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Abstract— The majority of aid funding is directed to 

international organizations with very little going directly to local 

actors. This takes decision-making power away from local 

communities. Yet principles of humanitarian engineering 

emphasize socially just practices. Failure to consider these 

principles leads to the design of inappropriate technologies. This 

study investigates how the highest recipients of aid make 

decisions, and whether social justice is considered. Financial 

Tracking Service (FTS) data is analysed to determine which 

organizations are receiving the most funding. Needs assessment 

guidelines followed by these organizations are reviewed against a 

proposed social justice criteria. It has been found that the needs 

assessment guidelines emphasize participatory rights-based 

approaches, however, this is not reflected within their step-by-step 

frameworks. It is recommended to incorporate strategies of 

capacity sharing, trust building and genuine participation that 

reflects the criteria for social justice.  

Keywords—Social Justice, Needs Assessment, Humanitarian 

Engineering, Humanitarian Aid, Development Aid, Aid Funding 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Global humanitarian aid is a billion-dollar industries with 

large amounts of funding being transacted every year. It is 

reported that US$33.8 billion was received in humanitarian aid 

funding [1] in the year 2023 alone. Though humanitarian aid 

funding is meant to support local communities, only a fraction 

of the funds going directly to local non-governmental 

organisations (LNGOs). It is reported that in 2022 only 1.2% 

(US$485m) of the overall funding received was directed 

towards local actors [2]. With almost 99% of humanitarian 

funding being controlled by international non-governmental 

organizations (INGOs), local communities are left with very 

little power over what needs are addressed, and what solutions 

are implemented.  

Following the Grand Bargain, an outcome of the World 

Humanitarian Summit of 2016, an emphasis has been placed on 

localization and financial transparency within the aid sector. 

The Grand Bargain called for at least 25% of international 

humanitarian funding to be passed to local actors “as directly 

as possible” by 2020. Organizations such as WHO, Christian 

Aid, USAID, and many more have taken efforts to include 

localization into their agendas. In 2022 USAID reported 

US$1.6 billion going to Direct Local Funding, however some 

organizations receiving this local funding share brand names 

with recognized international organizations [3]. Though there 

has been an attempt at localization a pattern of “externally 

driven localization” has been seen in international 

humanitarian aid organizations [4].  

Engineering and technology play a huge role in 

humanitarian work and has been referred to as one of the key 

enablers to reduce challenges within the humanitarian sector 

[5]. Many guidelines and principles of humanitarian 

engineering put a great emphasis on the integration of social 

justice into the ways challenges are defined, and how solutions 

are designed and implemented. The close relationship between  

humanitarian engineering and the aid sector calls for an 

alignment in guidelines and principles. This paper aims to 

determine how organizations that receive most of the aid make 

decisions, and if these decision-making processes align with 

the social justice principles outlined within humanitarian 

engineering. 

In Section III, principles of social justice in philosophy and 

humanitarian engineering will be discussed, and a criteria of 

social justice will be proposed. This will be followed by a 

review of the humanitarian aid funding landscape in Section IV 

with a focus on the organizations that are reported to directly 

receive aid funding. A review of needs assessment guides used 

by international aid organizations will be carried out in Section 

V. An analysis will be conducted in section VI, followed by a 

discussion and conclusion in section VII.  
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II. RESEARCH METHODS 

A review of academic literature on social justice in philosophy 

and in humanitarian engineering was conducted to establish a 

social justice criteria. The financial reporting platform, 

“Financial Tracking Service” (FTS) was used to determine the 

flow of humanitarian aid funding [6]. This platform was chosen 

because it is the most widely used financial reporting platforms 

in humanitarian. FTS data on recipients of humanitarian aid 

between 2013 and 2023 was collected. The of data collected 

was arranged to show which organisations are receiving the 

most funding.  

To analyse how decisions are made in the identified 

organizations, the principles, and step-by-step frameworks of 

three needs assessment guides were reviewed. These guides 

were the Sphere Handbook, IASC Coordinated Assessment 

Guide, and UNHCR Assessment Handbook. The principles and 

frameworks of the guides were then compared to the social 

justice criteria outlined in section III. The review and analysis 

of the needs assessment guides are presented in sections V and 

VI. 

III. SOCIAL JUSTICE: DEFINITION AND CRITERIA  

The definition of social justice is one that can vary greatly 

across culture and context. The theories of social justice written 

by John Rawls in, “A Theory of Justice”, are said to be the 

closest to what social justice is thought of as today [7]. Rawls 

offers two principles of social justice, the first being that 

everyone should have equitable rights to resources and 

opportunities, and the second being that inequalities should be 

distributed in a way that no one is blocked from occupying any 

position [8]. A number of authors argue against some of the 

ideas presented in “A Theory of Justice”, stating that Rawls 

describes a social contract that assumes equal parties while in 

reality marginalized populations (e.g. minors, differently abled, 

women) usually do not have the opportunities to participate in 

conversations and decisions about justice [9]. Amartya Sen 

argues that justice can exist in many forms and there is no 

“ideal theory” as suggested by Rawls. In his book, “The Idea 

of Justice”, Sen tells a compelling story of 3 children and a 

flute. One child claims the flute on the basis of being able to 

play it, the other claims it on the basis of not having any other 

toys to play with, and the third claims it on the basis of having 

made the flute [10]. Which child deserves the toy will be 

entirely dependent on what an individual defines as justice. The 

story told by Sen seeks to demonstrate that there is a plurality 

in social justice, and there cannot be one type of just society. 

From Sanskrit literature, Sen also describes two terms Niti and 

Nyaya. Both these terms mean justice, where Niti means justice 

in relation to procedure, rules, and institution, and Nyaya 

describes the realities that are brought forth by the institutions 

we create, without focusing on the institutions themselves. 

Ornstein outlines thirty principles of social justice, which 

include a fluid society where people can equally progress or 

regress no matter what kind of situation they are born into, 

putting people first rather than profit or property, and inclusion 

of all groups within society [11].  

Social justice is a term that has also been used within the 

humanitarian engineering field. Leydens and Lucena describe 

social justice within humanitarian engineering as the practice 

of enhancing human capability through an equitable 

distribution of opportunities and resources while at the same 

time reducing risk and harm [12]. Six criteria for social justice 

are presented; listening contextually; identifying structural 

conditions; acknowledging political agency; increasing 

opportunity and resources; reducing risks and harms; and 

enhancing human capability. Mazzurco outlines five principles 

to enhance community participation within humanitarian 

engineering projects, these principles include “Integrating 

Ethics and Social justice” [13]. Within this context, integrating 

social justice is described as addressing the root causes and 

structural conditions that lead to need within communities. 

Social justice within humanitarian engineering has also been 

described in terms of power dynamics and decision-making 

[14], engineers are asked to consider their position in relation 

to underserved communities and how power can be shifted for 

more equitable collaboration.  

From the review conducted, it can be seen that many 

theories of social justice in philosophy are reflected in the 

definition of social justice within humanitarian engineering. In 

the theories of distributive justice presented by Rawls, 

humanitarian engineering calls for an equitable distribution of 

resources and opportunities. In Nussbaum’s theories of justice, 

humanitarian engineering calls for inclusion and participation, 

and a shift in power that enables communities to make their 

own decisions. Niti, a term used by Sen, is reflected in 

humanitarian engineering by addressing structural conditions 

and systemic injustices that lead to need. The 

acknowledgement of social justice as different within different 

communities can be seen through the contextualization that is 

emphasized in humanitarian engineering. Nyaya is another 

interesting term used by Sen, this concept in humanitarian 

engineering may be thought of as the consideration of the  

benefits and harm in projects.  

In order to determine whether social justice is integrated 

into the needs assessment procedures of international 

humanitarian and development aid organizations, an initial set 

of social justice criteria has been formulated. These criteria are 

based on the reviewed definitions of social justice. The criteria 

for social justice are as follows. 

• Communities must have autonomy over the 

prioritization of, and solutions to challenges they face: 

Communities must have the decision-making power to 

determine what needs they would like to address and the 

solutions they would like to implement.  

• Communities must have equitable access to resources 

and opportunities: Equitable access must not only provide 

equipment and facilities but must also address any attitudinal 

or knowledge barriers that impede access. 

• Any groups that may be viewed as marginalized within 

communities must be active participants in the activities 

intended to better their lives: All voices within the community 

must be heard including those of minors, elderly, women, and 

differently abled.  
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• Aid organizations must offer help with all sincerity 

and not hold any ulterior motives: Aid offered to communities 

must be delivered without any hidden agendas, political, 

religious, economical, or otherwise. 

• Aid activities must not cause harm to communities: 

Aid organizations must avoid activities that may cause harm 

to communities, this may include physical harm, mental harm, 

harm to the environment, harm to tradition and culture. 

• Aid organizations must position themselves relative to 

communities and must not be prescriptive in their operations: 

Aid organizations must build onto the efforts already made by 

communities and must not impose their own ideals and beliefs 

onto communities.  

These criteria will be used as a tool to determine whether social 

justice is considered in humanitarian aid decision making and 

needs assessment guidelines. This will be done by analysing 

the needs assessment guidelines used by the aid organizations 

receiving the most funding, and determining whether they meet 

the social justice criteria.  

IV. HUMANITARIAN AID FUNDING LANDSCAPE 

A. Analysis of FTS Data 

For humanitarian aid to be efficient and effective, funds 

have to be tracked and reported [2]. The Financial Tracking 

Service (FTS) is a financial reporting platform managed by the 

UN. It is used by private donors, government donors, UN 

agencies, NGOs, and other humanitarian actors to share data 

and information. The objectives of FTS are to provide real-time 

data on funding flows, track funding progress, and offer 

visibility into funding sources and allocation [15]. FTS reports 

on the recipient countries and organizations, as well as what 

sectors (e.g. agriculture, WASH) receive funding. In this 

section, data obtained from FTS will be used to determine 

which organizations receive the most humanitarian aid funding.  

According to FTS recipient data from 2013 to 2023, INGOs 

have received an average of 87.1% of reported humanitarian 

aid funding, while LNGOs have received an average of 4.9% 

of reported humanitarian aid funding. Fig. 1 below shows the 

percentage of reported humanitarian funds flowing to INGOs 

and LNGOs each year. The category “other” covers national 

and sub-national state actors. From the FTS data, it can be seen 

that despite the 25% goal set by the Grand Bargain in 2016, 

there is no significant change in the percentage of funding 

LNGOs receive.  
From the FTS data it was found that the top 3 organisations 

to receive funding from 2013 to 2023 were World Food 
Programme (WFP), United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), 
and United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR).  In 2023 these 3 organisations alone received 43% 
of the funding allocated to a reported 1480 recipients.  

From the data obtained from the FTS platform, it is clear 

that international organizations receive a large part of the 

funding in humanitarian aid. This control over resources gives 

INGOs power to decide how and where these funds are spent. 

In the next section the reason donors give for these 

discrepancies, and why local organisations are not funded 

directly will be discussed.  

B. Donor Perceptions on Directly Funding LNGOs 

Even with the Grand Bargain commitments to increase 

direct funding to LNGOs, evidence shows that there has been 

very little change in the way humanitarian aid funds are 

distributed. This section will look at donor perceptions, and 

why they are still hesitant to fund LNGOs directly.  

A number of reasons have been given as to why donors 

prefer to fund INGOs over LNGOs. Most of these reasons 

involve risk. In a report by InterAction and Humanitarian 

Outcomes, six main areas of risk are identified. These areas 

include, security risk, fiduciary risk, legal/compliance risk, 

operational risk, information risk, reputation risk and ethical 

risk [16]. Donors and INGOs view LNGOs as more susceptible 

to some of these risks and for this reason limit their direct 

funding.  

Operational risk includes risks of human or technical error 

and lack of capacity that may lead to failure to achieve 

objectives. Some donors believe that LNGOs do not have the 

capacity to directly receive funding. There has been an ongoing 

debate on the meaning of the term “capacity”. It has been found 

that donors and INGOs define capacity differently from 

LNGOs. Donors tend to define capacity in terms of 

organizational capacity, which focuses on administration, 

management, grant writing, reporting, and donor obligations. 

Whereas LNGOs tend to define it in terms of operational 

capacity, which focuses on accountability, building strong 

relationships with communities, and establishing 

comprehensive contextual knowledge [17]. Donors and INGOs 

use their definition as a basis for allocation of funds. Because 

of their different views on capacity, LNGOs are usually found 

lacking.  

Ethical risks include risks of harm caused by unethical 

behaviour or insufficient consideration of humanitarian 

principles. Studies have found that donors are reluctant to 

directly fund LNGOs because they do not believe that LNGOs 

can uphold humanitarian principles [18]. There have been 

concerns over whether LNGOs can adhere to principles of 

Fig. 1 FTS data reported from 2013 to 2023 showing the percentage of total 

reported humanitarian funds flowing to international NGOs, local NGOs and 

others (which includes national governments) 

2024 IEEE Global Humanitarian Technology Conference (GHTC)

483
Authorized licensed use limited to: UNIVERSITY OF TWENTE.. Downloaded on December 23,2024 at 08:39:59 UTC from IEEE Xplore.  Restrictions apply. 



neutrality and impartiality. It has been argued that political, 

tribal, religious and ethnic affiliations will have a negative 

effect on the way LNGOs work [19]. There is however no 

sufficient evidence that LNGOs are less likely to uphold 

humanitarian principles than INGO. In some cases, LNGO 

have shown concern over INGOs relationships with 

governments and how this undermines principles of neutrality 

and impartiality. In January 2016, 112 local Syrian activists 

aired their concerns in an open letter that stated that the UN had 

become a “tool of war” for the regime and were allowing their 

assessments and responses to be manipulated by the Syrian 

government [20]. Examples such as these show that INGOs are 

also vulnerable to ethical risks. The perception that INGOs are 

more likely than LNGOs to uphold humanitarian principles 

may be a result of implicit bias and is often times unfounded.  

Fiduciary risk is another risk that donors perceive as more 

likely faced due to directly funding LNGOs. This is the risk that 

money is not used for its intended purposes because of 

corruption, theft of fraud. Though fiduciary risk is one that can 

be faced by both INGOs and LNGOs, LNGOs are put under 

much greater scrutiny. It has been noted that there is an 

enormous difference in reputational damage to an INGO verses 

a LNGO. If a LNGO is labelled as corrupt, it is blacklisted and 

run out of business [16]. INGO are usually unburdened by such 

fatalities. A study carried out by Save The Children and Street 

Child that provided direct funding to various LNGOs found 

that an average of 10% of the funds were spent on the 

administrative and organizational funding and an average 95% 

spent on project activities [21]. The LNGO’s within this study 

were able to successfully implement projects that met the needs 

of the community while avoiding and fiduciary risk. It is hoped 

that this study will challenge the perceived notion that LNGOs 

cannot be trusted to manage direct unrestricted funding. 

Many authors view the reasons given, as a way to maintain 

control and power over funds and responses [18]. If LNGOs 

had more access to direct funding, they would have the 

resources they need to reduce some of the stated risks. Direct 

and unrestricted funding would enable them the build capacity 

and design risk mitigation strategies. This will allow them to 

not only meet the stringent donor requirement, but to serve their 

communities better. The negative perceptions of LNGOs feeds 

into a continuous cycle that leads to unjust practices in the field 

of humanitarian aid.   

Though a lot of work is being done towards localisation, the 

current reality is that international organisations still control the 

majority of the resources. It is therefore important to determine 

whether these organisations operate in ways that adhere to 

social justice principles. The next section will review needs 

assessment guides used by some INGOs. This review will aim 

to provide insight into how INGOs make decisions and if social 

justice is a part of their process.  

V. REVIEW OF NEEDS ASSESSMENT GUIDES 

This section will review the Sphere Handbook and two 

guides used to conduct needs assessments within INGOs. 

These guides are used by INGOs to determine the needs of 

communities and how best they can be addressed. This section 

aims to review how needs assessments are currently being 

carried out and whether they incorporate the criteria for social 

justice into their frameworks. 

A. Sphere Handbook 

The Sphere Handbook is one of the most referenced 

humanitarian resources and is followed by most international 

organizations [22]. It aims to improve quality and 

accountability in humanitarian aid. The handbook is based on 

two core beliefs that state that people affected by conflict or 

disaster have a right to a life with dignity, and all possible 

steps must be taken to alleviate human suffering caused by 

disaster or conflict. Four foundational chapters and four 

technical chapters are outlined within the guide. The four 

foundational chapters outline the ethical, legal, and practical 

basis for humanitarian aid. The four technical chapters give 

minimum standards for response in four sectors, WASH, 

Health, Food Security and Nutrition, and Shelter and 

Settlement.  

The “The Humanitarian Charter” chapter of the handbook 

states the 11 shared beliefs of humanitarian actors. The beliefs 

place an emphasis on the affected people, local governments, 

and organizations as active participants in the efforts to 

recover from disaster or conflicts. It is stated that humanitarian 

organizations must place themselves relative to the needs and 

capacities of the people, and responsibilities of the local 

government. The beliefs endeavour to support local efforts 

and emphasis that the rights of the people must be recognized 

and reflected throughout the humanitarian response process. 

The beliefs also acknowledge that humanitarian assistance 

may cause harm to communities, and in collaboration with 

communities these negative effects must be avoided.  

The next foundation chapter covers four protection 

principles. The first principle is to enhance safety, rights and 

dignity and avoid exposure to more harm. This principle 

includes understanding protection risks, providing assistance 

to reduce risk, while protecting people from further harm, and 

supporting the capacity of people to protect themselves. The 

next principle ensures access to impartial assistance according 

to need and without discrimination. The third principle 

ensures assistance from effects of threatened or actual 

violence, coercion, or deliberate deprivation. The last 

principle ensures that humanitarian actors will help people 

claim their rights, this may be done through information and 

documentation and support of efforts to strengthen respect for 

rights.  

The fourth foundation chapter titled the “Core 

Humanitarian Standard”, outlines 9 commitments that 

humanitarian actors can use to improve the quality and 

effectiveness of assistance. These commitments state that 

humanitarian response should be appropriate and relevant as 

well as effective and timely. Humanitarian response must 

strengthen local capacities and avoids negative effects and be 

based on communication, participation and feedback. 

Humanitarian response should be coordinated, and 

complementary and humanitarian actors continuously learn 

and improve; Staff are supported to do their job effectively 

and resources are managed and used responsibly. [22]  
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The last four technical chapters dive deeply into the 

minimum standard that is required in the key humanitarian 

sectors, WASH, Food Security and Nutrition, Shelter and 

Settlement, and Health. In these chapters there is also an 

emphasis placed on community engagement, describing it as 

crucial in understanding perceptions, needs, coping 

mechanisms, capacities, norms, leadership structures and 

priorities.  

B. IASC Coordinated Assessment Guide 

The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) is a 

humanitarian coordination forum of the UN and other 

humanitarian organizations that aims to provide a coherent and 

unified humanitarian response. International aid organizations 

are encouraged to follow guidelines set by IASC for effective 

and efficient aid response through coordination. The guide 

presents a list of the benefits of a coordinated approach 

including shared vision of priorities and need [23]. This guide 

focuses on sudden-onset emergencies but can also be used in 

protracted crises.    

Principles of a coordinated approach are listed within the 

guide. These principles emphasize the prioritization through 

understanding community needs, coping mechanisms and 

capacity. The principles also state that assessments should be 

led by national governments and promote ownership by 

communities. Assessments must be inclusive and take into 

account vulnerable groups within the community. The 

principles also emphasize transparency and open 

communication.  
The guide presents an assessment framework to be followed 

in the first month following a crisis. This framework is 
categorized into four phases; initial assessments to be carried 
out in the first 72 hours, rapid assessments to be carried out in 
the first and second weeks, in-depth assessments to be carried 
out in the third and fourth weeks, another in-depth assessment 
including recovery needs to be carried out in the fifth and 
onwards. The steps of the framework are as follows. 

1) Step 1: Initial Assessment 

This phase is carried out to identify affected communities 

and affected sectors. The outcomes of this phase are used to 

inform initial response decisions and determine funding needs. 

As this is a quick assessment, secondary data such as media 

reports, national authorities, and insights from similar 

emergencies are used. Primary data such as direct observation 

and remote sensing data (e.g. aerial assessments) are also used 

in this phase.  

2) Step 2: Rapid Assessment 

The second phase of the assessment is carried out to inform 

high-level planning, feed into the initial response proposals and 

determine the focus of the more in-depth research. A multi-

sector initial rapid assessment (MIRA) [24] is suggested in this 

phase. The assessment will be conducted through secondary 

and primary data collection methods and will be complemented 

with community and key informant interviews. 

3) Step 3: In-depth Needs Assessment 

In this phase a more in-depth needs assessment is 

conducted, looking at individual sectors (e.g. WASH, health). 

The outcomes will be used to analyse trends, adjust on-going 

response, and inform more detailed planning. In this phase data 

collection methods will be used similar to the first and second 

phase. Additional community level assessment is undertaken 

within this phase, this is done to integrate the communities 

perceived needs and priorities. 

4) Step 4: Recovering Needs 

Phase four is a continuation of phase three also taking into 

account early recovery considerations. Early recovery is 

defined by IASC as the application of approaches and actions 

led by local ownership and sustainability principles to provide 

aid as early as possible. 

C. UNHCR Assessment Handbook 

The first two documents reviewed are guides that are used 

widely across international aid organizations. To get more 

insight on the internal procedures of these organizations, a 

needs assessment guide published by UNHCR is reviewed. 

This guide is created for use by UNHCR staff and partners that 

are involved in conducting needs assessment [25]. The guide 

promotes participatory approaches as well as a protection-

centred, rights-based approach.  

The rights-based approach speaks of principles of 

participations and empowering communities to promote 

change, exercise their rights, and comply to their duties. It 

states that there needs to be an attitudinal shift and communities 

should no longer be viewed as beneficiaries but as right holders 

with legal entitlement. The guide explains that communities 

must be able to exercise their right in decision making and 

should be involved in the full programme cycle including the 

needs assessment steps.  

The UNHCR guide describes a 5 step needs assessment 

process. The steps in this process are Understand Context; Plan 

the Assessment; Collate and Collect Data; Draw Conclusions; 

and Share Information. These steps are further described 

below. 

1) Step 1: Understand Context 

In this step a desk review is conducted in order to 

understand the scope, scale, and context of the situation. This 

is done by analysing data collected by other actors on the 

current situation.  The result of this step seeks to understand the 

needs and roles of the community including any sub-groups 

(youth, differently abled, older persons) within said 

community, understand socio-political context, and identify 

and understand risks. 

2) Plan the Needs Assessment 

This step will be based on the results from the initial step to 

understand the context. A needs assessment project outline will 

be developed that will at minimum include clear and precise 

objectives and focus, an assessment project outline, 

coordination modalities and arrangements, a detailed analytical 

framework, and an analysis plan. 

3) Collate and Collect Data 

In this step data is collected from both primary and 

secondary sources. This data collection can be done via various 

methods including direct observation, focus groups and 

interviews. These methods must be designed to ensure that 

marginalized groups within the communities are also included. 
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4) Step 4: Draw Conclusions (Needs Analysis) 

In this step the data collected will be analysed and 

conclusions shall be drawn. These as four phases described 

within this step. First is the description of the data, which will 

include grouping, summarizing, and comparing the data 

collected. This will be followed by explanation of the patterns 

and trends within the data. The data will be interpreted to 

determine severity and priorities. Lastly predictions will be 

made to anticipate any changes based on present and past data. 

5) Step 5: Share Information 

In this step findings are formatted into information 

packages such as reports, presentations or infographics and 

share to relevant stakeholders. This information must be shared 

widely for other humanitarian actors. The information must 

also be shared with affected communities.  

VI. ANALYSIS 

This section will analyse the reviewed needs assessment 

guides and compare them to the proposed social justice criteria 

(Section III). This is done to determine whether principles of 

social justice are reflected in the principles and frameworks of 

needs assessment guides followed by international aid 

organizations. Table 1 shows how each guide meets the social 

justice criteria given.  

From the analysis the Sphere Handbook appears to outline 

many principles that reflect principles of social justice. The 

foundation and technical chapter theoretically provide a good 

base of knowledge for aid organizations and communities to 

use. How effectively it has been used by both aid organizations 

and communities is an area that can be further explored.  

The IASC Coordinated Assessment guide meets four out of 

the six social justice criteria. It is clear from the guide that 

community members are not viewed as decision-makers. 

The UNHCR thoroughly outlines principles and practices 

that reflect five out of the six social justice criteria presented. It 

does not specifically speak of sincerity in humanitarian 

activities, but it does make mention of principles of 

transparency and impartiality.  

Table 2 analyses the step-by-step needs assessment 

frameworks outlined in the IASC and UNHCR guides.  It is 

found that though the criteria of social justice are reflected in 

the guide, there is no indication of the criteria in the IASC 

framework. This is seen more so in the lack of genuine 

involvement of the communities in the needs assessment 

processes. The community’s role is seemingly more as sources 

for data collection. It is unclear what role the communities play 

as active decision makers within the needs assessment exercise.  

The UNHCR gives a more detailed needs assessment 

framework. It is seen that the social justice principles within the 

guide are reflected in the framework. There is a constant call to 

involve the community in each step of the needs assessment. It 

is however still unclear how communities are involved in 

decision making. 

Community involvement is one of the first steps of meeting 

the criteria of social justice. This community involvement 

should entail more than just data collection. Communities 

should be viewed as experts of not only the situations they live 

in, but as knowledgeable and skilled individuals that are 

equipped to make decisions and valuable contributions. From 

the review and analysis of the needs assessment guide it can be 

seen that in practice communities are still portrayed as 

recipients and have no meaningful role within decision making 

processes. Progress can be seen in the acknowledgement of the 

importance of community involvement, but work must be done 

to integrate these principles into practice 

VII. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  

This paper investigates which humanitarian aid 

organisations are receiving the bulk of humanitarian aid 

funding, and how they incorporate principles of social justice 

into the way they work. The paper seeks to determine whether 

principles of social justice emphasized in humanitarian 

engineering are reflected in the practices of various 

humanitarian organisations. 

From a review of literature on social justice from political 

philosophy and humanitarian engineering, six criteria of social 

justice were identified. Social justice has strong ties to the topic 

of localisation that has been popularised by the Grand Bargain 

of 2016. Localisation aims to recognise, respect and strengthen 

the independence of leadership of local humanitarian actors to 

better address the needs of communities [26]. Principles of 

social justice, including autonomy, equity, inclusivity and 

relativity, can be clearly seen in the aim of localisation. As a 

step towards localisation, the Grand Bargain called for 25% of 

humanitarian aid funding to go directly to LNGOs. This aims 

to shift power from INGOs and provide local actors with the 

resources to build capacity and better serve their communities. 

From the FTS data analysed we however see that not much has 

changed in the way LNGOs are funded.  

Section V identifies different reasons donors give for not 

directly funding LNGOs. It has been found that donors see 

funding LNGOs as a risk. One of these risks highlights the 

difference in which donors and LNGOs define capacities. 

INGOs usually have much stronger organizational capacity 

where as LNGO have much stronger operational capacity. 

Capacity building for LNGOs is a strategy used to build a 

bridge between these definitions, however this strategy is not 

always effective. Many local actors state that capacity building 

offered by INGOs is usually top-down, externally defined, and 

it fails to embrace the leadership of LNGOs [27].  Capacity 

sharing is a recommended strategy to address the failures of 

capacity building. This strategy emphasises knowledge and 

skills transfer between organisations[28]. Both local and 

international organisations are allowed to learn from each 

other, and capacity must be defined in relation to context. 

Principles of social justice are reflected in capacity sharing by 

highlighting the skills and capacities of local actors and 

ensuring the INGOs work relative to these capacities. 

Ethical risk and fiduciary risk were two other reasons given 

why donors hesitate to fund LNGOs. It has been found that both 

INGOs and LNGOs face these risks but LNGOs are being held 

to a higher standard by donors [29]. Mechanisms for trust 

building that address negative perceptions and implicit biases 

need to be put in place so that donors, LNGOs and INGOs can 
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Table 1 Comparison of social justice criteria with needs assessment guides. 

Social Justice Criteria The Sphere Handbook 
IASC Coordinated Assessment 

Guide 
UNHCR Assessment Handbook 

Communities must 

have autonomy over 
the prioritization of- 

and solutions to 

challenges they face 

This social justice criteria is reflected in 
the principles stated to recognise the 

primary role of communities within aid 

projects and the role of aid actors to 
support local effort and not impose 

solutions. 

The guide speaks of local 

government led humanitarian 

efforts whenever possible. 
However, in the list of decision-

makers and responsibility-

holders outlined there is no 
mention of local communities. 

The guide states that communities must be 

involved in the full programme cycle to 
ensure their right to participate in decision 

making. It however says the level of 

participation will vary according to 
accessibility to community, size of 

assessment, type of crises and sector to be 

assessed. 

Communities must 

have equitable access 

to resources and 
opportunities 

Throughout the technical chapters, an 
emphasis has been put on equitable 

distribution of resourcs and services. 

This guide makes no mention of 
equitable access to resources and 

opportunities.  

The guide speaks of the need to ensure 

access to resources for marginalized 

communities and the need to recognize 
barriers to access 

Any groups that may 

be viewed as 
marginalized within 

communities must be 

active participants in 
the activities intended 

to better their lives 

Inclusion of marginalized groups, 
specifically minors, elderly, differently 

abled, LGBTQ and peoples living with 

HIV/AIDS has been highlighted 
throughout the handbook.  

The principles presented in the 
guide emphasis the inclusion of 

vulnerable groups, namely 

minors, elderly, women, victims 
of abuse, and differently abled. 

The guide emphasizes a participatory 

approach to include different groups within 

the community. It refers to a separate guide 

UNHCR Tool for participatory assessment 

[30] which dives deeper into this approach.  

 

Aid organizations must 

offer help with all 
sincerity and not hold 

any ulterior motives 

In the code of conducted presented at 
the beginning of the handbook it is 

stated that “Aid will not be used to 

further a particular political or religious 
standpoint”. 

The definition of assistance 
given in the guide state the 

humanitarian practices must be 

non-political, non-commercial, 
and non-religious.  

The guide does not explicitly mention any 

principles on sincerity, it however outlines 

principles of transparency and impartiality.  

Aid activities must not 

cause harm to 
communities 

The handbook dedicates an entire 

chapter to protection principles that 

ensures safety and recovery from harm, 
and support to prevent any further 

harm. 

The guide does not speak of 

harms that may be caused by aid 
activities.  

A protection-centred approach is given, it 

speaks mostly of protection regarding 
confidentiality, privacy, and informed 

consent. It states that the assessment 

activities must not have negative impact or 
exploit the communities.  

Aid organizations must 

position themselves 

relative to communities 
and must not be 

prescriptive in their 
operations 

The principles of the handbook state 

that aid agencies must interpret their 
role in relation to aid the needs and 

capacities of communities.  

The guide states that aid 

organizations should focus on 

gaps that exist in needs and 
capacities of the communities. It 

also makes reference to The 
Sphere handbook. 

The guide outlines a rights-based approach 

in which it calls for an attitudinal shift of 

how humanitarian actors work for 
communities. It states that communities 

should not be seen as beneficiaries, but as 
right- holders with legal entitlement.  

 
Table 2 Analysis of needs IASC and UNHCR needs assessment frameworks. 

 STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3 STEP 4 STEP 5 

IASC 

Initial assessment 

through desk 

research 

Analysis: It is unclear 
wheteher communities 

are involved in this 

step and how social 
justice criteria is 

included 

In-depth analysis 

Analysis: This step 

involves the 

community through 
interviews and 

workshops. Though 

community 
participation is 

included, 

communities are 
seemingly not 

decision makers 

within this stage  

In-depth analysis  

Analysis: This stage 

integrates the 

community’s perceived 
needs and priorities. It is 

again unclear how 

communities are 
involved in this stage 

and how social justice is 

included  

Application of 

sustainable 

community led 

actions. 

Analysis: lack of 

community 

involvement from the 
beginning of the 

assessment raises 

questions on how 
activities will be 

community led.  

N/A 

UNHCR 

Initial assessment  

Analysis: Desk 

research is used as a 
secondary source of 

information, 

recoomends finding 
key informants within 

the community and 

planning interviews 
with community 

members  

Needs Assessment 

Planning 

Analysis: It is stated 
that communities and 

their representatives 

should be involved in 
this step and 

throughout the 

assessment process 

Collation and 

Collection of Data 

Analysis: Communities 
take part in this step 

through interviews and 

workshops. 
Representatives of 

communities are 

required to validate the 
analysis from the data 

collected 

Draw Conclusions 

Analysis: In this stage 

information is 
categorized and 

interpreted. It is 

unclear if 
communities are 

involved in this step 

Share Information 

Analysis: In this step 

information is 
disseminated to different 

stakeholder. It is stated 

that communities need 
to be made aware of 

results as it improves 

accountability.  

2024 IEEE Global Humanitarian Technology Conference (GHTC)

487
Authorized licensed use limited to: UNIVERSITY OF TWENTE.. Downloaded on December 23,2024 at 08:39:59 UTC from IEEE Xplore.  Restrictions apply. 



work together on a more socially just basis. In a report on the 

Rohingya response in Bangladesh, Roepstorff speaks of the 

lack of trust and respect between local and humanitarian actors 

being one of the major hindrances to localisation [31].  The 

history of classism, racism and unequal power distribution in 

the humanitarian field needs to be addressed in order to build 

trust and form more equitable partnerships.  

Section VI looks at some of the guides used by INGOs to 

conduct needs assessments. Although they make mention of the 

principles of social justice, they are not clearly reflected in their 

step-by-step frameworks. Genuine participation will shift the 

power to communities and will create space for them to make 

decisions and contribute to the betterment of their own lives.  

This paper has covered the humanitarian funding landscape, 

hindrances of localisation, and conducted a review of 3 

guidelines used by various INGO. From the findings the 

following recommendations have been proposed. 

1. Humanitarian actors must take on capacity sharing 

strategies in which all stakeholders learn from each others’ 

strengths and build on each others’ weaknesses.  

2. Trust building must be a central part of humanitarian work, 

and negative perceptions and biases such as racism 

classism etc, must be acknowledged and addressed. 

3. Humanitarian actors must aim for genuine participation 

that gives space to local communities to make decisions 

and utilise their skills and knowledge 

These recommendations aim to better incorporate the criteria of 

social justice in to needs assessment guidelines by highlighting 

autonomy through genuine participation, sincerity and safety 

through trust building, and relativity through capacity sharing. 

By considering these recommendations and working to address 

negative biases, LNGOs will be able to receive more direct 

funding. This will in turn fulfil the social justice criteria of 

equity.  

Though this review covers some interesting finding, there 

are a few limitations. While only three guides have been 

reviewed, there are many guidelines and frameworks used that 

may better reflect the principles of social justice. It would also 

be beneficial to review some case studies as this will give more 

insights to how work is conducted in the field. Future work aims 

to review more humanitarian guidelines and case studies.  
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