important impediments to cooperation. It must 

be noted that the impediments to cooperation that currently non-cooperating LSPs expect 

to arise prove to be actually experienced by cooperating LSPs. 

These impediments applying to cooperation between LSPs seem very valuable for the re-

search on potential impediments in the context of this thesis. The propositions will there-
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fore be reviewed in the following with regard to their relevance for the humanitarian sec-

tor.75 They will be supplemented by observations and results of other research on horizon-

tal cooperation, with the addition of insights from the selected theories. In the manner of 

Cruijssen et al., the impediments are divided into five areas: strategic fit, partner selection, 

determining and dividing the gains, unequal negotiation positions for partners, and techni-

cal preconditions. 

Strategic fit 

Companies and organizations in general, but those that consider logistics as their core 

competency in particular76, fear becoming dependent on the services and skills of others 

(Razzaque and Cheng 1998, p. 96; Herrmann 2004, p. 9). Internal capabilities, for example 

concerning management of the procurement processes or valuable supplier contacts, might 

be lost. The organization is then dependent on the reliability of the cooperation. Principal-

agent problems will occur, with the participants in the role of the principal and the coordi-

nating body in that of the agent. If a participating organization is not able to deliver the re-

quired good (as well as the organization could do on its own), the organization's reputation 

will be at risk. In addition, there seems to be no guarantee of the cooperation's continued 

existence. The first potential impediment is therefore: 

I-1: Organizations consider logistics as a core competency and are therefore reluctant to 

become dependent on others. 

The organizational culture of different organizations, and general mistrust, might hamper 

close cooperation (Logan 2000, p. 21; Beimborn 2007, p. 52).77 Many cooperation initia-

tives are suspected to have failed due to cultural and personal differences or misunder-

standings. 

I-2:  Cultural differences and mistrust can hamper the implementation and maintenance of 

cooperation initiatives. 

With regard to LSPs, Cruijssen et al. state that: "When an LSP cooperates with commensu-

rable companies, it finds it harder to distinguish itself". This impediment might also be 

                                                 
75 In the following reference will be made to Cruijssen et al. (2007) without mentioning the year or page of 

reference. In each case the relevant pages are within the range pp. 130-133. 
76 Sometimes it is only the logistics department of an organization that considers logistics as one of the or-

ganization's core competencies. Nevertheless, if this is the unit that takes or influences any logistics coop-
eration decisions, it represents the whole organization.  

77 Logan (2000) refers to outsourcing relationships between transportation providers and customers. Since the 
selected cooperation model of this thesis also incorporates a service provider – customer relationship, the 
citation of Logan to support this impediment is considered appropriate by the author of this thesis. 
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relevant for inter-organizational cooperation, and therefore constitutes the third proposi-

tion: 

I-3:  When an organization cooperates with commensurable organizations, it finds it 

harder to distinguish itself. 

Partner selection 

A further impediment according to Cruijssen et al., "It is hard to find a reliable party that 

can coordinate the cooperation in such a way that all participants are satisfied", seems to be 

transferable as well: 

I-4:  It is hard to find a reliable party that can coordinate the cooperation in such a way 

that all participants are satisfied. 

In addition, Cruijssen et al. state: "It is hard to find commensurable LSPs with whom it is 

possible to cooperate for (non-)core activities". They argue that it is hard to determine and 

then analyze the strategic and organizational capabilities as well as the reliability of poten-

tial partners. The problem of partner selection is also highlighted by several other sources, 

such as Erdmann (1999, p. 53) and Essig (1999, pp. 129-131). It is assumed that there is a 

causal connection between the suitability of the partners and the extent of potential syner-

gies.78 This hurdle is likely to exist within the humanitarian sector. Questions such as 

"How can the coordinating organization evaluate whether an organization provides the 

necessary requirements for entering the cooperation, and what are these requirements?" as 

well as "What do the cooperation partners themselves need to disclose in order to convince 

others to take part in the cooperation?" have to be answered. A potential further impedi-

ment is therefore: 

I-5:  It is hard to determine and find commensurable organizations with which it is possi-

ble to form a horizontal cooperation. 

The degree of competition between participants within a horizontal cooperation can have a 

major influence on the realization of potential benefits. Bahrami (2003, pp. 59-61, 113-

114) points out that horizontal cooperations between non-competing partners are to be pre-

ferred to competitive ones. If competing partners cooperate with respect to logistics, they 

cannot use this factor as a competitive advantage in their communication with customers 

and the general public. In addition, a resulting reluctance to share information and planning 

                                                 
78 This statement is backed up by the empirical findings of Stahl (1995, pp. 48-49), who investigated horizon-

tal cooperation between logistics service providers. The suitability of partners is characterized by the homo-
geneity regarding the logistical requirements of the goods that have to be transported. 
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data will hamper system adaptations and the obtainment of benefits from consolidation and 

joint planning. The process of trust building will be slower and more difficult. As a result, 

the general survivability of the cooperation might be threatened. 

 I-6: Competition between organizations hampers the willingness to enter and stay in an 

inter-organizational logistics cooperation. 

Determining and dividing the gains 

Cruijssen et al. put up three propositions in this area: "It is hard for the partners to deter-

mine the benefits or operational savings due to horizontal cooperation beforehand", "Part-

ners find it hard to ensure a fair allocation of the shared workload in advance" and "A fair 

allocation of benefits to all the partners is essential for a successful cooperation". In addi-

tion, Essig (1999, pp. 159-163) and Bahrami (2003, pp. 7-8) emphasize that organizations 

will only be motivated to enter and remain in a horizontal cooperation if they expect and 

realize a positive individual net benefit. All impediments seem relevant for the selected co-

operation model, but need the following modifications: firstly, the determination of bene-

fits seems to be difficult before as well as during the cooperation, since a current compari-

son of benefits with and without the cooperation will be necessary. Further authors high-

lighting the difficulty of identifying cooperation benefits are, for example, Arnold (1998, 

pp. 47-52) and Bahrami (2003, pp. 7-8). The second proposition is adapted, since coopera-

tion models exist in which one partner takes on most of the workload in exchange for a cer-

tain compensation. Since the compensation (e.g. service fees) can be interpreted as distrib-

uted benefits, the second and third propositions can be merged. Only a fair distribution of 

benefits will be accepted by the cooperation members. The fourth impediment identified by 

Essig and Bahrami is also retained. The resulting impediments are therefore: 

I-7:  It is hard to determine the benefits or operational savings before and during the hori-

zontal cooperation.  

I-8: Partners find it hard to ensure a fair allocation of benefits. 

I-9: Organizations will only be motivated to enter and remain with a horizontal coopera-

tion if they expect and realize a positive individual net benefit. 

Unequal negotiation positions of partners 

The propositions in this area deal with potential conflicts due to asymmetrical negotiation 

positions of the partners. Cruijssen et al. are convinced that "When benefits cannot be 

shared in a perceived fair way, the larger players will always benefit most". This constitutes 
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the tenth impediment: 

I-10:  When benefits cannot be shared in a perceived fair way, the larger players will al-

ways benefit most. 

A further proposition formulated by Cruijssen et al. states that: "Over time smaller compa-

nies in the partnership may lose clients or get pushed out of the market completely". It has 

to be noted that there is no common understanding in the humanitarian sector of who 

should be regarded as the 'clients' of a humanitarian organization: the beneficiaries, the do-

nors, or both.79 However, in the context of the above proposition, the only reasonable in-

terpretation is that 'clients' signifies 'donors'. Since 'market share' is interpreted as 'share of 

donations', the threat of 'getting pushed out of the market' or 'losing clients' has to be trans-

lated as the problem of decreasing donations. This impediment is therefore retained, and 

reads as follows: 

I-11:  Over time, smaller organizations in the partnership may lose client support or get 

 pushed out of the market completely. 

Technical preconditions 

Cruijssen et al. indicate that "Cooperation is greatly hampered by the required indispensa-

ble information and communication technology (ICT) investments". They justify this 

proposition by the fact that the majority of logistics companies are small and medium-sized 

enterprises that tend to lag behind in the implementation of ICT systems. In addition, they 

state, on the basis of their pilot interviews, that ICT is mainly a challenge for cooperations 

on a medium-intensity level. While low-intensity initiatives normally do not require special 

ICT investments, high-intensity initiatives calculate with enough cooperation benefits to 

pay back the specific ICT investments. As an additional aspect, experts in the German 

banking industry complain of proprietary IT systems that hinder any outsourcing of busi-

ness processes to external service providers (Herrmann 2004, pp. 9-10). Since some kind of 

ICT system is necessary to connect the cooperation partners, the impediment formulated by 

Cruijssen et al. is retained without alteration: 

I-12:   Cooperation is greatly hampered by the required indispensable ICT investments. 

Beimborn (2006) investigates cooperative sourcing in the banking industry. Based on 

                                                 
79 This became obvious in the course of the open and extensive discussions on this topic at the Summer 

School on Managing Humanitarian Services in Lugano (26.-29.08.2007) as well as a Workshop held by the 
HUMLOG Group on Performance Measurement in Helsinki (14.12.2007). Heigh et al. (2007) discuss how 
different views of the donor role influence the flows in a simple value chain model. 
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Herrmann (2004), he identifies a lack of standardization (in the IT landscape) as an inhibi-

tor for business process outsourcing to a service provider (in a similar way to the model 

used in this thesis). A lack of standards makes it difficult to harmonize and bundle proc-

esses for different customers. At the same time, the outsourcing process itself "could be-

come the driver for standardization, modularization and flexibilisation" (Beimborn 2006, p. 

2).  Lacking standardization of products and processes will in the same way hamper coop-

eration and consolidation in other areas of logistics. The last impediment is therefore: 

I-13: Lacking logistics standards complicate any cooperation and harmonization efforts 

between organizations. 

Summary of potential impediments 

Table 16 summarizes the potential impediments and supporting sources as discussed 

above. 

 
Cate-
gory 

No. Potential Impediments Source 

I-1 Organizations consider logistics as a core competency and are 
therefore reluctant to become dependent on others. 

Razzaque and Cheng  
(1998), Herrmann 
(2004), Agency Theory 

I-2 Cultural differences and mistrust can hamper the implementation 
and maintenance of cooperation initiatives. 

Logan (2000), Beim-
born (2007) 
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I-3 When an organization cooperates with commensurable organiza-
tions, it finds it harder to distinguish itself. 

Cruijssen et al. (2007) 

I-4 It is hard to find a reliable party that can coordinate the coopera-
tion in such a way that all participants are satisfied. 

Cruijssen et al. (2007) 

I-5 It is hard to determine and find commensurable organizations with 
which it is possible to form a horizontal cooperation. 

Cruijssen et al. (2007), 
Erdmann (1999), Essig 
(1999) 
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I-6 Competition between organizations hampers the willingness to en-
ter and stay in an inter-organizational logistics cooperation. 

Bahrami (2003) 

I-7 It is hard to determine the benefits or operational savings before 
and during the horizontal cooperation. 

Cruijssen et al. (2007), 
Arnold (1998), 
Bahrami (2003) 

I-8 Partners find it hard to ensure a fair allocation of benefits. 

 

Cruijssen et al. (2007) 
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I-9 Organizations will only be motivated to enter and remain with a 
horizontal cooperation if they expect and realize a positive indi-
vidual net benefit. 

Bahrami (2003),  Essig 
(1999) 

I-10 When benefits cannot be shared in a perceived fair way, the larger 
players will always benefit most. 

Cruijssen et al. (2007) 
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I-11 Over time, smaller organizations in the partnership may lose client 
support or get pushed out of the market completely. 

Cruijssen et al. (2007), 
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I-12 Cooperation is greatly hampered by the required indispensable 
ICT investments. 
 

Cruijssen et al. (2007), 
Herrmann (2004) 
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I-13 Lacking logistics standards complicate any cooperation and har-
monization efforts between organizations. 
 

Beimborn (2006), 
Herrmann (2004) 

Table 16: Overview of potential impediments 

4.2.2 Propositions on potential impediments 

The first proposition on potential impediments states that:  

P-5:  The identified impediments based on existing research on horizontal cooperation 

(Table 16) constitute the central reasons why some humanitarian organizations are re-

luctant to participate in logistics cooperation. 

The findings of Cruijssen et al. (2007, pp. 140-141) indicate that some of the impediments 

in the categories 'partner selection' and 'determining and dividing the gains' are more severe 

or critical than others. The second proposition in this area therefore states that: 

P-6:  Some of the impediments - especially in the categories 'partner selection' and 'deter-

mining and dividing the gains' - are more severe than others. 

Christoffersen et al. (2007, pp. 311-313) point out that "the cost of producing the same 

good often differs substantially for public and private producers" (2007, p. 311).80 They 

explain the cost differential of approx. 30% between public and private production by dif-

ferences in the ability and drive to exploit economies of scale. As an additional reason for 

the difference, private producers are considered to be much more eager to determine and 

control the costs, since the residual makes up their profit. The competition theory adds the 

observation that monopolists' production costs are higher than in the case of cost-

minimizing solutions. The seventh proposition therefore states that: 

P-7:  It is difficult for public organizations taking the role of a service provider to operate 

as efficiently and effectively as commercial service providers are able to do. 

 

                                                 
80 Christoffersen et al. (2007) investigate these effects in the simple case of the cleaning of Danish schools. 

They distinguish between decentralized public, centralized public and private forms of organization. They 
find that for larger schools, centralization reduces costs on average by 5%, while a cost reduction of 30% 
results from privatization. 
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4.3 Summary of Propositions 

Table 17 summarizes the propositions on potential benefits and impediments. They are 

tested by the case studies and interviews presented in the following chapter, whereby the 

case studies follow their own structure, so as to present the empirical findings in an order 

adapted to management practice. Nevertheless, they give consideration, wherever possible, 

to all issues discussed in this chapter. 

 

 No. Proposition 

P-1 

 

The total potential benefits exceed the related and transactional costs 
and result in positive net benefits. 

P-2 Within horizontal logistics cooperation in the humanitarian sector, all 
synergies identified on the basis of existing research on horizontal co-
operation (Table 14) exist and result – if realized – in the types of 
benefit indicated. 

P-3 Cost savings through volume consolidation in procurement, storage 
and transportation are among the main benefits. 

Benefits 

P-4 The size of an organization plays an essential role in determining the 
magnitude of individual and total net benefits. 

P-5 The identified impediments based on existing research on horizontal 
cooperation (Table 16) constitute the central reasons why some hu-
manitarian organizations are reluctant to participate in logistics coop-
eration. 

P-6 Some of the impediments - especially in the categories 'partner selec-
tion' and 'determining and dividing the gains' - are more severe than 
others. 

Impedi-
ments 

P-7 It is difficult for public organizations taking the role of a service pro-
vider to operate as efficiently and effectively as commercial service 
providers are able to do. 

Table 17: Summary of proposition



 

5 Case Studies on Horizontal Logistics Cooperation among 
Humanitarian Organizations 

As explained in the Introduction, a case study approach is chosen to test and evaluate the 

propositions and to provide insights into existing inter-organizational cooperation practice. 

Research showed that no case studies on horizontal logistics cooperation during the disas-

ter preparedness phase are available. This gap will be closed by the cases and additional in-

terviews described below. 

5.1 Selection and Structure of Cases 

Eisenhardt points out that "random [case] selection is neither necessary, nor even prefer-

able" (Eisenhardt 1989b, p. 537). The number of cases that can be studied in the course of a 

research project is normally limited. For this reason, Pettigrew (1990, pp. 274-276) prefers 

to focus on cases representing extreme or polar types, which display the object of interest 

in a transparent and observable way. As a "general tactical recommendation" he suggests 

choosing cases on the basis of an evaluation of their accessibility. Stake (1995, p. 6) em-

phasizes the importance of balance and variety for the case selection but primarily the op-

portunity to learn. These advices are heeded by this thesis. The selection of case studies and 

interview partners is guided by the aim of identifying patterns and schemes for successful 

inter-organizational cooperation initiatives as well as existing difficulties and impediments. 

In this process, the fundamental comparability of the organizations' cooperation concepts 

with at least some parts of the selected cooperation model was a predominant selection cri-

terion. All selected cases represent horizontal logistics cooperation initiatives set up by ma-

jor humanitarian or donor organizations involved in either the execution or the funding of 

international disaster relief operations. The inter-organizational cooperation concepts of 

these entities are based on a service provider approach initiated at similar points in time, 

and incorporating the interaction of more than two organizations or "family members" in 

the area of logistics (e.g. procurement, storage and/or transportation of goods up to the 

point of entry). The case reports follow their own structures and provide additional infor-

mation on the situational background, the design, and the future prospects of the coopera-

tion initiative. The following seven sections can be found in each case report: 1. 

Organization profile and situational background, 2. Supply chain design, 3. Roles and ser-

vice offers, 4. Areas and instruments of cooperation, 5. Benefits and incentives, 6. 

Impediments and risks, and 7. Future prospects. 

However, due to a lack of current performance data, the actual unit of analysis is the per-

ception of benefits and impediments linked to the cooperation initiative from the point of 
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view of different stakeholders, e.g. donors, service providers, and current or potential cus-

tomers. This unit of analysis forms the basis for a cross-case analysis in Chapter 6. 

While comparability is enhanced through the selection of similar cooperation set-ups, the 

differences between the concepts and the driving actors (humanitarian organizations and 

donors), but also the varying perspectives within the group of humanitarian organizations 

(UN, Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, NGOs) create the necessary differentiation 

and variety for data triangulation. 

The measures to address the postulation of research validity, reliability and trustworthiness 

have already been described in Chapter 1.4.2. A variety of sources for and methods of 

gathering data were employed, e.g. presentations, company websites, published articles, in-

terviews, internal documents, questionnaires, and direct or indirect observation. Unques-

tionably, interviews served as the main and most essential source of information. Conduct-

ing of the semi-structured interviews was supported through use of an interview guideline 

configured with the help of previously experienced presentations, document analyses, and 

preparatory talks (see Appendix A). The interview guideline was adapted slightly in the 

course of the research on the basis of successively gained insights. It therefore forms part of 

one of the abductive research slopes described in the Introduction. The interviewees gener-

ally held the following positions: initiator or head of the cooperation initiative, procure-

ment officer, logistics officer, warehouse manager, and (potential) custom-

ers/participants/users of the cooperation. Appendix E provides a list of all direct and indi-

rect81 interview partners. 

The analyzed internal documents range from annual reports and internal evaluations 

through procurement orders received, inventory lists and supply agreements to internal 

presentations and documents providing important information on historic decisions and the 

handling of customer relations. All collected documents are kept in a systematic case study 

database. 

Finally, visits to the organizations' head offices and regional units offered access to further 

important information and additional interview opportunities. These visits let to compre-

hensive insights into the daily operational practice and the degree of implementation of the 

cooperation initiatives.  

Information gained from additional interviews helps to support and/or challenge insights 

resulting from the three case studies, and contributes to the proposition review in Chapter 

                                                 
81 Insights from additional interviews with the IFRC, conducted and taped by Marianne Jahre, Associate Pro-

fessor of BI Norwegian School of Management, Oslo, are used for the case studies. 
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6. Supplementary interviews were conducted with representatives from a number of hu-

manitarian organizations and initiatives such as World Vision, Oxfam, UNICEF or "Aktion 

Deutschland hilft". Relevant arguments from these interviews are inserted directly into the 

discussion in Chapter 6. In addition, an extract from the relevant results of interviews with 

a group of Austrian NGOs is presented in Chapter 5.5. These were conducted by Jörg 

Fortner in the context of his diploma thesis (Fortner 2006). The "employment" of different 

interviewers contributes to the principle of "investigator triangulation" suggested by Patton 

(1987) in order to improve the quality of research methods.  

5.2 The UNHRD Network of WFP 

The following case consists of information gained during the course of a visit to the 

UNHRD coordination office in Brindisi in Italy; insights from interviews with users; and 

some "critical opinions" heard during conferences or on other occasions. The main data 

collection took place between October 2007 and April 2008. 

5.2.1 Organization profile and situational background 

Today's United Nations Humanitarian Response Depot (UNHRD) network goes back to a 

pre-positioned stock of non-food items established by the UN Disaster Relief Office 

(UNDRO), a predecessor organization of OCHA82, and funded by the Italian Government, 

in 1984. In 1994, WHO and WFP were invited to pre-position some of their stocks (such as 

medicine kits and food items) in the Pisa warehouse as well. In 2000, when it was decided 

that OCHA should discontinue its own operations, and concentrate instead on the coordina-

tion of humanitarian organizations, the Pisa warehouse was closed. The stock was moved 

to a new warehouse at Brindisi military airport. Management of the common stocks was 

taken over by WFP, while the Italian government continued to fund the warehouse facili-

ties.  

The experience gained from a chain of major crises taking place since 2000, such as the 

Darfur genocide, Pakistan earthquake, and especially the Tsunami in 2004, showed that a 

shortage of supplies, and in particular of air cargo, can inflate prices tremendously. Simple 

calculations showed that a shortening of flight times, e.g. from the 24 to 36 hours needed to 

fly from Europe to destinations such as East Indonesia down to 1 to 2 hours for flights de-

parting from regional hubs around the world, might result in cost savings of between USD 

                                                 
82 UNDRO was later changed to the Department of Humanitarian Affairs (DHA), which was reorganized into 

the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) in 1998. 
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150,000 and USD 200,000 per flight.83 The annual running cost of a regional warehouse, at 

approx.  USD 0.5 to USD 1 million, might easily be recouped in the course of only one ma-

jor emergency requiring several plane loads of relief items and operations support equip-

ment. Furthermore, operating from a hub located close to the affected area means that the 

response time can be drastically reduced. This was the major driving factor when the idea 

of a global humanitarian response depot network was born. The objective of setting up a 

fast-responding (i.e. within 24/48 hours), cost-efficient depot network that supports the 

emergency response efforts of not only WFP but of all UN, international, governmental and 

non-governmental organizations if required, was formulated and stated within a mandate. 

The common response capacity for non-food items should cover the immediate needs 

(within the first four weeks of the disaster) of 4 emergencies (3 large-scale emergencies 

with around 1 million beneficiaries each) at any given time. Since WFP counts logistics as 

one of its core competencies, it felt well-equipped to undertake the role of a service pro-

vider for UN agencies and other humanitarian organizations. 

Set-up of the UNHRD network was begun in 2006, and full operability is expected by the 

spring of 2009. The network is defined as a logistics tool of WFP which is available for use 

by the whole humanitarian community. The coordination office is located at the depot in 

Brindisi. Four further depots are established or under development in Dubai (United Arab 

Emirates), Subang (Malaysia), Panama City (Panama) and Accra (Ghana). The total annual 

budget for running the network should not exceed USD 5 million. Besides standard ser-

vices in the context of warehousing, specific services such as procurement and transporta-

tion management are also offered. The services apply to certain products within the two 

categories "Programme Support Stocks", consisting of relief supplies, and "Operation Sup-

port Equipment", comprising items such as prefabricated office and living accommoda-

tions. Table 18 summarizes the key data of the network. 

 
Mandate • 24/48 hours emergency response 

• To support WFP in meeting its corporate goal of being pre-
pared to respond to 3 large-scale emergencies at any given 
time 

• To support the emergency response efforts  of UN, Interna-
tional, Governmental and Non-Governmental Organizations 

Location of coordination office Brindisi, Italy 

                                                 
83 The flight hours indicated are one-way only, while costs are based on return flights. The duration of cargo 

flights may be extended by necessary refueling stops. During the Tsunami relief operation, WFP found in 
one instance that the cost of a flight from Brindisi to South East Asia was over USD 200,000, while a flight 
from Kuala Lumpur to Banda Ache cost only USD 30,000 to 50,000. 
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Number of depots/total capacity in m2 5 / 25,000 m2 covered space + 25,000 m2 open space 

Current number of authorized users 20 84 

Number of employees 30 

Total annual budget Max. USD 5 m 

Services Standard Services (free of charge)  

Specific Services (at cost + 4.5 % Management Recovery Cost) 

Stored products Programme Support Stocks 

Operation Support Equipment 

Table 18: Summary of UNHRD key data  

5.2.2 Supply chain design 

The objective of being able to supply necessary relief items and equipment to three large-

scale emergencies, with 1 million beneficiaries each, immediately85 and at any given time, 

derives from basic need calculations taken from the World Bank Global Risk study (for 

natural disasters), the Global Conflict Index (for man-made disasters) and the UNDP Hu-

man Development Index. The total estimated demand was further broken down according 

to regions and their specific needs. 

The network locations were chosen on the basis of the following aspects:  

• The number and distribution of depot locations must allow a response to any poten-

tial disaster area (point of entry) within 48 hours.  

• The availability of already existing warehouses run by WFP or other partners 

• Disaster safety and low political risks  

• Cost of fuel, airport handling fees and warehousing 

• Support offered by the hosting government, e.g. funding of investment cost, run-

ning cost or other one-time donations 

The result was a selection of depot locations in Italy, the United Arab Emirates, Malaysia, 

Panama and Ghana, as shown in Figure 20. 

                                                 
84 As at 31.12.2007. 
85 Especially within the first four weeks of any disaster. 
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Figure 20: Depot locations of UNHRD network86 

All warehouse facilities share some common characteristics. They are located on airport 

premises and close to the nearest seaport. They each have at least 5,000 m2 of closed and 

open storage, as well as the facilities for cold-chain storage and kitting. In addition, training 

facilities are available. All depots are twenty-four-seven operational. A flexible staffing 

structure, due to the employment of additional temporary staff, assures the coverage of 

peak times during on-going disaster operations, and enables the targeted response time to 

be achieved. The same sets of Standard Operating Procedures and Technical Agreements 

are employed as a basis for interaction with authorized users. This means that only one user 

registration is necessary to permit the use of all depots within the network.  

The coordination office in Brindisi performs all administrative and finance-related tasks, as 

well as network coordination and procurement when requested as special services by users. 

Only small procurement orders are handled by the other HRDs.  

Network implementation had not yet been completed by October 2007, and therefore 

lagged behind the plan. While the depots in Brindisi and Dubai were fully operational by 

then, in Accra a TNT warehouse and in Panama City a UPS warehouse were being shared 

as a transitional solution while the construction work on the organizations' own warehouses 

within international airport premises continued. The warehouse in Subang was not yet op-

erational due to delays in concluding the contract with the Malaysian government. Full op-

erability at all depots is expected to be given by mid-2008. 

The supply chain design for each depot is the same, and is outlined in Figure 21. 

                                                 
86 Retrieved from www.unhrd.org, 05.10.2007, 11:28 am. 
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Figure 21: Supply chain design for each Humanitarian Resource Depot  

During the preparation phase before a disaster takes place, supplies are shipped by interna-

tional and regional suppliers to the Humanitarian Response Depot (HRD), to fill up both 

the participating organizations' own stocks and 'white stocks', and so maintain the individ-

ual target levels of physical capacity. 'White stocks' are contingency stocks which belong to 

the supplier, but are already located at the client's site. Ownership of these goods is not 

transferred, and payment does not become due, until a disaster occurs and a user of the 

HRD removes some of the items. The supplier then replenishes the stock up to the agreed 

level. The advantage for the supplier is that it can store its products free of charge, while 

the users of the UNHRD benefit from the physical availability of emergency stocks which 

they are not required to pay for in advance. The last-mentioned aspect is especially impor-

tant, due to the commonly-encountered circumstance of limited availability of funding in 

the forefront of any disaster. In addition to the physical stock kept at the HRD, Long Term 

Agreements (LTAs) with selected suppliers define basic terms and conditions such as 

prices (EXW87), quality, packaging and labeling, delivery time, production capacity and 

                                                 
87 EXW = ex works; International Commercial Term (INCOTERMS) for the situation in which the seller 

makes the good available at its premises. 
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penalty fees. The capacity secured through LTAs is termed 'virtual stock'.88 LTAs are nor-

mally concluded with not just one supplier of a specific item, but with two to three, so as to 

minimize dependency on their delivery reliability. 

During the preparation phase, without the general time pressure typical in the case of on-

going disaster operations, the supplies can be shipped to the HRDs by low-cost transport 

modes such as ship or truck. Generally speaking, these are much cheaper than airfreight, 

especially in emergencies. In addition, cost-saving replenishment policies, such as post-

ponement of delivery until full transport loads can be shipped, are employed during this 

phase. Because of the worldwide distribution of HRDs, the distance between the point of 

entry to the disaster-affected area and the nearest HRD is already substantially reduced. 

During the first response phase of an operation, the remaining distance will generally be 

covered by air, to save valuable time. Since the distances are shorter, the cost of the air-

freight can be significantly lowered. UNHRD users can also use the UN Humanitarian Air 

Services. One IL-76 aircraft is positioned directly at the HRD in Brindisi to act as a shuttle 

between Europe and affected countries. Freight consolidation at the HRD or other external 

consolidation points helps to further reduce the average transportation cost, through 

economies of scale and improved efficiency due to better weight-volume balances. Some 

of the suppliers deliver the supplies requested from the 'virtual stocks' directly to these con-

solidation points, or to an agreed staging area, others directly to the point of entry. A stag-

ing area will be set up close to the point of entry in the event that this is, or is in danger of 

becoming congested. In this case, the supplies are stored temporarily at the established 

staging area and forwarded to the disaster-affected area via the point of entry or alternative 

routes only on concrete request issued by the field staff.  

The lead time for the delivery of physical stocks from the HRD to the point of entry (or the 

staging area) is claimed to be less than 48 hours upon official request issued by any user. 

The lead time with respect to the virtual stock depends on the individual terms agreed in 

the LTAs. 

5.2.3 Roles and service offers 

Within the UNHRD network, WFP acts as service provider for the humanitarian commu-

nity on a non-profit basis. Other humanitarian organizations, including UN, international, 

governmental and non-governmental organizations, can register as "authorized users". To 

                                                 
88 For example, a tent supplier can guarantee in the LTA to be able to deliver up to 200 tents of a specific 

kind within 7 working days of acceptance of the purchase order (EXW), and further batches of up to 500 
tents within 5 weeks. 
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do so, they need to accept and sign a Technical Agreement (TA) and the Standard Operat-

ing Procedures (SOP), which are valid for all HRDs and authorize use of any of them as 

and when required. At the end of 2007, only one year after the set-up took place with 5 us-

ers, the UNHRD had 20 registered users. An overview of these is provided in Table 19. 

 
-  World Health Organization (WHO) -  Mercy Corps USA 

-  Office for the Coordination of Humanitar-
ian Affairs (OCHA) 

-  International Rescue Committee 

-  World Food Programme (WFP) -  World Vision International  

-  Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)  -  InterSOS 

-  UN Joint Logistics Centre (UNJLC) -  Solidarity 
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-  UN Development Programme (UNDP) -  Norwegian Church Aid 

-  Italian Cooperation -  GOAL Ireland 

-  Irish Aid -  Care International  

-  Swedish Rescue Services Agency  -  Catholic Relief Services  
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-  Islamic Relief World-wide 

Table 19: Registered users of the UNHRD as of 31.12.200789 

UNHCR joined the network in early 2008, and further potential users are holding talks with 

the network coordination office. 

The UNHRD offers two kinds of services: standard services and specific services. Standard 

services are offered free of charge and "ensure the 'routine' management of a stock from the 

point of receipt at the HRD and during the period of storage at the HRD" (UNHRD 2008a, 

Annex 2). The standard services are listed and described in Table 20. 

 

Standard services Description (UNHRD 2008b) 

Receipt of stock "Receive and handle with due care (…) supplies and equipment (…) des-
ignated for storage within the HRD Network by user, in each of the single 
HRD." 

Inspection of stock "Ensure that the user supplies and equipment are inspected and conformed 
to the transport documentation, are stored appropriately and prepared for 
dispatch from the HRD Network on behalf of the user." 

Storage "Provide the cubic metres of warehouse storage space within each of the 
HRD indicated in (…) [the Technical Agreement]."  

Identify suitable packaging "Support user in identifying suitable packaging and labelling for its sup-
plies and equipment with a view to standardisation of goods." 

                                                 
89 Information retrieved from http://www.unhrd.org/highlights.asp?idh=20080102150001, 30.04.2008, 01:06 

pm. 
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Ordinary maintenance Conduct physical count, check and provide perishable items data and up-

date check list card for vehicles. 

Handling within HRD net-
work premises 

Offloading as soon as the supplies are delivered at HRD and loading 
preparation upon receipt of a shipment request from the user. 

In- and outbound customs 
clearance 

"Process all customs documentation for the receipt and re-export of user 
supplies and equipment in accordance with local customs regulations and 
practices, inasmuch they might be relevant to the operations of any of the 
HRD." 

Issuing of stock reports "Provide activity reports to user upon each receipt and dispatch of user 
supplies and equipment and an annual activity report stating all actions 
taken in relation to user supplies and equipment stored within the HRD 
Network. WFP will also grant (…) access to stock reports online through 
the HRD Network website (www.unhrd.org)." 

Access to common services "Act as focal point for access to common services [e.g. UN Humanitarian Air 
Services] coordinated by WFP and other interagency providers as required, 
to facilitate stock movement and pipeline flow." 

Facilitate the provision of 
supplies and/or equipment as 
authorized by the users 

"Act as a focal point to facilitate the possible provision of supplies and/or 
equipment between users as authorised by the relevant users of the HRD 
Network." 

Table 20: Standard services provided by UNHRD 

Real-time stock visibility will be possible with the inclusion of warehouse management 

into the current SAP software by the end of 2007. So far, users can log into the website and 

download the current inventory list, which is updated manually whenever a stock move-

ment takes place. 

In addition to the standard services, authorized users can call on a variety of specific ser-

vices offered as options by WFP. As alternatives, users are free to use the commercial mar-

ket or to perform the tasks themselves. While standard services are free of charge, due to 

the provision of funds for HRD facilities and running cost by donors, the use of specific 

services is charged on a full cost recovery basis. The total cost of a specific service is the 

sum of the direct operational cost (DOC) plus management recovery cost (MRC) of an ad-

ditional 4.5%. The main specific services are listed and described in Table 21. 

 

Specific services Description (UNHRD 2008a, ; 2008b) 

Procurement "Arrange for the purchase of replacement supplies and/or equipment in the 
case of supplies or equipment provided between users (…)." 

Outbound transportation "Make arrangements for the secondary transportation of user’s supplies 
and equipment to designated destinations. WFP shall take due care in the 
handling of user’s supplies and equipment during the loading and unload-
ing and provide user with a signed receipt or waybill as proof of delivery." 
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Repairs, palletization, kitting, 
re-packaging and labeling 

 

"Arrange for repairs, replacement of pallets, repackaging/reconstitution or 
special protection for items that require storage, according to recommenda-
tions made after inspection or otherwise."  

Repackaging of stocks received at HRD's in a packaging format not consis-
tent with SOP requirements especially those stocks loaded in bulk for 
transport cost optimization. 

Refurbishment of second 
hand equipment 

Receive, repair, clean up and repack equipment used in the field (e.g. of-
fice/living accommodations). 

Disposal of stock "In the event that stocks have expired, e.g. drugs, the user will be notified 
of the actions needed. These items will be destroyed or disabled in such a 
way that is consistent with the national regulations and international proto-
cols. The cost of such disposal will be borne by the stocks’ owner."  

Stock Insurance "Arrange insurance for user’s supplies and equipment stored within the 
HRD Network." 

Provide training centre facili-
ties 

"Provide training centre facilities within the HRD Network." 

Rapid Response Team "Accompany cargo that is airlifted from the HRDs to the field, provide 
technical assistance and train local staff for the purposes of installation or 
maintenance of supplies or equipment." 

Table 21: Specific services provided by UNHRD 

All user requests enter through the UNHRD Customer Service – as a single point of contact 

-  and a first response is claimed to be made within 6-12 hours.  

The UNHRD network itself outsources some of the services to third-party service providers 

(e.g. handling at some airports). Also, customs clearance for in- and outbound freight to 

and from Ghana is assigned to external service providers, which can perform the task at 

lower cost. 

HRD storage space and services are offered only for products within the two categories 

"Programme Support Stocks" and "Operation Support Equipment" needed for immediate 

disaster response. The items range from food to non-food items, including medical supplies 

requiring a cold chain. Programme Support Stocks comprise items such as emergency bis-

cuits, blankets, tents and kitchen sets, while items such as office and living accommoda-

tions for field staff, or handling equipment for temporary warehouses, are regarded as Op-

eration Support Equipment needed to support the delivery of supplies to the beneficiaries. 

The items are classified in the groups shown in Table 22 below. 

 

Group of items Examples 

Demining - Detector, metal, MTD 7 

- Bomb Locator FEREX FOERSTER  

Drugs and medical equipment - Emergency Health Kit, w/malaria mod.  

- First aid kit, 10 persons  
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Electrical devices - Electrical Kit for room prefabricated  

- Lamp, solar 

Food items - High energy biscuits, 6 kgs  

- Ration meal, ready to eat, vegetarian  

Individual kit & safety items - Ballistic, vest, size L  

- Fire extinguisher, 50 Kgs  

Office and Living accommodation - Prefabricated, conference room,hard wall 

- Living, accommodation unit, hard wall T  

Radio and telecommunication - Megaphone, handled  

- Desktop, computer, complete  

Sanitation and Hygiene - Bags, body  

- Soap bar  

Shelter and Housing - Blanket 50% wool 50% new fibers 

- Tent, for cold climate, 24 sq.m. Gammax 

Tools - Tool kit w/step ladders for room prefab.  

- Rope, polypropylene, 8 mm twisted  

Transport - Boat, inflatable, w/eng. & acces. & saf. jack.   

- Vehicle, 4x4, Hilux, pickup, RHD  

Warehousing and Handling Equipment - Forklift truck, electric, 2.5MT  

- Prefab., warehouse, soft wall, 7x9  

Water Supplies Systems - Jerry can for water, plastic, 5 gal.   

- Water tank, collapsible, 1000lt, w/ramp  

Table 22: Groups of items in the UNHRD Catalogue 

The users are required to assure a turnover of their stock at least within a two-year period. 

5.2.4 Areas and instruments of cooperation 

In the Technical Agreement, under point 3.2 concerning planning and coordination, it is 

stated that:  

"The Parties shall cooperate at all times (in compliance with their respective rules and 

regulations) so that the most effective use is made of the HRD Network’s facilities to the 

benefit of all Users." (UNHRD 2007b, TA, p.2) 

UNHRD users are encouraged to cooperate along the separate steps of the supply chain, 

from joint coverage of demand estimations, procurement and storage to transportation to 

the point of entry or even further to local warehouses in the disaster-affected area.90. 

Within storage, the core function of the HRDs, different areas and instruments of coopera-

tion exist. First of all, the humanitarian community is invited to store emergency response 

                                                 
90 Common demand estimations and transport beyond the point of entry are not (yet) a focus of the coordina-

tion and cooperation efforts of the UNHRD. 
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stocks at the individual HRDs in the network free of charge, and to thereby save the cost of 

setting up and running their own warehouses. This is an offer which is unbeatable by any 

commercial service provider, and facilitates the use of synergies between humanitarian or-

ganizations. A further instrument of cooperation is the 'white stock', which can be regarded 

as a common emergency capacity. Since the stock is not yet branded with the logo of any 

organization, every user willing to pay for it may use it. In addition to the use of white 

stocks, the coordination office of the UNHRD encourages the general willingness to carry 

out 'stock loans'. As a common service, WFP aims to facilitate the sharing of supplies 

and/or equipment between users. The concept behind this is that supplies can be borrowed 

from other users who do not expect to need them now or in the near future, and replaced (in 

the same quality and packaging condition) as soon as possible. The advantage for the bor-

rowing organization is to save time during its operation by eliminating the supplier lead 

time, or save the funds which are not required to be spent on large-scale pre-positioning of 

stocks with a low turnover. The advantage for the lending organization is that it can renew 

its stock at no cost and can count on the willingness of the other organization to lend its 

stock on the next occasion. Prerequisite, or at least facilitator for stock loans is the willing-

ness of all users to keep stock that meets most common standards and is in an unbranded 

condition, so that the borrowing organization can brand it with its own logo before dis-

patching it.  

Procurement on behalf of the users is a special service offered by WFP. Cooperation 

within this area is thus limited, but still possible through the establishment of appropriate 

instruments. One instrument is the conclusion of LTAs with a variety of suppliers covering 

the core products. In this way, time-consuming tendering processes only have to be carried 

out once, for the selection of LTA suppliers, and not individually for every purchase order. 

The product quality can be better assured, and by consolidating the purchasing volume of 

different users, larger volumes are possible, resulting in price discounts from which all us-

ers profit. The benefits for the complete humanitarian community, and for UNHRD users 

in particular, might be higher if WFP gained access to the LTAs of other UN agencies such 

as UNICEF or UNHCR, which act as lead agencies for different clusters and normally ob-

tain even better prices from suppliers due to their higher purchase volumes (e.g. UNHCR 

for blankets and tents). In addition, these organizations possess the necessary in-depth 

knowledge and experience for procuring the items in question. There seem to be two dif-

ferent ways in which LTAs can be shared: WFP might order directly from the suppliers, re-

ferring to the LTAs of their sister agency, or it might pass on the purchasing order to the 

sister agency, which then executes the procurement process (and receives the 4.5% MRC in 

return). 

Within transportation as well, economies of scale can be realized among HRD users. 
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During carriage of goods from an LTA supplier to the HRD, consolidation of the consign-

ments for different users helps to achieve full truck loads faster than when each organiza-

tion "saves up" for a full truck load on its own. Moreover, consolidation benefits are also 

generated over the transportation section between the HRDs and the point of entry to a dis-

aster-affected area.91 If one organization does not have enough supplies and/or equipment 

to fill up a complete aircraft, the freight cost will be less if other HRD users who also plan 

to ship to this destination use the free space. The combination of different consignments 

also enables the total freight load to be optimally balanced in terms of volume and weight. 

The same consolidation benefits can be realized if the community of HRD users operates 

from a common staging area close to the disaster-affected area. High-priority goods dis-

patched by different users might be combined into one consignment that can be more easily 

channelled through existing bottlenecks. Up to now, no LTAs have been concluded with 

transport companies. 

Cooperation and interaction during the preparation phase as well as in transportation to the 

point of entry might also enable and foster closer cooperation beyond that point. An align-

ment of the activities of various users according to their individual core competencies is 

not part of the concept, since the UNHRD does not wish to interfere in its users' areas of 

authority. 

5.2.5 Benefits and incentives 

The UNHRD offers the following benefits to (potential) users: 

• Free storage at any HRD within the network, as well as free use of related standard 

services 

• Real-time stock visibility within the warehouse, based on the new warehouse soft-

ware 

• Timeliness of any disaster response through  

o the regional pre-positioning concept, which creates shorter distances be-

tween the regional HRD and the point of entry to the disaster-affected area 

o the use of white stock 

o stock swaps 

                                                 
91 E.g. the flight from Brindisi to Mali on 16.10.2007 contained supplies from three UNHRD users; informa-

tion retrieved from http://www.unhrd.org/highlights.asp?idh=20071017163846, 24.03.2008, 02:54 pm. 
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• Cost efficiency through  

o the regional pre-positioning concept, which generates lower costs for air 

transport due to shorter distances 

o the use of white stock, which reduces the need for and related costs of hold-

ing stocks on the organizations' own account 

• Procurement can be managed by the UNHRD, which negotiates favourable prices 

and other conditions, and provides access to the framework agreements of other UN 

agencies 

• Coordination  among the various users is facilitated by the UNHRD by means of 

joint shipments as well as stock swaps  

• Users can take advantage of available staging areas. This helps to prevent hold-ups 

at congested points of entry  

• The UNHRD promotes the standardization of supplies, which facilitates the pos-

sibility of stock swaps 

• Training facilities can be booked by users for internal training arrangements 

• A fast response within 24/48 hours of receipt of a request is guaranteed 

Since the set-up of the UNHRD network, most of these benefits are claimed to have been 

realized. In addition, fixed prices set out in the LTAs prevent the price increases for relief 

supplies that commonly occur during peak seasons. Nevertheless, main sources of benefits 

can be considered from both an economic and an operational perspective: in addition to a 

reduction of shipping costs, response times have been cut due to deliveries from the hub 

closest to the affected area (e.g. serving some countries in West Africa from Ghana, or 

serving East Africa from Dubai). 

The following benefits provide the incentive for WFP to run the UNHRD: it contributes to 

the UN Reform by providing logistics support to the Humanitarian Community. It can 

claim to anticipate some parts of the same reform by demonstrating its long-term viability 

and future-oriented vision, bringing together key humanitarian players to use common fa-

cilities, realize synergies and implement the goal of permanent interaction. WFP aims to 

establish itself as a leading logistics expert within the humanitarian community, and thus 

lay claim to important roles such as logistics cluster lead. In addition, it can use the facili-

ties and services itself and at the same time leverage their capacity. The open-door policy 

attracts many donors happy to support cooperative initiatives that reduce the duplication of 

expensive infrastructure. 
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During 2007, the UNHRD was able to recover 50% of its Supporting Office annual run-

ning costs from the service fee income received. The target is to increase this rate to up to 

100 % over the next 2 years, and then start to progressively recover some of the running 

costs of the hubs. 

5.2.6 Impediments and risks 

Cooperation impediments or challenges are known or expected with respect to three as-

pects: standardization and branding, space allocation and priority rules. 

The concept of stock loans requires a willingness to define item standards and delay the 

branding of the goods until they are dispatched to the disaster-affected area. The first aspect 

constitutes a constraint on the general "freedom" of the users. They might be reluctant to 

comply with the standards required for stock loans. Standards are needed for the product it-

self (e.g. sizes, material, content) but also to define packaging and labelling (e.g. type of 

box, palletization, different languages on labels). The UNHRD follows the standards estab-

lished by the Cluster agencies.  

Although users are also allowed to keep non-standardized items, they are encouraged to re-

duce these gaps to permit the full realization of potential cooperation benefits. For some 

items such as blankets, the defined standards are more easily agreed to than for others. If 

the field staff of one organization is, for example, accustomed to a certain type of tent, or 

regards it as a hallmark of their organization's work, it will be more difficult to persuade 

them to change to a common-standard tent. Up to now, users are relatively reluctant to 

agree to the maintenance of unbranded stock, since they dislike the resulting reduced visi-

bility of stock ownership. The willingness to postpone stock branding is influenced by 

three aspects: the availability of fast branding equipment able to comply with the organiza-

tion's branding standards (e.g. stickers to be applied at the last moment), the reluctance of 

the stock donors, and stock tracking reliability. Donors have to be convinced that they are 

not losing visibility while their stock is stored at the warehouse. Logo signs can be attached 

to the shelves instead. In not marking their stocks, the owners need to trust in the reliability 

of the warehouse management, and be sure that no stock is swapped without their explicit 

authorization. 

The free warehouse capacity of the UNHRD network is limited by the extent of donor sup-

port. A rising number of users will at some point result in the network reaching its capacity 

limits. Which organization will then be assigned how much space? Is there a maximum 

number of users? The idea is that with a rising number of users and an increasing total 

stock level, the use of stock loans will also expand. Also, the availability of white stocks 
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will reduce the amounts of necessary individual pre-positioned stock. But what mecha-

nisms are needed to drive this development as far as is necessary? How can the suppliers 

be persuaded to increase their white and virtual stocks? These questions are not yet an-

swered in full. 

In a similar way to the problem of distributing free warehouse space, there will be a need 

for priority rules that regulate the use of limited resources such as the white stocks, or 

transportation capacity. Which participant receives how much, and in what order, if the 

demand exceeds the capacity of stocks or means of transport? It will be essential to ensure 

user confidence, and therefore for the success of the network, that rare resources are shared 

in a fair and accepted way. There is as yet no answer to this question within the network. 

So far, the resources have been distributed on a "first come, first served" basis. However, 

until now there has been no major resource bottleneck. The awareness exists that 'priority 

rules' will have to be developed further, so as to cover the most probable scenarios. Possi-

ble is, for example, a scheme defining a user's maximum consumption of a resource in 

which others are also interested. The UNHRD plans to discuss these priority rules at the 

next annual users' workshop. However, the existence of a network might reduce or mini-

mise the issue of “prioritization”, since the turnaround of an aircraft or any other means of 

transport would certainly be faster if the operation is run from a hub located close to the af-

fected country. 

So far, no problems have been experienced between the UNHRD and potential users with 

respect to IT compatibility. No major investments in the users' individual IT systems are 

normally necessary to allow them to use the various UNHRD services. 

The competitive relationship between humanitarian organizations (e.g. in terms of donor 

funding) is not observed to hamper the cooperation willingness of users. On the contrary, 

the UNHRD management reported its impression that the approach emerging among the 

humanitarian actors constitutes a move away from competition towards a professional co-

operation. Reason for hope is given by the subliminal fear that if the humanitarian organi-

zations do not initiate more cooperation themselves, donors and the general public will im-

pose these changes on the whole community. The cluster approach recently designed by a 

broad range of humanitarian organizations is regarded as a promising starting point. 

Besides the impediments pointed out, there are also some risks with regard to the long-term 

success of the UNHRD concept. Most donations received were one-time payments made as 

contributions towards the investment cost. The host governments of the HRDs in Italy and 

Malaysia have committed their support as regards the annual running costs, while for 

Ghana a pilot support project for the hub's running costs has been agreed with Irish Aid. 

Agreements for the other hubs are under discussion. But what happens when the warehouse 
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running costs are no longer covered by donors? The UNHRD plans to reduce its depend-

ence on donor support in the future. In a first step, the support office is intended to become 

totally self-funded. In a second step, a business analysis will examine the running costs of 

the “Standard Services” and reduce them (without jeopardising the entire concept of ser-

vice provision). 

Continuous measurement of performance and benefits can provide key arguments for fu-

ture decisions.  

Current users of the UNHRD report cost savings due to the availability of storage space 

free of charge. Nevertheless, some of them consider logistics as their own core competency 

and prefer to retain their own logistics infrastructure. In addition, proprietary warehouses 

are used for marketing purposes and facilitate national fundraising activities.  

Critical voices question whether the UNHRD or WFP will be able to handle all requests in 

a timely and professional manner if it comes to real demand peaks, and capacities prove in-

sufficient. Since WFP is specialized in food logistics, it might fail to handle the more com-

plex supply chains of non-food items properly. Suspicion is entertained that in such situa-

tions, service providers such as the UNHRD/WFP will give up their claim to neutrality, 

and serve their own needs and/or those of preferred customers first. In response to such 

suspicions, the UNHRD management argues that it could never risk such behaviour, since 

it would lead to the organization's losing its credibility once and for all. Smaller organiza-

tions in particular fear being left out, and are considering organizing themselves within 

their own consortia to examine the service prices of the UNHRD and compare them with 

those offered on the free market or in individual supplier relationships. 

5.2.7 Future prospects 

The development of the number of authorized users as well as of donor support are re-

garded as performance indicators for the UNHRD network. Within one year, the number of 

registered users increased up to today's figure of 20. Within the next five years, the number 

is expected to increase steadily up to 50 authorized users. Also, the number of donors has 

increased constantly since the idea was first born. Identified areas for development within 

the next five years are the following: 

• The development of tools for managing the warehouse and services through web 

simulation. In addition, all authorized users are to have real-time visibility of sitting 

and moving stocks. 

• Update of warehouse technology standards. Investigation of potential benefits and 



Case Studies on Horizontal Logistics Cooperation among Humanitarian Organizations    131 

 

related cost of the implementation of radio-frequency identification technology 

(RFID). 

• An agreement on open access to all LTAs within the different clusters. It remains to 

be discussed whether this access should be direct or via the lead agencies of the in-

dividual clusters. 

• A map of the physical and virtual stocks of the whole humanitarian community. In 

order to expand the concept of stock loans and to secure the balance of supply and 

potential demand, a general visibility of existing warehouse and resource access is 

needed. This concept initiated by UNHRD users could be expanded to all major 

players in the humanitarian community, using, for example, a reliable central stock-

pile register in the form of a simple database managed by a neutral body. Besides 

transparency of available resources, a joint estimate of the various regional de-

mands is lacking. The total estimated demand of each region should be translated 

into optimal capacity levels of pre-positioned stock, which should be covered and 

not exceeded by the available capacity of the entire humanitarian community (in-

cluding the organizations not participating in the UNHRD network). 

5.3 The Regional Logistics Units of IFRC 

The following case consists of information that was obtained through three different chan-

nels: several visits to the IFRC headquarters in Geneva as well as to the RLUs in Panama 

and Dubai in the course of a common KPI project (Schulz and Heigh 2008); personal inter-

views with two National Societies (German and British Red Cross); and interviews con-

ducted and taped by Marianne Jahre in the RLU at Kuala Lumpur. Main data collection 

took place between November 2006 and May 2008. 

5.3.1 Organization profile and situational background 

The International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) is part of the 

Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, and constitutes the umbrella organization for the 

National Societies. Disaster preparedness and response represent the largest component of 

its work. In 2006, the IFRC had a total income of CHF 445 million92 at its disposal. Ac-

cording to the 2006 annual report, National Societies operated within 429 different disas-

ters or crises, 22% more than the year before. 

                                                 
92 Annual report IFRC 2006. CHF 445 million  is equal to EUR 276 million, calculated at an exchange rate of  

0.619 as of 17.01.2007. 
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The IFRC93 considers disaster logistics as one of its core competencies. It cannot afford to 

depend on the reliability of others in this context, since the organization bears an obligation 

to meet the needs of the beneficiaries.94  

Based on the strategic plans of the IFRC, the Logistics and Resource Mobilization Depart-

ment (LRMD) developed a logistics strategy in 2005. The strategic goals were formulated 

as follows: 

"To support National Societies in ensuring that there is sufficient logistics capacity in 

terms of personnel and resources to deliver services in support of disaster preparedness 

activities.  To achieve a response level of delivering an agreed set of standard relief items 

for a maximum of 5,000 families in 48 hours and a further 15,000 families in 14 days any-

where globally."95 

To achieve these objectives, it was decided to extend the operational capability of the sup-

ply chain in emergencies. Until then, LRMD had followed a central supply chain strategy, 

in which supplies were provided to the beneficiaries from different locations e.g. donating 

National Societies, global suppliers or the Geneva headquarters. The adapted concept pro-

motes a regional supply chain strategy by establishing or expanding96 regional logistics 

units (RLUs) which serve as interim storage and regional service providers.97 While opera-

tional responsibility is transferred to the regions, the LRMD remains in charge of the over-

all logistics strategy and the development and maintenance of standards and tools. 

To implement the regional strategy, three locations were selected for RLU set-ups: Panama 

City, Dubai and Kuala Lumpur. In May 2006, implementation of RLU Panama began, fol-

lowed by Kuala Lumpur (KL) in June and Dubai in July. The set-up was completed in Oc-

tober 2006. The establishment and continuous improvement of logistics tools and stan-

dards, extension of framework agreements, software rollouts, and further development of 

the performance management system are ongoing processes. 

                                                 
93 The secretariat is the actual coordination body of the IFRC. It consists of a main office in Geneva and sev-

eral field delegations around the world. For more information refer to 
http://www.ifrc.org/who/structure.asp?navid=03_04. 

94 It is only willing to outsource logistics tasks such as transportation or warehousing to external service pro-
viders if these can be proved to be better in terms of time, quality or cost. 

95 IFRC internal presentation on "Current Status of Logistics Strategy Implementation", 2006. 
96 Basic logistics units with limited capacity already existed at Panama City and Kuala Lumpur while the 

global fleet base was located at Dubai. 
97 Although the decentralization concept of the RLUs comprises not only the pre-positioning of stocks, but 

also the "pre-positioning" of logistics capabilities (e.g. through the establishment of a roster of trained logis-
tics experts), the focus of this case study is placed on the material supply chain. 
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The investment and set-up cost for the RLU concept98 amounted to approx. CHF 3.5 mil-

lion, and was funded mainly by ECHO. The major part of the annual running costs, 

amounting to approx. CHF 2.1 million,  has to be covered by the RLUs themselves, by 

charging fees for the services they deliver to their customers. The RLUs offer 3 different 

kinds of services: logistics services (including storage and transport arrangements), pro-

curement services and logistics technical support. These services are offered first and 

foremost to the National Societies (NS), which are regarded as "internal customers". An 

extension of the potential customer base by offering the services also to other humanitarian 

organizations, which might become "external customers" and benefit from any excess ca-

pacities, is under development.  Approximately 40 people are employed in the three RLUs. 

They are supported by a varying number of freelancers who are employed on an as-needed 

basis during peak seasons. Table 23 summarizes the key data of the RLU concept, which 

will be discussed in more detail in the following. 

 
Mandate • To support National Societies in ensuring that there is suffi-

cient logistics capacity in terms of personnel and resources 
to deliver services in support of disaster preparedness activi-
ties 

• To achieve a response level of delivering an agreed set of 
standard relief items for a maximum of 5,000 families in 48 
hours and a further 15,000 families in 14 days anywhere 
globally 

Location of coordination office 
(LRMD) 

Geneva, Switzerland 

Number of depots/total capacity in m2 3 / > 4,000 m2 + x m2 rented on an as-needed basis 

Current number of internal customers 
with service agreements 

8 99 

Number of employees ~ 40  

Total annual budget ~ CHF 2.1 m  

Services 3 service groups (service fees: CHF x or at cost + x%) 

Stored products -  Family emergency kits 

-  Other (standard) relief items 

Table 23: Summary of key data of the RLU concept 

5.3.2 Supply chain design  

                                                 
98 Components of  the set-up costs are investments in infrastructure, training of staff, and the procurement of 

stock for pre-positioning. 
99 As at April 30th, 2008. 
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The objective of being able to serve 5,000 families within 48 hours and 15,000 families 

within two weeks, at any time or any place, is based on rough calculations using internal 

historic data. 

The RLU locations were chosen on the basis of the following aspects:  

• The number and distribution of RLU locations must allow a response within 48 

hours to any potential disaster area (point of entry) 

• Evaluation of economic and logistical advantages 

• The availability of existing infrastructure belonging to the IFRC or National Socie-

ties 

• Considerations of using third-party logistics providers to cover warehousing and 

inventory control functions 

• The geographical coordination boundaries of each RLU should mirror, as much as 

possible, the administrative boundaries of the IFRC 

Figure 22 shows the defined regions and RLU locations as well as Geneva Headquarters, 

where coordination between the individual RLUs is managed by the LRMD. 
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Geneva HQ
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Region

Stocks or

framework

Panama RLU

Dubai RLU

Kuala Lumpur RLU

Geneva HQ

RLU

Region

Stocks or

framework

Panama RLU

Dubai RLU

Kuala Lumpur RLU

Geneva HQ

RLU

Region

Stocks or

framework

Panama RLU

Dubai RLU

Kuala Lumpur RLU

Geneva HQ

 

Figure 22: Overview of IFRC regions and RLU locations100 

Each RLU consists of the three units regional logistics, regional procurement and regional 

                                                 
100 Taken from an IFRC presentation given by Ian Heigh at the Humanitarian Logistics Summer School 

31.08.-04.09.2006 in Lugano, Switzerland.  
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fleet, which are supported by a finance and administration team. The RLUs are managed in 

each case by the Head of RLU, and report directly or indirectly101 to the LRMD in Geneva, 

while the regional fleet units report to the Global Fleet Base which is located with the Du-

bai RLU. There, all fleet information is managed and aggregated, and then transmitted to 

the LRMD. All RLUs have warehouse space at their disposal. Different forms of renting 

and managing the warehouse space are employed: while one RLU rents warehouse space 

from an external logistics provider per m2 used, another has reserved 1,500m2 at a 3rd party 

warehouse and can extend this space on an as-needed basis. The third RLU runs its own 

warehouse, which has been provided by the host government rent-free. Each RLU is re-

sponsible for ensuring access to the relevant amount of stocked resources required to meet 

the IFRC goals. Keeping in stock means either physically, with the goods owned by differ-

ent parties (e.g. IFRC, National Societies, other organizations or suppliers), or virtually via 

framework agreements with various core suppliers. The pre-positioning of family emer-

gency kits enables the IFRC to engage in the very first response phase after a disaster oc-

curs, as soon as the National Society in the affected country requests its assistance. A Field 

Assessment and Coordination Team (FACT) gets on the ground within 24 hours, assesses 

the situation and identifies the most urgent needs. Based on this assessment, an appeal for 

donations (financial or in-kind) is launched to the community of National Societies and ex-

ternal donors. In addition to pre-positioned family kits, Emergency Response Units (ERU) 

consisting of trained teams of specialists and pre-packed sets of standardized equipment, 

are ready for immediate use to provide water, sanitation and health services and to support 

major relief operations with IT, telecommunications and logistics. As soon as the assess-

ment data become more precise and the very first needs are served, the supply chain 

changes from push to pull and the field staff report their supply requirements to the re-

gional RLU, which is in charge of procurement and transportation management. An Emer-

gency Items Catalogue102 enables the National Societies and the IFRC itself to communi-

cate its needs precisely and to consolidate the variety of items in use. The RLU channels 

the orders through to their international or regional suppliers with framework agreements, 

or organizes a tendering procedure. It can also support the field delegations in the local 

procurement of goods. Transportation to the points of entry is either organized by the sup-

pliers or National Societies/donors103 themselves, or outsourced to external service provid-

ers. A visualization of the supply chain design is shown in Figure 23. 

                                                 
101 The Heads of Panama and Kuala Lumpur report to their regional disaster response units PADRU and 

ASPC, with a financial and technical reporting line to the Head of LRMD in Geneva. 
102 Available to all licensed users as paper copy, CD-ROM or online. 
103 The portion of shipments organized by NS and donors themselves has significantly decreased. 



136    Disaster Relief Logistics: Benefits of and Impediments to Horizontal Cooperation 

 

Suppliers

Regional

Local

Regional 
Logistics Unit 

(RLU)

Inter-
national 

Level 

Point of 
Entry

Consolidation 
Points

Before disaster operation

During disaster operation

FA

Disaster 

affected area

:::

:::

FA = Framework Agreement

CONCEPTUAL

First 
Response

From RLU

From LTA-
supplier

< 2/14
Lead time (in days) 

Second
Response

From 

supplier

:::

FA

NS

Donor

NS

NS = National Society

Suppliers

Regional

Local

Regional 
Logistics Unit 

(RLU)

Inter-
national 

Level 

Point of 
Entry

Consolidation 
Points

Before disaster operation

During disaster operation

FA

Disaster 

affected area

::::::

::::::

FA = Framework Agreement

CONCEPTUAL

First 
Response

From RLU

From LTA-
supplier

< 2/14
Lead time (in days) 

Second
Response

From 

supplier

::::::

FA

NS

Donor

NS

NS = National Society

 

Figure 23: Supply chain design IFRC 

The IFRC-specific Humanitarian Logistics Software (HLS) helps the RLUs to keep track of 

the current status of orders from their generation up to signing of the Goods Received Note 

(GRN) by field staff. The warehouse systems are managed separately by means of the re-

cently installed LOGIC software. 

5.3.3 Roles and service offer 

The RLUs operate as service providers for the IFRC itself, the National Societies and, po-

tentially, other humanitarian organizations. While National Societies are regarded as "in-

ternal customers", other humanitarian organizations would be "external customers". Any 

humanitarian organization operating in line with the mission and principles of the IFRC 

might become an external customer. Although the quality of services is the same for both 

groups, there might be differences in prioritization, as well as in the charges made for ser-

vices. Customers have to sign a service agreement, which is valid for interaction with any 

RLU they wish to use. By its signature, the RLU commits itself to providing the customer 

with the services and capacities specified within the agreement. The customer, for its part, 

agrees to comply with the stated terms of operation and payment. The agreement expires on 

a certain date or can be terminated with 12 weeks' notice by either party.  

A list of current customers is shown in Table 24. 
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Internal/External Customer Owner of pre-positioned stock 

Internal American Red Cross yes 

Internal Australian Red Cross no 

Internal British Red Cross yes 

Internal Canadian Red Cross yes 

Internal Japanese Red Cross yes 

Internal Luxembourg Red Cross no 

Internal New Zealand Red Cross no 

Internal Swiss Red Cross no 

Table 24: List of current customers as of April 2008 

The RLUs offer three kinds of service to its customers. A list of these services, with short 

task descriptions, is given in Table 25. 

Service Group Description Unit 

Procurement of relief items and services (tendering, supplier selec-
tion, transportation, import, export and insurance and inspection as 
required) 

Procurement value Procurement 
Services 

Procurement services to purchase order (tendering, supplier selec-
tion, to purchase order) 

Procurement value 

Receiving and dispatching relief items into and out of storage fa-
cilities from port of entry and port of dispatch  

m3 / consignment 

Storing relief items in storage facilities m3 / month 

Mobilisation of items to an operation 

 

No fee (since part 
of core mandate) 

Logistics         
Services 

Import and export services Transaction 

Logistics     
Technical   
Support 

As needed Depending on ser-
vice 

Table 25: List of services 

Most services are connected with the provision and handling of "relief items". These items 

are listed in the emergency items catalogue. Key relief items are: tarpaulins, tents, blankets, 

mosquito nets, kitchen sets, jerry cans, buckets, and hygiene kits.  

The services are charged per unit (in CHF). Only the procurement of items is charged at a 

certain percentage of the value of the procurement order. Price differences exist between 
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the unit costs of individual RLUs, and possibly104 between internal and external customers. 

The RLUs operate on a cost-recovery basis, by which the service charges are intended to 

cover annual running costs. This balance, as well as the invoicing and payment status, is 

monitored on a monthly basis by the Development Indicator Tool. This is part of a per-

formance measurement system which promotes continuous improvement within each RLU 

and best-practice exchange between them (Schulz and Heigh 2008). The tool and the re-

sulting monthly dashboard consider four views: customer service, financial control, process 

adherence, and innovation and learning. Figure 24 and Figure 25 show an example of the 

monthly dashboard and a cut-out of the financial control view that measures the status of 

cost recovery.105 

 

Figure 24: Dashboard of the Development Indicator Tool (Schulz and Heigh 2008) 

                                                 
104 Potential scenario. 
105 The dashboards do not show real RLU data, but artificial data samples. 
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Figure 25: Dashboard cut-out of financial control view (Schulz and Heigh 2008) 

The performance measurement system makes current performance transparent, and thus 

lays the foundation for continuous improvement. In addition, it helps to communicate per-

formance achievements to existing and potential customers, to donors, and internal man-

agement.  

5.3.4 Areas and instruments of cooperation 

The RLU concept offers a range of different opportunities for cooperation, from which the 

participants are expected to benefit. 

Within procurement: for important standard items, either the LMRD or the individual 

RLUs negotiate framework agreements (FA) with suppliers. These agreements specify 

product details, prices and transport conditions, guaranteed delivery quantities, packaging 

information and penalty fees. Advantages of FAs are that they save time, since all impor-

tant information is specified before the actual need situation; and also that the IFRC can 

calculate with and rely on the capacities specified within the agreement. The supplier guar-

antees the availability of certain quantities on request, or within a certain time period. If the 

supplier fails to comply with the agreement it must pay a penalty, and risks being excluded 
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from future IFRC purchase contracts. An additional advantage of fixed supply prices 

within FAs is that they prevent price increases during disaster peak seasons, when all aid 

agencies are looking for the same supplies. Suitable suppliers for framework agreements 

are selected by means of a tendering process. Those offering the best price for the required 

specifications win the contract. Additional price discounts for certain order volumes are 

usually not part of the FA. 

Within storage: besides offering the opportunity to share common warehouse facilities 

and equipment, joint storage creates the possibility of interchanging stocks between cus-

tomers. If one organization needs more supplies than it has stocked on its own account, it 

may ask other organizations with stock in the RLU to lend it certain items, which it then 

replaces as soon as possible. This can increase the flexibility of all customers, but requires 

the organizations to store their supplies in an unbranded form, so that branding can be 

postponed up to the time when the supplies leave the warehouse. Since  proper branding 

plays an important role for most humanitarian organizations, this is considered an impor-

tant prerequisite. 

Within transportation: supplies from different customers which are destined for the same 

point of entry of a disaster-affected area can be consolidated and shipped together. Better 

shipping prices become available, and a better capacity utilization is possible. Up to now, 

there are no LTAs with transport companies. 

An alignment of the activities of the various National Societies according to their individ-

ual core competencies is not part of the concept, since the RLUs do not wish to interfere in 

their customers' areas of authority. 

5.3.5 Benefits and incentives 

In 2006, a first case study was conducted to measure "the effect of the IFRC regional logis-

tics concept on the efficiency of relief item delivery for the population affected by the 

Yogyakarta earthquake" (Cuckow 2006). The conducted cost analysis indicates possible 

savings of over 80% through the employment of the RLU concept: while the logistics cost 

per family assisted during the first two months was calculated at CHF 824 for Pakistan, the 
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equivalent costs for Yogyakarta were only CHF 142.106 The cost savings are considered 

due to several reasons: pre-positioning of goods reduces the distance between the stock and 

the disaster area. Expensive air transport can thus be reduced and replaced by cheaper 

modes of transport in the forefront of the disaster, as well as by employing regional suppli-

ers. Relationships and FAs with the latter can be established before a disaster takes place. 

Since full family kits are kept in stock, multiple rounds of distribution can be avoided. 

Moreover, delegate costs can be reduced if staff comes from within the region instead of 

being flown in from distant countries. In addition to considerable cost savings, the case 

study emphasises the shortening of response times. This too is due to the reduction of dis-

tances, availability of stocks (pre-positioned and via FAs), existing supplier relationships 

and in-country procurement capacities. In this way, the response continuum is brought for-

ward. Besides the average time from order to delivery, the speed of response was measured 

as the percentage of goods on the mobilisation table delivered within two months. While 

the operation in Pakistan was able to cover 38 %, and the Indonesia-Tsunami operation 

55% of needs in a two-month period, the Yogyakarta operation addressed 74% of the 

posted needs. Due to expanded capacity access through the establishment of relationships 

with regional suppliers, as well as general cost and time savings, a larger population can be 

reached. 

A further advantage of the pre-positioning of (family) kits within the RLUs is the possibil-

ity of avoiding multiple rounds of distribution. The kits are ready to ship, so that the sup-

plies can be consolidated and the needs of beneficiaries addressed all together instead of in 

installments. The IFRC documents these benefits in its Yogyakarta case report (Cuckow 

2006). 

The advantages indicated above are linked to the introduction of the RLU concept, which is 

based on an infrastructure with investment and running costs. These costs have to be cov-

ered through consistent capacity utilization. This becomes easier as more customers (inter-

nal or external) register and use the existing infrastructure. Cooperation and participation 

thus play an essential role for the success of the concept. Finally, consolidation of the 

stocks belonging to different National Societies and other organizations within one location 

creates more flexibility due to the opportunity to interchange stocks on an as-needed basis. 

                                                 
106 To improve the comparability of the two disasters, the calculation excludes even the costs of the large 

number of tents needed for the Pakistan operation. It has to be emphasized that the costs of pre-positioning 
the supplies were neglected in this calculation, since they were calculated as being minimal in this specific 
case. This is an assumption which is probably not valid in future operations, when the full RLU infrastruc-
ture will have been set up and annual running costs amount to more than CHF 2 m. In addition, overall fa-
vourable circumstances in the Yogyakarta operation (e.g. strong local government, good infrastructure, 
presence of a well-established logistics team) might account for a certain component of the indicated bene-
fits. 
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One aspect very much valued by National Societies is the accessibility of the RLUs: time 

differences between customers and service provider are reduced, and the services can be 

requested round the clock. Smaller NS, in particular, benefit from the standing structures of 

the RLUs.  

The implementation of an effective supply chain and cooperation concept helps to obtain 

positive feedback, further improve the public reputation, and substantially increase donor 

support. The IFRC presentation of its RLU concept won, for example, the "European Sup-

ply Chain Excellence Award" in the category "Public Sector & Not for Profit" as well as 

the "Overall Category" in 2006. This success has been reported on many occasions and in a 

variety of publications, such as the annual report of 2006. 

A main incentive for the IFRC to take a service provider role is that it regards operational 

support of National Societies as part of its mandate. By extending the service offer to ex-

ternal customers as well, the RLUs could leverage their capacities and recover some of the 

total costs. During 2007, the RLUs succeeded in recovering nearly 100% of their annual 

running costs due to the income from service fees and donations (about 50% each). This 

was the target set by the IFRC in order to motivate the RLUs to extend their service activi-

ties as well as to improve their cost efficiency. 

5.3.6 Impediments and risks 

There are several impediments and risks which endanger a successful implementation of 

the RLU concept. 

Cuckow (2006, p. 20) points out that the financial sustainability of the RLUs depends on 

the appreciation of services by delegations, National Societies and donors. The concept will 

only succeed if customers and sponsors value the work of the RLUs and request and sup-

port their services on a regular basis. All stakeholders thus need transparency of the bene-

fits and costs of the concept. Up to the present, a clear breakdown of the logistics costs and 

cost savings achieved is not possible. This hampers a detailed calculation of the available 

net benefits.  

Besides clear benefits for the customers, a highly professional and customer-oriented ser-

vice standard is regarded as a further requirement. If customers are not satisfied with the 

service or its quality, they will not employ the RLU again. 

Larger National Societies, in particular, seem to prefer to maintain their own supplier rela-

tionships and warehouses. This gives them a greater feeling of control and independence. 

Such NS consider logistics as one of their own core competences, and are reluctant to re-
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linquish capability and capacities. One NS argues that it uses the emergency supplies to fill 

up aircraft that transport ERU modules to the countries in need. In addition, customs clear-

ance is observed to be often faster when the whole ship or planeload originates from the 

same sender instead of being a consolidated load from different sources. NS can compare 

the prices of the RLUs for any procurement, storage or transportation need with their ex-

penditure in the event that they carry out the task on their own. They will only resort to us-

ing RLU services if prices and conditions of supply are more favourable there. Since condi-

tions mainly improve through volume consolidation and the resulting economies of scale, it 

is difficult to use low prices as an argument in the forefront of the customer decision. Only 

close customer relationships and a strong drive for cost efficiency by the RLUs might help 

to establish a reputation for offering best prices and service quality. The IT compatibility 

between RLUs and NS is not regarded as an impediment to the RLU concept. The NS use 

email, fax and telephone to communicate with the RLUs and place requests or orders. The 

personal contact between RLU and NS logistics staff is regarded as one of the main facili-

tators for the use of an RLU. 

Within framework agreements, suppliers commit to being able to deliver a certain quantity 

of products within a specified time span. If they are not able to do so as soon as a request is 

received, they are required to pay a specified penalty. In the event of a disaster, the demand 

for relief products can rise dramatically, and humanitarian organizations are willing to pay 

increased prices for the sake of being operational and meeting the expectations of different 

stakeholders such as donors, beneficiaries, and their own staff. If these markups exceed the 

penalty fees, suppliers might be tempted to sell the reserved stocks to the higher-bidding 

organizations. Unreliable suppliers are a threat to the whole RLU concept, since they dam-

age the IFRC's reputation and undermine the trust placed in it as service provider by its 

customers. It is therefore essential for the RLUs to develop close, confidential supplier re-

lationships and to extend penalties by means of "soft" components such as a warning of the 

immediate termination of a business relationship.  

It is emphasized that an efficient and fast supply chain from the supplier to the point of en-

try is only valuable if the supply chain for forwarding the supplies from there to the benefi-

ciaries is also in place and working well. 

5.3.7 Future perspective 

As of April 2008, more than eight National Societies use the services of one or more 

RLUs. It is expected that over the next five years, the number of participating NS as well as 

external customers will rise. The following aspects are discussed and will be addressed in 

the future: 
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• Evaluation of future customer potential and market size 

• Evaluation of the advantages of a further decentralization through the development 

of sub-regional warehouses. By supporting NS in developing and maintaining such 

decentralized structures, the IFRC can limit its financial and managerial involve-

ment. 

• The further extension of cash projects from the early recovery phase to first re-

sponse is causing changes in terms of the products and services provided by the 

RLU. The skill set of supporting logisticians needs to be broadened and to cover ar-

eas related to the set-up of cash distribution systems.  

• Existing ideas as well as deficiencies and other issues need to be addressed and im-

plemented (Cuckow 2006): 

o Extension of local procurement  

o Development and formalization of emergency procurement procedures that 

accelerate the procurement process if time pressure exists 

o Specification guidelines for non-standard items to avoid delays and multiple 

distribution rounds 

o Increase of authorization level for procurement in order to extend the finan-

cial elbow-room of the RLUs and thus shorten the response time 

o Each RLU should maintain close relationships not only with product suppli-

ers but also with transport providers, to assure the availability of necessary 

capacity in the event of a disaster 

o In addition to transport capacity, the use of capacity to enable the receipt 

and tracking of early-arriving emergency kits needs to be ensured 

o Development and implementation of an end-to-end tracking, monitoring, 

and reporting system 

o Assuring the same standards in all RLUs, to guarantee product, service and 

process compatibility for the response to mega-disasters 

o Reinforcement of a strong service culture 

o Increase of staff retention to keep skill sets and network advantages 

Different opinions seem to exist when it comes to the necessary level of stock transpar-

ency. While some prefer not to interfere in the area of authority of National Societies, and 
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are satisfied with transparency of the stocks kept in the RLUs, others point out how advan-

tageous it would be to have total stock transparency, including the national stocks. 

5.4 The Humanitarian Procurement Centers of ECHO 

The following case is composed of information gained from publicly accessible sources 

such as the Internet; insights provided by Fortner (2006); and interviews conducted with 

ECHO as well as with one of the HPCs. In addition, "critical opinions" were registered dur-

ing conferences or on other occasions. The main data collection took place between De-

cember 2007 and April 2008. 

5.4.1 Organization profile and situational background 

The European Community Humanitarian Aid Department (ECHO) was established in 1992 

as the humanitarian aid department of the European Union (EU).107 Its mandate is "to pro-

vide emergency assistance and relief to the victims of natural disasters or armed conflict 

outside the European Union. The aid is intended to go directly to those in distress, irrespec-

tive of race, religion or political convictions."108 In 2007, ECHO provided funds of more 

than EUR 700 million to 200 humanitarian partner organizations (e.g. NGOs, Red Cross 

and Red Crescent Movement, and UN agencies). It thus annually supports assistance to 

approx. 18 million people in more than 60 countries. Plans exist to extend the annual 

budget to over EUR 850 million by 2013. ECHO is one of the major global donors, next to 

USAID, which is reported to have spent USD 1,386 million on humanitarian assistance in 

2007 (USAID 2007, p. 13). In addition to supporting individual humanitarian operations 

and projects set up by partner organizations, ECHO also promotes disaster prevention and 

preparedness, dedicating approx. 3% of its total budget to these measures109 . 

In order to increase the quality of international disaster relief operations in general and of 

its partner organizations in particular, ECHO initiated the implementation of Humanitarian 

Procurement Centers (HPCs). HPCs are “non-profit making, autonomous and professional 

structures, specialised in the technical and commercial management of supplies necessary 

for the implementation of humanitarian operations. They provide technical assistance in 

procurement to humanitarian organisations, putting at their disposal pre-established stocks, 

                                                 
107 Information retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/echo/presentation/background_en.htm, 31.03.2008, 11:59 

am. 
108 Information retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/echo/presentation/mandate_en.htm, 31.03.2008, 12:14 am. 
109 EUR 19 million out of EUR 732 million; information retrieved from 

http://ec.europa.eu/echo/finances/budget_en.htm, 31.03.2008, 12:53 am. 
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purchasing and logistics capacity”.110 In brief, HPCs are humanitarian organizations that 

open their procurement services to the community of ECHO partners. The HPC concept 

aims in the first instance at quality improvements through standardized procurement of re-

lief supplies, support equipment and services.  

ECHO does not carry out humanitarian relief projects on its own account, but channels its 

funds through diverse 'partner' organizations, which it evaluates on a regular basis. The 

Framework Partnership Agreement (FPA) forms the foundation for these partnerships. It 

"defines respective roles, rights and obligations of partners (…) [as well as] the legal provi-

sions applicable to the humanitarian operations financed by ECHO"111. One of its precon-

ditions is a written documentation of the organization's internal procurement procedure 

with respect to property, supplies, works, and services. This procedure must comply with 

the requirements of procurement procedures defined in Annex IV of the FPA. These re-

quirements are intended to contribute to quality assurance within humanitarian aid, and are 

a precondition for the refunding of any expenditures by ECHO. The following key princi-

ples must be observed (ECHO 2007, pp. 9-10): transparency in the procurement process, 

proportionality between the procedures followed for awarding contracts and the value of 

the contracts, equal treatment and non-discrimination of potential contractors and donors, 

awarding of contracts according to the best price-quality ratio, avoidance of any conflict of 

interests, and observation of the highest ethical standards during the procurement and exe-

cution of contracts. Next to these principles, Annex IV also defines what procurement pro-

cedures have to be applied, depending on the contract type and contract value. The follow-

ing procurement procedures are distinguished (ECHO 2007, pp. 14-15):  

• Open procedure: all interested suppliers or operators may submit a tender after (in-

ternational or local) publication of a contract notice 

• Negotiated procedure: based on information contained in a contract notice, a selec-

tion of suppliers and operators (if possible three or more) are invited to submit a 

tender. A competitive environment has to be ensured 

• Negotiated procedure with a single tender: only one supplier or operator is invited 

to submit a contract offer. This procedure can be applied in the following cases: 

o When in response to an open or negotiated procedure only one (suitable) 

tender/offer was received 

                                                 
110 Information retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/echo/partners/procurement_en.htm; 31.03.2008, 05:42 pm. 
111 Information retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/echo/partners/fpa_ngos_en.htm, 31.03.2008, 02:40 pm. 

Since 1st January 2008, the new version "FPA 2008" has been in force and contains some simplifications 
and flexibility improvements as compared with the previous version of 2003. 
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o If out of technical or operational reasons only one supplier or operator 

comes into question 

o Under certain circumstances for additional contracts consisting of the repeti-

tion/renewal of a former one 

o For the unforeseen necessary extension (< 50%) of a former contract 

o For property contracts after prospecting the local market 

o Contracts in respect of purchases on particularly advantageous terms (e.g. 

due to bankruptcy) 

o In the framework of urgent actions and emergencies 

o The existence of valid framework agreements 

o The use of a Humanitarian Procurement Center 

o Contracts with a value of less than EUR 60,000 

Thus, the employment of an HPC enables the partnering humanitarian organizations to re-

duce the complexity of the procurement process necessary for a receiving a refund from 

ECHO. It can thereby reduce its own efforts and the related costs. In addition to cost reduc-

tion through a simplification of processes, the quality of supplies is expected to be im-

proved through a standardization of products and better quality and supplier management. 

Table 26 summarizes the key data of ECHO and its HPC concept. 

 
Mandate To provide emergency assistance and relief to the victims of natu-

ral disasters or armed conflict outside the European Union. The aid 
is intended to go directly to those in distress, irrespective of race, 
religion or political convictions 

Office location Brussels, Belgium 

Number of partner organizations ~ 200  (NGOs, international organizations, UN, and specialized 
agencies of EU member states) 

Total annual budget ~ EUR 730 m 

Current number of (pre-
liminary) HPCs 9 112 

HPC services Procurement and consulting services, transportation management 
(service fees: cost + 7%) 

HPC 
concept 

Sourced products Standard relief items and support equipment 

Table 26: Summary of key data of ECHO and its HPC concept 

                                                 
112 As at March 31st, 2008. 
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5.4.2 Supply chain design 

Although the HPC concept focuses mainly on procurement services, other parts of the sup-

ply chain are also affected by the cooperation. Figure 26 illustrates the flows of order re-

quests and supply deliveries on a conceptual basis. 
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Figure 26: Supply chain design resulting from HPC concept 

Supply delivery flow number 1 takes place when the humanitarian organization wishes to 

increase or replenish its own stock level. The deliveries may also come directly from the 

individual suppliers. Flow number 2 takes place when an HPC responds to an order by 

drawing on its own (pre-positioned) stock. Alternatively, the HPC may transmit the order 

to its suppliers, which then deliver directly either to a consolidation point or to the point of 

entry (flows number 3). Orders passed on to local suppliers will be delivered directly to the 

point of entry or even into the disaster-affected area (flow number 4). 

5.4.3 Roles and service offer 

Three roles need to be defined with respect to the concept: those of the HPCs, of their po-

tential customers, and of ECHO.  

As a precondition, HPCs must comply with the fundamental principles and requirements of 

Annex IV to the FPA (ECHO 2008). In addition, HPCs have to meet certain requirements: 

they must "be non-profit making, autonomous and professional organisations" that are 

"specialised in the technical and commercial management of supplies necessary for the im-
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plementation of humanitarian aid operations".113 Finally, HPCs have to accept (on-site) 

controls by ECHO. The role of HPCs is to offer other humanitarian organizations technical 

assistance in procurement and the use of pre-positioned stocks, as well as the opportunity 

to draw on their purchasing and logistics capacities. HPCs can thus be divided into three, 

sometimes overlapping, groups: 

• Stockholding: HPCs which hold supplies in stock which are also available to 

ECHO partners 

• Non-stockholding: HPCs not holding their own stock, but initiating purchase orders 

on behalf of ECHO partners. This type of HPC often maintains framework agree-

ments with key suppliers 

• Service providing: HPCs offering consultancy services in the area of procurement 

(e.g. with respect to tendering, customs clearance, and quality control) 

The services provided by an HPC are mainly linked to the procurement of goods and ser-

vices, but can also include related services such as transportation management for the 

goods procured, or any other logistics support. 

Humanitarian organizations may apply to receive the status of an HPC. Verification con-

sists of a two-step process: in the first step, the paper-based application is reviewed (with 

respect to internal control procedures, external audits, accounting rules, and procurement 

procedures), while in a second step an on-site visit and audit takes place. The verification 

of an organization as HPC is valid for a fixed period (not more than four years), and can be 

withdrawn by ECHO if the organization fails to comply with the stated requirements. Table 

27 shows a list of humanitarian organizations which were recognized as preliminary HPCs 

in March 2008. 

 

Name of organization Abbreviation Country 

Médecins sans Frontières Logistique MSF Logistique France 

Transfer Relief Supplies and Services Transfer Belgium 

Centrale Humanitaire Médico-Pharmaceutique CHMP France 

International Dispensary Association IDA Foundation Netherlands 

Association régionale d’approvisionnement en médicaments es-
sentiels 

ASRAMES DR Congo 

Logistics and Resource Mobilisation Department of the Interna-
tional Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 

IFRC's LRMD Switzerland 

Children’s Fund, Supply Division UNICEF Supply Division Denmark 

                                                 
113 Information retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/echo/partners/procurement_en.htm, 01.04.2008, 10:32 am. 
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Inter-Agency Procurement Services Office of the United Na-
tions Development Programme 

UNDP’s IAPSO Denmark 

Deutsche Medikamenten-Hilfswerk Action Medeor Action Medeor  Germany 

Table 27: List of preliminary HPCs114 

Potential customers of HPCs are all 200 partner organizations of ECHO, as well as Euro-

pean governments that engage directly in humanitarian aid and the procurement of relief 

supplies and services. Customers of an HPC remain generally responsible for quality and 

process control with respect to the products and services received through the Centre. Al-

though they are not required to question the underlying procedures every time, they are 

urged to "exercise the necessary degree of care, efficiency, and diligence when procuring 

supplies and services from an HPC" (ECHO 2008).  

The role of ECHO is to develop and improve the HPC concept, assess and verify new and 

existing HPCs, follow up any customer complaints, and promote the concept among ECHO 

partners as well as within the humanitarian community in general. 

For delivering procurement services to other ECHO partners, the HPC can charge service 

fees (ECHO 2008). Since the HPC must be a non-profit-making organization, its price-

setting mechanism must allow costs to be recovered without making a profit. Overhead 

costs, handling fees and mark-ups have to be defined in accordance with this basic princi-

ple. These can include costs for transporting and processing the products ordered, if these 

costs are not included in the prices charged by the supplier, indirect cost (e.g. electricity 

and warehouse running costs) and/or costs linked to the functioning of the HPC as well as 

costs related to the pre-qualification of ordered products. HPCs have to be able to demon-

strate the methodology they use to set their prices, including mark-ups, handling fees and 

indirect costs. The last-mentioned may not exceed 7% of the direct purchasing costs. One 

principle of the HPC concept is that the HPCs should not be in competition with each 

other. A free choice of HPCs exists, while the centres source and offer supplies at the best 

price available. 

Partners are invoiced by the HPCs and can subsequently retrieve their expenditures from 

ECHO. In addition, they can charge up to 7% to ECHO as indirect costs on the total cost 

charged by the HPC. This may function as an incentive for partners to use the services of 

HPCs. 

5.4.4 Areas of cooperation 

                                                 
114 Information retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/echo/partners/procurement_en.htm, 31.03.2008, 05:18 pm. 
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The HPC concept creates opportunities for inter-organizational cooperation within pro-

curement, but also with respect to pre-positioning of stocks and transportation capacity. 

Within procurement, better quality of supplies can be obtained through standardization 

and common procurement. The community of customers can benefit from the knowledge 

and broad supplier base of the HPC, as well as from its efforts aimed at capacity assurance. 

In addition, HPC might be able to negotiate better prices with key suppliers due to higher 

annual volumes. 

Within storage, the maintenance of pre-positioned stock within the HPC might eliminate 

the necessity for smaller organizations to set up their own warehouses for pre-positioning. 

Within transportation, consolidation of intra- and inter-organizational shippings might be 

possible to some extent. Here again, better prices with external transportation providers can 

be negotiated due to higher volumes. 

5.4.5 Benefits and incentives 

Once again, three perspectives can be distinguished with regard to the resulting benefits 

and underlying incentives: those of ECHO, the HPCs, and customers. 

ECHO emphasizes that the main objective of the HPC concept is to increase the quality 

level of relief supplies. Cost reductions are neither part of the concept focus nor expected 

by ECHO. Nevertheless, incentives for ECHO to promote the HPC concept might be: 

• Procurement via HPC results in a standardization and quality control of products 

and procedures 

• The evaluation requirements might be lessened if ECHO needs to verify only the 

underlying procurement procedures of the HPCs instead of those of each partner 

organization 

• Cost reductions within partner organizations result in cost reductions for ECHO. If 

resulting procurement cost reductions amount to more than 7% of the order value 

(the additional cost cover to encourage partners to use HPCs), ECHO's expenses are 

reduced and the resulting savings can be spent on additional humanitarian projects 

• The facilitation of inter-organizational cooperation 

Humanitarian organizations acting as HPCs obtain the following benefits: 

• Receipt of contributions towards overhead and infrastructure costs (e.g. warehouse 

running costs, staff recruitment) 
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• Cost reductions due to higher order volumes 

• Positive image effect by being recognized as a "professional (procurement) service 

provider" 

HPC customers can potentially benefit in the following ways: 

• Cost reductions due to negotiated procedure with a single tender 

• Benefit from HPC's procurement know-how and broad supplier base 

• Additional contributions to overhead costs of up to 7% of invoice value 

• Simple mechanism for ECHO cost refunding  

• Quality control of supplies through HPC 

• Transparency regarding available products, procurement procedures, and existing 

needs 

• Interchangeability of relief supplies 

• Cost reductions due to higher cooperative order volumes 

• Additional cost savings with respect to transport 

The perceptions of these benefits are supported by the results of Fortner's (2006, pp. 125-

127) interviews with nine Austrian NGOs, in which he questioned representatives with re-

spect to the expected benefits from procurement through professional service providers 

such as the HPCs.  

Small and medium-sized organizations are believed to benefit most from the HPC concept, 

since they frequently have no equivalent supply chain structures in place, and are flexible 

enough to recognize and exploit the advantages of the concept. 

5.4.6 Impediments and risks 

Fortner (2006, p. 104) identifies a catalogue of requirements an HPC must fulfill so that 

humanitarian organizations are willing to use its services. These requirements can be 

grouped into four categories: 

• Professionalism and capabilities: HPCs have to adhere to high professional stan-

dards (e.g. quality assurance, compliance with Annex IV) and must employ quali-

fied staff with the necessary logistics capabilities (e.g. fast process handling, cus-

toms clearances, packaging and labeling) and knowledge (e.g. humanitarian and 
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disaster environment) 

• Good price-quality ratio: HPCs must be competitive 

• Customer orientation: goods and services delivered by the HPC must conform to 

the special needs of humanitarian organizations (e.g. fast responsiveness to cus-

tomer requests, customized reporting standards, adequate payment procedures) 

• Resource availability: HPCs must assure the availability of resources (e.g. through 

the maintenance and management of a broad supplier network including local 

sources, pre-positioning of stock) 

• Neutrality: HPCs must ensure equal treatment of humanitarian organizations and 

avoid preferential treatment of any (especially large or internal) customer 

So far, ECHO has no overview of the current number of HPC users, since they are not re-

quired to register as such. The impression exists that the concept is still underused and 

ECHO partners prefer ad-hoc tendering to procurement via HPCs. To some extent this 

might be due to initial misunderstandings regarding the concept. ECHO needed, for exam-

ple, to clarify that not only the HPCs, but also the customers, receive 7% for cost recovery. 

This seems to have been widely misunderstood at the beginning. But aspects of resource 

availability and neutrality also seem to create difficulties. Up to now, the principal of equal 

treatment of all customers has not been fully implemented. MSF Logistique, for example, 

only serves MSF sister organizations, while ECHO wishes it to open up to other ECHO 

partners as well. Even then, however, the queuing (priority) rules need to be clarified. 

ECHO wishes all customers to be treated equally on a "first come, first served" basis – a 

wish difficult to realize where umbrella organizations feel they have a special responsibility 

towards their own members.  

Generally speaking, there seems to be limited willingness to replace the respective organi-

zation's own procurement structures by HPC services. Many organizations, especially the 

large ones, consider logistics as one of their core competencies and as a competitive advan-

tage that they need if they are to remain self-sufficient. Medium-sized and small organiza-

tions are slowly starting to move away from this view, which is considered "old-fashioned" 

by ECHO. 

Competition between humanitarian organizations is not regarded as a barrier against poten-

tial customers using HPCs. Also, the IT systems in use do not seem to hinder the use of 

HPCs, since orders are placed via email, fax or phone. Nevertheless, the use of advanced 

technology such as order follow-up by logging into the service provider's system is in gen-

eral not possible for the basic systems of most organizations, which often use their website 
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mainly for donor communication instead of operation support. 

Up to now, no mechanism to measure the resulting benefits for ECHO, HPCs or HPC cus-

tomers is in place. ECHO only audits and monitors the HPCs to assure conformance with 

certain quality levels. By comparing old and new invoices and reports from its partner or-

ganizations, it can roughly determine that the costs remained equal before and after using 

an HPC. This result might also originate in the rising item costs in the humanitarian supply 

market. A reason for this trend is considered to be a decreasing number of suppliers due to 

unattractive economic conditions (e.g. fluctuating demand and special product require-

ments not compatible with commercial customers). This trend might further increase pro-

curement costs and reduce existing capacities. Due to the auditing process, ECHO can 

oversee the existing capacities of the different HPCs. But this is unpublished information, 

and no aggregated capacity map exists or is planned for the future. Consolidation of the 

shipments of different customers of an HPC is believed to be realizable only to a limited 

extent, since an overlap of supplies shipped from the same warehouse to the same destina-

tion during the same delivery window is considered to be relatively rare. 

Some critical opinions in the humanitarian sector voice the suspicion that ECHO could turn 

the option of using HPCs into a mandatory measure, forcing all partners to procure exclu-

sively via HPCs. Humanitarian organizations would thus lose some of their freedom and 

independence of fund allocation – a circumstance they normally prefer to prevent. ECHO 

claims to have no such plans, but to intend to retain a policy of free choice. 

5.4.7 Future prospects 

ECHO plans to continue the development of the HPC concept. It hopes to increase the 

number of users through clarification of the issue of cost recovery fees for both HPCs and 

customers, as well as through a consistent implementation of equal customer treatment by 

HPCs. This last, in particular, is considered to be a challenging task.  

The auditing process is currently under revision, while four new HPCs are waiting for rec-

ognition. Plans exist to improve the measurement of benefits and performance in the fu-

ture. 

5.5 Additional Interviews 

The perspective of small to medium-sized (Austrian) NGOs: this section is based on an 

extract from the results of Fortner's interviews with nine Austrian NGOs in 2006 (Fortner 

2006, pp. 62-67, 117-129). Questions and answers provide insights on the current pro-
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curement situation of NGOs and their perspectives on challenges, solutions and the em-

ployment of professional service providers. The survey consisted of a standardized ques-

tionnaire and an accompanying interview with procurement and logistics experts from the 

various organizations. The Austrian sections of the following internationally operating or-

ganizations participated in the survey: Care, Caritas, Diakonie, Hilfswerk, MSF, Red 

Cross115, SOS Kinderdorf, Volkshilfe, World Vision. The Austrian sections of all of these 

organizations can be compared in terms of size with small to medium-sized NGO (of cate-

gory 1 or 2). Although a survey with nine participants from one country is not regarded as 

representative, the results can still be read as an indication of the perspective of small to 

medium-sized NGOs. While survey questions and detailed results can be found in Appen-

dix B, this section only summarizes the most relevant insights gained from them. The re-

lated question numbers (e.g. A-4) are given in brackets.  

When asked to identify major problems in the delivery of relief supplies, the respondents 

named a number of different "problem clusters". Limited capacities and shortages of relief 

supplies (A-4) result in competitive behavior between humanitarian organizations during 

peak times of disaster response. This causes price increases (A-10) and price variances for 

identical or similar products (A-2, A-3). The NGOs clearly criticize the inadequate demand 

coordination (A-1). 

Lack of standardization (A-8) and, especially, differing quality standards (A-14) are re-

ported as critical problems. The standardization of products (B-1) and technical solutions 

(B-7) is regarded as a worthwhile aim. 

All participating organizations believe that they use identical or similar relief supplies (F-

1). A consolidation should therefore be possible. In addition, nearly all welcome a solution 

by which a service provider undertakes tasks such as customs clearance and dealing with 

authorities (B-6). Both activities are regarded as problematic, since they are highly time-

consuming (A-15, A-16). When the participants were asked why they do not operate joint 

procurement procedures, strongly supported reasons were that no adequate service provider 

is available (C-2)116 and that no platform for communication exists (C-4). This is to some 

extent due to the fact that most organizations attempt to source locally in order to support 

the economy of the disaster-affected region and neighboring countries (L-2). 

                                                 
115 Fortner includes the Austrian Red Cross in the category of NGOs, while within this thesis the Red Cross 

and Red Crescent Movement forms a category of its own. Since a differentiation in the context of the inter-
view questions seems not to be necessary or value-adding, it will be set aside in this section. The organiza-
tion Hilfswerk is a purely Austrian organization without a related international network. 

116 The statement "No adequate service provider is available" (C-2) was answered three times with "Don't 
know". This might be an indication that the responding NGO has not yet performed any market research. 
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As further impediment to joint procurement, the lack of time for coordination during the 

actual disaster response was named (C-5). This means that any coordination regarding lo-

gistics management in general and procurement in particular has to be arranged in the fore-

front of a disaster. When a disaster occurs, it is already too late. Competitive thinking was 

not regarded as being dominant within procurement (C-1). 

Ambivalent answers were given to the question of whether procurement is regarded as a 

core competency of the organization, and therefore hampers joint activities (C-3, see Figure 

27). While some organizations clearly opposed this view (Diakonie, Volkshilfe, and SOS 

Kinderdorf), others strongly approved it (MSF, Red Cross). This ambivalence shows the 

organizations' different understanding of their own core competencies. 

1 = true
2 = rather true

3 = rather not true
4 = not true
5 = Don't know

Procurement is core competency of the organization 1 = true
2 = rather true

3 = rather not true
4 = not true
5 = Don't know
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3

4
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Figure 27: Survey question C-3 on NGOs' core competencies (based on Fortner 2006, p. 

122) 

Most organizations specify that they already engage professional service providers (D-1). 

Most of them use these for transportation tasks, two for procurement, and sporadically for 

warehouse handling, customs clearance or construction work (E-a). All organizations – 

even those not employing professional service providers yet - would consider outsourcing 

some functions in the future (E-b). Procurement and warehousing, in particular, were indi-

cated as functions for potential outsourcing.  

Almost none of the organizations employ permanent staff responsible for international pro-

curement (exceptions are the Austrian Red Cross with 4 full-time equivalents (FTE) for 

management, processing and warehousing, and Caritas with approx. 0.25 FTE in process-

ing) (G-1/2/3). This is mainly due to the fact that the Austrian sections of those organiza-

tions normally concentrate on fund raising and monitoring. The availability and ad-hoc 

employment of professional service providers might therefore be an interesting scenario for 
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many of them. 

The relative amount of administrative costs incurred in the area of logistics and procure-

ment varies clearly between different organizations (H-1/2/3). While some specify it as be-

tween 0 % and 5 %, others name a range between 6 % and 10 %, or even 11 % to 15 %. 

There seems to be a correlation between the organizations with a low administrative cost 

component, and those which designate procurement as one of their core competencies. On 

the other hand, organizations with high administrative costs and no claims to counting pro-

curement as one of their core competencies are probably more willing to outsource pro-

curement to professional service providers.  

While only half of the responding organizations currently pre-position any stock (I-1), the 

majority would consider using an HPC for the procurement of supplies in the forefront of a 

disaster (J-1), and storing them together with other organizations in warehouse facilities 

provided by an HPC (K-1). 





 

6 Proposition Review through Cross-case Analysis 

By comparing the insights gained from the three case studies and interviews described in 

the previous chapter, the propositions on benefits and impediments are revised and, where 

necessary, modified or dropped. On this basis, the propositions are adopted as hypotheses. 

Also the model specifications within the three cases are compared and strengths and weak-

nesses evaluated. 

6.1 Review of Propositions on Benefits 

In this section, the potential benefits as set out in Table 14 in Chapter 4 are compared with 

the perceived benefits revealed within the different cases and interviews: parallels and dif-

ferences are highlighted. Based on this comparison, implications for the related proposi-

tions are identified.  

6.1.1 Cross-case analysis of perceived benefits 

B-1: Reduction of procurement costs and improvement of service conditions. To some 

extent, this type of benefit is perceived to exist in all three cases. The UNHRD offers pro-

curement cost reductions by granting access to the LTAs of the UNHRD and those of other 

UN agencies (e.g. UNHCR and UNICEF). In addition, procurement cost can be postponed 

through the use of virtual and white stocks. A similar approach is chosen by the RLUs of 

the IFRC. They negotiate FAs through a tendering procedure in which those suppliers are 

selected which commit themselves to reserving certain capacities for the best price. How-

ever, it must be emphasized that the benefit of cost reduction is not regarded as the most 

important one that results from long-term supplier contracts. The reliability of capacities 

(virtual stocks) and quality as well as time-saving during a disaster response operation due 

to pre-negotiated terms of reference carry at least equal importance for the IFRC and the 

UNHRD. The same benefits seem to apply to the HPC concept. Partner organizations of 

ECHO gain access to the FAs and stocks of larger organizations acting as HPCs, and can 

thereby benefit to some extent from lower prices, time reductions and capacity assurance. 

Nevertheless, the focus of ECHO is placed on quality improvement. Cost reductions for 

HPC customers could not so far be observed, and are also not expected. However, HPCs 

should be able to realize some cost advantages through leverage of their existing capacities. 

As an additional benefit is perceived the prevention of price increases. ECHO reports that 

supply prices in general are rising due to a limited number of suppliers. The interviews 

with Austrian NGOs, in particular, have highlighted that competition for limited resources 

between humanitarian organizations increases the price of relief supplies during peak sea-

sons - a circumstance also confirmed by various practitioner reports and interview partners 
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in all cases. Framework agreements concluded by the UNHRD as well as the RLUs fix the 

prices of the supplies and thus help to prevent or at least limit cost increases during the 

peak periods. All in all, in particular smaller organizations that do not have high procure-

ment volumes of their own and neither the funds to pre-position stock in the forefront of a 

disaster nor the capacities to set up FAs independently are expected to benefit from these 

concepts. 

B-2: Reduction of administrative costs within procurement. There are two sources of 

cost reduction: one relating to the service providers and the other to the customers. In every 

case, the service provider is responsible for maintaining an efficient administrative cost 

structure and realizing related economies of scale in all service areas. To stay competitive, 

commercial service providers need to improve their efficiency on a continuous basis. But 

up to now, competition between the humanitarian service providers has been distorted by 

supporting donations.117 The efficiency level of the individual service providers can there-

fore not be measured by their service fees. In addition, none of them has so far actively 

measured its efficiency. On the other hand, customers and users of all kinds seem to be in-

clined to retain their own procurement departments, so as to remain independent and com-

petent. As a result, administrative structures are more duplicated than consolidated. The re-

luctance to fully trust and depend on the service offer of another organization seems to be 

linked to the impediments in the first category (strategic fit). A difference between larger 

and smaller humanitarian organizations can also be observed here. Smaller entities, which 

engage in procurement on an ad-hoc basis as soon as a disaster occurs, seem to be more 

open, and grateful for the opportunity to outsource procurement tasks to professional ser-

vice providers instead of putting their own staff in place. Positive effects of cost reduction 

can only be observed in the case of the HPCs. Here, the customers avoid complex tender-

ing procedures by engaging a service provider and therefore save time and expense. 

B-3: Cost and time reductions due to technology improvements. This type of benefit 

can be observed to some extent. Within the UNHRD, supplier involvement in research and 

development activities with regard to new or better products does not exist. On the other 

hand, the introduction of new warehouse software to achieve real-time stock visibility is on 

the way, and will help to reduce the time and cost involved in searching and counting 

stock, and to provide users with continuous transparency of their inventory levels within 

the HRDs. The logistics department of the IFRC has started some joint development activi-

ties together with their suppliers. For example, they have developed and improved a par-

ticular type of tent adapted to the special needs arising during relief operations. The tent 

                                                 
117 This subject is discussed in more detail in the revision of Proposition 7 in Chapter 6.2.2. 
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can be ordered and used by all National Societies. The HPC concept neither supports nor 

contradicts the presence of this kind of benefit. Customers might benefit from technology 

improvements initiated by an HPC for internal reasons.  

B-4: Inter-organizational supply chain compatibility. This type of benefit results from 

indirect standardization of products, packaging and labelling and is expected by interview 

partners in all three cases. UNHRD and RLUs encourage standardization in order to facili-

tate potential stock swaps. While the National Societies seem more open to adoption of the 

principle (e.g. using the same items catalogue), the willingness of HRD users is still low. 

This is mainly due to divergent internal standards which seem relatively difficult to modify. 

The benefits of stock swaps must be appealing enough to initiate these kinds of change. 

But as observed in horizontal cooperation in the private sector, standardization will take 

place indirectly when customers gradually adapt to the standards set by the service provid-

ers (e.g. by using the same suppliers and product specifications). 

B-5: Cost and time reductions due to the streamlining of processes. All three cases sup-

port the perception of this type of benefit. The UNHRD offers its users a response time to 

requests of less than 6-12 hours, permanent availability of trained staff to handle any re-

quest, the employment of staging areas, and in addition, the possibility to "lease" HRD lo-

gistics staff to support, for example, supply chain handling at any transhipment point or at 

the point of entry. Similar support structures are offered by the RLUs: permanent respon-

siveness and technical support for any logistics-related issues, as well as tracking and trac-

ing of goods by means of their Humanitarian Logistics Software (HLS). Small humanitar-

ian organizations and small National Societies cannot afford such permanent structures and 

the maintenance of a fully skilled logistics staff. Also, within the HPC concept customers 

can benefit from the standing structures of the HPCs that seek to implement high profes-

sional standards. 

B-6: Reduction of storage cost by joint use of storage facilities, equipment and staff. 

This kind of benefit is perceived as one of the central advantages of the UNHRD concept. 

Due to donor funding, storage space and handling is offered free of charge. This causes a 

difference in the individual and total decision functions. While the users obtain clear posi-

tive benefits from the free service offer, the overall benefit-cost ratio will only be positive 

if economies of scale are realized through efficient management and the avoidance of du-

plicated storage structures. This is true for the RLUs as well.  The possibility of generating 

net benefits through economies of scale is only given if they can reduce existing, or avoid 

potential storage facilities within the National Societies. The interviews with users and NS 

indicate that if they operate their own national or central warehouses they are inclined to re-

tain these and use the warehouse space of the service providers in addition. This means that 
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the indicated type of benefit (B-6) could not (yet) be realized. Customers that do not main-

tain their own warehouses are not affected by this type of benefit unless they have planned 

to set up their own warehouse, and abandon this plan due to the offer of warehouse space 

by service providers. However, such a case has not been observed so far. Since the HPC 

concept concentrates on cooperation within procurement, benefits with respect to storage 

are only indirectly concerned. If ECHO partners can draw on the prepositioned and virtual 

stocks of HPCs, they might give up plans to set up their own warehouse structures and 

thereby avoid duplication costs. All in all, the occurrence of this type of benefit seems rela-

tively limited, but might develop in the future if trust and proof of success increase. 

B-7: Cost and time reductions linked to a decentralization strategy. The realization of 

this type of benefit is reported to be one of the initial motives for setting up the UNHRD as 

well as the RLU concept. The decentralization of warehouse capacity is expected to result 

in the highest cost and time savings of the whole concept. The UNHRD estimates potential 

cost savings to be as high as USD 150,000 to 200,000 per planeload. The IFRC, too, claims 

the realization of very high cost savings and a considerable improvement in the response 

time, based on a conducted case study (Cuckow 2006). Since a decentralization strategy is 

not explicitly part of the HPC concept, this kind of benefit is not applicable within this 

case. 

B-8: Cost and time reductions through inter-organizational stock pooling. The man-

agement of the UNHRD as well as the RLUs expect this type of benefit to evolve. Either 

stock levels can be reduced by this effort, or the overall ad-hoc response capacity can be 

increased. Although the prerequisites (such as product standardization) are only now be-

ginning to be addressed, the hope for a high acceptance rate is given. Within the HPC con-

cept, customers can draw in some cases on the stocks of the HPCs itself, but do not main-

tain their own stocks in the HPC which they might swap with others. Nevertheless, the in-

direct standardization of supplies might open up the possibility of interchanging goods with 

other HPC customers at a later stage in the supply chain.  

B-9: Transport cost reduction through consolidated purchasing volume and bargain-

ing power. All three cases indicate the perception of this kind of benefit. The UNHRD of-

fers its users the opportunity to draw on the capacities of the UN Humanitarian Air Service 

(UNHAS) and to use the available IL-76 aircraft at low cost. The RLUs aim to negotiate 

good price conditions with external transport and logistics providers on the basis of volume 

consolidations of their customers. In the same way, HPCs might be able to negotiate better 

prices and/or service conditions on the basis of larger annual shipping volumes – even if no 

results in this context are as yet known. Besides the standing capacity of UNHAS, no 

framework agreements have yet been negotiated with any transport service provider. This 
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seems to be a white spot. Assurance of sufficient transport capacity for the supplies stored 

in the service providers' regional warehouses should be addressed in the future. Otherwise, 

severe bottlenecks might occur during disaster response operations, raising doubts regard-

ing the benefits of the concept. Due to their high volume, UNICEF could, for example, ne-

gotiate better service and price conditions with their transport service providers.118 

B-10: Reduction of administrative cost within transportation. The perception of this 

type of benefit is judged in the same way as the reduction of administrative cost within 

procurement (B-2). Here too, the performances of the service providers in terms of efficient 

administrative cost structures have not yet been actively measured and compared with each 

other. In addition, customers tend to retain their own transport functions, so that structures 

are more often duplicated than reduced. Again, modification of these structures might 

come as soon as the concepts deliver consistent proof of success and the level of trust in-

creases.  

B-11: Cost reduction through the consolidation and balancing of shipments. This type 

of benefit is advertised by the UNHRD as well as the RLUs. The UNHRD facilitates the 

consolidation of shipments not only from the HRDs to the points of entry, but also from the 

suppliers to the HRDs. For example, the shipments of different organizations to the same 

disaster area are combined to achieve full planeloads. The RLUs try to combine shipments 

from the RLUs to the points of entry as well. HPCs might also attempt to consolidate or-

ders from different customers served by the same supplier. However, this will only work in 

the rare cases where supplies are delivered at the same time to the same destination or con-

solidation point, and where the customers agree to it. Since, in the context of immediate 

disaster response, the pre-positioned supply has to move quickly and as directly as possible 

to the points of entry of a disaster-affected area, route planning is not expected to play as a 

large role as it might do later during the dispersion of goods to picking points or single 

communities of beneficiaries.  

B-12: Protection of market shares. Market share is translated into the humanitarian aid 

context as the share of total donations. In all three cases, donor interest seems to be ex-

traordinarily high. Although it is not possible to link this interest exclusively to the coop-

erative approach chosen by those concepts, evidence of positive appreciation from the do-

nor side seems to be given. The UNHRD enjoys high and still increasing support from di-

verse donors, which it interprets as a KPI for the success of the concept. Also, implementa-

tion of the RLU concept was strongly supported by donations. A documentation of this 

concept even enabled the IFRC to win the "Supply Chain Excellence Award" in 2006. The 

                                                 
118 Interview with Paul Molinaro, Logistics Officer, UNICEF, 14.12.2007. 
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HPC concept is promoted by ECHO itself, which demonstrates a clear donor interest in it, 

and the realization of related benefits in terms of quality, time and cost. Overall the insights 

from the case studies and interviews seem to support the existence of this type of benefit. 

B-13: Cost reduction through concentration on core competencies. This type of benefit 

is linked to activity alignment, but seems not to be facilitated by any of the three concepts. 

The management of UNHRD and the RLUs do not wish to interfere in their users' area of 

authority, nor does the HPC intervene in the individual activities of HPC customers. 

In addition to the benefits proposed in Chapter 4, some further types of benefit can be ob-

served within the individual cases, or are indicated by the additional interview partners. 

B-14: Releasing the pressure on the common supply chain bottlenecks (such as points 

of entry or busy transshipment points). Through a consolidation of shipments, the number 

of means of transport arriving at these points and requiring further processing is reduced. 

This can speed up the throughput time of the whole supply chain. The quality of shipment 

consolidation can be further improved if the cooperating organizations agree on priority 

shipping. This means that the supplies that are needed most by the beneficiaries or for the 

set-up of the first supply chain are shipped first - whichever organization they belong to. 

The UNHRD concept facilitates this idea through the establishment and joint use of staging 

areas. Supplies can be stored there before they are channelled through any bottleneck (in 

most cases the point of entry) according to the prioritized need. Positive experience with 

priority shipping is also reported by World Vision Germany e.V. and its partners in the 

"Aktion Deutschland Hilft" initiative119. 

B-15: Better cooperation at and after the point of entry. The initiators of the UNHRD 

concept expect better cooperation in later supply-chain sections through close inter-

organizational collaboration within and around the HRDs. It is assumed that organizations 

that are better acquainted with each other are more relaxed and willing to cooperate in 

other situations as well. 

B-16: Avoidance of under- and over-coverage of a region with contingency supply. 

This would create benefits for the whole humanitarian sector in terms of cost and time. 

Service providers are able to provide transparency of the available capacities of their cus-

tomers. The resulting transparency of some sections of the aggregated capacity of the hu-

manitarian community, as well as a potential information exchange with other existing ser-

vice providers, can facilitate joint discussions and target adjustments according to the needs 

                                                 
119 Interview with Daniel Ginsberg, Coordinator Supply Chain Management and Logistics, 06.12.2007. Ak-

tion Deutschland Hilft is a joint initiative set up by a range of German humanitarian organizations which 
collaborate on fundraising and programme implementation. 
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of different regions. For the discussion of capacity adjustments, not only the input of the 

organizations using one of the service providers is needed, but also that of the organiza-

tions maintaining major contingency stocks of their own. The UNHRD plans to initiate a 

common approach to create this kind of transparency – starting with the circle of users, and 

with the prospect of cooperating with other humanitarian organizations as well at a later 

stage. Neither the IFRC nor ECHO have established or communicated such plans. 

Table 28 summarizes the cross-case comparison of benefits, including those additionally 

identified. The benefits observed in the various case studies are assigned to four categories: 

• Yes (realized): positive results are perceived or can be observed  

• Yes (expected): positive results are expected based on promising arguments  

• No: benefits are neither expected nor perceived to be realized due to existing im-

pediments or other reasons 

• n/a: the cooperation concept is not applicable (n/a) to this area 
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Perceived benefits 
 

Tasks 
Potential        
Synergies No. Potential Benefits UNHRD Network  RLUs HPC Concept  

Procure-
ment 

Consolidation of 
purchasing vol-
ume and bargain-
ing power 

B-1 Price reduction/quantity dis-
counts; improvement of service 
conditions (e.g. preferred treat-
ment, long-term agreements, pro-
tection against price increases, ob-
taining other products at lower 
prices by piggybacking them onto 
the joint purchases); 
for smaller organizations: access 
to a broader range of suppliers 
(e.g. global sourcing) 

Yes (realized): cost reduc-
tion/ postponement through 
establishment of LTAs, ac-
cess to LTAs of other UN 
agencies and use of virtual 
and white stocks; not only 
cost focus but also time and 
quality; prevention of price 
increases through fixed sup-
ply prices in LTAs; benefits 
especially for smaller or-
ganizations 

Yes (realized): cost reduc-
tion/ postponement 
through establishment of 
FAs and use of virtual 
stocks; not only cost focus 
but rather time and capac-
ity; prevention of price in-
creases through fixed sup-
ply prices in FAs; benefits 
especially for smaller Na-
tional Societies 

No/ Yes (expected): no 
focus on cost reduction but 
on quality control; no cost 
reductions could be ob-
served for HPC customers; 
expected cost advantage 
for HPCs; smaller organi-
zations benefit from supply 
chain structure of larger 
ones 

  Consolidation of 
administrative 
tasks such as or-
der processing 
and supplier rela-
tionship manage-
ment 

B-2 Reduction of administrative costs 
within procurement 

No: efficiency of administra-
tive cost structure is not 
measured; duplications since 
customers tend to keep their 
own procurement functions; 
possibly greater benefits for 
smaller organizations 

No: efficiency of adminis-
trative cost structure is not 
measured; duplications 
since bigger customers 
tend to keep their own pro-
curement functions; possi-
bly greater benefits for 
smaller organizations  

No/Yes (realized): dupli-
cations since customers 
tend to keep their own pro-
curement functions; 
simplification of procure-
ment process; possibly 
greater benefits for smaller 
organizations 

 Technology im-
provements 

B-3 Cost reduction and quality im-
provement through early supplier 
involvement in research and de-
velopment; cost and time reduc-
tion through new information and 
communication systems 

Yes (realized): no early sup-
plier involvement but soft-
ware improvements 

Yes (realized): early sup-
plier involvement in tent 
development 

n/a 

O
pe

ra
ti

on
al

 b
en

ef
it

s 

 Indirect stan-
dardization of 
products, packag-
ing and labelling 

B-4 Inter-organizational logistics com-
patibility (requirement for stock 
pooling) 

Yes (expected): user will-
ingness still low but indirect 
adaptation 

Yes (expected): user will-
ingness still rather low but 
indirect adaptation 

Yes (expected): indirect 
adaptation to standards set 
by HPCs 
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Perceived benefits 
 

Tasks 
Potential        
Synergies No. Potential Benefits UNHRD Network  RLUs HPC Concept  

 Streamlining 
processes 

B-5 Reduction of time, complexity 
and total acquisition cost 

Yes (realized): e.g. through 
staff availability and staging 
areas; especially for smaller 
organizations 

Yes (realized): e.g. 
through good accessibility 
and tracking and tracing of 
goods through HLS; espe-
cially for smaller NS 

Yes (realized): e.g. 
through permanent pro-
curement structures of 
HPCs; especially for 
smaller organizations 

Storage Consolidation of 
storage facilities, 
equipment and 
personnel 

B-6 Reduction of facility and adminis-
trative cost within storage 

Yes (realized)/No: users 
save storage cost but tend to 
keep own warehouse infra-
structure 

No: NS tend to keep own 
warehouse infrastructure 

n/a: indirect benefits by 
avoiding duplication costs 

 Extension / decen-
tralization of 
warehouse net-
work 

B-7 Cost and time savings through re-
duction of average distance from 
the warehouse to the destination 
and using cheaper transport 
modes for deliveries to the ware-
house 

Yes (realized): perception 
based on experience and 
simple scenario cost calcula-
tions  

Yes (realized): as docu-
mented by the Yogyakarta 
case report (Cuckow 2006)  

n/a 

 Increase of flexi-
bility through 
stock exchanges 

B-8 Cost savings through decrease of 
certain stock positions by stock 
pooling; cost savings through 
stock turnover before due date; 
time savings through better avail-
ability; prerequisite: minimum 
standards for stocks and post-
ponement of stock labelling  

Yes (realized): part of ac-
claimed benefits; already re-
alized several times 

Yes (realized): already re-
alized several times 

n/a: possibility of stock 
swaps at later stages in the 
supply chain 

Trans-
portation 

Consolidation of 
purchasing vol-
ume and bargain-
ing power  

B-9 Price reduction/quantity dis-
counts; obtainment of better ser-
vice conditions 

Yes (realized): lower prices 
through use of UNHAS/IL-
76; but no transport LTAs in 
place 

Yes (realized): lower 
prices through volume 
consolidation; but no trans-
port FAs in place 

Yes (expected): lower 
prices through volume 
consolidation (but no re-
sults yet) 

 Consolidation of 
administrative 
tasks such as 
transport and sup-
plier management 

B-10 Reduction of administrative costs 
within transportation 

No: efficiency of administra-
tive cost structure is not 
measured; duplications since 
customers tend to keep their 
own transport function; pos-
sibly larger benefits for 

No: efficiency of adminis-
trative cost structure is not 
measured; duplications 
since customers tend to 
keep their own transport 
function; possibly larger 

No: duplications since cus-
tomers tend to keep their 
own transport function; 
possibly larger benefits for 
smaller organizations 
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Perceived benefits 
 

Tasks 
Potential        
Synergies No. Potential Benefits UNHRD Network  RLUs HPC Concept  

smaller organizations benefits for smaller organi-
zations 

 Consolidation of 
shipments  

B-11 Reduction of transportation unit 
cost as well as the unit costs for 
issuing and receiving the goods  

Yes (realized): full plane-
loads through joint ship-
ments 

Yes (realized): full plane-
loads through joint ship-
ments  

No: expected to be mar-
ginal 

Market 
position 

Enhancement of 
market power or 
competitive posi-
tion  

B-12 Protection of market share  
 

Yes (realized): broad and 
increasing donor support 

Yes (realized): existing 
donor support and winner 
of the 2006 "Supply Chain 
Excellence Award"  

Yes (realized) / No: initia-
tive promoted by a donor 
itself 

St
ra

te
gi

c 
be

ne
fi

ts
 

 Activity align-
ment 

B-13 Cost reduction through concentra-
tion on core competencies; better 
customer approach with full cata-
logue of services 

No: does not wish to inter-
fere in users' area of author-
ity 

No: does not wish to inter-
fere in area of authority of 
their NS 

n/a 

 Consolidation and 
priority shipping 

B-14 Reduction of throughput time by 
releasing pressure on supply chain 
bottlenecks; delivery of most 
needed goods first 

Yes (realized): through joint 
establishment and use of 
staging areas 

  

 Cooperation 
within later sup-
ply chain sections 

B-15 Cost, time and quality improve-
ments through better cooperation 
in later supply chain sections - fa-
cilitated by cooperation during 
earlier supply chain sections 

Yes (expected): better mu-
tual acquaintance of users 
will facilitate general coop-
eration willingness 

  

A
dd

it
io

na
l b

en
ef

it
s 

 Transparency of 
the target re-
sponse capacity as 
well as existing 
supplies 

B-16 Avoidance of under- or over-
coverage of regions 

Yes (expected): starting with 
stock transparency of all 
UNHRD users, later invita-
tion to other humanitarian 
organizations to join 

No: but different opinions 
exist: no interference in 
area of authority of NS 
versus idea of total stock 
transparency 

Yes (realized)/No: over-
view of individual capaci-
ties of all HPCs exists, but 
no plans for active man-
agement in the future 

Table 28: Cross-case comparison of perceived benefits 



Proposition Review through Cross-case Analysis    169 

 

6.1.2 Resulting implications for benefit propositions 

Based on the cross-case analysis of benefits, the propositions are revised. Arguments in fa-

vour of and against their validity are examined, and result either in the abandonment of the 

proposition or in its (modification and) adoption as a hypothesis. 

Proposition 1 

The first proposition states that: "The total potential benefits exceed the related and trans-

actional costs and result in positive net benefits." It must be re-emphasized that this calcu-

lation takes only such benefits (and related costs) into account that result from the coopera-

tive approach and are not realizable by the organizations on their own.  

The documentation of expected and realized benefits of the UNHRD remains on a descrip-

tive and example-based level. Despite the underlying business case with respect to the 

overall decision for or against the concept, no benefit calculation or estimation has been 

performed so far. The success of the concept is measured primarily by the status and the 

development of two KPIs: the number of registered users, and the extent of donor support. 

The IFRC, on the other hand, has already put more effort into the quantification of obtained 

benefits. The case study conducted by Cuckow (2006) evaluates the benefits (in terms of 

cost, time and quality) realized by implementing the RLU concept in the Yogyakarta relief 

operation in 2006. Cost reductions were determined to be as high as 80%, while the re-

sponse rate within a certain timeframe was nearly doubled. Although there are some – pos-

sibly valid - criticisms regarding this evaluation120, the initiation of efforts to quantify the 

benefits is, of itself, already very valuable and praiseworthy. Also, ECHO has not yet in-

stalled a systematic method of measuring the benefits resulting from the HPC concept. So 

far, only the application of quality standards has been monitored, and some rough compari-

sons concerning the procurement costs of HPC customers with and without the use of 

HPCs have been carried out. 

The UNHRD as well as the RLU concept exhibit positive results for the 2007 cost-recovery 

cycle. While the UNHRD reports that it was able to recover 50% of its supporting-office 

annual running costs out of the income from service fees, the IFRC documents that the 

RLUs were able to cover the targeted 100% of annual running costs with the income from 

                                                 
120 The costs of prepositioning the supplies were neglected in Cuckow's evaluation, since they were regarded 

as minimal for this specific case. This is an assumption which is probably not valid in future operations 
when the full RLU infrastructure has been set up. In addition, overall favourable circumstances in the 
Yogyakarta operation might account for a certain proportion of the indicated benefits. 
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service fees and donations (about 50% each). Although full cost recovery need not mean 

that benefits equal or over-compensate costs, it still functions as an indicator. Additional 

benefits generated by the customers (and the service provider) due to lower actual costs and 

lower service costs have to over-compensate the amount of the donations that covers the 

remaining annual running costs, the annual amount of investment costs as well as any other 

costs related to the concept (e.g. transaction costs). Only then do the total benefits exceed 

the total costs.  

The following information and arguments support the statement of the first proposition: 

• The results of the RLU benefit calculations based on Cuckow (2006) are extraordi-

narily positive. Even if the validity of this data can be criticized to some extent, the 

positive trend of the results seems very strong. 

• The UNHRD management is convinced of the net benefit of their concept. That 

might seem natural. But the strong and growing donor support, as well as the rising 

number of users, show that they have been able to convince a broad range of critical 

parties which pay keen attention to the resulting benefits. 

• The cross-case analysis has shown that major sources of synergies (such as volume 

consolidation and warehouse decentralization) are either perceived or expected to 

be realized. Additional major benefits, especially in terms of time and capacity, 

were able to be identified in relation to the set-up of framework agreements and 

joint preparation schemes. 

The following rival explanations argue against the validity of the first proposition, but can 

be relativised: 

• Not all potential benefits have yet been realized. Some are even not expected to 

evolve (e.g. benefits from service alignment). This argument can be relativised if 

this thesis succeeds in identifying underlying impediments and suggesting effective 

solutions. Moreover, additional types of benefit could be identified. 

• The number of HPC users is still low, which might be an indication that no individ-

ual net benefits are expected by potential users – either the resulting benefits are too 

low and/or unknown, or the necessary investments and related costs, e.g. for proc-

ess and standard adaptation, are too high. ECHO believes that acceptance among 

humanitarian organizations will rise as soon as the concept and the underlying in-

centive scheme are fully understood, and some further concept adaptations have 

been made. Potential customers with similar standards and low adaptation costs 

might be approached first. 
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• All three concepts are based on heavy donor support: investments and to some ex-

tent annual running costs are sponsored by them. The cost recovery approach of the 

UNHRD and the RLUs has to cover only some parts of the total cost. This thesis 

explicitly aims to follow the approach of total cost calculation, where the overall 

advantageousness of the cooperative approach is evaluated. To reduce and elimi-

nate long-term dependence on donor support, the cooperation has to seek continu-

ous improvement and efficiency increase. To be regarded as a first step in this di-

rection is the introduction of any kind of performance measurement system. Since 

the IFRC took this step for their RLUs in 2007 (Schulz and Heigh 2008), the expec-

tation that other cooperations and humanitarian organizations in general will follow 

might be justified, thus weakening the rival argument of permanent donor support. 

All in all, the supporting arguments for the first proposition are regarded as stronger than 

the rival ones. The latter are, at least, not strong enough to justify abandonment of the 

proposition. For this reason, the first proposition is adopted as the first hypothesis of this 

thesis: 

H-1:  The total potential benefits exceed the related and transactional costs and result in 

positive net benefits. 

Proposition 2 

The second proposition postulates: "Within horizontal logistics cooperation in the humani-

tarian sector, all synergies identified on the basis of existing research on horizontal coop-

eration (Table 14) exist and result – if realized – in the types of benefit indicated." 

The cross-case analysis has shown that not all potential benefits are perceived within the 

three cases of reference, or were reported in the additional interviews. But still, all potential 

synergies seem to exist. Even if the synergies from service alignment were not confirmed 

in the case studies, their general existence was not denied either. The differentiation within 

the cross-case analysis between benefits 'realized' and 'expected' is not critical for the vali-

dation of this proposition, since the proposition itself distinguishes between realized and 

not yet realized benefits.  

However, a modification of the proposition seems necessary. The proposition states that 

the synergies result in the benefits indicated. During the discussion of the benefits of 

framework agreements (B-1), benefits additional to the indicated cost reduction were able 

to be observed: FAs support significant lead time reductions as well as capacity assurance 

and price stabilization. Additional types of benefit can be observed within the different 

cases, and are indicated at the end of the discussion (B-14 to B-16).  Some of them might 
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be linked to the special circumstances of the humanitarian sector in general and disaster re-

sponse logistics in particular (e.g. B-14: consolidation and priority shipping), while others 

(e.g. B-15: cooperation within later supply chain sections) might also be applicable to hori-

zontal (logistics) cooperation in the private sector. Due to these findings, the second propo-

sition results in the following two hypotheses: 

H-2a:  Within horizontal logistics cooperation in the humanitarian sector, all synergies 

identified on the basis of existing research on horizontal cooperation (Table 14) ex-

ist and result – if realized – in the types of benefit indicated. 

H-2b: Additional types of benefit seem to exist (B-14 to B-17 in Table 28) within the se-

lected cooperation model. 

Proposition 3 

The third proposition declares that: "Cost savings through volume consolidation in pro-

curement, storage and transportation are among the main benefits." 

The cross-case analysis has shown that cost reductions based on volume consolidation 

within procurement (price discounts), storage (joint facility usage) and transportation (price 

discounts and consolidation of freight) exist. But a closer look at the cooperation objectives 

as well as at the content and focus of framework agreements has revealed that the objective 

of receiving price discounts is not the predominant focus point. Lead-time reduction, qual-

ity control, price stabilization and assuring capacities are at least as important as cost re-

ductions. Gains on the first-mentioned might be evaluated as main benefits. ECHO, in par-

ticular, emphasizes that the focus of its concept is quality improvement, and that even cost 

increases would be tolerated to reach this objective. 

The managements of UNHRD and of the RLUs consider the decentralization of warehouse 

capacity and logistics capabilities as main sources of benefits. The resulting cost and time 

savings are calculated or expected to be of significant volume, and are reported to be an 

initial motivation for both concepts.  

The third proposition therefore needs to be (dropped or) modified to give the following hy-

pothesis:  

H-3:  The main benefits are expected to be not only cost savings but, especially, improve-

ments in terms of time, quality and capacity. The main cost savings are expected to 

be achieved through a decentralization of warehouse capacity and logistics capabili-

ties. 

It must be emphasized that even if the cost reductions resulting from volume consolidation 
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might not be considered as the most important kind of benefit, it seems to be the responsi-

bility of all cooperations to seek to realize these benefits as well. Impediments which might 

hamper their full realization (e.g. duplication of structures) should be actively tackled. 

Proposition 4 

The fourth proposition states that: "The size of humanitarian organizations plays an essen-

tial role in determining the magnitude of individual and total net benefits". 

The cross-case analysis of benefits has shown that certain benefits are more interesting for 

and realizable by small and medium-sized organizations than by larger ones. Three catego-

ries can be distinguished as regards the underlying reasons why the relative size of benefits 

depends on the size of an organization: 

• Cost reduction through volume consolidation within procurement (B-1) and trans-

port (B-9, B-11) generates greater cost savings for smaller organizations which 

cannot negotiate large discounts or organize full shipping loads on their own due to 

the small volumes of supplies that they need. Even if the total amount of their cost 

savings might be lower than that of a large organization, the relative size of the sav-

ing will be higher for the small organization.121 This can have a positive effect on 

the individual decision function of smaller organizations, so that they are more will-

ing to enter into a cooperation (based on the benefit judgement only).122 

• In addition, smaller organizations benefit more from the access to infrastructure and 

services that they cannot maintain on their own. This applies especially to the bene-

fits resulting from a decentralized warehouse network (B-7) and streamlining of 

processes (B-5), but also from the possibility of stock swaps (B-8), and benefits re-

sulting from technology improvements (B-3) and standardization (B-4) initiated by 

the service provider. 

• The third category comprises the benefits resulting from infrastructure consolida-

tion within procurement (B-2), storage (B-6), and transportation (B-10). While 

small organizations might benefit more or less in the same way (same relative size 

of benefits) as larger ones from replacing their own infrastructure and staff with ex-

ternally provided services, small organizations might be those which are more re-

                                                 
121 A fictional example can illustrate this relationship: if a small organization can save 10% of the item price 

of USD 10, and buys 1,000 items, while a large organization saves only 2 % but buys 20,000 items, the 
small organization saves USD 1,000 out of USD 10,000 (= 10%), while the large one saves USD 4,000 out 
of USD 200,000 (= 2%). 

122 If cost savings are passed on to the full extent to the smaller organizations. 
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luctant to do so. While larger organizations seem inclined to prefer keeping their 

own infrastructures and capabilities, smaller organizations often cannot afford the 

maintenance of fully skilled logistics staff throughout the phase without current dis-

aster operations.123 Instead of taking staff on board or assigning the tasks to avail-

able staff as soon as a disaster occurs, they might be more willing to call on the 

skills and capacities of a professional service provider. Under rational considera-

tion, this should be the case as soon as the organization's own management costs 

exceed the fees charged by the service provider (e.g. 4.5% of total cost). A close 

look has to be taken at the existence of any impediments which affect the related 

decision rules of both small and large organizations.  

While all these benefits support smaller organizations, others might not be perceived in the 

same way. Smaller organizations might, for example, fear to be disadvantaged when it 

comes to service alignment (B-13), priority shipping (B-14), or the creation of transparency 

of demands and capacities (B-16). Smaller actors often fear to be overruled by larger or-

ganizations and to lose their independence with respect to decisions and activities.124 Only 

if such fears can be reduced effectively and sustainably, the potential benefits of these 

sources of synergies can be realized within a cooperative approach. 

The above discussion has shown that the individual benefits perceived by small organiza-

tions might differ in extent from those perceived by larger organizations. This divergence 

can result in different individual decisions regarding participation in a cooperation model 

as described in this thesis. The absolute magnitude of the individual benefits depends on 

various aspects which are linked mainly to the size of the organization itself: the volume of 

supplies purchased (B-1), stored and shipped (B-9, B-11) as well as the total costs of staff-

ing and infrastructure that can be saved through a cooperative approach (B-2, B-6, B-7, B-

11).  

The sum of individual net benefits to all customers and the service provider itself consti-

tutes the total benefit of the cooperation model.125 If the size of an organization can be ex-

pressed by its market share of total disaster relief funds, the total potential net benefit of a 

cooperation depends on the sum of the market shares of its customers. The size of partici-

pating humanitarian organizations thus influences the amount of total net benefits a coop-

eration can achieve. This is in line with the proposition statement. 

The fourth proposition can be adopted unchanged as hypothesis number four. 

                                                 
123 A circumstance supported by the interview results of Fortner (2006, p. 127). 
124 Interview with Ian Heigh, logistics consultant, 11.10.2007. 
125 See discussion on total and individual decision functions in Chapter 3.3 and 7.1.3. 
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H-4:  The size of humanitarian organizations plays an essential role in determining the 

magnitude of individual and total net benefits 

6.2 Review of Propositions on Impediments 

In this section, the potential impediments set out in Table 16 in Chapter 4 are compared 

with the impediments perceived within the different cases and interviews. Here too, paral-

lels and differences are highlighted and implications for the related propositions identified. 

6.2.1 Cross-case analysis of perceived impediments 

I-1: "Organizations consider logistics as a core competency and are therefore reluc-

tant to become dependent on others." This impediment is to some extent supported by 

the insights gained from the individual cases and the additional interviews with Austrian 

NGOs. The IFRC, for example, considers disaster logistics as one of its core competencies. 

The logistics management says that it simply cannot afford to depend in this area on the re-

liability of others, since it bears an obligation to the needs of the beneficiaries.126 However, 

it claims to be open to the outsourcing of tasks such as transportation or warehouse man-

agement to professional service providers if these can be proved to be better in terms of 

time, quality or cost. Fortner's survey of Austrian NGOs revealed that one reason for not 

engaging in common procurement is that this function is regarded as a core competency by 

the organization. Only some of the organizations consider procurement as their core com-

petency, however. These are often the larger ones (e.g. Red Cross, MSF), and those that 

consider themselves to be cost-efficient. Smaller organizations that are aware of their dis-

advantages as regards cost efficiency seem to be willing to outsource these functions. Irre-

spective of the definition of core competencies, all participating NGOs indicated that they 

use or plan to use professional service providers for separate sections of their supply chain. 

The general willingness seems to increase if a service provider can fulfil all formal and 

customer-oriented requirements as collected by Fortner (2006, pp. 130-132). UNHRD cus-

tomers and ECHO also confirm these observations: the larger organizations in particular 

consider logistics as a competitive advantage which they need to stay self-sufficient and in-

dependent. Smaller and medium-sized organizations are slowly beginning to rethink this 

"old-fashioned" way of operating within the humanitarian sector. To sum up, it can be con-

                                                 
126 This observation is also supported by the UNHCR (2003, p.16), which observes that humanitarian organi-

zations are reluctant to give up control over their logistics processes and outsource them to a service pro-
vider. This is because they can only attend to the needs of the beneficiaries according to their mission 
statement and principles if they can deliver goods and equipment to the disaster-affected area in time. 
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firmed that claims to core competencies within logistics hamper the willingness to cooper-

ate in this area. However, many – and especially smaller - organizations do not make this 

claim. The impediment thus applies only to some – in particular larger – organizations and 

NS. 

I-2: "Cultural differences and mistrust can hamper the implementation and mainte-

nance of cooperation initiatives." This impediment incorporates a statement which could 

be considered as universally valid. Nobody will deny its truth in any area of cooperation – 

outside as well as within the humanitarian sector. The interview partners in the case studies 

and the additional interviews indicate that cultural differences (in terms of organizational 

culture as well as regional cultures) can and do exist between individual humanitarian or-

ganizations, but also between members of the same umbrella organization in different 

countries. This makes coordination and alignment within a cooperation sometimes chal-

lenging (e.g. with respect to standardization or stock swaps). Despite the potential benefits, 

some participants remain mistrustful and may question the long-term objectives of WFP 

and ECHO. Since cooperation initiatives are even suspected to have failed due to this bar-

rier, the impediment is regarded as valid and central. However, the UNHRD management  

expresses its optimism that external pressure from institutional donors and the general pub-

lic will increase the organizations' willingness to overcome their differences and any mu-

tual mistrust. Trust-building behaviour and supporting measures, including the insights 

gained through the Agency Theory, can further contribute to its mitigation. 

I-3: "When an organization cooperates with commensurable organizations, it finds it 

harder to distinguish itself." Images of full warehouses and the loading and unloading of 

trucks and planes can produce strong emotions. The particular organization whose logo is 

shown on the packages, trucks and planes can enhance its reputation by its visible hands-on 

action and responsiveness. Some organizations admit that their warehouse is an important 

tool to render their activities visible and concrete for their national supporters. In general, 

this impediment seems to be linked to the question of core competencies (I-1). If logistics 

is regarded as a core competency, its visibility for donors and the media plays a larger role 

than if it is considered as a mere support function. The cooperation has to ensure that its 

members are able to demonstrate their activities to donors and the media. In Brindisi, for 

example, UNHRD users' names and logos are displayed and visible on a board at the en-

trance to the warehouse. While the stocks themselves are intended to be standardized and 

unbranded in the future, storage rack labels ensure the visibility of ownership. This im-

pediment might be less relevant for "related" cooperations between members of the same 

umbrella organization: if the RLUs display the logo of Red Cross and Red Crescent on 

prepositioned stock or throughout the supply chain, every National Society can to some ex-

tent identify with it and benefit from positive publicity. 
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I-4: "It is hard to find a reliable party that can coordinate the cooperation in such a 

way that all participants are satisfied." This impediment is supported by the critical 

opinions expressed with regard to the UNHRD and the HPC concept. Doubts exist that the 

humanitarian organizations acting as service providers will be able to handle all requests in 

a timely and professional manner if it comes to strong demand peaks and capacities prove 

insufficient. Suspicion is entertained that these organizations will then give up their "neu-

trality" and serve their own needs and/or those of preferred customers first. Against this 

suspicion, the UNHRD argues that they could never risk such behaviour, since they would 

then loose their credibility once and for all. ECHO is currently trying to further incorporate 

the principle of neutral customer treatment. But competition between different HPCs, 

which might enforce the aspiration for professional and neutral behaviour, is not desired 

according to the principles of the HPC concept. On the contrary, this impediment seems 

weak with regard to the RLU case. Within the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, it is 

the natural role of the Secretariat of the Federation to support the community of National 

Societies. The interviews conducted with various Austrian NGOs point to a lack of profes-

sional service providers.127 The interview results can be interpreted in such a way that ei-

ther no professional service providers are available (especially within specific regions), or 

the NGOs are not aware of them. However, this argument does not give an additional rea-

son for humanitarian organizations to refuse the services of a professional service provider 

in the context of a cooperation. Nevertheless, the interview results can be interpreted as 

confirmation that only professional service providers would be selected by humanitarian 

organizations. A perceived lack of professionalism would then reinforce the fourth im-

pediment. Also, other reports and research in the area of humanitarian logistics support the 

existence of this impediment. The UNHCR reports that humanitarian organizations are 

sometimes reluctant to join a coordination body if they perceive that it represents the host 

or lead agency. No organization wishes to be perceived as 'endorsing' other organizations 

that have mandates that are not compatible with their own (UNHCR 2003, p. 16). The ex-

perience of the UNJLC shows that it is quite difficult and time-consuming to establish a 

coordination role within the humanitarian sector (Samii and van Wassenhove 2003a, pp. 1-

3; 2003b, pp. 6-10). Only continuous and reliable work will persuade the other players to 

rely on the offered resources in the future. Donini (1996) also shows, together with the 

identification of different phases of coordination willingness, that it is not easy to commit 

the various different players to a long-lasting cooperation and an acceptance of the coordi-

nator roles of others. All in all, the impediment seems approved but linked to impediment 

I-2: if mistrust is reduced and cultural differences are adequately addressed, the acceptance 

                                                 
127 See question number C-2 in Appendix B. 
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of a service provider among actual and potential customers will grow.  

I-5: "It is hard to determine and find commensurable organizations with which it is 

possible to form a horizontal cooperation." The increasing number of registered users 

shows a different picture as regards the UNHRD case. Within the RLU case, National So-

cieties have to be convinced to participate in the prepositioning of emergency stock and the 

set-up of service agreements. Only seven of them have so far signed a service agreement, 

while a few more are using the general services. However, the number is expected to rise as 

soon as the underlying concept is better understood and further disaster operations can 

show its success. In addition, external organizations have already signalized interest in us-

ing the RLU services. ECHO also seems to be attempting to motivate its partners to make 

use of the HPCs. It hopes to increase the number of users by further clarifying the cost-

recovery mechanism (customers receive up to 7% cost recovery as well) and introducing 

equal customer treatment by HPCs. These cases show that the cooperation has to ensure 

that potential participants see positive individual net benefits. Trust and cultural compati-

bility are important factors as well. This impediment thus seems linked to the seventh im-

pediment – the difficulties in measuring resulting benefits – and the second, concerning 

mistrust and cultural differences. 

I-6: "Competition between organizations hampers the willingness to enter and stay in 

an inter-organizational logistics cooperation." This impediment is not supported by any 

interview partner in the case studies. The UNHRD management is very satisfied with the 

cooperative and professional attitude of its users, and argues that the rising number of reg-

istered users testifies that inter-organizational competition does not constitute a barrier. Ex-

ternal pressure from the donor community to increase cooperation between individual or-

ganizations will be of further support in this regard. ECHO, too, does not regard inter-

organizational competition as a reason for cooperation reluctance. Since all National Socie-

ties are part of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement (RC Movement), 

inter-organizational competition is not strong between them. Some external organizations 

have already asked for services from the RLUs – a sign that they are not hampered by any 

competitive relationships. Although "competitive thinking" has been tested with the group 

of Austrian NGOs as a further reason against (procurement) cooperation, this was only 

slightly supported by them.128 All in all, this impediment seems to be disproved by the case 

study results. However, its validity should be further tested in future research, especially 

with organizations which are reluctant to participate in any cooperation. There might be a 

link between I-1 and I-6, to the extent that organizations considering logistics as one of 

                                                 
128 See question number C-1 in Appendix B. 
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their core competencies are more strongly hindered from entering into a cooperation due to 

competitive thinking than others. 

I-7: "It is hard to determine the benefits or operational savings before and during the 

horizontal cooperation." This issue is strongly supported by all three cases. While the 

IFRC is making an effort to quantify benefits (through case studies and the implementation 

of a performance measurement system), the other two concepts have not yet developed any 

method or mechanism to quantify or document the resulting cooperation benefits in a sys-

tematic way. The RLU as well as the UNHRD concept are based on cost recovery. The an-

nual cost recovery results therefore indicate the effects that the cooperation has on the ser-

vice providers. However, the effects in terms of cost savings or lead time reductions real-

ized by individual NS or UNHRD users are neither measured nor estimated. HPCs are 

obliged to specify how they calculate their service fees. But actual cost savings or increases 

for HPC customers, HPCs and ECHO are not (yet) measured systematically. Since the will-

ingness for cooperation as well as donor support are based on the expected individual and 

total net benefits, their measurement constitutes a key success factor – and a critical im-

pediment when not in place. 

I-8: "Partners find it hard to ensure a fair allocation of benefits." This concern is re-

garded as important but not problematic by most interview partners. In all three concepts, 

the humanitarian organizations acting as service providers charge the actual costs plus a 

service fee. They are not allowed to make a profit. HPCs even have to reveal the calcula-

tion of their service fees. The UNHRD management points out that WFP occupies less 

space in depots than the community of users. Measures of this kind can contribute towards 

trust building and a reduction of mutual envy between partners. All users can benefit in a 

direct way from a decrease of actual costs (e.g. through the use of framework agreements, 

volume consolidation or distance reduction). They can decide for themselves if the prices 

(actual cost plus service fees) charged by the service provider are beyond the costs they 

would incur by performing the tasks themselves or through other channels. Finally, the 

simplicity of the model, the optional participation, and the fact that the service provider is 

not allowed to make a profit, facilitate a "fair" allocation of benefits to all partners and 

eliminate the greater part of this impediment. 

I-9: "Organizations will only be motivated to enter and remain with a horizontal co-

operation if they expect and realize a positive individual net benefit." This impediment 

can be clearly approved in all cases. The open-door policy allows the organizations a vol-

untary use of all three concepts. This means that they will only use the services offered by 

the service provider if they expect and realize a positive net benefit. The UNHRD adver-

tises, among other things, free storage space, while the RLUs attempt to point out the bene-
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fits of their concept to the National Societies at diverse meetings. The perceived low num-

ber of actual HPC customers might be a sign that customers wait for clear benefit indica-

tions before they are willing to change the way they operate. The impediment also applies 

to the perceived individual net benefits of the service providers. Main incentives for the 

UNHRD to act as service provider are that WFP and the humanitarian community as a 

whole can benefit from the warehouse network and the standing service capacity while 

sharing the costs on an as-used basis. In addition, WFP hopes to establish itself as logistics 

expert and thus justify its role as logistics cluster lead. Finally, due to its cooperative ap-

proach and openness to the whole humanitarian community, the UNHRD concept attracts 

many donors and the interest of the general public. Similar incentives apply to the RLU 

concept. Resulting benefits in terms of costs, time and quality are made accessible to all 

members of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and the logistics department of the 

IFRC itself. The service provider role fits perfectly with the self-conception of the Secre-

tariat in providing effective and efficient support to National Societies and coordinating 

their activities. Again, the concept seems very attractive to donors due to the expected 

benefits and its cooperative approach. At the beginning of the roll-out of the HPC concept, 

some organizations were reluctant to take on the role of a service provider for other organi-

zations. They did not wish to be bound to others or to share their limited resources and 

valuable supplier connections. Nevertheless, the possibility of cost recovery through ser-

vice fees as well as the right (at least so far)129 to decline any request in the event that in-

ternal demand exceeds the organization's own capacities are encouraging an increase in ap-

plications for HPC status. The case study insights show that the underlying incentives to 

humanitarian organizations to act as service providers are quite strong. The ninth impedi-

ment is therefore judged to be valid but not critical. It is linked to and emphasizes the im-

portance of impediment I-7 – the measurement of benefits.  

I-10: "When benefits cannot be shared in a perceived fair way, the larger players will 

always benefit most." This barrier is perceived differently within the three cases. In all 

cases, it is the distribution of benefits in terms of accessible capacities, rather than in terms 

of cost savings, that matters. The UNHRD acknowledges that the problem of resource dis-

tribution can arise as soon as the demand (e.g. for white and virtual stocks) exceeds the 

available capacities - a scenario which is especially probable during mega-disasters. But in 

the preparedness phase, too, users' demand can exceed the UNHRD capacity, e.g. as re-

gards storage space. The UNHRD has not yet defined any priority rules for distributing rare 

capacities. Such rules seem to be of special importance, since some critics express fears 

                                                 
129 The advantageousness of the HPC role might change when equal customer treatment is enforced by 

ECHO and HPCs have to serve every customer on a first come, first served basis.  
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that in such situations the UNHRD will serve the needs of WFP first. The perception of 

this impediment does not exist within the RLU concept. Capacity commitments are made 

as part of the bilateral service agreements with National Societies. This means that NS are 

certain of receiving the required deliveries of relief supplies as soon as they request them. 

Any remaining capacity is distributed on a first come, first served basis to National Socie-

ties or the logistics department of the IFRC itself. The strong relationship resulting from 

belonging to the same movement is expected to reduce the conflict potential at this point. 

The need for priority rules might emerge as soon as external customers are supplied by the 

RLUs. The question has to be answered whether these are to be served with the same prior-

ity as National Societies. This would mean that their calls for deliveries on the basis of ser-

vice agreements would be preferred to any NS request outside a service agreement. The 

HPC case shows that HPC customers are served on a first come, first served basis to the 

extent that the HPC has any spare capacity beyond its own (internal) needs. No delivery as-

surance is thus given. This circumstance will prevent HPC customers from fully giving up 

the procurement function if they wish to ensure their minimum functionality. ECHO has 

recognized the problem of inadequate "queuing rules" and is currently working on potential 

solutions. The circumstance that no mega-disaster has occurred since the set-up of all three 

concepts130 might contribute to a general underestimation of this impediment and the need 

for priority rules. Based on these insights, this impediment is regarded as approved. The 

extension of available capacities (I-15) might mitigate it and ease the need for priority 

rules. Until then the discussion and definition of priority rules remains necessary, and 

should be understood as an aspect of professional conduct and care for customer satisfac-

tion. The impediment seems also linked to I-2. Trust-building measures might help to im-

prove the perception of fair treatment. 

I-11: "Over time, smaller organizations in the partnership may lose client support or 

get pushed out of the market completely." This impediment reflects an existing fear 

among smaller organizations. Smaller NGOs are especially afraid of being left out of initia-

tives aimed at consolidation and streamlining for the sake of efficiency improvement. 

Some critics even suspect that the UNHRD as well as the HPC concepts are driven by the 

donors with the intention of reducing the pluralism and individualism existing within the 

humanitarian community. They fear that optional participation could become an obligation 

by being a precondition for donor support. If the organizations thereby lose opportunities to 

present themselves to the general public, and put their responsiveness at risk by becoming 

dependent on the availability of external resource channels, donor support – basis for the 

existence of any humanitarian organization – might shrink considerably. However, this fear 

                                                 
130 The interviews were conducted before the disasters in Myanmar and China in May 2008. 
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is not shared to any great extent by the internal customers of the RLUs. This is mainly due 

to the fact that the IFRC has no interest in weakening, but rather in strengthening the posi-

tion of its National Societies. In addition, the assurance of visibility due to use of the same 

logo as well as the equal treatment of all National Societies counteracts such fears. Trust-

building measures addressing impediment I-2, as well as calculation and disclosure of the 

benefits realized by stakeholders, can contribute to the mitigation of existing fears and the 

attitude of rejection. 

I-12: "Cooperation is greatly hampered by the required indispensable ICT invest-

ments." This was not perceived as a critical issue in any of the cases. UNHRD users can 

log into the web site of the UNHRD and download the current inventory list. Orders and 

requests are sent mainly via email. The same basic use of information technology applies to 

both of the other concepts as well. National Societies and HPC customers communicate 

with their service providers via email, fax and phone. While the RLUs use the HLS soft-

ware to monitor the completion of the order process, National Societies do not have access 

to this system. They have to call the RLUs if queries crop up. RLU customers receive a 

status report on their stocks on a regular basis, or if a movement has taken place. It seems 

that the general underdevelopment of ICT systems within humanitarian organizations con-

tributes to an inter-organizational compatibility of systems. Nevertheless, the same under-

development also prevents the employment of advanced technology for real-time ordering 

or commodity tracking. Based on these insights, this impediment seems to be partly invali-

dated: not the cooperation per se is hindered, but the future development and employment 

of advanced logistics technology. 

I-13: "Lacking logistics standards complicate any cooperation and harmonization ef-

forts between organizations." This impediment is perceived in all cases and indicated by 

the additional interviews with Austrian NGOs.131 The UNHRD management points out that 

the standardization of relief supplies and equipment is a necessary precondition for any 

stock swaps, but that it is not always easy to agree on common standards and to convince 

all users to adhere to them. The same applies to the facilitation of stock swaps within the 

RLU concept. But since more and more National Societies source through the common 

framework agreements and use the same items catalogue, an alignment of product specifi-

cations takes place. Also, the HPC concept only works to its full extent if partner organiza-

tions are willing to accept the standards set by the individual HPCs. These will try to ad-

dress their customers' needs as well as possible. When it comes to the common use of 

framework agreements and prepositioned stock, the elements that facilitate cost reduction, 

                                                 
131 Tufinkgi (2006, pp. 189, 311-316) also points out that a set of logistics standards is missing in the sector, 

e.g. a common system for packing and labelling does not exist. 
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customers have to be willing to adapt in part to the specifications pre-negotiated by the 

HPC. All in all, this impediment is regarded as existent but solvable. The common use of 

framework agreements contributes in this matter. 

In addition to the impediments proposed in Chapter 4, some further impediments to coop-

eration can be observed within the individual cases. 

I-14: The organizations' mission statements and principles can conflict with a coop-

eration involvement. The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, for example, is obliged 

by its principles to maintain neutrality and independence. These principles conflict with in-

volvements with military institutions. The National Societies of the Movement are "com-

patible" with each other and probably with the majority of humanitarian organizations as 

well. The availability of several HPCs gives the customers the opportunity to choose a suit-

able partner compatible with their own missions and principles. Although this impediment 

will not hinder the majority of humanitarian organizations from engaging with each other, 

it may play a critical role in some cases. This impediment is therefore valid but seems nei-

ther very strong nor particularly obstructive.  

I-15: Lack of sufficient resources during peak seasons. The cooperation needs to assure 

the availability of sufficient resource capacities. This claim is supported in all three cases 

and in the additional interviews with Austrian NGOs. All interview partners agreed that 

capacity assurance is a key factor and a challenge within disaster logistics, and specifically 

within any cooperative approach. At present, inter-organizational competition exists for 

limited supplies during peak seasons. Potential cooperation participants are afraid to give 

up their own supplier relationships and become dependent on (the distribution rules of) 

others. A key task as well as a success factor is implementation of a planning and coordina-

tion mechanism or system that assures adequate capacities for all players. The impediment 

of finding a fair method of sharing limited resources (I-10) then becomes obsolete. 

One interview partner from the IFRC emphasized that an efficient and fast supply chain 

from the supplier up to the point of entry is only valuable and worthwhile if the supply 

chain to forward the supplies from there to the beneficiaries is also in place and working 

well. Even if this is not an impediment to organizations entering the cooperation, it might 

become a critical impediment to realization of the identified benefits. 

Table 29 summarizes the cross-case analysis of impediments. "Yes" and "No" indicate 

whether the impediments have beeen observed in the specific case. The last column speci-

fies whether the potential impediment is regarded - based on this analysis - as approved, 

approved but linked to another impediment or not approved. The link to another im-

pediment indicates the direct dependence of the particular impediment. 
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Perceived impediments Cate-
gory No. Potential Impediments 

UNHRD Network  RLUs HPC Concept  

Valida-
tion 

I-1 Organizations consider logistics as a 
core competency and are therefore re-
luctant to become dependent on oth-
ers. 

Yes, WFP considers logistics as 
its core competency which it 
would not (totally) outsource to 
others; also some of the current 
users consider logistics as their 
core competency and are reluc-
tant to give up their own infra-
structure 

Yes, logistics is regarded as a core 
competency by IFRC since it cannot 
afford to depend on others; out-
sourcing of single tasks to profes-
sional service providers is possible 
(and partly done); also larger NS 
consider logistics as their own core 
competency 

Yes, especially the larger or-
ganizations wish to stay self-
sufficient and regard logis-
tics as a competitive advan-
tage 

Approved 

I-2 Cultural differences and mistrust can 
hamper the implementation and main-
tenance of cooperation initiatives. 

Yes, mistrust regarding the in-
tentions of WFP exists 

Yes, divergences between NS and 
between NS and Secretariat (can) 
exist 

Yes, mistrust regarding long-
term intentions of ECHO ex-
ist 

Approved St
ra

te
gi

c 
F

it
 

I-3 When an organization cooperates 
with commensurable organizations, it 
finds it harder to distinguish itself. 

Yes, but clear signs/logos in 
warehouses 

No/Yes, less within the RC Move-
ment; possibly for external custom-
ers 

No information available Approved, 
but linked 
to I-1 

I-4 It is hard to find a reliable party that 
can coordinate the cooperation in 
such a way that all participants are 
satisfied. 

Yes, critics question neutrality 
and professionalism of service 
providers 

No, within the RC Movement it is 
the natural role of the Federation's 
Secretariat 

Yes, ECHO tries to enforce 
the principle of neutral cus-
tomer treatment 

Approved, 
but linked 
to I-2 

I-5 It is hard to determine and find com-
mensurable organizations with which 
it is possible to form a horizontal co-
operation. 

No, increasing number of regis-
tered users 

Yes/No, NS have to be convinced 
of the concept; some external or-
ganizations have already asked for 
services 

Yes, number of customers 
seems to be still low 

Approved, 
but linked 
to I-7 and 
I-2 

P
ar

tn
er

 s
el

ec
ti

on
 

I-6 Competition between organizations 
hampers the willingness to enter and 
stay in an inter-organizational logis-
tics cooperation. 

No, cooperative attitude of us-
ers; increasing number of regis-
tered users; external pressure 
from donors 

No, since all NS are part of the RC 
Movement, some external organiza-
tions have already asked for ser-
vices 

No, not observed Not ap-
proved 
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Perceived impediments Cate-
gory No. Potential Impediments 

UNHRD Network  RLUs HPC Concept  

Valida-
tion 

I-7 It is hard to determine the benefits or 
operational savings before and during 
the horizontal cooperation. 

Yes, no benefit calculation 
available; no performance meas-
urements system 

Yes, existing benefit calculations 
are only estimates; no breakdown of 
logistics cost exist 

Yes, no benefit calculation 
available; no performance 
measurements system 

Approved 

I-8 Partners find it hard to ensure a fair 
allocation of benefits. 

No, since WFP is not allowed to 
make a profit and occupies less 
space in depots than community 
of users 

No, since IFRC is not allowed to 
make a profit 

No, since HPCs are not al-
lowed to make a profit and 
also customers receive up to 
7% cost recovery 

Not ap-
proved 

D
et

er
m

in
in

g 
an

d 
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ng
 t
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I-9 Organizations will only be motivated 
to enter and remain with a horizontal 
cooperation if they expect and realize 
a positive individual net benefit. 

Yes, free storage as selling ar-
gument 

Yes, necessity to point out benefits 
to NS 

Yes, clarification of cost re-
covery contributions was 
necessary; number of users 
is still low 

Approved, 
but linked 
to I-7 

I-10 When benefits cannot be shared in a 
perceived fair way, the larger players 
will always benefit most. 

Yes, critical voices question 
neutrality of service providers; 
necessity for priority rules 

No/Yes, appreciation of problem 
does not exist regarding NS, possi-
bly regarding external customers 

Yes, critics question neutral-
ity of service providers 

Approved, 
but linked 
to I2 and  
1-15 

N
eg

ot
ia

ti
on

 
P

os
it

io
ns

 

I-11 Over time, smaller organizations in 
the partnership may lose client sup-
port or get pushed out of the market 
completely. 

Yes, mistrust regarding remain-
ing independence of choice ex-
ists 

No, no intention to weaken NS, 
equal treatment of NS, general visi-
bility through same logo 

Yes, mistrust regarding re-
maining independence of 
choice exists 

Approved, 
but linked 
to I-2 

I-12 Cooperation is greatly hampered by 
the required indispensable ICT in-
vestments. 

No, basic ICT solution No, basic ICT solution; no HLS ac-
cess for National Societies 

No, basic ICT solution but 
barrier to employing ad-
vanced technologies for or-
der tracking 

Not ap-
proved 

T
ec

hn
ic

al
   

 p
re
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n-

di
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s 

I-13 Lacking logistics standards compli-
cate any cooperation and harmoniza-
tion efforts between organizations. 

Yes, necessary for stock swaps, 
not easy to agree on 

Yes, necessary for stock swaps, but 
common items catalogue exists 

Yes, customers have to ac-
cept the standards set by 
HPCs 

Approved 
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Perceived impediments Cate-
gory No. Potential Impediments 

UNHRD Network  RLUs HPC Concept  

Valida-
tion 

I-14 The organizations' mission statements 
and principles can conflict with a co-
operation involvement. 

Yes, theoretically, but no critical 
cases among (potential) users 
have occurred so far 

No/Yes, no problem for internal 
customers (=NS); possibly for ex-
ternal customers with conflicting 
status or mission  

No, the availability of sev-
eral HPCs makes it possible 
to choose a suitable partner 

Approved 

A
dd

it
io

na
l i

m
-
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m
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I-15 Lack of sufficient resources during 
peak seasons. 

Yes, therefore building of physi-
cal, virtual and white stocks 

Yes, therefore building of physical, 
virtual and vendor-consigned stocks 

Yes, even declining number 
of suppliers due to unattrac-
tive economic conditions 

Approved 

Table 29: Cross-case comparison of perceived impediments 
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6.2.2 Resulting implications for impediment propositions 

Based on the cross-case analysis of impediments, propositions 5-7 are revised and either 

approved, modified or dropped. 

Proposition 5 

The fifth proposition states that: "The identified impediments based on existing research on 

horizontal cooperation (Table 16) constitute the central reasons why some humanitarian 

organizations are reluctant to participate in logistics cooperation." 

Based on the cross-case analysis, the existence of three potential impediments has not been 

approved (competition between humanitarian organizations (I-6), fair allocation of benefits 

(I-8), and lack of ICT investments (I-12)). On the other hand, the existence of the other ten 

impediments is supported by the case studies and additional interviews. Two additional 

impediments were pointed out by the interview partners (compatibility of mission and 

principles (I-14), and the lack of sufficient resources (I-15)). Although the first was judged 

as weak, I-15 seems to play a significant role as regards the acceptance of the cooperation 

model by potential customers. It might be concluded that the approved impediments consti-

tute central reasons for humanitarian organizations not to participate in any logistics coop-

eration. Although this conclusion seems not very strong, no rival arguments or evidence 

emerge from the case studies and interviews. The proposition will therefore not be 

dropped, but converted into a twofold hypothesis.  

Since three of the potential impediments have not been approved, the first part of the hy-

pothesis is slightly modified by dropping the indirect claim of the proposition to the exis-

tence of all potential impediments. The wording is changed and the hypothesis reads: 

H-5a:  The identified impediments based on existing research on horizontal cooperation 

(Table 16) contain central reasons why some humanitarian organizations are reluc-

tant to participate in logistics cooperation. 

The second half of the hypothesis points out that further impediments have been observed 

through the case studies, which are of relevance for the selected cooperation model: 

H-5b: Additional impediments to the selected cooperation model seem to exist (I-14 and I-

15 in Table 29). 
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Proposition 6 

The sixth proposition declares that: "Some of the impediments - especially in the categories 

'partner selection' and 'determining and dividing the gains' - are more severe than others." 

While three impediments have not been approved as hampering participation in a coopera-

tion (competition between humanitarian organizations (I-6), fair allocation of benefits (I-8), 

and lack of ICT investments (I-12)), all the other ten plus two additional ones have been 

approved. Some of the approved impediments are linked to other (leading) impediments. 

This means that they depend on them and will be eliminated or reduced as and when the 

leading impediments are. The links identified are shown in Figure 28. 

I-14: Mission statements and 
principles

I-3:   Distinction between
organizations

I-4:   Coordination role

I-6:   Competition

I-10: Bigger benefits for

larger organizations

I-11: Weakening of smaller
organizations

I-13: Logistics standards

I-5:  Participants

LinkedNot linked Not approved impediments

I-8:   Fair benefit allocation

I-9:  Individual net benefit

I-12: ICT-investment

Approved impediments

I-1:   Core competencies

I-2:   Culture/mistrust

I-7:   Benefit calculation

I-15: Lack of resources

Leading impediments

I-14: Mission statements and 
principles

I-3:   Distinction between
organizations

I-4:   Coordination role

I-6:   Competition

I-10: Bigger benefits for

larger organizations

I-11: Weakening of smaller
organizations

I-13: Logistics standards

I-5:  Participants

LinkedNot linked Not approved impediments

I-8:   Fair benefit allocation

I-9:  Individual net benefit

I-12: ICT-investment

Approved impediments

I-1:   Core competencies

I-2:   Culture/mistrust

I-7:   Benefit calculation

I-15: Lack of resources

Leading impediments

 

Figure 28: Links between impediments 

In the identification of most critical impediments, the linked ones are not considered since 

they can be reduced by tackling their leads. There are no impediments linked to I-3 (con-

flicting mission statements) and I-15 (lack of logistics standards), but both impediments 

have been judged as less critical in the course of the cross-case analysis. Therefore im-

pediments I-1, I-2, I-7, and I-15 are regarded as the most critical ones. While I-1 and I-2 be-

long to the category 'strategic fit', I-7 is classified in the category 'determining and dividing 

the gains', while I-15 might be placed in a category of 'environmental factors'. No clear pat-

tern seems to exist regarding the categories of the main impediments. Nevertheless, the 

first three are in line with the challenges to cooperation as highlighted by the Agency The-
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ory. The decision as regards which tasks should be outsourced to the agent, as well as mis-

trust and information asymmetries in the context of the actual performance and resulting 

benefits, are aspects described and dealt with by the sub-theory of New Institutional Eco-

nomics. The proposition is therefore modified and becomes the sixth hypothesis as follows: 

 H-6: The most critical barriers to the selected cooperation model are impediments corre-

sponding to issues highlighted by the Agency Theory (I-1: logistics is regarded as 

core competence, I-2: cultural differences and mistrust, I-7: the calculation of bene-

fits) as well as specific environmental factors (I-9: the lack of resources). 

Proposition 7 

The seventh proposition postulates that : "It is difficult for public organizations taking the 

role of a service provider to operate as efficiently and effectively as commercial service 

providers are able to do". 

The revision of proposition 1 already enters into the discussion of existing donor support 

within the case studies. As pointed out there, all three concepts are based on donor support 

covering investment costs and, to some extent, even annual running costs. The cost recov-

ery approaches of the UNHRD and the RLUs have to cover only some parts of the total an-

nual running costs. Within the HPC concept, ECHO motivates its partners to use HPCs by 

granting generous compensation to both parties: the service provider gets up to 7% of the 

total order cost, while the customer receives up to 7% of the total HPC invoice value. 

These types of donor support distort any real competition between the service providers, let 

alone with any commercial companies. The HPC concept even explicitly refuses competi-

tion between HPCs. Thus, only low incentives for efficiency improvement exist for the 

service providers. 

In order to reduce or eliminate the long-term dependence on donor support, the cooperation 

has to seek continuous improvement and efficiency increases. The introduction of a per-

formance measurement system can be regarded as a first step in this direction. Since the 

IFRC took this step for its RLUs in 2007, other cooperation approaches and humanitarian 

organizations in general are expected to follow over the short to medium term. However, 

this is still only a first step, and real (transparent) competition is probably not a situation 

that humanitarian service providers are eager to arrive at too quickly. 

The selected cooperation model in this thesis suggests an open-door policy, where every 

humanitarian organization can participate after registration, and no obligations with respect 

to minimum or maximum annual quantities exist. This makes it hard for the service pro-

vider to calculate total customer demand. Its capacities in terms of resources, staff and 
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warehouse space can be only partly booked in one period, and totally overbooked in an-

other (e.g. disaster peak). This makes it difficult for the service provider as well as the cus-

tomers to plan in advance. Commercial companies might be able to equalize these demand 

peaks by means of the demand from their other commercial customers. In addition, they 

might have greater experience due to high volume throughput, better IT equipment and 

real-time tracking and tracing systems. Thus they might be able to operate more efficiently 

and effectively than humanitarian organizations. 

Both the RLUs and the UNHRD investigate and evaluate solutions for partial outsourcing 

of services such as transportation, warehousing and customs clearance, in order to increase 

the efficiency and effectiveness of services. The increasing trend towards outsourcing 

might be interpreted as an acknowledgement by humanitarian organizations that commer-

cial service providers are better able to exploit advantages in the operation of (some parts 

of) the relief supply chain. Whether they are also better at managing the complete relief 

chain, from procurement to delivery at the point of entry, remains an open question, and 

will be discussed in Chapter 7. 

Even if the evidence might not seem strong, this discussion, based on the insights from the 

case studies, supports the seventh proposition. The proposition is therefore adopted un-

modified as the seventh hypothesis: 

H-7:  It is difficult for public organizations taking the role of a service provider to operate 

as efficiently and effectively as commercial service providers are able to do. 

6.3 Comparison of Model Specifications within the Three Cases 

Before comparing benefits and impediments in a cross-case analysis, the individual model 

specifications of all three cases are juxtaposed. These specifications only include those not 

yet determined within the model description in Chapter 3.1.2: competitive relationship, 

functions, frequency, and intensity depth. In addition, the extent of the employment of ex-

ternal/commercial service providers is included in the comparison. 

The competitive relationships between cooperation partners are divided in Chapter 2.4.3 

into 'related' (members of the same organizational family or the UN system) and 'unrelated' 

(individual NGOs or members of different organizational families). By explicitly inviting 

all UN, international, governmental and non-governmental organizations to register as us-

ers, the UNHRD model stands for an unrelated competitive relationship. The same applies 

to the HPC concept, which is open to all NGOs, international organizations, UN and spe-

cialized agencies of EU member states that partner with ECHO. At present, the RLUs offer 

their services only to the National Societies of the IFRC, thus representing a related com-
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petitive relationship. If they decide to serve other humanitarian organizations as well, as 

external customers, they will constitute a mixture of related and unrelated relationships. 

The UNHRD places its focus on storage, while it also provides services within procure-

ment and transportation. An extension to include planning tasks covering demand estima-

tions and resource matching is intended for the future. The RLU concept of the IFRC cov-

ers the whole range of functions: procurement, storage, and transportation. In addition, 

RLUs are responsible for fleet management and offer logistics consulting services. The 

concept of the Humanitarian Procurement Centres focuses on the function of procurement, 

but also offers transportation management for order delivery. Indirectly it also covers the 

storage function, since HPCs can also respond to orders from their customers by withdraw-

ing supplies from their pre-positioned stock. 

The frequency with which the customers use the service providers' services can differ in all 

three models from one-time through sporadic to regular or permanent. No obligation for 

exclusive use exists. The customers can decide within each new situation if they wish to 

call on the common services. 

The intensity depth of cooperation has been defined as the range of task fulfillment through 

the cooperation itself. It can range from planning through monitoring to execution. The 

UNHRD undertakes the responsibility for executing the services on behalf of its users. Al-

though it in its turn outsources some of the services to commercial service providers, it re-

mains in charge of planning and monitoring, and acts as (single) interface towards users. 

The same role applies to the RLUs. Although these outsource some tasks as well – for ex-

ample the execution of some transportation tasks to commercial service providers – they 

are the point of contact for customers and responsible for overall service management. 

ECHO, on the other hand, provides only the framework for interaction between individual 

humanitarian organizations. It sets and monitors the rules, and assesses and nominates or-

ganizations that can be used by others as HPCs. It is not involved in the execution or moni-

toring of any services, only in the planning (and framework setting). The HPCs are the ones 

responsible for the execution of the cooperative logistics tasks. 

The involvement of other (cooperation-external) service providers can apply to all func-

tions. The UNHRD employs other UN agencies and their framework agreements for the 

procurement of special items, or the arrangement of transportation services (UNHAS). 

Commercial service providers are used for tasks such as customs clearance, warehouse 

management or freight forwarding/transportation. The RLUs also use commercial service 

providers to manage their warehouse in Dubai or to transport supplies between the RLUs 

or suppliers and the point of entry. The HPCs use external service providers to carry out 

most of the transportation tasks. 
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Table 30 summarizes the model specifications that vary between the three cases. The com-

parison shows that the three cases represent the full spectrum of possible characteristics for 

the different specifications, and thus meet the important requirement of data triangulation 

within case study research. 

 

Specifications UNHRD Network  RLUs HPC Concept  

Competitive  
relationship 

Unrelated Related (unrelated) Unrelated 

Functions 
Storage, procurement, 
transportation, (planning) 

Procurement, storage, trans-
portation, fleet management, 
logistics consulting 

Procurement, transporta-
tion, (storage) 

Frequency 
One-time/ sporadic/ 
regular/ permanent 

One-time/ sporadic/ regular/ 
permanent 

One-time/ sporadic/ regu-
lar/ permanent 

Intensity depth 
Execution Execution Planning (ECHO) 

Execution (HPCs) 

Employment of ex-
ternal/commercial 
service providers 

Within procurement, 
storage, and transporta-
tion 

Within storage and transpor-
tation 

Within transportation 

Table 30: Cross-case comparison of model specification 

6.4 Summary of Hypotheses and Model Evaluation 

Based on the results of the cross-case analysis, the propositions on potential benefits and 

impediments have been converted into hypotheses. It has to be emphasized that these hy-

potheses are still assertions. Due to the underlying empirical evidence, the validity of the 

hypotheses has improved in comparison to the preliminary propositions. However, further 

cases and empirical evidence are needed to increase the level of validation.  

Special emphasis has to be placed on the statement of the first hypothesis: the selected co-

operation model offers total net benefits. It therefore seems worth the effort to consider 

possible solutions to overcome existing impediments and facilitate the implementation 

process. The identification of four main impediments will form the basis for the develop-

ment of potential facilitators in the next chapter. 

Hypothesis 3 exhibits a remarkable change between proposition and hypothesis. The focus 

of the three cooperation approaches in the individual cases is not primarily on cost reduc-

tions, but on time and quality improvements, price stabilization as well as capacity assur-

ance.   

The set of resulting hypotheses is summarized in Table 31. 
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 No. Hypothesis 

H-1 The total potential benefits exceed the related and transactional costs 
and result in positive net benefits. 

H-2 a) Within horizontal logistics cooperation in the humanitarian sector, 
all synergies identified on the basis of existing research on horizon-
tal cooperation (Table 14) exist and result – if realized – in the 
types of benefit indicated. 

b) Additional types of benefit seem to exist (B-14 to B-17 in Table 28) 
within the selected cooperation model. 

H-3 The main benefits are expected to be not only cost savings, but espe-
cially improvements in terms of time, quality and capacity. The main 
cost savings are expected to be achieved through a decentralization of 
warehouse capacity and logistics capabilities. 

Benefits 

H-4 The size of humanitarian organizations plays an essential role in de-
termining the magnitude of individual and total net benefits. 

H-5 a) The identified impediments based on existing research on horizontal 
cooperation (Table 16) contain central reasons why some humani-
tarian organizations are reluctant to participate in logistics coopera-
tion.  

b) Additional impediments to the selected cooperation model seem to 
exist (I-14 and I-15 of Table 29) 

H-6 The most critical barriers to the selected cooperation model are im-
pediments corresponding to issues highlighted by the Agency Theory 
(I-1: logistics is regarded as core competence, I-2: cultural differences 
and mistrust, I-7: the calculation of benefits) as well as specific envi-
ronmental factors (I-9: the lack of resources). 

Impedi-
ments 

H-7 It is difficult for public organizations taking the role of a service pro-
vider to operate as efficiently and effectively as commercial service 
providers are able to do.  

Table 31: Summary of hypotheses 

Besides the hypotheses, some additional insights are gained from the cross-case analysis 

and the proposition review. The finding that synergies and potential types of benefit ob-

served in horizontal (logistics) cooperation in the private sector can be generated through 

cooperation between humanitarian organizations as well is worth mentioning. It supports 

the belief expressed in Chapter 2.3.2 that logistics in the private and the humanitarian sec-

tors have the same characteristics. Further research would have to investigate whether the 

additional types of benefit (B-14 to B-17) identified within the selected case studies are 

conversely reproducible within the private sector, or are unique to the disaster response 

context. The same applies to the area of impediments (I-14 and I-15). 
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Based on the insights gained from the case studies and interviews, the selected cooperation 

model shows strengths and weaknesses. One of the model's strengths is the general donor 

interest in and acknowledgement of cooperative behaviour. In addition, the model provides 

a platform for joint use of logistics infrastructure and coordination beyond the preparation 

phase. A major weakness of the model seems to be the lack of incentives for efficiency im-

provements in terms of cost. The availability of donations distorts any striving for im-

provement, further supported by a general lack of competition. Hypothesis 7 points out that 

it is difficult for public organizations (like humanitarian organizations) to operate as effi-

ciently as commercial ones when taking the role of the service provider. Thus, Chapter 7 

not only develops facilitators to counter the main impediments, but also discusses potential 

model adjustments. The discussion in the context of Hypothesis 6 indicates that small to 

medium-sized organizations profit more from participation in a cooperation model than 

larger ones. The cross-case analysis indicates further that a related cooperation such as that 

practiced by the IFRC has some advantages in terms of trust and mutual commitment be-

tween its participants. Thus, some of the cooperation impediments (I-3, I-4, I-6, I-11 and I-

14) might be lower than in the case of unrelated cooperation initiatives. And finally, some 

observers from outside the humanitarian sector are demanding greater enforcement of co-

operation and consolidation through an obligation to participate in such cooperation for-

mats. Such a claim contradicts the principle of voluntariness implemented in the selected 

cooperation model, but might improve the realization of potential synergies. Potential ad-

justments that address these weaknesses or improvement levers are also discussed in the 

following chapter. 



 

7 Levers for Cooperation Facilitation and Model Im-
provement 

As announced in the previous chapter, this chapter suggests and develops facilitators to 

overcome the main impediments, and discusses potential model adjustments that address 

some of the weaknesses identified. In particular for the facilitator development, insights 

from additional theories and existing horizontal research are employed. 

7.1 Facilitators to Overcome Main Impediments 

Hypothesis 6 points out the main impediments to implementing the service provider coop-

eration model: the question of core competencies (I-1), cultural differences and mistrust (I-

2), the calculation of benefits (I-7), and a lack of resources (I-15). The other impediments 

are either linked to these (e.g. the challenge of finding a reliable service provider is linked 

to and influenced by the level of mistrust), or are judged to be less critical (e.g. conflicting 

missions and principles). The focus of the development of facilitators to overcome the 

identified barriers is therefore placed on the four main impediments. 

7.1.1 The question of core competencies 

The first impediment describes the circumstance that some humanitarian organizations 

consider or perceive logistics as a core competency of their organization, and are therefore 

reluctant to become dependent on others in that area. No research could be found which 

discusses the core competencies of humanitarian organizations. When disaster relief or-

ganizations were asked what they consider as their core competencies, one indicated fund-

raising, as well as the "last mile" distribution of relief goods to beneficiaries, while another 

explicitly included logistics. Different opinions and perspectives seem to exist regarding 

this topic. This may be due to the increasing value placed on the logistics function, and the 

fact that it accounts for up to 80% of total expenditures. A structured evaluation of core 

competencies in the light of the organization's mandate and strategy seldom forms the basis 

for the judgment. A facilitator for dealing with the impediment might therefore be an 

adapted framework for the consideration and identification of an organization's set of core 

competencies, with special focus on its applicability to the logistics context. The frame-

work could be used by organizations for internal discussions, as well as by service provid-

ers for a dialogue with potential customers.  

As mentioned in Chapter 2.3.1, many organizations within the private sector today consider 

logistics to be a strategic function and a key lever for increasing customer satisfaction and 

creating an important competitive advantage (Razzaque and Cheng 1998, pp. 89-90). Rec-
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ognizing the importance of the function, enterprises frequently consider and implement 

outsourcing options so as to achieve the highest and most professional technical standards. 

The organization can then focus on its core competencies, change fixed costs into variable 

costs and benefit from established best practices (Bjurstrom 2008, p. 54). This means a dis-

tinction has to be made between core competencies - which should be kept in-house - and 

other strategic functions that should be outsourced to a service provider able to improve the 

performance level. In the light of Agency Theory, core competencies can be regarded as 

critical tasks which the principal prefers to keep to himself. He is further willing to transfer 

other strategic tasks to the agent, if the agent is capable of delivering a better performance 

than the principal, and enough mechanisms are in place to monitor the agent's activities and 

provide an incentive for this superior performance. 

Core competencies are capabilities that differentiate an organization from its competitors 

and provide it with a sustainable competitive advantage (Prahalad and Hamel 1990).132 

Prahalad and Hamel recommend identifying a core competency by testing for the presence 

of the following three characteristics: it "provides potential access to a wide variety of mar-

kets" (or is applicable to various purposes),  it "make[s] a significant contribution to the 

perceived customer benefits of the end product", and it is "difficult for competitors to imi-

tate" (1990, pp. 83-84). Accordingly, the Resource-Based View defines resources and ca-

pabilities as relevant if they possess the following properties ((Beimborn 2007, pp. 44-45) 

based on (Barney 1991, ; Grant 1996b)):  

• Valuable: valuable are those resources that contribute to the creation of perceived 

benefits for the customer 

•  Rare: rare are those resources that are immobile or hardly reproducible 

• Imperfectly imitable: imperfectly imitable are those resources that are difficult for 

other organizations to imitate 

• Non-substitutable: non-substitutable are those resources that are difficult to re-

place either by similar or by totally different resources or capabilities 

• Interconnected: the more a capability or resource is interconnected and anchored 

into the existing business environment, the more difficult it will be to remove it  

Arnold (2000, pp. 25-27) suggests basing an outsourcing decision not only on the core 

                                                 
132 Prahalad and Hamel's article "The Core Competence of the Cooperation" (1990) was instrumental in driv-

ing the notion of capabilities and core competencies. It thus assisted in popularizing the Resource-Based 
View – a new school of economic thought (e.g. Penrose 1959; Barney 1991; Grant 1991; Peteraf 1993; Foss 
and Eriksen 1995; Grant 1996a, 1996b). 
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competencies concept, but also on the transaction cost perspective. The long-term strategic 

perspective of the core competency concept is thus combined with the short-term and cost-

based perspective of transaction costs. According to the latter, only objects and processes 

with low specificity should be outsourced, since in that case little information needs to be 

exchanged with the external service provider. 

Based on these concepts, a set of questions can be deduced that organizations must answer 

in order to identify their core competencies and consider the employment of external ser-

vice providers. Table 32 shows these questions in a form adapted to humanitarian organiza-

tions involved in disaster response. Some examples are provided in which the questions 

would either be answered in the affirmative, or negated, with regard to (parts of) the logis-

tics function of an organization. 

 

No. Question 
Yes/
No 

Examples of affirmation 
with regard to logistics 

Examples of negation 
with regard to logistics 

1. Does the capability make a signifi-
cant contribution to the perceived 
benefits to beneficiaries or donors? 

 Enables a faster response 
than otherwise possible 

External service providers 
deliver services as fast or 
even faster than internal 
function 

2. Is the capability necessary to fulfill 
the organization's mandate or allow 
it to adhere to its principles? 

 The objective of serving  
all people in need world-
wide might be limited by 
external network  

The fight against poverty 
can be fulfilled without a 
proprietary logistics func-
tion 

3. Is the capability rare or limited?  The market offers insuffi-
cient capacities and must 
be extended by proprietary 
resources 

All service needs can be 
satisfied by the external 
market 

4. Is the capability difficult for other 
organizations to imitate? 

 Supply chain performance 
and visibility are at a very 
advanced level  

Very simple supply chain 

5. Can other capabilities or resources 
not substitute the capability? 

  Switch from supply trans-
port to cash projects 

6. Is the capability very specific and 
linked to the very individual needs 
of the organization? 

 Very special and sophisti-
cated supplies needed 

Procurement and trans-
port of standard relief 
items 

7. Are other important capabilities or 
resources tightly linked to that ca-
pability? 

 Main parts of funding are 
linked to certain logistics 
tasks (e.g. procurement) 

 

8. Is the organization's capability able 
to generate better performance than 
that of external service providers? 

 The performance level of 
external service providers 
regarding cost, time and 
quality is lower than that 
of the organization  

External service providers 
are able to deliver equiva-
lent services at lower 
cost, faster and/or in bet-
ter quality 

Table 32: Questions for the identification of core competencies 
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7.1.2 Trust building measures 

The second impediment consists of the view that cultural differences and mistrust can hin-

der the implementation and maintenance of cooperation initiatives. The barrier of mistrust, 

in particular, is pointed out in the literature dealing with the relationship between outsourc-

ing customers and third-party logistics providers (e.g. (Boyson et al. 1999, ; Logan 2000)). 

The focus of facilitator development is therefore placed here on trust-building measures. 

Mistrust is nourished by customers' fears of not receiving the same quality and level of ser-

vice that they could produce on their own account (Logan 2000, p. 21). They believe that in 

cases of emergency and at peak times, the provider has to choose between the quality of 

customer service and its own interests and gain. A suspicion is maintained that the provider 

will aim to maximize its benefits over time. Trustful relationships will only flourish, how-

ever, if both sides are satisfied. Also, the service providers must believe in setting up "a 

mutually beneficial relationship where their goals are not in conflict with the goals of the 

users" (Logan 2000, p. 22). 

The Agency Theory investigates relationships between two parties (principal and agent) 

with different goals and division of labour.133 It analyzes resulting problems that are rooted 

in informational asymmetries, different risk preferences, and goal conflicts, and formulates 

potential measures and mechanisms to overcome these problems. Since the relationship be-

tween customer and service provider can be defined as a classic principal-agent case, where 

the customer is the principal and the service provider the agent, and agency problems result 

from the same root causes as mistrust, Agency Theory can help in designing contracts and 

relationships that create and maintain an environment of trust. This approach is also taken 

or supported by other authors investigating the relationship between customers and service 

providers (Sharma 1997, ; Poppo and Zenger 1998, ; Logan 2000, ; Halldórsson and Skjøtt-

Larsen 2006). 

Logan uses Agency Theory to design successful (transport) outsourcing relationships. She 

points out that Agency Theory has to help in answering two questions: "what can the user 

do to encourage quality service and fair treatment by the provider; and, what can the pro-

vider do to keep the user satisfied and at the same time reach its own outcome goals?" 

(Logan 2000, p. 27) With this, she underlines that the relationship must be considered from 

both sides, and claims that if both questions can be answered simultaneously, an atmos-

phere of trust can develop, and initiate as well as sustain relationships. 

Logan's recommendations for building trustful relationships between outsourcing users and 

                                                 
133 See also Chapter 3.2.2 for an overview of the Agency Theory. 
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service providers (2000, pp. 27-30)134 are transferred in an adapted form to the service pro-

vider model of this thesis. The resulting suggestions can be collected into three categories: 

contract design, performance measurement, and additional elements. 

Contract design 

While outcome-based contracts help to align the goals of the principal with those of the 

agent, but shift the involved risks to the agent (service provider), behaviour-based contracts 

reward the agent's behaviour regardless of the specific results, and thus shift the involved 

risks to the principal (customer). In order to draw up a contract that is attractive and sus-

tainable for both parties, it is recommended that a behaviour-based agreement should be 

concluded and supplemented with outcome-oriented elements. A behaviour-based contract 

protects the provider from unexpected delays or unpredictable incidents such as they can 

occur especially in disaster response operations. An open-book policy can be applied, 

where the provider receives its costs for each service plus a margin that is tolerable for both 

parties. This creates an incentive for both parties to eliminate any non-income-producing 

activities, and save their costs. In order to give the users at least some control over out-

comes, the behaviour-based contract should be combined with bonuses that are linked to 

predetermined performance goals (e.g. full volume deliveries and annual efficiency im-

provements) or cost reduction gain sharing. Also, the beneficiaries, as the user's customers, 

could be involved in rating the provider's performance. 

Performance Measurement 

Since users seem to be less satisfied (especially with costs) if the performance of an activity 

is not easily measurable, providers should be eager to "provide additional sources of infor-

mation to their users, work on integrating systems, and give easy access to performance and 

cost data" (Logan 2000, pp. 27-28). This bonding mechanism is further strengthened if the 

service provider accepts certain sanctions in the event that it does not comply with the 

promised work performance. In addition, users should be explicit about their main per-

formance criteria, and require an easy and timely way to measure outcomes. The availabil-

ity of metrics, charts, graphs and other forms of feedback (e.g. a web site that allows per-

formance monitoring on demand) will support the maintenance of an outcome focus be-

sides the behaviour-based contract terms and conditions, and an enhancement of user satis-

                                                 
134 Logan bases her recommendations to some degree on the suggestions and findings of the following au-

thors: Oviatt (1988), Sharma (1997), Poppo and Zenger (1998) and Cooke (1999). Additional recommenda-
tions from other authors besides those from Logan (2000) are indicated as such. 



200      Disaster Relief Logistics: Benefits of and Impediments to Horizontal Cooperation 

 

faction and trust. Potential performance metrics are: on-time deliveries, percentage of dam-

age, shipment-tracking accuracy, full deliveries, and realized cost savings. Finally, the re-

quirement for continuous improvement should be met by means of an adequate perform-

ance measuring system. Instead of interpreting the contract clauses and discussing service 

failures and prices, both parties should focus on developing improvements and creating 

win-win situations (Halldórsson and Skjøtt-Larsen 2006, p. 503). Additional sources of 

performance data might be generated by the sophisticated information technology used to 

deliver modern logistics services (e.g. on-board computers and global positioning services). 

To create a healthy relationship from the start, "both parties must have a clear rationale for 

entering the arrangement and know how to create logistics synergies" (Halldórsson and 

Skjøtt-Larsen 2006, p. 503). 

Additional elements 

It is important for providers to show their users that they share the same standards and val-

ues. They can signalize this by including their goals and values in their publicity, and quot-

ing any recommendations or awards they have received from customers or independent as-

sociations (e.g. ISO 9000 ratings or customer recognition awards). In particular when per-

formance measurement is difficult, a reputation for responsiveness and quality is of major 

importance and can be supported by striving to win such awards. Humanitarian organiza-

tions have to conform to certain codes of conduct (e.g. disclosure of funds and expendi-

tures in annual reports). This gives them a public forum to demonstrate their capabilities 

and achievements and thus further improve their reputation. 

The provider can increase its knowledge of users' areas of activity by appointing board 

members or outside directors who have particular expertise in the relevant fields; these can 

then act as third-party consultants with respect to upcoming trends or existing objectives 

and principals of the users concerned.  

Trust can be further generated by the willingness of both parties to invest in relationship-

specific assets (e.g. equipment and technology) supplying the customer with specialized 

services and the provider with the newest technology. 

Experience from strategic alliances and supplier partnerships can also be applied to the ser-

vice provider model: formulating and updating visible objectives and milestones, continu-

ous improvement strategies and open communications have proved to contribute to a trust-

based and lasting relationship. 

Halldórsson and Skjøtt-Larsen (2006) investigate the inter-organizational dynamics of a re-

lationship between a customer and a logistics service provider. They point out that out-
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sourcing and agency theories can support only the initial contract set-up between the two 

parties as well as the first phase of the relationship. Since the balance between customer 

and service provider will change over time (due to "controllable and non-controllable 

forces of change" (Halldórsson and Skjøtt-Larsen 2006)), they recommend exploiting in-

sights from the network approach as well. No suggestions for concrete measurements are 

made. Establishing regular review meetings between the two parties in order to discuss any 

changes or threats to the relationship might be one way to deal with this aspect. 

Table 33 summarizes the recommended trust-building measures, indicating their initiators 

(service provider, customers, or both), and gives examples from the three case studies. 

 
 

No. Trust-building measures Initiator 
Examples from case 
studies 

1. Set-up of behaviour-based contract following an 
"open book cost plus margin" policy 

Most service fees are cal-
culated as actual cost + x 
% (RLU, UNHRD, HPC) 

2. Creation of outcome-based bonuses linked to prede-
termined performance goals or cost reduction gain 
sharing 

n/a 

C
on

tr
ac

t 
de

si
gn

 

3. Having clear rationales for entering into the ar-
rangement and ways to create synergies 

Both 

Pointing out potential 
benefits (RLU, UNHRD) 

4. Provision of information, easy access to performance 
and cost data, and system integration  

Service 
provider 
(and cus-
tomer) 

n/a; but first steps: regular 
customer reports (RLU) 
and access to current in-
ventory list (UNHRD) 

5. Definition of sanctions in the event that the service 
provider does not conform to its promised work per-
formance  

Service 
provider 

n/a 

6. Being explicit about main performance criteria, and 
demand for easy and timely measurement of out-
comes 

Customer n/a 

P
er

fo
rm

an
ce

 m
ea

su
re

m
en

t 

7. Continuous improvement by means of  an adequate 
performance measurement system 

Service 
provider 

System set-up started 
(RLU) 

8. Sharing the same objectives and values, and promot-
ing these in publicity, through recommendations and 
awards and public reporting obligations 

Service 
provider 

Promotion of Supply 
Chain Excellence Award 
(RLU) 

9. Increasing knowledge about customers' areas of ac-
tivity by appointing board members or outside direc-
tors with particular expertise 

Service 
provider 

n/a 

10. Investment in relationship-specific assets Both n/a 

11. Formulating and updating visible objectives and 
milestones 

Service 
provider 

n/a 

A
dd

it
io

na
l e

le
m

en
ts

 

12. Establishment of regular review meetings and open 
communications 

Both Annual user workshop for 
discussion and feedback 
(UNHRD) 

Table 33: Overview of trust-building measures 
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7.1.3 Measurement and monitoring of benefits 

"In God we trust. Everybody else bring data" says Schneider National President and CEO 

Chris Lofgren (Schultz 2005, p. 39), and thereby describes in a concrete way how most 

customers of logistics service providers think. The importance of - but also the difficulties 

involved in - the calculation of cooperation benefits are pointed out in the cross-case analy-

sis given by this thesis, as well as in the existing literature on horizontal logistics coopera-

tion in the private sector (Arnold and Essig 1997, p. 99; Arnold 1998, p. 47; Berg and See-

bauer 1998, p. 102; Bahrami 2003, pp. 7-8). The emphasis placed on the need for mecha-

nisms to reduce the information asymmetries between customer (principal) and service 

provider (agent) is in line with the findings of Agency Theory. This suggests reducing 

asymmetries through a combination of measuring and monitoring systems with bonding 

and signaling instruments, where the service provider takes the initiative to reveal informa-

tion on its own performance and capabilities. 

The measurement and monitoring of benefits can be divided into two types of measure-

ment: measurement of total and individual benefits (to customers and service providers), 

which forms the basis for any decision to establish, enter into or remain in a cooperation, 

and measurement of performance during a partnership, to maintain the level and promote 

the growth of benefits. 

Measurement of total and individual benefits 

The aim of measuring total and individual benefits is to create a fact-based foundation to 

decide if a) (different forms of) the cooperation initiative as a whole produce a positive net 

benefit, and b) the various actors can expect an individual net benefit by participating in the 

cooperation. Only those who expect a positive result will be willing to engage in the coop-

erative initiative. So far, none of the three cooperation initiatives has measured the benefits 

in a holistic way. The IFRC has produced some case examples which may serve as a first 

step. Due to the variety of potential benefit dimensions and related costs, which can be dif-

ficult to quantify (e.g. benefits through better know-how or transaction costs), such meas-

urement is not a trivial undertaking.  

In the existing literature on horizontal logistics cooperation, a number of suggestions for 

calculating these benefits are put forward. Arnold and Essig (Arnold and Essig 1997, pp. 

98-103; Arnold 1998, pp. 47-52) investigate industrial cooperative sourcing, and differenti-

ate between direct and indirect effects. They do not consider the indirect effects, which in-

clude for example any benefits from improved relationships between the participants, since 

they cannot be observed systematically. The direct effects are measurable only to a certain 
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degree in terms of cost savings. While it is relatively easy to measure product prices before 

and after the cooperation set-up, and to calculate any improvements by comparing the two 

situations, benefits due to technology and process improvements as well as better informa-

tion distribution are quite difficult to calculate or estimate. They therefore put forward a 

holistic four-level concept to capture the full direct cooperation success (see Figure 29). 
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Figure 29: Four-level concept for benefit measurement (Arnold and Essig 1997, p. 101)135 

Within this concept, they differentiate between four levels, characterized by their degree of 

structuring with respect to the following three dimensions: the level of detail (the level at 

which the benefits are measured), the quantitative measurability (e.g. through prices or the 

creation of rating scales), and the frequency of measurement (particular point in time or 

permanent). The last dimension also differentiates between result and process control. 

While result control takes place before and after the cooperation set-up and measures the 

cooperation efficiency, process control takes place continuously and reviews how effective 

the cooperative processes are. The resulting four measurement levels A-D can be roughly 

described as follows: levels A and B measure quantitative results based on current prices 

and price indices, while levels C and D measure additional improvements such as the use-

fulness of information-sharing based on rating scales resulting from questionnaires distrib-

uted to the cooperation participants. The strength of this concept seems to be that it cap-

tures and quantifies both the monetary and the non-monetary benefits. It is designed to 

measure cooperative sourcing effects only. Benefits from joint warehousing and transporta-

tion management do not form part of the concept, and would make calculation of the 

                                                 
135 Own translation. 
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monetary benefits more complex. Although Arnold and Essig (Arnold and Essig 1997, pp. 

103-111; Arnold 1998, pp. 52-56) employ the concept for measuring the cooperation suc-

cess of a real pilot project, it seems to support academic purposes rather than offering a 

practical instrument ready to use for cooperations. To be able to apply the concept to the 

humanitarian context and the cooperation model of this thesis, its complexity would need 

to be reduced and the total (individual) benefits of the four levels summarized to facilitate 

final decision taking. 

Bahrami investigates horizontal transport cooperation between manufacturers of short-

dated consumer goods, and develops a model to quantify potential cost-related synergies 

(Bahrami 2003, pp. 117-216). He compares the two action alternatives 'with cooperation' 

and 'without cooperation'. Based on the model description with regard to knots (ware-

houses, distribution centres, and order recipients), edges (distances), order volumes, deliv-

ery times and consignments, he formulates a mathematical model which can be displayed 

with the aid of graph theory. By adding the assessment criterion of process costs, the model 

is converted into an objective function that maximizes the synergy potential between the 

two action alternatives. Bahrami further segments the quantification problem into three 

components, as shown in Figure 30: the selection of adequate cooperation partners, the 

quantification of the total synergy potential of the cooperation, and the distribution of bene-

fits among the cooperation partners.  

Selection of 
adequate 

cooperation 
partners 

Distribution of 
benefits among 
the cooperation 

partners

Quantification of 
the total synergy 
potential of the 

cooperation 

1. 2. 3.

Selection of 
adequate 

cooperation 
partners 

Distribution of 
benefits among 
the cooperation 

partners

Quantification of 
the total synergy 
potential of the 

cooperation 

1.1. 2.2. 3.3.

 

Figure 30: Segmentation of quantification problem (based on Bahrami 2003, p. 144) 

The first component, the selection of adequate cooperation partners, is solved by develop-

ing a two-step selection process with 'must' and 'can' criteria. The second component, the 

quantification of the total synergy potential of the cooperation, is provided by integrating 

the parameters given through the selection of cooperation partners into the mathematical 

model and solving the objective function by employing the 'optimal planning method'. For 

solution of the third component, the distribution of benefits among the cooperation part-

ners, aspects such as fairness as applied to the input involved, and the simplicity of the dis-

tribution mechanism, are considered. This leads to the recommendation to take the trans-
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port costs (instead of price or consignment size) as allocation base for the distribution of 

synergy benefits, while distributing the common running costs of the cooperation evenly 

among all participants. Strengths of Bahrami's quantification model can be considered to be 

its mathematical optimization approach as well as the development of solutions for the 

three sub-problems. A weak point with respect to its application to the model of this thesis 

is, however, its narrow focus on transport cooperation. In addition, it concentrates on the 

cost side and neglects other improvements facilitated through the cooperation (e.g. as re-

gards lead time or strategic benefits) which have high importance in the humanitarian sec-

tor. 

Both models provide valuable input for the design of a benefit measurement system for the 

cooperation model of this thesis. Such a system should be simple and easily applicable by 

donors, service providers, and individual humanitarian organizations wishing to found their 

cooperation decision on as solid a fact base as possible. A threefold framework is sug-

gested with a quantification element, case examples, and questionnaire results. 

The quantification element: although the quantification of strategic benefits as well as 

transaction costs is hardly possible, quantification of the main operational benefits would 

already be a good indicator for the existence of a total net benefit. A fair distribution sys-

tem for benefits and costs would then be needed to create individual net benefits for all ac-

tors. The aim is therefore to quantify the main operational benefits BOP based on a basic 

cost and lead time calculation model. 

First, the individual cost saving potentials for humanitarian organizations in category 1 (no 

pre-positioning) and category 2 (one to two central warehouses) as well as the service pro-

vider are introduced. These are then aggregated to a total cost saving model. Finally, a 

structure for comparison of lead times before and after the cooperation is provided. It must 

be emphasized that the different activities and organizational structures of humanitarian or-

ganizations result in varying cost structures, so that the calculation steps need to be adapted 

to the individual situations. No claim is raised to determining exact benefits and cost sav-

ing potentials. The objective is to contribute to the decision (process) with regard to the to-

tal and individual advantageousness of the selected cooperation model. 

The decision of an individual humanitarian organization on whether or not to participate in 

the cooperation model depends on its evaluation of the resulting net benefits. A distinction 

can be made between the organizations which do not yet have any pre-positioned stock 

(category 1) and those which already have one or two warehouses where they pre-position 

emergency relief items (category 2). Existing warehouses are often located in Europe or the 

USA (e.g. Oxfam, MSF, UNICEF). Due to the identified cooperation benefits, organiza-

tions in both categories are expected to reduce their annual logistics costs. The extent of 
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potential cost reductions can be roughly calculated for potential customers in both catego-

ries. The respective equations are schematically shown in Table 34 and Table 35. Potential 

data collection plans and calculation examples are provided in Appendix C.  

 

+ / - 
Equation with Additional Cost (+) and 
Saving (-) Components 

Explanation/Sub-components 

- Cost savings procurement  - Price reduction through use of common FAs 

+ Additional storage cost for pre-positioning 
of supplies 

+ Capital cost/write-offs  

+ Storage/handling cost 

- Cost savings transportation - Reduced transport costs for pre-positioned stock  

- Price reductions through use of common FAs 

- Shipment consolidation  

- Cost savings logistics administration Fees of service providers lower than own staff cost 

= Potential annual cost savings through co-
operation for customers in category 1 

Individual net benefit 

/ Total annual expenditures of customers in 
category 1 

+ Procurement cost 

+ Transport cost 

+ Logistics administration cost 

+ General administration cost 

= Potential annual cost savings (in percent-
age of total annual cost) 

Individual net benefit 

Table 34: Calculation of cost savings for potential customers in category 1 

+ / - 
Equation with Additional Cost (+) and 
Saving (-) Components 

Explanation/Sub-components 

- Cost savings procurement  - Price reduction through use of common FAs 

- Cost savings warehouse - Running costs for own warehouse are reduced 

- Cost savings transportation - Reduced transport costs for pre-positioned stock  

- Price reductions through use of common FAs 

- Shipment consolidation  

- Cost savings logistics administration Fees of service providers lower than own staff cost 

= Potential annual cost savings through co-
operation for customers in category 2 

Individual net benefit 

/ Total annual expenditures of customers in 
category 2 

+ Procurement cost 

+ Transport cost 

+ Warehouse cost 

+ Logistics administration cost 

+ General administration cost 

= Potential annual cost savings (in percent-
age of total annual cost) 

Individual net benefit 

Table 35: Calculation of cost savings for potential customers in category 2 
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The 'total annual expenditures' represent the total amount an organization spends on pro-

curement, warehousing, transportation, logistics administration and general administration 

(including field staff). By participating in the cooperation model, humanitarian organiza-

tions in category 1 (Table 34) might be able to realize certain cost savings. The results 

might vary due to differences in the cost structure of the status quo (e.g. lower or higher 

transportation costs), and benefits already realized without the help of cooperation (e.g. 

procurement cost reduction through the organization's own FAs).  

A similar rough estimation can be carried out for humanitarian organizations in category 2 

(Table 35). These already keep pre-positioned stock in their own warehouses and can nego-

tiate better procurement prices due to their size, so that the resulting cost savings differ 

from those of category 1. The calculated cost savings might also be negative, in the event 

that existing warehouse capacities cannot be easily sold off, or the organization's own 

framework agreements seem to be better than those negotiated through the service pro-

vider. 

Not all potential benefits with respect to cost reduction are included in these estimations. 

Additional levers to maximize the potential net benefits are the use of virtual stocks and 

stock swaps (B-8). The virtual stocks, which are the property of the supplier up to the mo-

ment of need, reduce capital cost, cost for stock insurance and the risk of write-offs. The 

write-off risk is further reduced by lending stock to other users, who replenish it in return.  

From a service provider perspective, the corresponding calculation compares the costs of 

taking on the role of service provider (e.g. set-up and running costs for service infrastruc-

ture) with the resulting "income" (e.g. receipt of service fees and supporting donations). 

Again, the results will vary with the different initial situations of the humanitarian organi-

zations acting as service providers (e.g. extension of existing warehouse network). Table 

36 gives an overview of the calculation of potential cost savings for the service provider. 

 

+ / - 
Equation with Additional Cost (+) and 
Saving (-) Components 

Explanation 

+ Annual set-up costs Annual share of investment costs for infrastructure set-
up or extension (e.g. warehouses and administration) 

+ Annual running costs Annual maintenance costs of infrastructure and service 
offer 

- Service income Income from service fees charged to customers for ser-
vice delivery 

- Supporting donations Donations received to support cooperation initiative 

= Potential annual cost savings for the ser-
vice provider 

Individual net benefit 

Table 36: Calculation of cost savings for the service provider  
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The "business case", or the total cost savings for the whole cooperation model, can be 

based on the difference between the sum of cost savings for the community of customers 

and the service provider itself, and any additional costs that evolve as a result of the coop-

eration model. Although some donors might be willing to support the cooperation model 

over the long term as well, the cooperation must aim at the total net benefits outweighing 

the costs, including any donations received. This is the basis for the model's right to exist. 

Figure 31 presents a schematic view of the total cost savings of the cooperation model. 

In USD
ILLUSTRATIVE

In USD
ILLUSTRATIVE

Total cost savings

cooperation model

Any additional 

cooperation costs

Service provider‘s

cost savings

Sum of customers‘

cost savings

 

Figure 31: Calculation of total cost savings  

The total cost savings of the cooperation model increase with the number of participating 

organizations. It is assumed that only humanitarian organizations receiving an individual 

net benefit (cost saving) are willing to take part. In reality, the maximum capacity of the 

available cooperation warehouses and infrastructure limits the number of possible custom-

ers. 

With regard to the lead time of mobilizing emergency supply (to cover roughly the first 4 

weeks), the following improvements can be expected: humanitarian organizations that 

switch from no pre-positioning of stock to employment of the cooperation network (using 

physical stocks) can reduce their lead time substantially by eliminating the time needed for 

supplier search, tendering procedures, possible production lead times and long transport 

stretches. Humanitarian organizations in category 2 can also further improve their lead time 

through the use of regional warehouses, which shorten the distance to any disaster-affected 

area. The differences are shown schematically in Figure 32, while a calculation example 

can be found in Appendix C. 
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Figure 32: Calculation of potential lead time reduction for mobilizing emergency supply 

Real data from potential customers and the service provider should be used for these calcu-

lations of cost saving potentials and lead time reductions. Despite the limitations of these 

calculation models, the results can serve as strong arguments in any discussion on coopera-

tion benefits. "Anecdotal evidence may be acceptable in some circumstances, but hard fig-

ures are almost always better."(Schultz 2005, p. 39) Nevertheless, since the quantification 

might be hampered by low data availability or the degree to which the assumptions are ap-

plicable, the quantification element should be supplemented by case examples and ques-

tionnaire results. 

Case examples: As mentioned before, the IFRC has begun developing case examples that 

document the benefits and results of their RLU concept. The case study conducted by 

Cuckow "seeks to quantify the impact of the regional logistics concept on the efficiency of 

relief item delivery against the approach that would have been used before the RLU was in 

place" (Cuckow 2006, p. 3). Since the circumstances of this case are said to be especially 

favourable, additional case studies are planned to show the continuity of positive results 

generated by the new concept. Besides case studies on the results of complete operations 

(total benefits), case studies on the results of individual cooperation participants might be 

produced (individual benefits). By showing, for example, how much the Canadian Red 

Cross has saved (or can save) by using the RLUs, strong arguments can be produced and 

communicated to potential customers and donors. These case studies can become even 

more convincing if they contain not only calculated benefits and costs, but also information 
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on the customer's motivation, any limitations or impediments that have (not) been over-

come, and contact details for personal reference. 

Questionnaire results: In order to capture non-quantifiable benefits as well, a question-

naire could be drawn up in accordance with levels C and D of Arnold's and Essig's measur-

ing model described earlier in this section. Rating scales help to measure the qualitative an-

swers to questions such as "How do you rate the usefulness of stock swaps?" or "Does the 

cooperation provide better supply chain visibility than you had before?" Open questions 

may also be included in the questionnaire, which is sent to all customers. Positive ques-

tionnaire results can be used directly to advertise the cooperative approach. Negative or av-

erage results can be used as a basis for continuous improvement, described in more detail 

in the next section. Taking customer feedback seriously, and working on solutions, can 

show existing and potential customers how seriously the service provider takes the rela-

tionships with its customers. This again can improve the level of trust. 

Measurement of ongoing performance 

The findings of Poppo and Zenger (1998, pp. 867-869) indicate that customers are less sat-

isfied, especially in regard to costs, when the performance of an activity is not easily meas-

urable. The aim of measuring the ongoing performance of a cooperation is to keep custom-

ers, as well as donors, satisfied, and to create a basis for fact-based discussions on adapta-

tion needs and future planning. The IFRC has only recently started to design and set up a 

performance measurement system for their RLUs. In this, annual and continuous improve-

ment is measured and supported by the employment of different tools. The other coopera-

tion initiatives have not yet reached this point, but plan to catch up over the next few years. 

A broad body of literature analyzes existing performance measurement systems in general 

and in specific contexts, and provides guidelines for the design and selection of concrete 

metrics. An overview of performance measurement literature with respect to logistics is 

provided, for example, by Beamon (1999), Griffis et al. (2007), and Keller and Hellingrath 

(2007). Only in recent years have researchers started to investigate performance measure-

ment in the area of humanitarian logistics. Beamon points out that "there remains much to 

understand in performance measurement for humanitarian logistics systems" (Beamon 

2004, p. 5). She develops a three-part framework for performance measurement136 

(Beamon 1999) and applies it, together with her colleague Balcik, to humanitarian relief 

                                                 
136 Beamon (1999) recommends considering three different types of performance measures that she believes 

to be crucial to the overall performance of the supply chain: resource measures, output measures and flexi-
bility measures. All of them should be directly linked to the organization's strategic goals. 
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chains (Beamon and Balcik 2008). They suggest a selection of relief chain performance 

metrics for this context. Davidson (2006) develops and tests a set of key performance indi-

cators for humanitarian organizations that engage in ongoing disaster response operations. 

In this, she tries to consider the special strategic goals of the humanitarian sector. Schulz 

and Heigh (2008) take a very practical approach and describe a simple four-step process to 

develop a performance indicator tool to support continuous improvement. The tool shows 

the performance of logistics units that not only support, but also prepare for a disaster op-

eration. 

To monitor the performance of the cooperation on an ongoing basis, a Balanced Scorecard 

might be developed. The concept of the Balanced Scorecard (BSC) was first introduced by 

Kaplan and Norton (1992, ; 1997), who wished to overcome the one-sidedness and rela-

tively short-term perspective of common financial indicator systems. The BSC helps to 

identify and monitor essential factors for the long-term success of an organization, and to 

implement the organization's strategy in its daily business. Various perspectives can be se-

lected, according to the organization's focus and strategic need. Examples are "customers", 

"business processes", "finance" and "development and learning". For each perspective, 

critical indicators need to be identified that are interlinked and in line with the vision and 

strategy on which the management team have agreed. For each indicator, target values and 

action steps have to be defined in order to reach the pre-set goals. Finally, the indicators are 

visualized on a "scorecard" and monitored on a regular basis by the management team. A 

process of continuous improvement starts when these indicators and target values become 

part of the daily work and mindset of every employee. 

Each cooperative initiative has to develop its own Balanced Scorecard with perspectives 

and indicators tailored to its individual needs. It is recommended that not only the service 

provider, but also customers and donors should be involved in this process, with the aim of 

considering and including their main performance criteria. In addition to the indicators, tar-

get values have to be set, and rewards or consequences linked to their fulfilment.137 Since 

each cooperation has to develop or select its own indicators, only some examples of differ-

ent perspectives and indicators are provided in the following. 

Operational performance: Indicators of this perspective can be divided into different 

categories such as cost, time, quality and capacity management. Cost-related measures are, 

for example, average price discount within procurement, or number of stock turnovers. 

Time-related measures may be on-time delivery, or average lead time of procurement or-

                                                 
137 See also Chapter 7.1.2 on using performance measurement as trust building measure. 
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ders. Quality-related indicators include percentage of damage or shipment-tracking accu-

racy. Capacity-related indicators measure the capacity extension of a cooperation and can 

include, for example, percentage of upside capacity, percentage of standardized stock in the 

warehouse, volume of annual stock swaps or full deliveries. 

Performance improvement: This perspective measures the extent to which the coopera-

tion is able to enlarge the existing benefits over time. Measures such as annual cost savings 

or lead time reduction can be included in this perspective. 

Customer service/relationship management: This perspective can include any measures 

related to customer orientation and service management. Examples are response time ful-

filment, percentage of complaints solved, customer satisfaction. 

Financial control: This perspective looks at the financial results of the service provider 

and related issues such as invoice or donation management. Examples are percentage of 

cost recovery, annual donations, on-time invoicing and payment.  

Short definitions of these indicator examples are provided in Annex D. For scorecard de-

velopment, the four-step process outlined by Schulz and Heigh (2008) can be employed: 

first draft of indicators, tool improvement based on user feedback, piloting, and continuous 

review and training. 

7.1.4 Capacity Building 

Lacking capacity of relief supplies may have different reasons: the number of (known) 

suppliers is limited, so that an increase of demand easily exceeds the available production 

capacities; the production lead time is long, so that ad-hoc need has to be served from 

products in stock. The situation worsens if the products are specialized for use in the hu-

manitarian sector, so that stocks intended for commercial customers cannot be employed. 

Agency Theory aside, various measures can be identified that help to expand available ca-

pacities and reduce supply shortages in the situation of need. 

First of all, market research and regional supplier development can help to extend the 

regional and local supplier base and enlarge available capacities. 

Pre-positioning of stocks builds up capacities which can be employed ad-hoc. The stocks 

can be positioned either at the warehouses of the humanitarian organizations or at the sup-

plier site while they are in the possession of the organization or the supplier. Advantages of 

pre-positioning at the customer's site is that the stock is physically present and can be with-
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drawn at any time. Disadvantages are the resulting inventory holding costs (incl. insurance 

and capital costs) and the risk of expiration and loss. The advantage of the stock being held 

at the supplier's site is that the supplier can turn it over regularly. Disadvantages are, again, 

the holding costs, as well as the risk of breach of contract in the event that the supplier is 

not able to deliver when the stock is needed suddenly. 

Information sharing on forecasts and current developments can help to improve the 

supplier's production and inventory planning. If information such as risk maps and ex-

pected demand calculations of the humanitarian sector are shared with (critical) suppliers, 

these can obtain a better picture of what to expect and on what assumptions the customers 

base their behaviour and orders. Also, information on current developments such as ap-

proaching hurricanes or slow-onset disasters can save valuable days in the preparation and 

production lead time of the suppliers. 

Joint product development and use of postponement is a further lever for capacity 

enlargement by reducing production lead time. Through the joint specification of product 

needs, mutual awareness can be created of what product elements are essential for the hu-

manitarian sector, and what specifications cause major extensions of the lead time. Some-

times minor product details which the customer does not value account for major portions 

of the total lead time. Eliminating or modifying such details can then significantly reduce 

the lead time, and so extend the supplier's production capacities. Another measure is use of 

the postponement principle, which is described, for example, by Alderson (1950), Zinn and 

Bowersox (1988) and García-Dastugue and Lambert (2007). García-Dastugue and Lambert 

(2007, p. 57) describe the objective of (manufacturing) postponement as "to delay changes 

in the form and identity of products to the latest possible point in the supply chain". If the 

supplier produces similar products for commercial customers, the production process might 

be designed in such a way that specification of the products for commercial or humanitar-

ian customers is postponed to the latest possible step in the production process. It is then 

possible to switch the production line quickly from commercial to humanitarian products in 

the event of a rising demand. Work in progress could be finished for the humanitarian pur-

pose within a reduced time-frame. Blankets might be one example of this measure: the 

humanitarian sector requires mainly blankets that are fire-resistant and are given special 

treatment for this purpose during production. If this process step can be postponed and 

added to finished 'commercial' blankets, it will be possible to use not only special humani-

tarian stocks ad hoc, but also stock originally destined for the commercial sector.  

Finally, special agreements between the supplier and its commercial customers can de-

termine that commercial customers are willing to accept delivery delays in the event of a 

disaster, in favour of the work of humanitarian agencies.  
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Certainly, not all of these measures can help with respect to every product, or the capacity 

extension of every supplier. However, they are levers that can set humanitarian organiza-

tions on the path to extending available capacities and reducing this impediment to coop-

eration. 

7.2 Potential Model Adjustments 

The cooperation model discussed in this thesis is introduced and described in Chapter 3. 

The cross-case-analysis in Chapter 6 highlights strengths and weaknesses of the selected 

model design, and indicates some potentially interesting alternatives. In particular, the role 

of the service provider, the size of the target group, and the voluntariness of participation 

might be worth discussing. Although the Agency Theory is a promising basis for analyzing 

and recommending general model improvements with regard to principal-agent relation-

ships, the following model adjustments are discussed on a solely practice-oriented level, 

addressing the levers indicated above. 

7.2.1 Commercial companies taking the service provider role 

The model of this thesis is based on the idea of horizontal cooperation, where a group of 

organizations of the same value-creation level join forces to realize certain objectives. In 

the selected model, humanitarian organizations collaborate on logistics tasks in preparation 

for and during a disaster response operation. They try to realize synergies by consolidating 

certain tasks in their supply chains. In this effort, one organization takes the lead and acts 

as service provider, giving consideration to the individual needs and coordinating and con-

solidating them within its own logistics infrastructure. The assumption is made that the 

service provider must itself be a humanitarian organization. Only then will the full amount 

of realized benefits feed back into projects implemented in the humanitarian sector. In ad-

dition, humanitarian organizations are not allowed to be profit-oriented, and efficiency 

gains are passed on either directly or indirectly to the beneficiaries. Further advantages are 

the service provider's profound knowledge of the sector in general, and of products, suppli-

ers and specialized external service providers in particular. The direct link to field staff 

helps in regularly updating this knowledge. And finally, humanitarian organizations acting 

as service providers might have access to donations to fund some of their investment and 

running costs. All in all, these seem to be strong reasons for selecting a large humanitarian 

organization as service provider in the model context. Nevertheless, Hypothesis 7 states 

that it is difficult for public organizations taking the role of a service provider to operate as 

efficiently and effectively as commercial service providers are able to do. This leads to the 

question of whether commercial companies can be a better choice for the service provider 
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role than humanitarian organizations. This raises in turn the following three sub-questions: 

1. Are commercial logistics service providers able to perform this role? 

2. Does the humanitarian sector (as regards efficient and effective assistance to bene-

ficiaries) benefit from this solution? 

3. Are commercial companies interested in taking on this role, and how sustainable 

would this solution be? 

As regards the first question, the role that a commercial service provider would take has to 

be clarified. Such a service provider would act as an intermediary, collecting orders and re-

quests from a range of humanitarian organizations (with respect to procurement, warehous-

ing or transportation), consolidating them and managing their fulfilment through its own or 

external capacities. Service provider arrangements of this kind are known as lead logis-

tics.138 The question is whether these companies are able to deliver and manage the ser-

vices needed by humanitarian organizations: do they cover all the functions required, do 

they have the necessary knowledge, and can they act as trusted partner? Transportation and 

warehousing would certainly be manageable by commercial companies providing lead lo-

gistics, since humanitarian organizations already to some extent outsource these functions 

to commercial 3PL providers. Nevertheless, aspects such as the compatibility of humanitar-

ian supplies with the supplies of other customers served by the commercial service pro-

vider, in terms of freight consolidation and facility sharing, need to be considered and 

might limit the realizable synergy effects.  Procurement seems to be the function for which 

the most extensive specifically humanitarian knowledge is needed. But even here, the stan-

dardization of products also leads to a simplification of product control, due to a reduction 

of the variety of specifications. In addition, service providers specialized in this segment 

(such as Spartan Trading Company or A1 Stop Trading Inc.) offer to take charge of the 

procurement processes of humanitarian organizations. Commercial lead logistics providers 

might outsource the procurement process to these, or, for example, to ECHO's HPCs, while 

they organize any transportation or intermediate storage, and monitor the supply chain as a 

whole. An interview with a representative from the lead logistics business unit of a com-

mercial service provider indicated that these enterprises feel ready for such a task, and al-

ready possess extensive experience and knowledge within the area of disaster response op-

erations. The "neutrality" of a commercial service provider can even serve as an advantage, 

since it is not perceived to be automatically closer to some humanitarian organizations than 

to others. Nevertheless, it would have to deal with the suspicion of preferring the largest 

                                                 
138 See Chapter 2.3.1 for an explanation of third-party and lead logistics. 
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organizations as the most important customers, or the humanitarian or commercial custom-

ers that offer the highest margin. Also, it has to define and comply with rules for planning 

the distribution of its capacities in the event of bottlenecks. All in all, there seems to be no 

serious reason why commercial lead logistics providers should not be able to perform the 

role of service provider within a humanitarian cooperation (until the point of entry). 

The second sub-question addresses the advantageousness of replacing the humanitarian 

service provider with a commercial one, as regards the overall benefits for the beneficiaries 

(in terms of quality improvement and lead time and cost efficiency). Commercial service 

providers are profit-based. They need to realize a profit margin on the business operations 

they conduct in order to reward their capital investors. This means that a certain proportion 

of the service fees collected by the commercial service provider will 'leave' the humanitar-

ian sector, while a non-profit humanitarian organization would 'reinvest' the funds in hu-

manitarian activities. However, the profit orientation of a commercial company can also be 

considered as a strong performance incentive which is lacking in non-profit organizations. 

One form of compensation common in the case of lead logistics service providers in the 

private sector is to share any cost reductions achieved through its optimization activities 

with the customer. If, for example, it is able to negotiate better prices with 3PL providers, 

or consolidate freight from different customers, the benefit of costs saved in comparison to 

the preceding situation will be shared according to a certain ratio between service provider 

and customer. If the resulting cost savings for the humanitarian organizations exceed the 

cost savings which a non-profit organization would be able to realize, plus the profit share 

on the service fees, which leaves the humanitarian sector, humanitarian aid will benefit 

from a solution with a commercial service provider. The argument put forward by a hu-

manitarian service provider, that commercial companies are not able to obtain donor funds, 

is only valid as long those funds would not have been mobilized otherwise. If the donor 

(e.g. ECHO) which supports humanitarian service providers were to spend the money, in 

the event of the involvement of commercial service providers, on other projects in the hu-

manitarian sector instead, humanitarian aid would not 'lose' anything from the perspective 

of total benefits. The question is whether commercial service providers can realize so much 

more gain in terms of cost and time, while conforming to the requested quality standards, 

than a humanitarian organization is able to do. As discussed in the context of Hypothesis 7, 

there seem to be strong arguments in favour of this hypothesis: the possibility of balancing 

the demand peaks with the demand habits of commercial customers, the employment of 

state-of-the art logistics technology and know-how, and the availability of a broad interna-

tional warehouse network. According to a representative from the commercial lead logis-

tics business, customers are able to achieve cost savings of up to 10% in the first year(s). 

Nevertheless, one impediment that might hinder humanitarian organizations from seeking a 
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cost-attractive solution with regard to a commercial service provider might be the current 

funding policy of most institutional donors. For example, ECHO refunds the costs a hu-

manitarian organization reports for the procurement and transportation of supplies. The or-

ganization would thus not benefit from any cost savings realized by employing a cost-

effective lead logistics service provider. If the donor acknowledged the cost saving ambi-

tions of a humanitarian organization by leaving (parts) of the savings at the organization's 

own disposal, better incentives for cost-efficient behaviour might be created. All in all, it 

seems that the possibility of the humanitarian sector benefiting from employing commer-

cial service providers is given. 

The third and last sub-question looks at the interest of commercial companies in taking on 

such a role in the humanitarian sector, and considers how sustainable their services would 

be. Commercial logistics providers are today already involved in the activities of the hu-

manitarian sector: they become engaged either on a commercial or on a pro-bono basis 

(services are provided as in-kind donations), or through a mixture of both.  They act as 3PL 

service providers of transportation services and warehouse management (e.g. DHL, K+N, 

TNT, UPS), operate as logistics consultants (e.g. TNT) or become involved with their own 

operational units in disaster response operations (e.g. DHL Disaster Response Teams). On 

a commercial basis, humanitarian organizations are considered as normal customers. Ser-

vices must be delivered to the same high service standards as to any other customer. If 

these services generate the internally required profit margin, there seems to be no reason 

why a commercial service provider should not take the business if it has the capacity for it. 

Since the large commercial logistics providers offer lead logistics services to other custom-

ers as well, they might equally serve the humanitarian sector. They seem to be interested in 

taking a lead logistics role for humanitarian organizations, and are working on drawing up 

appropriate service offers. There is a general fear that commercial service providers would 

not be as reliable as humanitarian organizations. It is argued that they would discontinue 

their services as soon as the profit margin can no longer be realized, or other customers of-

fering higher profit margins take up their full capacities. In addition, commercial compa-

nies may fail, and disappear from the market, which would result in a loss of knowledge 

and essential capabilities to deliver the services to the humanitarian customers. This leads 

to the question of how specific the knowledge and investments are that services for hu-

manitarian organizations require. Since the supplies themselves, as well as the supply chain 

from the suppliers to the point of entry, are relatively simple, a switch from one service 

provider to another seems to be possible at reasonable cost. All in all, commercial logistics 

companies seem to be interested in becoming service providers for humanitarian organiza-

tions. Due to relatively low switch-over costs, this solution looks sustainable enough to be 

taken into consideration. 
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The discussion of the sub-questions supports the consideration of involving commercial 

service providers in the selected cooperation model. All participating organizations would 

use the same commercial provider for their individual logistics service needs. Realized cost 

savings might be shared in different ways among the cooperation participants. Since the 

potential role of commercial service providers can be discussed only to a limited degree in 

the context of this thesis, a more profound discussion would be an invaluable subject of fu-

ture research. In particular, a more detailed comparison of the cost structure of a humanitar-

ian service provider with the offers of various commercial providers would provide further 

valuable material for this discussion. Comparisons with similar trends in the public and the 

military sectors might prove helpful as well. 

7.2.2 Reduction of the target group to smaller organizations or to related ones 

The target group of cooperation partners might be reduced to small organizations only, 

since these are expected to receive the biggest (relative) benefits from the cooperation. The 

downside of this option is that the market size and therefore the saving potential of small 

organizations is small as well. The largest organizations have access to the major part of 

the funds channeled through humanitarian organizations. This large portion would be un-

available if this solution were selected. In addition, the cooperation model becomes less at-

tractive without the involvement of large organizations, which in general generate a 

stronger negotiating power and allow greater price reductions to be achieved. And finally, 

the amounts of administrative and transaction costs rise with the number of participants. 

These additional costs reduce the individual as well as the total net benefits of the coopera-

tion model. 

A second option would be to reduce the target group of cooperation initiatives to related 

organizations only. Various UN agencies might form one cooperation, while all members 

of MSF or Caritas form another. This would prevent the medium-sized and large players 

from being left out, but also include some of the smaller ones. The advantage of this solu-

tion is that the level of mutual mistrust might be reduced, resulting in more cooperation 

willingness and openness with regard to standardization and joint concepts such as stock 

swaps. This solution might be supposed to be an obvious option. However, it is not. Until 

now, no organization family possesses a consolidated logistics infrastructure used by all 

family members alike. At best, there may be some isolated applications that are used by 

some of the members. The RLU concept of the IFRC might be taken as one example under 

development. Nevertheless, it has not yet arrived at full involvement of the majority of Na-

tional Societies as well as the ICRC. One drawback of this solution is that it leaves out 

smaller organizations that are not part of a large family. These organizations might be able 
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to "piggyback" on the family initiatives of organizations with which they maintain close re-

lationships, or they might be included by the appropriate cluster lead organization. Another 

disadvantage could be that this solution might generate a large number of parallel infra-

structures and supply chains, and therefore neglect some of the synergies realizable overall. 

However, a cooperation set-up between related organizations might be easier, and therefore 

more promising in terms of potential success. 

7.2.3 Participation as an obligation instead of an option 

Some parties, especially from outside the humanitarian sector, suggest forcing humanitar-

ian organizations to cooperate and consolidate their logistics infrastructures and supply 

chains. They argue that this would be the only way to capture all potential synergies and 

avoid inefficiencies within individual organizations. Optional participation in a cooperation 

model would be changed into obligatory membership. Besides the objections that enforce-

ment is often more difficult and costly than employing market mechanisms, and that the 

lack of a legal or binding foundation makes such a change nearly impossible, the concomi-

tant risk of losing the flexibility, responsiveness and variety of the humanitarian sector 

must be considered. If the cooperation fails, there might be no alternative structures that 

could compensate for the failure and prevent human life from being at risk. In addition, 

specialized organizations could be the losers of this move, since their special needs might 

not be covered by large-scale standardized cooperation initiatives. This would possibly re-

sult in the shut-down of those organizations, leaving important niches vacant.  

Due to these aspects, a cooperation solution is preferred that retains the principle of volun-

tariness. Nevertheless, the pressure exerted by the donor community (including the general 

public) on all humanitarian organizations to seek high levels of efficiency and continuous 

improvement should increase. Only then will the realization and measurement of coopera-

tion benefits gain in importance. 





 

8 Summary and Conclusion 

On the basis of the research gap and the resulting research focus, a number of research 

questions were deduced at the beginning of this thesis. The objective of this thesis has been 

to answer those questions, and to provide additional insights into research within humani-

tarian logistics, but also into logistics research in general. Answers and central insights are 

therefore summarized in the following, and implications for management practice and the-

ory highlighted. The chapter closes by pointing out potential areas for further research. 

8.1 Results 

The central research question "Why should and how could humanitarian organizations 

cooperate with each other in the area of disaster response logistics?" was investigated on 

the basis of a service provider cooperation model in which various humanitarian organiza-

tions consolidate (parts of) their logistics infrastructure and supply chains by employing 

one organization as logistics service provider for all the others. In the context of this model, 

the four deduced sub-issues are answered as follows: 

8.1.1 Which types of benefits (and costs) are linked to horizontal cooperation be-

tween humanitarian organizations? 

The proposition testing process, using cross-case analysis, shows that most of the types of 

benefit which can be observed within different kinds of horizontal logistics cooperation 

also exist in horizontal cooperation between humanitarian organizations. These types of 

benefit include, for example, cost reduction and quality improvement through the consoli-

dation of purchasing volume, lead time reduction through the streamlining of processes, 

and cost and response time reduction through an extension of the warehouse network. In 

addition, new types of benefit can be identified through the case studies: cost reduction 

through capacity building, time savings through freight consolidation and priority shipping, 

better cooperation also at later stages of the supply chains, and avoidance of under- or over-

coverage of regions due to better transparency of target capacities and available stocks. 

These types of benefit might be either applicable to general logistics cooperation, or unique 

to the humanitarian context. Table 28 summarizes the types of benefit investigated, indicat-

ing whether these benefits are realized, expected or non-existent within the three case stud-

ies. Similar implementation and transaction costs seem to occur in the humanitarian sector 

as in the commercial environment. Nevertheless, it can be observed within the three case 

studies that the focus of logistics cooperation between humanitarian organizations is not 

placed first and foremost on cost efficiency, but rather on capacity, quality and lead time 

aspects. Since cost savings are one of the most important objectives of commercial hori-
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zontal logistics cooperation, the assumption is maintained that humanitarian cooperation 

initiatives are not yet tackling the entire synergy potential. 

The cross-case analysis approves the proposition that the size of humanitarian organiza-

tions plays an essential role in determining the magnitude of individual and total net bene-

fits. Smaller organizations benefit (relatively) the most from better purchasing prices due to 

economies of scale. They also gain access to a logistics infrastructure that they would not 

be able to afford independently, and seem to be more willing to replace their own adminis-

trative infrastructure by the services of external providers. Therefore, despite special im-

pediments and risks applying to small organizations, their cooperation willingness might be 

higher than that of larger organizations. 

8.1.2 Which impediments exist? 

The proposition testing process through cross-case analysis reveals that most of the im-

pediments that hamper horizontal logistics cooperation within the private sector also play a 

part in the humanitarian context. Only inter-organizational competition, the distribution of 

benefits, and ICT investments seem to be comparatively insignificant in this context. Be-

yond the impediments deduced from the private sector, additional impediments can be ob-

served within the cases: conflicting mission statements and principles; and a lack of avail-

able resources. These impediments might again be unique to the humanitarian sector, or 

applicable to the commercial sector as well. All investigated impediments – approved and 

not approved - are summarized in Table 29. As main impediments to horizontal coopera-

tion between humanitarian organizations, the following four barriers are identified: the 

question of core competencies; cultural differences and mistrust; the calculation of bene-

fits; and a lack of available resources. The other impediments are either regarded as less 

critical, or can be mitigated by tackling the main impediments. 

8.1.3 How can these impediments be overcome? 

Facilitators to overcome the main impediments have been developed, and are to a large ex-

tent in line with the insights of the Agency Theory. To answer the question of core com-

petencies, a set of questions has been composed (see Table 32). Organizations have to dis-

cuss these questions in order to identify their core competencies and decide whether logis-

tics is regarded as one of them. Only if this is not the case, cooperation using logistics ser-

vice providers becomes a promising alternative. Mistrust, the central element of the sec-

ond main impediment, can be reduced through a variety of measures, which are grouped 

into three categories: contract design, performance measurement, and additional elements, 
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shown, with examples, in Table 33. The case studies demonstrate that there is no unique or 

holistic method for the calculation of individual and total cooperation benefits, although 

transparency of potential gains seems to be the selling argument to potential customers and 

donors. A distinction is made between the measurement of individual and total benefits in 

the forefront or the beginning of a cooperation, and the measurement of on-going perform-

ance during the cooperation. Based on calculation models of horizontal cooperation set-ups 

in the commercial sector, a threefold framework is suggested for the initial measurement. 

This framework contains a quantification element to measure the operational benefits as far 

as possible in a quantitative way, case examples to illustrate total and individual benefits 

on a concrete level, and questionnaire results to capture qualitative benefits and aspects as 

well. For measurement of the ongoing cooperation performance, the development of a "bal-

anced scorecard" is suggested, by which indicators are measured against their target levels 

on a continuous basis. Perspectives for such a scorecard might be operational performance, 

performance improvement, customer service/relationship management, and financial con-

trol. And finally, the lack of available resources can be mitigated by measures that facili-

tate the expansion of available capacities. Some of these measures are suggested, and range 

from market research and regional supplier development to joint product development and 

utilization of postponement. 

8.1.4 How could the design of the selected cooperation model be improved? 

The cross-case analysis revealed strengths and weaknesses of the selected cooperation 

model. In particular, the lack of incentives for cost efficiency, and the hypothesis that 

commercial service providers are able to operate in a more cost-efficient way than public or 

humanitarian service provider, leads to a discussion of whether the service provider role in 

the cooperation can and should be taken on by a commercial company. No valid reasons 

seem to preclude such a move, while cost efficiency might be improved.  

A second possible and recommendable model change is to set up cooperation initiatives in-

corporating related organizations instead of unrelated ones. The mutual mistrust between 

related organizations is in general lower, so that the implementation process might become 

easier and thus more successful over the long term.  

A reduction of the cooperation target group to smaller organizations only is not recom-

mended. Neither is the change from voluntary participation to obligatory membership. 

8.1.5 Resulting answer to central research question 
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Since the total cooperation benefits seem to be able to outweigh the related and transac-

tional costs and result in positive net benefits, humanitarian organizations and donors 

should investigate the possibilities of inter-organizational cooperation. Providing transpar-

ency of potential benefits and costs has to be the first step in any such initiative. 

The service provider cooperation model has proven to be a promising cooperation model in 

the humanitarian sector. Whether or not commercial (4PL) companies should take on the 

role of service provider should be investigated on the basis of a  medium to long-term cost 

and service comparison. A cooperation might be started within an organization family and 

later extended to "external" organizations. Special attention then has to be paid to develop-

ing an attractive service offer for these external customers, guaranteeing neutral or fair ser-

vice delivery to internal and external cooperation partners alike. 

8.1.6 Research limitations 

Despite these findings, this research contribution is subject to certain limitations. In order 

to investigate certain aspects in depth rather than at length, this thesis concentrates on one 

selected cooperation format only, and neglects the supply chains at and subsequent to the 

point of entry to a disaster-affected region. That means that other cooperation formats not 

investigated in this thesis might be promising, or even better for horizontal cooperation be-

tween humanitarian organizations than the service provider approach. Nevertheless, the 

choice of a highly topical, controversially discussed approach generates added value for a 

holistic evaluation of a realistic model rather than a merely theoretical discussion. Forgoing 

an end-to-end view of the supply chain may risk optimizing only certain supply chain sec-

tions, and thus generating a suboptimal solution for the system as a whole. For this thesis, 

this means that humanitarian organizations that consider replacing their logistics infrastruc-

ture with external services must ensure they can remain operational after the point of entry. 

Either external services must be called on for this second supply chain section as well, or 

the logistics capabilities to handle this part of the supply chain must be maintained by the 

individual organizations. However, both solutions seem questionable, since the second 

supply chain leg does not promise the same synergies through economies of scale, so that 

potential service providers might be less interested, and certain overlaps with respect to lo-

gistics infrastructure and capabilities are given between the supply chain management be-

fore and after the point of entry. A further limitation of the research results of this thesis is 

the circumstance that the findings are based on three case studies (and additional inter-

views) only. Any additional case studies help to confirm the findings or identify any incon-

sistencies, loopholes or additional relevant aspects. And finally, no quantification of poten-

tial net benefits based on the suggested measurement framework could be conducted, due 
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to a lack of available data from humanitarian organizations. This is mainly due to two rea-

sons: firstly,  accessibility to the internal data of an organization is relatively limited for an 

external researcher, and secondly, even for members of the organization, it frequently 

seems difficult to find ready-to-use cost data within the organization. Most of these limita-

tions are suitable as starting points for further research, which is discussed in the last chap-

ter. 

8.2 Implications for Management Practice and Theory 

This chapter discusses what implications the research findings have for the actors and 

stakeholders in the humanitarian sector, as well as what contributions are made to theory 

and existing research. 

8.2.1 Central insights and implementation guidelines for humanitarian actors 

The following insights are regarded as central, and can be retrieved from the research find-

ings:  

• All humanitarian actors, and especially humanitarian organizations, donors, com-

mercial service providers and the media should place more interest and focus on the 

possibilities and potential results of horizontal logistics cooperation between hu-

manitarian organizations. 

• A fact-based discussion should be conducted to evaluate alternative cooperation 

formats and identify potential benefits and costs, but also long-term cost efficiency 

and existing impediments and solutions, in the forefront of a cooperation set-up. In 

this, total as well as individual perspectives must be considered. 

• Donors play an essential role in the establishment and the long-term evaluation of a 

cooperation initiative. Donations should be included in the total evaluation of net 

benefits of a cooperation. 

• The use of commercial instead of humanitarian service providers should be investi-

gated and evaluated from the perspective of long-term efficiency. 

• The case studies can serve as references for existing and potential benefits and im-

pediments relating to alternative cooperation formats. 

In order to promote the discussion and implementation of horizontal logistics cooperation 

between humanitarian organizations, the main actors should take the following steps: 

Donors: 1) Promote evaluation of horizontal (logistics) cooperation. 2) Evaluate total net 
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benefits including donations. 3) Consider the inclusion of commercial service providers 

and acknowledge cost saving behaviour of humanitarian organizations (e.g. may keep por-

tions of realized cost savings). 4) Demand continuous improvement of the cooperation in 

the three dimensions of cost, time and quality. 

Humanitarian organizations: 1) Clarify question of core competencies. 2) Evaluate indi-

vidual benefits and costs of the potential role-taking within horizontal cooperation.  

If the role is to be that of customer (A), consider the following: A-3) Evaluate which logis-

tics services should be managed by the service provider and which should remain in-house. 

A-4) Demand and contribute to continuous improvement of the service conditions in the 

three dimensions of cost, time and quality. 

If the role is to be that of service provider (B), consider the following: B-3) Define service 

offer and price conditions. B-4) Create transparency of potential individual benefits for 

customers and total benefits for donors. B-5) Implement measures for trust building and 

capacity extension. B-6) Ensure and measure continuous improvement of service condi-

tions in the three dimensions of cost, time and quality. 

Commercial service providers: 1) Evaluate individual benefits and costs of taking on the 

role of service provider for humanitarian organizations. Continue with same steps as given 

for B-3 to B-6. 

Media: 1) Highlight potential benefits of and impediments to horizontal logistics coopera-

tion between humanitarian organizations. 2) Present different formats and report success 

cases based on facts. 3) Demand more fact-based horizontal cooperation and regularly re-

port levels of continuous improvement (possibly media prize for greatest improvements). 

8.2.2 Implications for theory and existing research 

This thesis and its findings contribute in three different ways to theory and existing re-

search: they fill some of the research gaps identified, they test and refine existing theory 

and research contributions, and they contribute aspects for building new theory. 

Filling research gaps 

This thesis contributes to research on humanitarian logistics in general, and addresses the 

gap that exists with regard to research on inter-organizational cooperation in particular. It 

further focuses on the scarcely researched area of permanent supply chain structures and 

the preparation phase in the forefront of a disaster. It delivers three extensive case studies 

on the cooperation initiatives of the IFRC, WFP and ECHO, which can serve as references 
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for further research and contribute to a general understanding of the operation modes of 

major humanitarian players. By testing and refining existing research contributions, this 

thesis adds to the general research base on horizontal logistics cooperation, which is still an 

area of limited extent. 

Testing and refining existing theory and research contributions 

New Institution Economics and Production Cost Economics serve as theoretical framework 

for the research of this thesis. By applying their principles to the formulation of proposi-

tions as well as the development of solutions, this thesis tests and confirms the explanatory 

power of both theories. It also employs existing research contributions on horizontal logis-

tics cooperation within the private sector, in particular from Cruijssen et al. (2007), Bah-

rami (2003), Essig (1999), and Arnold and Essig (1997), and tests and confirms their find-

ings regarding the applicability to the humanitarian sector. The selected and adopted ser-

vice provider model contributes to the development of a range of potential horizontal co-

operation models applicable to the humanitarian as well as to the private sector. It thereby 

points to a concrete method by which cooperation within Tufinkgi's Reference Model of 

Disaster Relief Logistics might function.  

Building new theory 

By identifying additional benefits and impediments with respect to horizontal cooperation 

between humanitarian organizations, this thesis contributes to the determination of new as-

pects which might be relevant for the private sector as well. The development of facilitators 

to overcome the four main impediments might also be transferable to the private sector, 

and contribute to the reduction of existing cooperation impediments.  

In addition to these contributions to theory and existing research, fruitful areas of potential 

future research have been identified and are described in more detail in the following chap-

ter. 

8.3 Suggestions for Future Research 

Based on the insights gained in the course of this thesis, the following areas and specific 

topics lend themselves to future research. 

Testing and extending the research results 

First of all, the hypotheses and results of this thesis might be tested and supported by the 



228      Disaster Relief Logistics: Benefits of and Impediments to Horizontal Cooperation 

 

performance of further case studies. Further interesting cases of cooperation initiatives are, 

for example, the Inter-Agency Procurement Services Organization (IAPSO) of UNDP, 

which offers procurement services of all kinds to UN agencies, or MSF Supply of MSF 

Belgium, which offers procurement, transport and other logistics services to MSF member 

organizations, but also to external humanitarian customers. In addition, further humanitar-

ian organizations of different sizes, specialities and backgrounds which are or are not will-

ing to participate in a horizontal logistics cooperation might be interviewed as regards their 

motivations and expectations. Special attention should be paid to the potential impediments 

of inter-organizational competition, unfair benefit distribution and lacking ICT invest-

ments. Although the cross-case analysis in this thesis had to conclude that those aspects do 

not constitute impediments to cooperation in humanitarian logistics, further investigation 

and testing is recommended. Besides hypotheses and results, further research should test 

the impact of the facilitators suggested to overcome the four main impediments. In particu-

lar, measurement of cooperation benefits needs to be carried out with real data from or-

ganizations, to test its usability and informational value, and to undertake adaptations if 

necessary. In order to extend the research on horizontal cooperation within disaster relief 

logistics, other models might also be investigated with regard to the resulting benefits and 

the impediments, and compared with the service provider approach selected by this thesis.  

In a further step, the additional benefits, impediments and facilitators identified in this the-

sis could be transferred and tested with regard to their applicability to the private sector. In 

the same way that this thesis builds on insights drawn from horizontal cooperation in the 

private sector, insights and experiences from the military sector may also be included. In 

particular, joint operations involving different countries, in the context of NATO or UNO 

operations, seem to be interesting examples of horizontal cooperation worth looking at 

from a humanitarian perspective. 

And finally, since this thesis focuses on the supply chain infrastructure and the first sec-

tions of relief supply chains up to the point of entry only, further research is needed to in-

vestigate the extension of horizontal cooperation models beyond this point. As emphasized 

by one interview partner from the IFRC, an efficient and fast supply chain from the sup-

plier up to the point of entry is only valuable and worthwhile if the supply chain for for-

warding the supplies from there to the beneficiaries is also in place and working well. As a 

result, compatibility of the service provider approach taken in this thesis with end-to-end 

supply-chain optimization needs to be investigated. 

The future role of commercial service providers within the humanitarian sector 

This thesis highlights the growing importance of commercial logistics services for the hu-
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manitarian sector. This area still offers a substantial amount of research potential. In par-

ticular the questions and sub-questions discussed in Chapter 7.2.1 on the potential role of 

commercial logistics service providers within horizontal cooperation between humanitarian 

organizations seem worth investigating in depth. A comparison of the cost structure and re-

lated risks of a humanitarian service provider's offer with those of various commercial pro-

viders might generate better transparency for a fact-based discussion. The potential role of 

commercial companies is a topic which is relevant not only to logistics, but to activities in 

the humanitarian sector as a whole. For example, discussions have begun as to what role 

commercial insurance companies can play in the disaster relief sector of the future. Re-

search on the potential role of commercial service providers within the humanitarian sector 

would contribute to the growing interest in the employment of commercial companies and 

service providers within the public and military sectors. 

Resource extension and supplier management  

One of the main challenges for disaster relief operations in general, and horizontal coopera-

tion between humanitarian organizations in particular, is the lack of available resources. 

First measures for extending and developing additional resources are suggested in Chapter 

7.1.4 of this thesis. Nevertheless, further research on potential measures and approaches to 

extending and developing critical resources seems necessary. The relevance and transfer-

ability of insights from the industrial network approach, a theory that deals for example 

with the effects of corporation networks on resources, might be worth evaluating. Better 

anticipation of the point of need can be another lever in this respect, which might be 

achieved by developing risk maps and better forecasting tools. And finally, the further im-

provement and professionalization of  humanitarian organizations' supplier management, 

using tools for processes from systematic supplier evaluation to development, seems to be 

a promising area of future investigation. By comparing the content of existing framework 

agreements in the humanitarian and the private sectors, guidelines for the design of "state-

of-the art" framework contracts might be developed.  
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Appendix 

A Interview Guideline  

A qualitative and semi-structured interview guideline was applied during the case studies. 

Questions from the following list were put to people holding various positions within the 

organization initiating the cooperation (e.g. senior management, procurement officer, logis-

tics officer, warehouse manager) as well as to present and potential custom-

ers/participants/users of the cooperation. The interview guideline was slightly adapted in 

the course of the research, on the basis of successively gained insights and shifting focuses.  

Introductory questions  

− What are your responsibilities in your organization? 

Questions related to the organization's structure and logistics activities in general: 

− What does your disaster relief chain look like? (draft) 

− Which tasks are performed before, during and after a disaster takes place? 

 
� How is the 'demand' forecast? How is this information used? 

� How many suppliers are used? How many different articles are needed? How 

many of them? (A-B-C- Analysis) Which procurement strategies are em-

ployed (e.g. supplier owned stocks, framework agreements, joint develop-

ment of articles/vertical cooperation)? 

� What are the warehouse characteristics (locations, size, number of staff, areas 
of responsibility, in which way do the warehouses differ from each other)? 

� How much stock is being stored? Degree of utilization? Warehouse strategy 

(e.g. first in first out)? Use of external service providers? 

� Which modes of transport are used? What does the transportation net-

work look like? Use of external service providers? How much transport 

capacity is secured via FAs or standing capacity? 

− Which IT systems are used for the single functions (e.g. purchasing software, ware-
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house management software)? Are they compatible? 

− Which degree of ad-hoc transparency does the organization have of it stock levels 

and additional capacity? 

− Do you consider logistics as a core competence of your organization? Why? 

Questions for cooperation initiators and humanitarian service providers  

• Questions related to existing logistics cooperation: 

− What is the objective of the cooperation? 

− Which organizations cooperate? 

− Which logistics tasks are part of the cooperation? Which not? 

− How intense is the cooperation (e.g. information exchange, division of tasks, joint 

process design, common organizational structures)? Why? 

− Who does what? 

− Which types of benefits and related costs can be identified for all participants and 

stakeholders (including donors and beneficiaries)? 

− How can these benefits be realized? 

− How are these benefits measured and shared? 

− Which predictions can be made concerning the return on investment? 

− Do you see any risks related to this kind of cooperation?  

− What kind of impediments hamper the cooperation willingness in this area? 

− Which solutions did you find to encounter the risks/impediments? 

− For which impediments are solutions still missing? 

− Which IT systems are used? Are they compatible? What information is exchanged? 

− Are there any (types) of humanitarian organizations with which you can't/wouldn't 

cooperate? Why? 

− Which role does the size of an organization play regarding its cooperation willing-

ness and expected benefits?  

− What is the feedback from the participants? 
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• Questions related to the history of the cooperation: 

− Who was the initiator of the cooperation initiative and why? 

− What were the objectives?  

− Who supported the project substantially (e.g. donors, organizations, academia)? 

− Why was the initiative started just at that point in time? 

− How and why were the warehouse locations chosen? 

− Which investments were needed for the set up? 

− In which way were the cooperating organizations involved? 

− Which objectives could be met? Which could not (yet) be met? 

− What impediments were met along the way? How were they solved? 

 

• Questions related to the future prospects of the cooperation: 

− Which further developments are planned (e.g. additional participants, additional 

services)? 

− Where does the strongest development need exist? 

− How do you judge the future role of logistics cooperation in immediate disaster re-

sponse?  

− How do you judge the development of other cooperation clusters in the field of pre-

positioning of stock?  

− Under which circumstances and in which areas does it make sense to cooperate 

with them? 

− What would the ideal state of disaster response logistics look like? How can it be 

reached? 

− Does the existing cooperation influence the collaboration between these organiza-

tions on the last mile? How? 
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Questions for actual cooperation partners 

− Why did you get involved in the cooperation initiative/ become customer?  

− Which benefits do you receive? 

− What risks/impediments did you consider before entering the cooperation? 

− How did you overcome these concerns/impediments? 

Questions for potential cooperation partners 

− Can you imagine getting involved in the cooperation initiative/ becoming cus-

tomer? Under which circumstances? 

− Which benefits do you expect? 

− What risks/impediments do you consider? 

− How might these impediments be overcome? 
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 B Extract of interview results from Fortner (2006) 

Table 37 is based on an extract of Fortner's interview results (2006, pp. 117-129). A trans-

lation from German into English was performed and a new numeration introduced.  

 

Questions (rating scale) / Statements 
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A 
According to your opinion, how do you value the size of the following problems for the execution of 

relief deliveries?  (1 = big problem, 5 = no problem, 0 = don't know) 

1. 
Insufficient demand coordination with other 
NGOs 

4 0 3 1 1 1 3 3 1 2.1 

2. 
Different procurement prices for identical or 
similar relief supplies 

4 1 2 2 4 1 3 4 3 2.7 

3. 
Different prices/conditions from the same sup-
plier 

0 3 0 4 4 1 2 0 3 2.8 

4. Availability of relief supplies 4 2 1 1 2 3 3 2 1 2.1 

5. 
Lack of cooperation between NGOs within pro-
curement 

4 5 3 3 3 1 3 3 0 3.1 

6. High administrative requirements 2 5 5 2 2 3 5 2 3 3.2 

7. Vague demand figures 2 5 5 1 3 5 4 3 3 3.4 

8. 
High number of variants for identical or similar 
relief supplies – no standardization 

4 3 1 1 3 1 5 1 2 2.3 

9. Large number of suppliers 4 4 5 4 5 5 5 0 5 4.6 

10. 
Increase of procurement prices due to different 
NGO requests 

1 0 1 1 2 2 1 1 1 1.3 

11. 
(No common) storage of supplies in the fore-
front of a disaster 

5 2 5 5 1 2 0 5 5 3.8 

12. 
(No common) storage of supplies within the dis-
aster-affected area 

2 2 3 4 2 1 4 5 5 3.1 

13. 
(No common) transport of supplies to the disas-
ter-affected area 

2 2 5 1 4 1 3 5 5 3.1 

14. Quality of relief products differs between NGOs 2 0 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 1.6 

15. Duration of customs clearance  1 2 5 2 1 5 0 0 2 2.6 

16. Time required for dealing with authorities 1 2 5 2 1 5 2 1 1 2.2 

17. No standardized packing of relief supplies 1 0 5 2 1 5 0 0 4 3.0 

18. Technical compatibility of relief supplies n/a 1 5 4 2 5 5 0 0 n/a 
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Questions (rating scale) / Statements 
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B 
According to your opinion, how might these problems be reduced? 

(1 = high improvement, 5 = no improvement, 0 = don't know) 

1. Standardization of relief supplies 2 0 1 2 2 1 2 1 1 1.5 

2. Demand consolidation 3 2 2 2 2 1 3 2 1 2.0 

3. Common transport 2 1 3 3 2 1 3 4 5 2.7 

4. 
Common storage of supplies within the disaster-
affected area 

2 2 3 3 3 1 3 4 5 2.9 

5. 
Common storage of supplies in the forefront of a 
disaster 

2 2 2 3 1 1 4 4 5 2.7 

6. 
HPC deals with customs clearance and authori-
ties for all NGOs 

1 1 1 1 1 3 0 1 2 1.4 

7. Standardization of technical solutions 0 2 1 3 2 1 3 1 0 1.9 

C 
Why are NGOs currently not procuring together?  

(1 = true, 2 = rather true, 3 = rather not true, 4 = not true, 5 = don't know) 

1. Competitive thinking 1 0 1 2 3 3 3 3 3 2.4 

2. 
There are no adequate professional service pro-
viders available (e.g. HPC) 

1 0 0 3 1 1 2 1 0 1.5 

3. 
Procurement is core competency of the organi-
zation 

3 1 4 2 3 1 4 3 4 2.8 

4. No communication platform exists 3 1 3 2 2 1 1 1 2 1.8 

5. No time for consultation 2 0 1 2 2 2 2 1 2 1.8 

D Does your organization currently use professional service providers? (x) 

1. Yes x x x x x x  x   

2. No       x  x  

E 
a) If yes, which functions are currently outsourced? (x)  

b) Which can you imagine to outsource in the future? (O) 

1. Procurement  O  x x O O  O  

2. Transportation to the disaster-affected area  x  x x x O x   

3. Storage  O   O O O    

4. Distribution of relief supplies      O     

5. Logistics services for construction projects x          

6. Customs clearance in Brussels   x        

7. Warehouse handling        x   

F Do you think that you buy similar or even identical relief supplies than other NGOs? (x) 

1. Yes x x x x x x x x x  

2. No           
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G How many employees of your organization work in the area of international procurement? (in FTE) 

1. Management  0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0  

2. Processing  0 0 1/4 0 1,5 0 0 0  

3. Warehouse  0 0 0 0 1,5 0 0 0  

H How high is the proportion of administrative cost in the area of logistics & procurement? (x) 

1. 0 – 5 %  x  x    x x  

2. 6 – 10 %     x x     

3. 11 – 15% x  x    x    

I Does your organization pre-position any relief supplies? (x) 

1. Yes  x  x x x     

2. No x  x    x  x  

J Can you imagine procuring relief supplies in the forefront of a disaster through an HPC? (x) 

1. Yes  x x x x x  x   

2. No x      x  x  

K 
Can you imagine pre-positioning relief supplies together with the supplies of other                               

organizations in an HPC? (x) 

1. Yes  x x x x x  x   

2. No x      x    

L 
How much of the procurement volume for the Pakistan Earthquake has your organization procured 

from industrial countries or from the disaster region? (in percent) 

1. Industrial countries      10     

2. 
Disaster region / third countries close to the dis-
aster region 

100  100 100 100 90 100  100  

Table 37: Extract from Fortner's interview results 
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C Data Collection for the Quantification Element  

Table 38 shows an example of a data collection plan to quantify most of the operational 

cooperation benefits in terms of cost and lead time, as described in Chapter 7.1.3. The fig-

ures given as examples are not based on a real case, but have a purely illustrative purpose. 

The calculation functions using the sample figures are shown in Figures 33-36 without de-

tailed explanations. The cost data can either be collected in the form of absolute amounts 

(e.g. in USD), or as percentages of the initial cost structure (as shown in the examples for 

sections A and B). 

 

No. Data/Estimates Collection Plan Sample figures (no real case) 

A Calculation of cost savings for potential customers in category 1 

A-1 Cost (structure) before cooperation Procurement: 60% 
Transport: 15% 
Logistics administration: 5% 
General administration/ field staff: 20% 

A-2 (Potential) reduction of procurement prices through the 
use of common FAs (including the effect of stable prices 
in the forefront of a disaster) 

10% of procurement costs 

A-3 Percentage of goods that will be pre-positioned with the 
cooperation 

20% of procurement cost 

A-4 (Potential) costs related to the pre-positioned stock: 
- capital cost/depreciation 
- storage/handling cost 

10% of pre-positioned procurement cost 
 

A-5 (Potential) reduction of transport costs due to the pre-
positioning of stocks 

50% of transport cost for portion of pre-
positioned stock 

A-6 (Potential) reduction of transport costs due to better 
price conditions 

5% of transportation cost 

A-7 (Potential) reduction of transport costs due to consolida-
tion of shipments 

5% of transportation cost 

A-8 (Potential) reduction of logistics administration cost 
 

30% of logistics administration cost 

B Calculation of cost savings for potential customers in category 2 

B-1 Cost (structure) before cooperation Procurement: 60% 
Warehousing: 3% 
Transportation: 12% 
Logistics administration: 5% 
General administration/ field staff: 20% 

B-2 (Potential) reduction of procurement prices through the 
use of common FAs (probably smaller than for category 
1 due to own high procurement volumes) 

5% of procurement costs 

B-3 Percentage of goods that has been pre-positioned by the 
organization itself and is now pre-positioned with the 
cooperation 

20% of procurement cost 

B-4 (Potential) reduction of warehouse costs due to the 
abandonment of own warehouse(s) through the switch to 

60% of warehouse costs 
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No. Data/Estimates Collection Plan Sample figures (no real case) 

the cooperation  
B-5 (Potential) reduction of transport costs due to pre-

positioning of stocks in a broader warehouse network 
30% of transport cost for portion of pre-
positioned stock 

B-6 (Potential) reduction of transport costs due to better 
price conditions 

5% of transportation cost 

B-7 (Potential) reduction of transport costs due to consolida-
tion of shipments 

5% of transportation cost 

B-8 (Potential) reduction of logistics administration cost 
 

30% of logistics administration cost 

C Calculation of cost savings for the service provider 

C-1 Cost (structure) before cooperation  Procurement: 60% 
Warehousing: 3% 
Transportation: 12% 
Logistics administration: 5% 
General administration/ field staff: 20% 

C-2 Set-up cost of additional/extended warehouses and ser-
vice structures 

Total set-up costs: USD 12 m  

C-3 Annual running costs of additional/extended warehouses 
and service structure 

Total annual running costs: USD 2 m  

C-4 Annual depreciation cost per year (e.g. if the invest-
ment/set-up costs are written down equally over a time 
period of x years) 

Depreciation period for investment costs: 
10 years 
Annual depreciation cost per year: USD 
1.2 m  

C-5 (Potential) service fee charged as a percentage on top of 
the order cost (procurement value, storage value, trans-
portation value) 

Service fee on cost: 5% 

C-6 (Potential) operating volume for customers - calculation 
of different scenarios  

a) USD 40 m  
b) USD 80 m  

C-7 Supporting donations that cover a certain percentage of 
the set-up costs and a certain percentage of the annual 
running costs 

Coverage of set-up cost: 100% 
Coverage of annual running costs: 20 % 

D Calculation of potential lead time reduction for emergency supply 

D-1 Lead times regarding procurement, warehouse handling, 
and transportation (example of an organization in cate-
gory 1) 

Procurement: 5 days 
Warehouse handling: 0 days (since no pre-
positioning) 
Transportation: 3 days 

D-2 Lead times regarding procurement, warehouse handling, 
and transportation (example of an organization in cate-
gory 2) 

Procurement: 0 days 
Warehouse handling (of pre-positioned 
stock): 1 days  
Transportation: 3 days 

D-3 (Potential) lead times regarding procurement, warehouse 
handling, and transportation when participating in the 
cooperation  

Procurement: 0 days 
Warehouse handling (of pre-positioned 
stock): 1 days  
Transportation: 1 day 

Table 38: Example of a data collection plan 
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ILLUSTRATIVE

Potential net

benefit through
cooperation

SAMPLE DATA
In percent

Components:

Calculation:

ILLUSTRATIVE

Potential net

benefit through
cooperation

SAMPLE DATA
In percent

Components:

Calculation:

20

15

60

Cost savings

logistics admin.

- Fees of service

providers lower than

own staff cost

= - 30% * 5%

= - 1.5%

- 1.5

5

- 6

Total annual

expenditures

+ Procurement cost

+ Transport cost

+ Logistics admin. cost

+ General admin. cost

= 100%

100

- 3

Cost savings 

Procurement 

- Use common FAs

= - 10% * 60% 

= - 6%

+ 1.2

Cost savings

transportation

- Reduced transport

costs for prepositioned

stock 

- Better prices

- Shipment consolidation

= - (50% * 20% + 5% 

+ 5%) * 15 %

= - 3.0 %

Additional storage

cost for pre-positioning

20% of supplies

+ Capital cost/    

depreciation

+ Storage/handling

= (+ 5% + 5%) * 20%

* 60%
=  + 1.2%

-9.3 %

 

Figure 33: Calculation example of cost savings for potential customers in category 1 

 

ILLUSTRATIVE

Potential net

benefit through
cooperation

SAMPLE DATA
In percent

Components:

Calculation:

ILLUSTRATIVE

Potential net

benefit through
cooperation

SAMPLE DATA
In percent

Components:

Calculation:

20

12

60

3
5

100

Total annual

expenditures

+ Procurement cost

+ Transport cost

+ Warehouse cost

+ Logistics admin. cost

+ General admin. cost

= 100%

- 3

Cost savings 

procurement 

- Use common FAs

= - 5% * 60% 

= - 3%

- 1.8

Cost savings 

warehouse

(20% pre-positioning)

- Running costs for

own warehouse

= - 60% * 3%

=  - 1.8%

- 1.9

Cost savings

transportation

- Reduced transport

costs for prepositioned

stock 

- Better prices

- Shipment consolidation

= - (30% * 20% + 5% 

+ 5%) * 12 %

= - 1.9%

- 1.5

Cost savings

logistics admin.

- Fees of service

providers lower than

own staff cost

= - 30% * 5%

= - 1.5%

-8.2 %

 

Figure 34: Calculation example of cost savings for potential customers in category 2 
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Total annual

net benefits/
cost savings

= 3.6 (5.6*)  –
1.2

= 0.4 (2.4*)

ILLUSTRATIVE
In million USD

0.4 (2.4*)

(x*) Alternative values for scenario b) with an operating value of 80 m USD

Total annual

net benefits/
cost savings

= 3.6 (5.6*)  –
1.2

= 0.4 (2.4*)

ILLUSTRATIVE
In million USD

0.4 (2.4*)

(x*) Alternative values for scenario b) with an operating value of 80 m USD

Supporting
donations

= 100% * 1,2

+ 20% * 2

= 1.6

Service 
income

= 5 % * 40  

(80*)

= 2 (4*)

3.6

(5.6)

2
(4)

1.6

Total annual
Benefits

= 2 (4*)  + 1.6

= 3.6 (5.6*)

2

Annual

running
Costs

= 2

Annual

set up 
Costs

= 1.2

1.2

Total annual

costs of 
service
infrastructure

= 1.2 + 2

= 3.2 

3.2

 

Figure 35: Calculation example of cost savings for the service provider 
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Figure 36: Calculation example of potential lead time reduction for emergency supply 
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D Examples of indicators for ongoing performance measurement 

Table 39 provides short definitions and measurement units of the indicator examples given 

in Chapter 7.1.3, to be used for ongoing measurement of a cooperation's performance. 

 
Perspec-
tive 

Potential indicator Definition Unit 

Average price dis-
count within pro-
curement 

Average price discount on products procured in compari-
son to baseline (average before cooperation; possibly se-
lection of key items only) 

% 

C
os

t 

Number of stock 
turnovers 

Number of annual warehouse stock turnovers  turns 

On-time delivery Percentage of orders delivered on-time % 

T
im

e 

Average lead time 
of procurement or-
ders 

Average lead time from order placement to order shipment 
and delivery (ex works and point of entry) 

Days 

Percentage of dam-
age 

Percentage of orders delivered with damage % 

Q
ua

lit
y 

Shipment-tracking 
accuracy 

Percentage of orders with timely notification of passed reg-
istration points 

% 

Percentage of up-
side capacity 

Percentage of capacities ready within a certain timeframe 
in addition to own stocks or capacities determined in FAs 

% 

Percentage of stan-
dardized stock  

Percentage of standardized stock in comparison with total 
stock in the warehouse 

% 

Volume of annual 
stock swaps 

Volume of annual stock swaps (measured either in product 
value or pallets) 

USD/  
pallets 

O
pe

ra
ti

on
al

 p
er

fo
rm

an
ce

 

C
ap

ac
it

y 

Full deliveries Percentage of orders delivered complete % 

Annual cost savings 

 

Annual cost savings due to improvement measures and re-
alization of synergies (measured in total USD and percent-
age of total cost) 

USD/     
% 

P
er

fo
rm

an
ce

 im
-

pr
ov

em
en

t 

Lead time reduction 

 

Reduction of average lead time from order placement to 
order shipment and delivery (ex works and point of entry) 
(measured in days and percentage in comparison with 
baseline) 

Days/  
% 

Response time ful-
filment 

Percentage of requests handled within claimed response 
time (e.g. 48 h) 

% 

Percentage of com-
plaints solved 

Percentage of complaints solved to the satisfaction of all 
parties involved 

% 

C
us

to
m

er
 s

er
-

vi
ce

/r
el

at
io

ns
hi

p 
m

an
ag

em
en

t 

Customer satisfac-
tion  

(Bi-)annual results of customer satisfaction questionnaire 
and improvement in comparison with last results 

% 

Percentage of cost 
recovery 

Percentage of total annual investment and running costs 
covered by service fees 

% 

Annual donations Annual donations supporting the cooperation concept and 
difference in comparison with previous year 

USD/  
% 

On-time invoicing Percentage of services invoiced on-time % F
in

an
ci

al
   

  
co

nt
ro

l 

On-time payment Percentage of customer payments received on-time % 

Table 39: Examples of indicators with definitions  
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E List of Interviews 

The following Table 40 and Table 41 list the personal and taped interviews the results of 

which influenced the development and insights of this thesis. All personal interviews were 

conducted by the author of this thesis. All taped interviews were conducted by Marianne 

Jahre, Associate Professor of BI Norwegian School of Management, Oslo. 

 

Organization Name Position Place Date 

Aktion Deutsch-
land Hilft 

Manuela Roßbach Geschäftsführung Telephone 05.10.2007 

British Red Cross Mike Goodhand Head International Logistics Lugano 28.08.2007 

Caritas Switzer-
land 

Christian Varga Stabsstelle Internationale Zusam-
menarbeit 

Telephone 04.10.2007 

ECHO Pablo Ibanez Deputy Head of Unit Lugano 

Telephone 

28.10.2007 

07.05.2008 

German Red 
Cross 

Joachim Jäger Katastrophenhilfe/Logistik Berlin 30.05.2008 

IFRC Birgitte Stalder-
Olsen 

Head of Logistics and Resource 
Mobilization Department 

Geneva 02.09.2006, 

31.01.2008 

IFRC Armen Petrosyan Senior Procurement Officer Geneva 01.02.2008 

IFRC Isabelle Sechaud Field Logistics Unit Manager Geneva 31.01.2008 

IFRC Robert McEwan Senior Field Logistics Officer Geneva 31.01.2007 

IFRC Martin Bush Senior Officer Logistics Systems 
and Processes 

Geneva 07.11.2006 

IFRC Angela Eaton Senior Officer Financial Analysis  Geneva 10.01.2008 

IFRC Ian Heigh Logistics Consultant Munich 

Helsinki 

11.10.2007 

13.12.2007 

IFRC Carl-David Fraser Head of Regional Logistics Unit 
Panama 

Panama City 21.11.2006 

IFRC Mauricio Bustmante Logistics and Resource Mobiliza-
tion RLU Panama 

Panama City 21.11.2006 

IFRC Bruno Theuwissen Regional Fleet Coordinator RLU 
Panama 

Panama City 22.11.2006 

IFRC Bob McCaffrey Head of Regional Logistics Unit 
Dubai 

Dubai 04.12.2006 

IFRC Goran Zuber Global Fleet Coordinator Dubai 04.12.2006 

IFRC Goran Boljanovic Regional Procurement Coordinator 
RLU Dubai 

Dubai 05.12.2006 

IFRC Sera Coelho Procurement and Mobilization Of-
ficer 

Dubai 05.12.2006 

Kühne + Nagel Carsten Schuer Operations Manager Lead Logis-
tics Solution 

Telephone 12.06.2008 

MSF Germany Alexander Blecken Member of the Board Berlin 26.10.2007 
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Organization Name Position Place Date 

Oxfam Rod Hogg Programme Logistics Manager Bicester 20.11.2007 

UNICEF Paul Molinaro Logistics Officer Lugano 28.08.2007 

UNJLC Arnt Breivic Chief of UNJLC Lugano 28.08.2007 

UNJLC Eric Branckaert Information Management Officer Geneva 27.03.2007 

WFP-UNHRD Giuseppe Saba UNHRD Network Coordinator Brindisi 15.10.2007 

WFP-UNHRD Nadia Parisi Customs Clerk Brindisi 16.10.2007 

WFP-UNHRD Pino Semeraro Logistics Assistant Brindisi 17.10.2007 

WFP-UNHRD N.N. Aviation Officer Brindisi 17.10.2007 

WFP-UNHRD N.N. Procurement Officer Brindisi 17.10.2007 

World Vision 
Deutschland e.V. 

Daniel Ginsberg Coordinator Supply Chain Man-
agement and Logistics 

Telephone 06.12.2007 

World Vision 
GPRN 

John Jung Supply Chain Manager Telephone 26.06.2008 

Table 40: List of personal interviews 

 

Organization Name Position Interviewer/ Place Date 

IFRC Igor Dmitryuk Head of KL RLU Marianne Jahre/ 
Kuala Lumpur 

13.12.2007 

IFRC Alka Kapoor Regional Procurement 
Coordinator 

Marianne Jahre/ 
Kuala Lumpur 

13.12.2007 

IFRC Ilir Caushaj Regional Logistics Co-
ordinator 

Marianne Jahre/ 
Kuala Lumpur 

13.12.2007 

IFRC Jeremy Francis Regional Logistics Co-
ordinator 

Marianne Jahre/ 
Kuala Lumpur 

13.12.2007 

IFRC Amy Gaver Disaster Response Dele-
gate, South East Asia, 
East Asia and Pacific 

Marianne Jahre/ 
Kuala Lumpur  

14.12.2007 

IFRC Latifur Rahman Disaster Response Dele-
gate, South Asia 

Marianne Jahre/ 
Kuala Lumpur  

14.12.2007 

Table 41: List of taped interviews 
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