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Abstract  

This research study is designed to analyze the vertical coordination barriers that are 
present between humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies in times of 
emergency situation when delivering aid. The main aim of this research study is to 
identify those barriers that hinder coordination between both entities. 

The methodology of this research study is based on a deductive theoretical 
approach. This research is qualitative and exploratory in nature. Primary data has 
been collected through interviews, and secondary data has been collected through 
libraries, and websites. Data gathered was analyzed in light of the literature review 
in the frame of reference.  

Conclusions arrived from this study reflect the answers from the humanitarian 
organizations and commercial agencies that have been interviewed. 

Research from the perspective of humanitarian organizations indicate that 
humanitarian agencies lag behind when it comes to managing their supply chains in 
times of disaster, whereas, literature from the commercial agencies indicate that 
commercial agencies manage their supply chains efficiently and effectively. 
Moreover, humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies have different 
organizational objectives and manage their supply chains differently and for 
different purposes. The research shows that humanitarian organizations speak a 
different language in the sense where humanitarian organizations are not 
concerned with making profit, as their main goal is to provide aid and assistance to 
beneficiaries in times of disaster, where this statement is not true for commercial 
agencies since their end aim is to generate profit. This can be the cornerstone of 
their main differences and causes of barriers when coordinating together and 
delivering aid in times of disaster.  
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Based on the conducted interviews and literature review it becomes obvious that 
there are many vertical coordination barriers between humanitarian organizations 
and commercial agencies, thus hindering the process of efficient aid delivery to 
areas struck by disaster. Also, this research study findings suggest that there is an 
obvious and vast demand for humanitarian organizations to coordinate with 
commercial agencies and learn from their supply chain practices especially when it 
comes to logistical capabilities and services.  
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1 Introduction 
This chapter first begins with a general overview about humanitarian catastrophes 
and disasters, stating the purpose of this paper, formulating the research question and 
hence delimiting the scope of the research.  

1.1 Background 
The Humanitarian model has barely changed since the twentieth century, however a 
major shift occurred on the horizon just a couple of years ago and the catalyst for 
this sudden change was triggered by the Haiti earthquake that took place on January 
12th, 2010, Digital humanitarianism, (2011). The tragic catastrophe that occurred in 
Haiti which according to a 2010 UN report on Haiti, claimed the lives of over 
222,000 thousand people and left more than 2.3 million people homeless was an 
obvious signal that Haiti was a game changer as to how humanitarian organizations 
should react, manage and coordinate in this regard, especially since the world has 
been prone to multitudes of natural disaster occurrences in the past century.  Other 
game changers were the 2003 Darfur situation and the 2004 Indian Ocean 
earthquake and tsunami. The aggression and violence that began in Darfur during 
February 2003 due to the emergence of two anti government rebel groups has 
resulted in the creation of more than one million people to be internally displaced, 
and the flight of 188,000 people to Chad (Depoortere et al., 2004). Also, the 2004 
Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami that occurred on December 2004 caused the 
loss of 227,000 lives and the displacement of 1.7 million people (Telford & Cosgrave, 
2006). In 2005, 157 million people “an added 7 million people to the previous year”, 
needed urgent humanitarian assistance, where many were evacuated, wounded and 
have lost their occupations and source of income (Fritz Institute, 2012).While citing 
a report that was issued by the International Federation of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent (IFRC), Fritz institute (2012) states that only last year alone it was 
reported that the lives of 256 million people were affected by disasters.  

Natural and man-made disasters have become the emerging phenomenon in this 
century, as demonstrated by the examples above, there is a significant need for 
quick international disaster response, especially as the number of natural 
catastrophes have skyrocketed six-fold during the past 30 years (Schulz & Blecken, 
2010).Therefore, it is of essential and of utmost importance for humanitarian 
organizations to coordinate with commercial agencies and  handle  future disasters 
more cautiously, deliver aid faster, more efficiently and with higher dedication and 
quality because humanitarian organizations often times lack logistical capabilities 
and knowledge when delivering aid. However, the case is not the same for 
commercial agencies since the functioning systems, features and dynamics of 
commercial organizations are very well understood and broadly adopted in real-life 
and thoroughly discussed in literature (Holguin-Veras et al., 2012). Consequently, 
this case would be stronger if humanitarian organizations coordinate with 
commercial agencies when delivering aid, and learn from their logistical practices as 
to how they manage their supply chains in their business activities and practices.  
Hence, due to this fact, the idea of humanitarian organizations vertically 
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coordinating with commercial agencies comes forward. Nevertheless, it is not only 
important to have a vertical coordination with the aid of governments, armed forces 
and businesses but also horizontal coordination between humanitarian agencies is 
essential (Van Wassenhove, 2006). However, horizontal coordination is outside the 
scope of this research.  

This research study will be addressing vertical coordination barriers between 
humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies, since issues of coordination 
most of the time revolve around vertical practices between both entities, and 
barriers are expected to arise. 

To understand the concept of disaster clearly (Van Wassenhove, 2006) explains that 
there are two kinds of disasters as shown in Figure 1.1 below. Disasters can be 
natural or manmade. Natural disasters can be characterized as sudden-onset, 
meaning in the forms of an earthquake, hurricane and tornadoes, and slow- onset 
which includes famine, drought and poverty. Whereas, the sudden-onset man-made 
disaster can be described as a terrorist attack, a coup d’état and a chemical leak, and 
the slow-onset is characterized as political and refugee crisis (Van Wassenhove, 
2006). 

 

                                                               

 

                        Figure 1.1: Van Wassenhove (2006) 

Moreover, to help cope with responding to natural disasters, the process of 
humanitarian aid becomes easier when pre crisis or on site coordination takes place 
between humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies which would make 
the process of delivering aid to countries struck by disaster a more easier one. 
Examples of such coordination would be between WFP and TNT during the 2004 
tsunami in Indonesia, where both organizations responded by feeding as many 
people as possible in Banda Aceh, Indonesia (Thomas et al., 2006). However, there 
are many challenges faced throughout the humanitarian supply chain, since the 
extent of natural disaster is wide and does not only provide relief to locations struck 
by disaster, as it is also concerned with long term commitment and assistance to 
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developing countries (Schulz & Blecken, 2010). Also it has been argued that 
challenges faced in humanitarian logistics actually depend on the type and the 
location of the disaster (Kovács, & Spens, 2009).  

However, when compared to commercial agencies and the private sector (Van 
Wassenhove, 2006) explains that humanitarian supply chain organizations are very 
far behind approximately 15 years. Business sectors have long ago figured how to be 
extremely efficient in managing their supply chains, especially when the 
phenomenon of internationalization and globalization came into play (Van 
Wassenhove, 2006). In commercial supply chains it is expected from the actors 
involved to make profit by bringing or delivering products and services to 
customers, whereas in humanitarian supply chain the main goal is to provide aid 
and assistance to beneficiaries (Tomasini & Van Wassehove, 2009a). Contrary to the 
success of private businesses humanitarian organizations have not been very 
successful with being recognized as logistics needs have not been met due to the fact 
that humanitarian organizations lacked the inclusion of planning and budgetary 
calculations in the development and procession of the organization (Van 
Wassenhove, 2006). Also, more complications arise since humanitarian aid supplies 
can be unpredictable by nature and very diverse (e.g. medicine, food, clothing and 
infrastructure) (Pettit et al., 2009). Unlike businesses where unpredictability of 
demand is more controlled. 

Also it is a known fact that humanitarian organizations face a number of external 
challenges as well as internal challenges when delivering humanitarian aid, as 
(Fugate et al., 2006) point out that one of the pitfalls and challenges that logisticians 
face is information sharing, as technology is a significant driver of supply chain 
performances that enhance and develop communication within the chain. Added 
complications occur because humanitarian aid needs are expected to be delivered in 
a very short period of time and this might cause extremely high levels of stress 
conditions. Another difficulty is that there is always little financing for funding 
humanitarian aid researches (Pettit et al., 2009). 
 
Questions may arise as to why humanitarian logistics is important to coordinate and 
organize during disasters, to answer this inquiry Fritz Institute (2012) state that 
humanitarian logistics acts as a “bridge” or a connecting route from preparedness to 
responding to disasters, initially starting from the point of receiving aid supplies 
and moving on to delivering those supplies to the disaster site, in other words 
engaging in delivering humanitarian aid from the headquarters to the main field of 
catastrophe.  Also, since logistics contribute for 80% of the disaster relief process, 
therefore the need for attaining an efficient supply chain management to achieve 
this goal in logistics is of significant importance (Van Wassenhove, 2006). 

To be more clear about the intentions of humanitarian logistics it is noteworthy to 
mention about the aims that it touches upon, according to (Kovács & Spens, 2007) 
the main aim of humanitarian logistics is to execute operations during different 
times, having the goal of assisting people with their survival in different forms. 
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Nevertheless, without doubt collaboration between humanitarian organizations is 
not an easy task because of many barriers, as each humanitarian organization has 
their own structure, IT system, management style and different rules of procedure 
(Schulz & Blecken, 2010). 

Commercial service providers can be logistic providers that collaborate with NGO's 
and IGO's. The United Nations has numerous committees in that regard, to name 
some, Office of coordination for Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), United Nations Joint 
Logistics Center (UNJLC), and the inter Agency Standing Committee (IASC) (Balcik, 
2010). 

Citing IFRC, the Fritz Institute (2012) acknowledges that logistics plays as a huge 
success factor in humanitarian logistics in the 21st century in regards to combining 
and bringing together humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies to 
deliver humanitarian relief practices to those communities who are in dire need of 
humanitarian assistance. As shortage of inter-organizational collaboration would 
only complicate the humanitarian relief tasks more, because as explained before the 
number of disasters are increasing, and hence cooperation is needed, together with 
specialization of tasks between governments, humanitarian organizations and 
businesses (Schulz & Blecken, 2010). 

1.2 Problem Statement 
Coordination barriers between humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies are present due to the fact that both entities are motivated differently. 
Commercial agencies are driven by profit, whereas humanitarian organizations are 
driven by the currency of saving lives of human beings. Time is measured by money 
for commercial agencies, whereas, time is a measurement of life or death of human 
beings for humanitarian organizations. These differences can affect how commercial 
agencies and humanitarian organizations coordinate separately during relief efforts, 
especially during the preparation and immediate response phases, as it is during 
those phases that barriers of coordination arise the most, since there is a huge need 
for urgency action and situation assessment, hence logistical capacity building 
during the phases of preparedness and response can be of extreme challenge. 

Even though coordination between humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies when delivering aid needs to be addressed thoroughly, however, 
humanitarian disaster relief management has not been addressed fully in previous 
literature. 

Therefore, the problem statement of this research study is to investigate vertical 
coordination barriers between humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies as there is a gap in vertical coordination practices of both entities when 
coordinating together in an emergency situation. Hence, vertical coordination 
barriers would be investigated and identified between humanitarian organizations 
and commercial agencies, which would highlight the idea of what barriers does this 
coordination have, the nature of these barriers as well as their consequences.  
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Hence, the problem area falls under the concept of vertical coordination practices 
between humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies supply chains. By 
examining the gaps and barriers that both entities have when conducting 
humanitarian operations during disaster situations, this research study is aiming to 
introduce a greater understanding of the problem that has been a recent and 
current phenomenon. 

1.3 Purpose  
The purpose of this research study is to address the types of barriers that are found 
in a vertical coordination between humanitarian organizations’ and commercial 
agencies’ supply chains that occur in times of humanitarian emergency situations, 
especially during the preparation and immediate response phases when delivering 
aid. Moreover, since the situation is an emergency, providing aid by both 
humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies is of more importance during 
these phases, as barriers are more common to arise. Therefore, it is more 
advantageous and beneficial for the humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies coordinating together to have managed coordination during the initial 
stages of preparation, establishing partnerships and coordination practices that 
would allow them to execute aid efficiently. 

Coordination barriers would be looked at from the perspectives of both 
humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies. By looking at and examining 
the barriers of coordination between both entities in terms of what kind of 
relationship does the humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies have 
and how these barriers can be overcome and identifying the causes of these 
barriers, this research study is hoping to give some hints and suggestions as to how 
logistical coordination will enhance and strengthen the aid process when 
coordinating with commercial agencies. 

In this research study coordination barriers from the perspective of commercial 
agencies such as DHL, TNT and humanitarian organizations such as OCHA, WFP, and 
UNICEF will be studied and discussed. 

Consequently the research question to be answered is: 

RQ1-“What are the barriers of vertical coordination between humanitarian 
organizations and commercial agencies in disaster supply chain management.” 

1.4 Scope and Limitations of the Research Study 
The definition of coordination barriers as used in this research study include factors 
that prevent or retard cooperation between humanitarian organizations and 
commercial agencies in joint relief efforts. 

This research study is only addressing the coordination barriers between 
humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies. This research will not 
address the best practices of coordination between humanitarian organizations and 
commercial agencies in areas struck by disaster 
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Also cooperation and collaboration concepts have been excluded from this study, as 
there is difference between the words coordination, cooperation, and collaboration. 

This research will not be addressing the horizontal type of coordination such would 
be coordination practices between an NGO and another NGO or multiple NGO’s. Also 
mathematical concepts or constructs will be excluded from this research study. 

As disaster Relief practices has three phases or stages as noted by Kovács and Spens  
(2007). 

 

                                  Figure 1.2: Kovács and Spens (2007)  

This research study will be focusing on the stages of preparation and the immediate 
response phase, excluding the reconstruction phase after the occurrence of a 
manmade or a natural disaster. 

Also, it is important to note that, literature review indicates that UN agencies are 
bureaucratic in nature, and in this research study humanitarian organizations that 
fall under the UN umbrella will be interviewed.  

1.6 Disposition 
In Chapter one, general explanation about the current humanitarian catastrophes is 
given, then the chapter continues with a clear structure of a general problem 
statement and purpose, narrowing down the focus on a specific research question, 
where the main occurring theme played throughout the research study is the 
barriers of vertical coordination between humanitarian organizations and 
commercial agencies when delivering aid.  

Chapter two delves more into the theoretical framework where a common point of 
reference will be provided to the reader. The chapter starts with a general overview 
of coordination, then a more thorough explanation is given about coordination 
practices in commercial agencies and humanitarian organizations supply chains 
respectively, moving into the areas of coordination barriers between commercial 
agencies and humanitarian organizations, hence stating the differences between 
humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies.  

Chapter three advocates what type of research methods and strategy are to be used 
in regards to the topic subject introduced in the research study. This research study 
is rooted in deductive approach to theory where as explained by (Kovács & Spens, 
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2005), deductive research follows a conscious direction from a general law to a 
specific case.”  

This research is also based on qualitative method as opposed to the quantitative 
method. Hence, the validity and meaning of the research structure will be 
emphasized and highlighted at the completion of this chapter when all the data 
gathered is in order. Also it is noteworthy to mention that the research is based on 
exploratory case study approach. 

Chapter four of this research study is concerned with the empirical analysis part, 
where the backgrounds of the humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies 
interviewed are introduced. Also the reader will find the interview answers to the 
questions. The interview questions are posted in the appendix.  

Chapter five is where the analysis is introduced, and the findings from the empirical 
study will be connected to the frame of reference, thus answering the research 
questions stated in chapter one of this research. 

Chapter six is where the conclusion and findings from the analysis are introduced.  

Chapter seven future research is introduced for possible further discussions.  

To give the reader a visual disposition of the chapters, table 1.3 is introduced below.  
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2. Frame of Reference  
The second chapter starts by an introduction of definitions that have been used in this 
research study. The chapter proceeds by giving a general understanding and 
explanation about coordination practices in the supply chain, portraying coordination 
practices both in commercial agencies and humanitarian organizations. Hence, areas 
of coordination barriers between commercial agencies and humanitarian 
organizations will be introduced and discussed. 

2.1 Definitions  
Disaster: According to UN/ISDR, 2009; Maon, Lindgreen & Vanhamme, 2009, 
disaster is defined as “A serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a 
society involving widespread human, material, economic or environmental losses 
and impacts, which exceeds the ability of the affected community or society to cope 
using its own resources.” 
 
Humanitarian Logistics: According to Thomas and Kopczak (2005); Thomas 
(2004) humanitarian logistic is termed as: 

“The process of planning, implementing and controlling the efficient, cost effective flow 
and storage of goods and materials, as well as related information, from the point of 
origin to the point of consumption for the purpose of alleviating the suffering of 
vulnerable people. The function encompasses a range of activities, including 
preparedness, planning, procurement, transport, warehousing, tracking and tracing, 
and customs clearance.” Also, citing World Food Program (WFP) and Medicines Sans 
Frontiers (MSF), Apte (2010), defines humanitarian logistics similarly but with a 
slightly different purpose that is “meeting the end beneficiary’s requirements.” Both 
definitions have been mentioned and referred to multiple times in the literature 
related to humanitarian logistics, as apparently those terminologies give a general 
understanding to the reader about the definition of humanitarian logistics. 

According to Fritz Institute (2012), humanitarian logistics is considered as the 
“system and process involved in bringing together and coordinating people, knowledge 
and skills with the goal of helping those in need who are struck by natural and other 
catastrophic disasters where the process of aid will be executed through providing and 
managing procurement, transportation, tracking, warehousing and last mile delivery 
processes.” Van Wassenhove (2006) defines Humanitarian logistics as “mobilizing 
people, resources, skills and knowledge to help vulnerable people affected by disaster.” 

Supply Chain Management: is defined as the process of planning and managing of 
all activities involved in sourcing and procurement, conversion, and all logistics 
management activities. Importantly, it also includes coordination and collaboration 
with channel partners, which can be suppliers, intermediaries, third-party service 
providers, and customers. In essence, supply chain management integrates supply 
and demand management within and across companies (CSCMP, 2012). 
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2.2 General Overview of Coordination 
According to the study conducted by (Reindorp & Wiles, 2001), coordination is 
defined as follows: 

“…the systemic use of policy instruments to deliver humanitarian assistance in a 
cohesive and effective manner. Such instruments include strategic planning, gathering 
data and managing information, mobilizing resources and ensuring accountability, 
orchestrating a functional division of labour, negotiating and maintaining a 
serviceable framework with host political authorities and providing leadership.” 

Citing (Xu and Beamon, 2006), (Balcik et al., 2010) define or describe the 
coordination mechanism as a number of sets of methods having the purpose of 
handling and controlling interdependency between organizations. Also another 
definition that they come up with in regards to the general meaning of coordination 
is a simpler terminology: “the relationships and interactions among different actors 
operating within the relief environment.” 

However, it is also noteworthy to mention that some words similar to coordination 
can be used interchangeably in the supply chain and somehow compliment 
coordination, these terms are integration, collaboration, and cooperation and they 
fall under the umbrella of coordination (Arshinder, Kanda & Deshmukh, 2008).    

The most critical challenge for commercial agencies is to establish smooth 
coordination practices between the chains thus the question for firms and 
organizations to be answered is what kind of coordination methods are to be used 
to control the interdependencies within those chains when managing their activities 
(Xu & Beamon, 2006). As joining diverse players in the supply chain can result in the 
formation of challenges when it comes to coordination (Ritala, Hurmelinna-
Laukkanen & Natti, 2012). 

Since this research study deals with coordinating the supply chains of humanitarian 
organizations and commercial agencies with the aim of meeting the same end goal 
of saving lives, therefore, barriers and challenges between both entities are 
guaranteed to arise.   

In their article (Arshinder et al., 2008) state that the supply chain involves many 
activities, which are also viewed as complicated that can cause for challenges to 
arise within the coordination practices of the chain, hence to meet those 
shortcomings the members and parties involved in the supply chain should 
coordinate together, in the sense where the activities arranged between the supply 
chain should be such as each group is aware and informed about the practices of the 
other involved group or groups. 

In general coordination mechanisms in the supply chain can be distinguished and 
dependent on four characteristics which are: resource sharing structure, decision 
style, level of control and risk/reward sharing. Thus the type of coordination 
mechanism chosen would solely depend on the organization itself and in what 
setting it functions, taking into consideration that coordination and risk cost need to 
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be maintained at a minimum level (Xu & Beamon, 2006). Hence, in this research 
study, barriers of coordination in the supply chains of commercial agencies will be 
viewed internally as well as externally.   

Figure 2.1 by (Arshinder et al., 2008) gives a general overview about the practices 
and engagements of coordination in a supply chain. As there are many activities in 
the supply chain, coordination then is a necessary system to join and bring together 
different entities and actors in the organization thus allowing the actors in the 
supply chain to coordinate together (Arshinder et al., 2008). (Fugate et al., 2006) 
emphasize on the point that coordination is considered as the central and most 
important part of the supply chain. 

Figure 2.1 below will provide a better understanding of the value of the supply chain 
coordination and its classifications and hierarchal positions, as coordination 
mechanisms are extremely vital to tackle the barriers within a supply chain. Hence, 
this research study is looking to understand those coordination mechanisms in the 
supply chain so as to have a clearer understanding of the barriers that can arise. The 
main barriers within commercial agencies can be caused by the lack of procurement 
coordination, warehousing/inventory coordination and transportation coordination 
as discussed by (Balcik et al., 2010). These factors will be examined more deeply in 
the following sections. 

It is extremely difficult to define coordination only according to one terminology. 
The lack of it will cause poor supply chain performance, incorrect forecasting, and 
excessive inventory and will lead to customer discontent. If coordination is managed 
successfully in the supply chain, this will lead to the removal of excessive inventory, 
lead times will be reduced, sales will increase, customer service will improve, 
manufacturing costs will be low, demand uncertainty will be controlled, customers’ 
satisfaction will be enhanced, and revenue will increase (Arshinder et al., 2008). 

As shown in figure 2.1, in a typical supply chain classification includes many 
coordination categories that highlight the importance and efficiency of supply chain 
coordination, and how these coordination schemes are applied during day to day 
incidents (Arshinder et al., 2008). 
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                                    Figure 2.1: Arshinder et al., 2008 

Role of coordination in supply chain and various models indicates that through 
examining the factors causing problems in the supply chain members, a need to 
invent coordination models and theories is created that will address those issues.  

Coordination across functions of supply chain refers to the four coordination factors: 
inventory, forecasting, logistics and product design which are formed in a supply 
chain in order to sustain the progress of the supply chain, however successful 
results will arise if some of these factors are coordinated mutually. 

Coordination mechanisms in the classification, highlights the fact that many 
coordination mechanisms such as joint decision making, IT, contracts, sharing of 
information and resources and risk sharing would enhance coordination.  

Empirical case studies suggest that there is need for having more coordination 
empirical analysis studies in order to find out what coordination methods work 
best. 

Coordination at interfaces of supply chain indicates that coordination can be 
optimized if the present processes in the supply chain coordinate together, such as 
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procurement production, production inventory, production distribution and 
inventory distribution. Decisions in these regards if taken mutually and with the 
consultation of other entities would lead to optimization of coordination levels. 

Furthermore, (Balcik et al., 2010), state that the words coordination and 
cooperation are used and referred to in the literature synonymously, however, some 
literature differentiates between the two words as the effect of the word depend on 
the kind of relationship that the organizations and agencies coordinating together 
have. As coordination mainly target toward the processes and operations involving 
decision making, division of tasks and the cluster concept such as (food, water, 
sanitation and information technology) (Balcik et al., 2010). 

In fact many authors have seen coordination from a supply chain perspective and 
this is evident in their definitions of supply chain management. (Fugate et al., 2006), 
compiled some of these definitions by different authors as shown in Table 2.1below. 
As these definitions of supply chain coordination give the reader a better 
understanding of coordination. Moreover, in commercial supply chains coordination 
practices as cited by (Fugate et al., 2006) are highlighted and defined as the 
coordination of the traditional business functions within and across the business 
supply chains (Mentzer et al., 2001), and the coordination and management of 
sourcing, flow and control of materials (Mentzer et al., 1998).   
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Table 2.1: Definitions of Supply Chain Management 

Source adopted from (Fugate et al., 2006) 

2.2.1 Vertical coordination versus horizontal coordination 
Put into practice, the context of “coordination” has various understandings and 
interpretations within the relief environment. For instance, coordination may 
possibly refer to source of information and dissemination, decision-making 
centralization, regional division of tasks and conducting joint venture projects 
(Balcik et al., 2010). In general there are two main types of coordination “vertical 
coordination and horizontal coordination” between organizations as seen in table 
2.2. In this research the vertical type of coordination will be addressed as it is more 
relevant to this study. 

Table 2.2: Horizontal Coordination vs. Vertical Coordination 
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Source adopted from (Jensen et al., 2009) 

Jensen et al., (2009) argued that “Vertical coordination” happens when at least two 
organizations share their responsibilities, resources and information to supply 
somewhat similar information to end consumers. An example of this would be the 
coordination with national or local authorities that include state organizations, local 
civil society and other relevant organizations (Humanitarian reform, 2006). Or if an 
NGO cooperates with a transportation company (Balcik et al., 2010). The aim of the 
coordination is to make sure that humanitarian responses construct on regional 
capacities, ensuring suitable links with local and national authorities, state 
organizations, local civil society and other relevant actors and finally, to ensure the 
proper coordination and information exchange with them.  However, the structure 
of coordination at national level is regularly limited since national authorities 
occasionally lack resources and experience. In the humanitarian field coordination 
has been enhanced but still remains at a low level. In an emergency response phase, 
there is a competition for national infrastructures and resources since supplies sent 
from all around the globe are left unmanaged with local coordination teams (Maon 
et al., 2009). 
 
This research study aims to look into the barriers that surface in the vertical 
coordination of humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies supply chains 
in disaster supply chain management. 
 
To fully investigate the barriers of coordination in humanitarian organizations and 
commercial agencies supply chains, the next section will look more closely and 
explore the structure of these supply chains in terms of vertical coordination.  

2.3 Coordination in commercial agencies 
For firms to make a substantial increase in profit, a need for reliable and efficient 
coordination practices is required to be developed internally and externally of their 
supply chains, where this competitive advantage would play as a main factor for 
profit maximization (Simatupang, Wright & Sridharan, 2002). As the main aim of the 
supply chain in commercial agencies is to make profit by bringing together and 
coordinating the independent players (Singh, 2011), also, to figure out ways in 
regards to how to coordinate the members of the whole chain so that the end aim of 
profit maximization is achieved. As the mutual presence of coordination among the 
different players in the chain would lead to substantial benefits in terms of 
operational development within the chain, where logistical costs would be reduced 
and profit maximization attained (Simatupang et al., 2002). Also coordination can 
aid in managing and organizing interdependencies and to reducing uncertainties 
(Arshinder, Kanda & Deshmukh, 2009). However, lack of coordination would cause 
substantial losses and shortcomings such as high inventory cost, long lead times, 
high transportation cost and lower customer service (Simatupang et al., 2002). 

In their article (Akhtar, Marr & Garnevska, 2012) state that in commercial agencies 
coordination mechanisms extend to joining together the main actors of commercial 
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organizations such as suppliers and retailers, where coordination takes the form of 
managing skills, people and processes and sharing the benefits and risks incurred. 
Coordination practices between different independent firms would also be among 
the manufacturers, suppliers, retailers, etc. Where the efficiency and effectiveness of 
the coordination can be measured by the level of customer satisfaction, and levels of 
innovation and quality (Singh, 2011). 

Furthermore, in commercial agencies and the private sector coordination activities 
extend to managing the portfolio of customers, customer priority, conflict 
resolution, building infrastructure, information systems, training programs and 
communication (Akhtar et al., 2012)  

2.3.1 Coordination Structure in Commercial Supply Chain: A general Approach 
In their book (Langley et al., 2009) indicate that the typical supply chain can take the 
form of the figure represented below which will give a better understanding of 
supply chains.  

Supply Chain Management can be considered as the channel for the flow of 
products, materials, services, information and financials, from the supplier’s 
suppliers to the customer’s customers after passing through many organizations, 
where the end aim is to deliver the goods and services to the consumer in the most 
efficient and effective way possible (Langley et al., 2009). The three main flows in a 
typical supply chain are product/services, information sharing and financial flow.  

 

 

                                                            Figure 2.2: Langley, et al., 2009 

Products/Services are an important factor in the supply chain, since customers 
expect to have their goods and services delivered in the right quantity, the right time 
and in perfect condition. 
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Information flow is also a crucial factor in the supply chain as it is an indicator of the 
success of supply chain management. Information sharing in the supply chain is a 
great tool for delivering timely information and for reducing uncertainty.   

Financial flow or cash in the supply chain is characterized as the payment for the 
goods and services provided, hence faster and leaner supply chain will indicate a 
rapid financial turnover and flow since all the cash flow activities run smoother 
when customers receive timely orders and companies collect their bills faster 
(Langley et al., 2009). 

2.4 Coordination in Humanitarian Organizations 
Responding to humanitarian needs, operations lead by the humanitarian 
organizations must be based on the principles of humanity, neutrality and 
impartiality (Tomasini and Van Wassenhove, 2009b). These three factors constitute 
the main principles that humanitarian operations should be based on (Tomasini & 
Van Wassenhove, 2004), where humanity implies that human beings should be 
protected and their dignity preserved, impartiality entails that aid should be granted 
to those in need with no discrimination, and neutrality involves providing relief 
without being bias to any party or a group of people.  

 

 

                       Figure 2.3: Tomasini and Van Wassenhove, 2004 

 

The main goal of coordination in a humanitarian relief context is to react to 
disasters of man-made or natural kind effectively and efficiently, where the 
consequences of such disasters can be translated to death, famine and water 
drought and other substantial damages (Akhtar et al., 2012). Logistics and 
transportation play a major role when it comes to humanitarian organizations, 
therefore improving logistics and transportation systems and services would act as 
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a catalyst for reducing costs related to operations and to improving services 
(Dolinskaya et al., 2011). 

Hence coordination of organizations and agencies is of dire need and importance as 
only one organization is unable to respond to the needs and wants of the people 
affected by these disasters (Akhtar et al., 2012). 

In times of disaster numerous organizations come together and share their 
resources and skills having the end goal of supplying basic human items and needs 
such as water, shelter, medicine and etc to those in need (Akhtar et al., 2012). Hence, 
coordination practices in the humanitarian context can be challenging and difficult 
due to the fact that the motive of humanitarian agencies is not to make profit 
(McLachlin & Larson, 2011). Unlike commercial agencies, humanitarian 
organizations do not look to gain governmental or economic power (Sandwell, 
2011). Furthermore, challenges of humanitarian coordination arise due to the fact 
that there is a lack of command and control practices (McLachlin & Larson, 2011; 
Tomasini & Van Wassehove, 2009a). 

In humanitarian relief chains coordination in the supply chain can be translated to 
recruiting and paying workers, managing volunteers, staff, information, 
communication, funds, accounts and building relationships with partners in the 
governmental an non-governmental sectors (Akhtar et al., 2012). However, there is 
no financial motivation behind the coordination (Tomasini & Van Wassehove, 
2009a). 

Also, unlike the commercial agencies, in humanitarian relief situation locations of 
the disaster is not known up until there is a need for demand.  Information in 
regards to transportation and supply chain often times is incomplete or mostly 
unreliable, aid operations are unstructured and there is a deficiency in coordination 
practices within the NGOs (Russell, 2005). 

2.4.1 Coordination Structure in humanitarian supply chain 
According to (Akhtar et al, 2012) the coordination structure within the 
humanitarian relief chain is as shown in figure 2.4. The arrows inside the box 
symbolize the flow of money, goods and transportation and the arrows constructed 
at the outskirt of the figure indicate the flow of information in the humanitarian 
supply chain.  Also, the horizontal lines inside the figure indicate information 
sharing between the stages involved, whereas the vertical lines indicate information 
sharing within the involved NGO departments. The humanitarian relief chain as 
shown in the figure is composed of donations, pre-positioned warehouses, thus 
moving to ports of entries, central warehouses, then to  local warehouses and finally 
distributing to the receivers, the other two boxes of the lower left hand side consist 
of local purchases and direct supplies to beneficiaries.  
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Figure 2.4: Akhtar et al., 2012 

In the primary stage, first donations are received from diverse origins and locations, 
be it governmental, individual or from commercial agencies (Akhtar et al., 2012). 
However, contrasting the business supply chain, humanitarian supply chain is 
unbalanced as complications and impediments usually arise at the receiving stage, 
mostly due to the fact that these donations are provided by the government, and 
second because there is a high competition between donations coming from private 
benefactors (Gray & Oloruntoba, 2006) and often times donated items received do 
not match the needs of the beneficiaries. There has to be a pre-organized 
partnerships between aid donors and agencies, making sure that those donors don’t 
send unsolicited and improper aid articles by well meaning donors such as in the 
case of Sri Lanka, where their airport received 288 freighter flight, that caused more 
disorder in the airport by blocking the airport warehousing space (Thomas & Fritz, 
2006). 

Monetary donation gained is used to acquire different kinds of aid supplies and 
materials, where the purchased supplies are stored in warehouses, thus moved to 
ports of entries located close to the sea or the airport, hence moved to the central 
warehouse, where supplies are transported to the local warehouses of the country 
needing aid. (Akhtar et al, 2012). 
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Partnership examples would also be Coca-Cola with the Red Cross, and also other 
humanitarian organizations, where Coca-Cola provided bottled water and used its 
own network to deliver the goods to the area struck by disaster (Thomas & Fritz, 
2006). 

As for the lower two boxes in the lower left side of the figure, they indicate that 
goods in the form of relief items and donations are purchased by organizations 
examples would be NGO’s and such where the relief items are sent to the local 
warehouses, and also some relief supplies are directly purchased by the donors and 
immediately distributed to the beneficiaries (Akhtar et al., 2012). 

2.4.1.1 Centralized coordination versus Decentralized coordination 
There are two kinds of coordination in terms of humanitarian logistics, the 
centralized system and the decentralized system (Dolinskaya, Shi & Smilowitz, 
2011). 

The centralized system according to (Dolinskaya et al., 2011), consists of one 
organization or a group that would be responsible to control and command all 
operations related to logistics, accumulates the needed information, executes a 
decision and expects all the parties involved to follow the decision. Such examples 
would be UN agencies, where they have a centralized authority to take action in 
regards to decisions related to logistical coordination. As mentioned in their article 
examples would be when the 2000 floods that happened in Mozambique where the 
main centralized actors were WFP and UNHCR, where they took control of logistical 
decisions arranged transportation vehicles and delivered supplies to the area 
(Dolinskaya et al., 2011). Another example of a centralized approach to logistics 
would be IFRC ‘s approach in 2006 when coordinating responses to disasters by 
centralizing information from its headquarters in Geneva, before transmitting 
information to the suppliers (Gatignon, Wassenhove & Charles, 2010). 

The attendance of a local authority or entity that is eager to operate as a central 
coordinator is a very significant dynamic influencing the relief operation tasks, in 
terms of advocating the style of coordination by command (Charles, Lauras & 
Tomasini, 2010). Another reason for leading a centralized approach is due to the 
fact that some humanitarian actors refuse to partner up with each other regardless 
of them sharing the same principles and values (Charles et al., 2010). 

Also, Scheider (1992) in her article stated that emergency responses by the 
governments are approached from a bureaucratic perspective, examples of such 
bureaucratic systems is the United Nations Department of Humanitarian Affairs 
(UNDHA), which acts in a centralized way to bring together governmental and non-
governmental organizations during relief situations.  

Hence, the downside part of bureaucratic approach can be translated to 
decentralization of knowledge, centralization of decision-making, overlooking 
external information and failing to commit to a specific action (Takeda & Helms, 
2006). 
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Decentralization of knowledge and centralization of decision making implies in the 
sense where bureaucratic management style strongly depend on decisions based on 
a group approach, where also information tend to be codified, and people also tend 
to become specialists in a specific and limited position. Hence the need for 
knowledge sharing becomes prominent, since knowledge reduces uncertainty, thus 
delaying the concept of fast and timely decision making (Takeda & Helms, 2006). 

In centralized bureaucracy, relying on information sharing in a centralized manner, 
results in difficulties for implementing external information and resources, hence 
this makes responding for emergency situations more complicated and difficult 
(Takeda & Helms, 2006). 

This research study will be addressing humanitarian organizations that fall under 
the UN umbrella such as WFO, OCHA and UNICEF. Hence these organizations are 
prone to be bureaucratic.  

The decentralized system in general and in humanitarian organizations is when 
logistical decisions are not conducted by one main player or actor only, decisions 
are expected to be agreed upon by consensus where each party involved decides 
what information and responsibilities to share, thus logistical coordination becomes 
decentralized among all the organizations and agencies involved, each making their 
own decisions as to when to coordinate (Dolinskaya et al., 2011). Decentralization 
can be viewed as the inclination to scatter decision making process in an orderly 
way (Koontz and Weihrich, 1990), where a decentralized approach towards 
information allows for fast and easy transmission of data and information on all 
levels (Cole, 1989). 

Moreover, decentralization helps with making decisions timely, efficient and 
organized throughout the supply chain, where each chain makes their own decisions 
given that each member in the department has knowledge and information about 
the other members in the supply chain (Yu, Yan, Cheng, 2001). 

The UN proved to not have enough and sufficient capabilities to lead a centralized 
system approach during humanitarian crisis, then it is arguably more favorable if 
UN acted as a facilitator amongst different organizations and agencies instead of 
being the centralized coordinator. Therefore it is suggested that a decentralized 
approach to humanitarian relief coordination is of more relevance when conducting 
coordination. An example would be when IFRC adopted a decentralized approach in 
their supply chain, where stock was available in their regional logistics units, in 
tactical locations in the globe, supported by a central management team in the 
Geneva headquarters, where the duty of these regional logistics unites was to 
deliver, mobilize and procure stocks in nearby strategic geographical locations 
(Gatignon et al., 2010). 
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2.5 Areas of coordination barriers between commercial agencies and 
humanitarian organizations  
Numerous companies decide to take part with humanitarian aid operations because 
they have seen how disasters negatively affect their business flow. Moreover, 
businesses have been experiencing a lot of pressure from consumers and employees 
to advocate corporate social responsibility and citizenship, where such an 
involvement would promote and demonstrate a positive image and reputation of 
their firms (Thomas & Fritz, 2006; Tomasini & Wassenhove, 2009). Also, Tomasini 
and Wassenhove, (2009), emphasize on the point that partnerships between the 
private sector and humanitarian agencies are of utter importance, as humanitarian 
organizations are keen that the private sector can tremendously help them with 
pulling resources and offering professional advice, demonstrating responsible act 
toward society. 

2.5.1 Barriers of coordination in the commercial sector 
Barriers in the supply chain can be on many levels of which are organizational, 
intra-organizational, and inter-organizational (Fawcett, Magnan, & McCarter, 2008). 
They can also be internal and external, in the sense where the barriers in the supply 
chain can stem from either internal business process  planning failure or can be 
external in the sense where the internal processes lacks the capabilities  to examine 
and check the environment outside (Richey, Chen, Upreti, Fawcett, & Adams, 2009). 
According to (Tomasini & Wassenhove, 2009), the commercial supply chain may 
have many flows of which are material, information, and financial. Material in the 
sense of product movement from supplier to buyer, information flow refers to 
tracking and tracing, and financial refers to payment schedules and etc.  

Balcik et al., (2010) argued that fundamental characteristics of coordination 
mechanisms normally use to coordinate logistics methods in three parts in 
commercial supply chains which are (procurement coordination, 
warehousing/inventory coordination and transportation coordination). In this 
research study, I would argue that lack of these factors will create internal and 
external coordination barriers for commercial agencies supply chains. 
  

 Procurement coordination: Balcik et al., (2010) demonstrate that supply chain 
effectiveness can be increased if the parties in the procurement process are 
coordinated involving internal and external players such as supplier and 
buyers relationships and alliances with other parties.  
 

 Warehousing/inventory coordination: Coordination can be enhanced if 
inventory and warehousing activities are managed, where this can be 
achieved more effectively if commercial agencies outsource to third-party 
logistics providers (3PLs) Balcik et al., (2010).  
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 Transportation coordination: Transportation coordination can act as a key to 
improve the whole of the supply chain as efficient and fast transportation 
would make the end users and customers satisfied Balcik et al., (2010).  

 

2.5.2 Barriers of coordination in the humanitarian sector 
As humanitarian cooperation practices can be on three levels, international level, 
national level and field level. In the first level, governments, donors and UN Security 
Council are involved. In the national level local authorities and government, military 
and NGO’s are involved, on the third level workers from the humanitarian field and 
aid receivers are involved (Tomasini & Van Wasenhove, 2009b). 

The main characteristics of humanitarian logistics that can also be considered as 
challenges can be described as “the concept of demand unpredictability, suddenness 
of demand, high stakes associated with on time delivery, and lack of resources that 
extend to issues such as supply, people, technology, transportation, and financing” 
(Balcik and Beamon, 2008). Thomas and Kopczak (2005), argue that the main 
challenges can be caused by the lack of ability in recognizing the significance and 
effect of logistics, a shortage or lack of staff, inadequate use of technology, lack of 
institutional learning and collaboration. Also, uncertainty, complexity and rapid 
change are considered as challenges (Kent, 2006). 

The flows of the humanitarian supply chain would also be the exact ones mentioned 
for the supply chain of commercial agencies which are material, information and 
financial, in addition other barriers would constitute of people and their knowledge 
and skills involved in humanitarian operations. (Tomasini & Van Wasenhove, 
2009b). 

According to (Tomasini & Wasenhove, 2009b), the highlighted humanitarian 
challenges that can act as barriers to the chain are: ambiguous goals, impact, levels 
of influence, political-humanitarian relations, funding, willingness, and consent.  

Another major barrier for humanitarian organization is Technological skills of their 
staff, since often times humanitarian organizations face difficulties when trying to 
implement aid in emergency situations, hence it is suggested that the application of 
SAP-LAP model in humanitarian supply chains is found to be very useful in 
understanding various operation issues. The SAP-LAP application gives better 
insights about the status of the activities currently done on the internal and external 
levels of humanitarian supply chains (Lijo & Anbanandam, 2012), especially since 
humanitarian supply chains are characterized by uncertainty, since  every disaster 
brings new set of actors with different resources and commitment levels (Tomasini 
& Van Wasenhove, 2009b). Also, it takes humanitarian logisticians a longer time to 
adopt and learn new skills, since they rotate from their positions on 5 year bases 
(Bollettino and Bruderlein, 2008). 
This leads us to believe that adopting IT, information technology, and information 
system skills are crucial for the success of humanitarian organizations (Tchouakeu 
et al., 2011). 
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This is related since often times NGOs employ staff for only a short period of time, 
where afterwards the staff transfer to another country. This doesn’t create the need 
for having Skilled logisticians, which is another coordination barrier in the 
humanitarian logistics context, since lack of experienced humanitarian logisticians 
will cause problems and hinder the fast process of decision making in critical 
situations (Lijo & Anbanandam, 2012). Therefore, improved logistical skills are 
crucial for humanitarians, as logistical skills highly impact performance in the 
humanitarian context Tatham, Kovács Larson (2010).   
A summary of coordination barriers in humanitarian organizations is given below: 

 Knowledge and information sharing: In humanitarian logistics it is difficult to 
share knowledge on different levels of an organization, where knowledge 
needs to be accurate, timely and not costly. (Pettit et al., 2009) demonstrate 
that lack of solutions to humanitarian problems occur because technical 
knowledge is substantially missing amongst humanitarian agencies and 
corporations, thus this leads to generating negative consequences.  

 Politics of the local government of a country: As relief organizations interact 
with authority figures on many levels, the majority of humanitarian 
organizations are obliged to follow the rules, laws and regulation of the 
country they are sending aid to and operating in, and some governments of 
countries may decline the sent aid and would forbid the humanitarian aid 
workers to enter the country and deliver aid items or services (Balcik et al., 
2010). 

Factors having an effect on coordination practices in humanitarian supply chains 
that can also be viewed as barriers according to (Balcik et al,2010) are, number of 
diversity actors, donors expectations and funding structure, competition for funding 
and the effects of the media, unpredictability, resource scarcity/oversupply and cost 
of coordination.  

 Number and diversity of actors: Coordination barriers occur in humanitarian 
relief chains due to the concept of many humanitarian organizations who 
share the same vision and mission of helping others come together and clash 
culturally, geographically, linguistically and politically (Balcik et al., 2010). 

 Donor expectations and funding structure; competition of the media: Donors 
expectations, sometimes agencies do not meet their specific contractual 
obligations, and in most cases funding by private donors is extremely difficult 
to obtain (Balcik et al., 2010) as donations granted are based on competition 
(Tomasini & Wasenhove, 2009b). Usually, when those agencies receive 
donations the donors place restrictions as to what types of activities the 
money is to be spent on (Balcik et al., 2010), as there are limited resources to 
finance humanitarian coordination practices (Tomasini & Wasenhove,  
2009b). 
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 Unpredictability: Unpredictability is also a negative factor as the timing and 
intensity of disasters are not predicted before their occurrence, also, the 
regional infrastructure are not predicted in advance, therefore, this creates a 
challenge as to how to manage or what supplies are needed prior to the 
disaster (Balcik et al., 2010). Unpredictability of demand in humanitarian 
organizations is relevant in terms of timing, location type and size (Balcik 
and Beamon, 2008). Moreover, aid agencies can only exist temporarily as 
each time a disaster strikes a new humanitarian effort and new supply chain 
practices and endeavors are needed (Gray & Oloruntoba, 2006), especially 
since many disasters happen unknowingly without any previous notice. 

 Resource Scarcity/Oversupply: Another issue is the resource supply and 
demand, due to the unpredicted intensity and timing of the disaster and also 
because of lack of financial, humanitarian, and technological means it is 
extremely difficult to manage the relief process, as in many cases relief 
supplies lack in quantity or might be of different or unwanted goods. The 
opposite of this case can be an oversupply of goods, where substantial 
amounts of goods can be more than necessary and they lay in the airports or 
warehouses, thus creating difficulties and incurring extra cost (Balcik et al., 
2010). 

 Coordination cost: Coordination costs can be high due to the time and money 
involved; these costs also include staff salaries, travel and meeting costs 
(Balcik et al., 2010; Tomasini & Wasenhove, 2009). 

Also, (Overstreet et al., 2012), mention some complexities that humanitarian 
organizations face such as:  

 Trained Logisticians: There is a lack of professional humanitarian logisticians 
who are capable of planning, evaluating and coordinating humanitarian relief 
operations (Overstreet et al., 2012). 

To give the reader a general overview about the distinction of both entities being 
researched the next section proceeds with identifying the differences between 
commercial supply chains and humanitarian supply chains. 

2.6 Commercial supply chain versus Humanitarian supply chain  
To distinguish between commercial agencies’ and humanitarian organizations’ 
supply chains, it is noteworthy to start this section with highlighting their 
differences.  

In commercial supply chains the focus is concentrated on the end user or customer 
of the supply chain, since suppliers are considered as the main source of income that 
benefit and profit the whole chains respectively (Gray & Oloruntoba, 2006). Where 
logistics related to business typically and often times deals with prearranged and 
pre known factors of businesses, examples would be suppliers, buyers, 
manufacturers etc, and the ultimate end goal is profit maximization (Kovács & 
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Spens, 2007). Conversely, in the humanitarian supply chain the end user at the 
lowest tier, has no control over the supply chain as they are the ones receiving aid. 
Where the end goal for humanitarian logistics is to diminish or lessen the suffering  
of vulnerable people (Kovács & Spens, 2007), and unlike commercial supply chains, 
suppliers are the ones to be satisfied instead of the customers since they are the 
main  donors who fund humanitarian aid endeavors(Gray & Oloruntoba,2006).  

Contrasting the commercial supply chains, humanitarian supply chains involve 
working with an unprepared and informal group of organizations in circumstances 
of difficult and unpredictable nature (Overstreet et al., 2011). Sharing the same view 
is Wassenhove (2006) emphasizing on the point that unlike logisticians who work in 
the private sector, humanitarian logisticians are always encountered with the 
unknown, and these unknown factors block and hinder the process of aid, these 
factors consist of: time, place/location of disaster and the intensity or severity of the 
disaster. 

Moreover, humanitarian organizations and relief agencies are mostly financed by in-
kind donations and cash through voluntary contributions, governments and non-
governmental organizations (Gray & Oloruntoba, 2006). 

2.7 Discussion of the theoretical framework 
To give a brief summary of the theoretical framework that has been commenced 
thus far, it is important to give the reader a general overview about the structure 
used in theory.  

In a nutshell, the chapter starts with definitions of important terminologies that are 
being used in this research study, afterwards a general and holistic overview is 
given about the concept of coordination in the supply chain proceeding with an 
explanation about the horizontal and vertical coordination with a particular 
emphasis on vertical coordination and the reason behind its choice. The chapter 
proceeds with a distinction between commercial supply chains and humanitarian 
supply chains. Then coordination is viewed separately from the view point of 
commercial agencies, where also an explanation about the structure of coordination 
in commercial agencies is provided. Thus proceeding to coordination structures in 
humanitarian supply chains and reaching to possible areas of barriers of 
coordination between humanitarian organization and commercial agencies. 

From the frame of reference, research in this area shows that there is a substantial 
and strategic difference between the supply chains of humanitarian organizations 
and commercial agencies. The sources in the literature review have been compiled 
by various authors who discuss the differences that can also be translated to 
barriers between humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies. Literature 
indicates these barriers are the main reasons as to why humanitarian organizations 
and commercial agencies have difficulties with coordination when delivering aid in 
times of disaster. Hence, the main themes discussed in regards to the differences in 
the supply chains are borrowed from the following authors Balcik et al., 2010; Balcik 
and Beamon, 2008; Pettit et al., 2009; Overstreet, et al., 2010; Gray and Oloruntoba, 
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2006; Kovács & Spens, 2007; Tomasini & Van Wasenhove, 2009b; Tatham, Kovács & 
Larson, 2010; Bollettino and Bruderlein, 2008; Lijo & Anbanandam, 2012. Also, 
about centralization and decentralization in relief chains (Dosinkaya, et al., 2011), 
and bureaucracy Scheider (1992). Hence the differences and barriers of 
coordination are highlighted by the following factors: Organizational Objective; 
Structure, Management Style; Personal and Logistical Skills; Technological skills; 
Transportation; Unpredictability; Knowledge and Information sharing and Source of 
Finance.  

The reason behind choosing to compile some factors that are considered as barriers 
to coordination between humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies from 
different authors view point is due to the fact that finding only one model to base 
the analysis of this study on was not an easy task to accomplish. Hence, it was seen 
more fit and appropriate for this case to introduce more than one source that 
discusses coordination barriers from the perspective of humanitarian organizations 
and commercial agencies and compile what the different authors have discussed on 
this topic, however it is noteworthy to mention that not all factors mentioned by the 
different authors have been included in this study, simply because some factors 
were irrelevant for being considered as a vertical coordination barrier and second 
because some factors were repeated more than once in more than one source of 
literature. Thus in this research study the most relevant factors or characteristics 
that have been considered as barriers of coordination between humanitarian 
organizations and commercial agencies have been chosen and constructed in table 
2.3 . 

The factors stated in table 2.3, would help create structure and analyze the data 
introduced in the empirical part as it will be used as basis for the actual 
coordination barriers in the empirical part and answer the research question that 
states: What are the barriers of vertical coordination between humanitarian 
organizations and commercial agencies in disaster supply chain management. 

The purpose of this table is to highlight the differences in the supply chain 
characteristics of humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies that can 
create coordination barriers in times of humanitarian emergency situations when 
delivering aid, hence factors that act as barriers of coordination are stated in table 
2.3.  The table is developed by bringing factors introduced by different authors after 
an extensive literature review conducted on both humanitarian organizations and 
commercial agencies.  
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Table 2.3: Differences between Humanitarian Organizations’ and Commercial 
Agencies’ Supply Chains that can cause coordination barriers 

Supply Chain 
characteristics 

Humanitarian  

Organizations 

Commercial 

Agencies     

Organizational 
Objective   

Saving lives Profit maximization 

Structure Bureaucratic  Autonomous/Semi –
autonomous  

Management style Centralized/Decentralized Centralized  

Personal 
skills/Logisticians  

Not very experienced Experienced   

Technological skills Average Sophisticated  

Transportation  Not very experienced Experienced   

Unpredictability Unpredictability in 
managing supplies and 
supply chains  

Supply chains is 
managed well  

Knowledge and 
information sharing  

Knowledge is difficult to 
share on different levels 
of an organization  

Knowledge sharing is 
smoother and less 
complicated  

Source of Finance Mostly donations Profit, self-finance   

 

Organizational Objective: can refer to the main purpose of each entity. 
Humanitarian organizations have the common objective of aiding and assisting 
people in their survival (Kovács & Spens, 2007), having the aim of not generating 
profit (McLachlin & Larson, 2011). Conversely, commercial agencies’ objective is 
profit maximization (Kovács & Spens, 2007).  

Structure: Organizations that fall under the UN umbrella and governmental 
organizations tend to be bureaucratic in nature (Scheider, 1992).  Conversely, 
commercial supply chains can have the characteristic of being autonomous or semi-
autonomous (Kuei, Madu and Lin, 2002).  

Management style: UN agencies often times lead a centralized management style, 
where a command and control approach would be executed when conducting 
logistical operations, accumulating information and executing decisions (Dolinskaya 
et al., 2011). The humanitarian organizations interviewed in this research study fall 
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under the UN umbrella. A decentralized approach is when decisions are scattered 
and dispersed in an orderly manner (Koontz and Weihrich, 1990). 

Personal Skills/ Logisticians: Humanitarian Organizations tend to lack skillful 
logisticians in their supply chains to carry out disaster operations (Overstreet et al., 
2012). Conversely, commercial agencies have experienced and trained logisticians. 

Technological skills: humanitarian organizations need to apply advanced 
technological skills to their supply chains that would make internal and external 
coordination of humanitarian supply chains smoother (Lijo & Anbanandam, 2012). 
Conversely, commercial agencies are more experienced. 

Transportation: Information in regards to transportation in humanitarian supply 
chains often times is considered incomplete and not reliable (Russell, 2005).  Also 
last mile transportation in times of disaster can be of a challenge (Balcik et al., 
2012). Where humanitarian organizations are not as developed as the 
transportation systems of commercial agencies, since for commercial agencies 
transportation accounts for a significant percentage of gains in the commercial 
supply chain (Balcik et al., 2010). 

Unpredictability: Humanitarian organizations can be very unpredictable as  timing, 
location, and magnitude of disasters are unpredictable and can occur suddenly 
(Balcik and Beamon, 2008). Moreover, regional infrastructure is unpredicted, hence 
managing supplies can be extremely challenging (Balcik et al., 2010). Whereas in 
commercial agencies, logistics often times deals with prearranged and pre known 
factors  (Gray & Oloruntoba, 2006).   

Knowledge and Information Sharing: In humanitarian organizations there is a lack 
of technical knowledge (Pettit et al., 2009), also humanitarian supply chains 
frequently lack suitable information management systems (Tomasini & Van 
Wasenhove, 2009b). Thus, information seems to be missing. Conversely, commercial 
agencies have excelled in developing appropriate information and communication 
platforms (Tomasini & Van Wasenhove, 2009b), where knowledge is dispersed 
rapidly and systematically. 

Source of Finance: Humanitarian organizations are driven and financed by donors 
and donations, where funds are not always available on time (Tomasini & Van 
Wasenhove, 2009b). In other words humanitarian organizations and relief agencies 
are mostly financed by in-kind donations and cash through voluntary contributions, 
governments and non-governmental organizations (Gray & Oloruntoba, 2006). 
Whereas, businesses depend on customer demand (Tomasini & Van Wasenhove, 
2009b), and are self financed, since the main aim of commercial agencies is to 
maximize profit (Kovacs, and Spens), and suppliers are considered the main source 
of their income (Gray & Oloruntoba, 2006).  
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3 Methodology  
This chapter addresses the research approach, methods, and strategy applied with the 
justifications of their choice. Starting with a brief introduction about the research 
approach and then explaining why specific and certain styles of research methodology 
have been favored and used. Also, the concepts of validity and reliability will be 
discussed as well. 

3.1 Theoretical Approach: Inductive versus Deductive 
Walliman (2011) explains that research is about finding information that hasn’t 
been established before thus advancing the boundary of knowledge in the research’s 
specific field. In general terms research is carried out so as to investigate and come 
up with new interesting facts. After using the correct methodology, the researcher 
shall add validity to the conclusion indicating that the knowledge created after 
conducting the research is based on reason and thorough analysis (Walliman, 2011).  

There are two kinds of research approaches: inductive and deductive. The inductive 
approach is the oldest and most commonly used approach by researches (Walliman, 
2011). It is when research is structured and approached from a detailed case thus 
moving to collecting and accumulating facts, hence proceeding to theory (Kovács & 
Spens, 2005). Where inductive theories remain very close to empirical data and 
follow their lead (Graziano & Raulin, 2004). 

Deductive approach is when the researchers start with a general statement, that are 
broken down to smaller arguments, thus arriving to detailed conclusions (Walliman 
2011). To give a simpler explanation of this approach (Kovács & Spens, 2005) clarify 
that “deductive research follows a conscious direction from general law to a specific 
case.”  Where this approach does not create a new discipline or science, but tests the 
already existing one (Kovács & Spens, 2005). The concept of deduction theory 
highlights the process of deduction from constructs in the form of hypothesis, thus 
the data attained is tested empirically by means of research (Graziano & Raulin, 
2004). 

The current research study is based on deductive approach since it is more 
appropriate and fitting in the context of humanitarian and commercial logistics. The 
research question drawn was examined from previous literature, and most of the 
theories discussed were already existing ones and were used in various 
humanitarian logistics research papers, articles and journals.  

3.2 Research Method: Quantitative versus Qualitative 
To give a brief explanation about Quantitative and Qualitative data, Walliman 
(2011), explains that Quantitative analysis deals with numbers and mathematical 
processes such as statistics where data can take the form of nominal, ordinal, 
interval or ratio measurement procedures. The main purpose of quantitative data is 
to: measure, make comparisons, examine relationships, make forecast, test 
hypotheses, construct concepts and theories, explore, control and explain 
(Walliman, 2011). 
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Qualitative research emphasizes on the validity of meaning of the structure and the 
holistic analysis of the research. Qualitative research is not about finding the 
objective truth, but rather the truth through the lens of the researcher. Qualitative 
research does not use the concept of probability sampling, rather qualitative 
research methods is used to develop theories from data collected and accumulated 
during the research (Burns, 2000). 

However, one of the major setbacks and limitations of qualitative research is the 
time factor that is involved in collecting, analyzing and interpreting the data. Also, 
another setback that the author mentions is that when conducting qualitative 
research the interviewers gestures would affect the respondents reaction to the 
answers causing the data collected during the interview process to be prone to bias 
analysis (Burns, 2000). 

Qualitative data requires substantial amounts of time due to interviews, since it is 
not always easy to schedule timely interviews and frequently the interviewee might 
not always be helpful in answering questions or responding to e-mails if the 
interview is conducted through the cyber world. Therefore, it was decided for this 
particular research on coordination between humanitarian organizations and 
commercial agencies to conduct a qualitative research approach as this was more 
suitable for the purpose of this study and would generate answers based on the 
theoretical framework of this research as the thesis resumes. 

3.4 Interview Guide: structured, semi-structured and unstructured 
Interviews are essential as they are basic methods associated with qualitative 
research. There are four types of interviews, the structured interview, the semi-
structured interview, the unstructured interview, and the group interviews Grix 
(2004). 

Structured interviews contain predetermined questions to the respondent and the 
answers generated are written down or typed on the computer by the interviewer. 
The same procedure is followed by other interviewees, thus eventually results of the 
questions answered can be compared to each other, analyzed and examined and put 
in order statistically. Structured interviews can also take the form of e-mails or the 
phone Grix (2004). The Semi-structured style introduces interview guides that can 
be structured by setting up an interview schedule (Shaw, 1999).  As for the 
Unstructured interview, the interviewer asks more detailed questions, however the 
questions would not follow a specific order. The advantage of this type of interview 
is that the interviewer has a better understanding of the answers and in a position 
to discover and unlock unexpected answers Grix (2004). Moreover, unstructured 
interviews focus on a specific topic (Shaw, 1999). 

Citing Holstein and Gubrium. 1995:56, (Shaw, 1999) states that, the active interview 
has two main objectives, first is to accumulate information in regards to what is the 
conducted research about, and second to explain how information and facts related 
to that specific topic is constructed. 
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However, one of the disadvantages of an interview is that it is time consuming and 
that it is not proper to interview more than one person at a time due to the fact that 
the given answers by the respondents might not be independent and will contain 
bias answers, and in some situations individuals instead of having their own opinion 
would follow the opinion of the majority of the group (Mitchell & Jolley, 2007). Also, 
there is this concept of interview bias, where the interviewer would affect the 
answers of the respondent through non-verbal gestures or even verbal 
communication. Another bias is that the participant will be trying to leave an 
impression on the interviewer, thus give socially acceptable answers that would 
result in making the interviewer think highly of them (Mitchell & Jolley, 2007). 

For the purpose of this research study the structured and semi-structured types of 
interviews will be conducted with the humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies. Interviews via e-mail have been carried out with DHL and WFP. 

3.5 Data Acquisition: Primary Data and Secondary Data 
There are two kinds of data, primary data and secondary data.  Primary data is 
when the researcher collects data through observation, experiments and etc (Sharp, 
Peters, Howard, 2002), where the data demonstrates the truth of the study 
(Walliman, 2001). Secondary data is when data has previously been collected by 
others (Sharp et al., 2002). Data can be collected from books, newspapers reports 
articles, etc (Walliman, 2001). 

In this research study, primary data has been collected through semi-structured and 
structured interviews with humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies as 
this serves the purpose of this study. Secondary data has been collected through the 
internet, libraries and websites of the organization and agencies interviewed. 

3.6 Research Approach and study design 

3.6.1 Multiple case study approach 
This study is based on exploratory case study approach. Exploratory research asks 
questions concerned with “what?” and “why?” Hence, after asking those questions, a 
variety of methods are put into practice in order to check if the matter under 
investigation is true or not (Wisker, 2001). Case study is defined as a research 
strategy that seeks to understand the dynamics present within a single setting. A 
typical case study approach consists of data collection methods, interviews, 
questionnaires and observations (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

This research study is based on a multiple case study approach since the research 
under investigation proposes the question of “what” are the barriers of vertical 
coordination between humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies during 
the preparation and immediate response phases in times of disaster when 
delivering aid. Hence, the purpose of this study is to acquire in depth understanding 
of barriers that occur between humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies since there are ample amounts coordination barriers during those phases. 
Multiple cases from different humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies 
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will be interviewed and analyzed to test the theory presented earlier in this study. 
As (Benbasat, Goldstein & Mead, 1987) explain, multiple- case study is used when 
the intention of the research is to describe, build or test theory, where multi-case 
designs permit the cross- case  analysis of the theory presented in the study, thus 
generating generalized research results and outcomes (Benbasat, Goldstein & Mead, 
1987). 

The choice of the methodology used serves the purpose of the thesis and 
investigates the research questions brought forward. Moreover it provides the 
ability to comprehend and understand the relationships between the barriers of 
coordination between both entities (humanitarian and commercial). An exploratory 
approach is adopted since little is known in literature about barriers of vertical 
coordination between humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies.  

3.7 Case selection and data collection 
The UN bodies or agencies have been collaborating with the private sector for many 
years (Tesner, 2000). Partnerships, according to the definition of the World Bank, is 
defined as “An agreement to work together, for common goals, with all parties 
committing resources (financial, technical, or personnel) to agreed activities, with a 
clear division for responsibilities and distinct accountabilities for achieving these 
goals.” However, this terminology stated by the World Bank also means 
partnerships with governments and the civil society. For partnerships to succeed 
they have to be based on transparency and loyalty (Tesner, 2000).  

For this research study, humanitarian organizations that fall under the UN umbrella 
such as (OCHA, WFP and UNICEF) have been selected to be interviewed and from 
the commercial agencies (DHL and TNT). OCHA, WFP and UNICEF, have been 
decided to be contacted since these humanitarian organizations are major actors in 
the humanitarian field when it comes to delivering aid and responding to the people 
who have been victims of disasters. DHL and TNT have had long partnerships with 
the humanitarian organizations. 

Interviews conducted for this study are stated in table 3.1 below. 
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Table 3.1: Interview Guide 

 

3.7.1 Selection of Humanitarian organizations 
The selection of humanitarian organizations in this research study such as OCHA, 
WFP, and UNICEF-Supply Division, are initially based on my interest in regards to 
how humanitarian organizations are currently involved in relief emergency 
situations, particularly after the many natural and man-made disasters that have 
occurred recently, and also since these humanitarian agencies have been major 
players during catastrophes when delivering aid and assistance to areas struck by 
disaster. When a humanitarian emergency situation takes place WFP, OCHA and 
UNICEF are the first humanitarian organizations to act and delve into aiding those in 
need. 

However, it is noteworthy to mention that it was extremely difficult to attain 
interviews from the humanitarian organizations since for the majority of the time it 
was more challenging to make them answer the interview questions and address 
the specific “barriers” of coordination that occur with commercial agencies. Also, it 
was extremely challenging to schedule interviews with humanitarian organizations 
due to the fact that they have hectic and busy schedules.  

In December 1991, resolutions were adopted in regards to what humanitarian aid 
organizations should be based on when providing assistance on the bases of 
neutrality, humanity and impartiality as the sovereignty of the state needing aid is 
taken into consideration, since aid should be given by humanitarian agencies only 
after the consent and compliance of the country calling for aid (Weiss & Daws, 
2007). Most of times the organizations mentioned previously fulfill this criteria, 

Organization/Agency 
Interviewed 

Respondents Interview type Interview 
date 

Duration Transcribed 

OCHA Anonymous  Semi-structured 12/4/2012 40 
minutes 

Yes 

TNT Laurens 
Ruster 

Semi-Structured  18/4/2012 30 

minutes  

Yes 

UNICEF-Supply 
Division 

Paul 
Molinaro 

Semi-Structured 12/6/2012 30minutes Yes 

WFP Anonymous Semi-
Structured/Structured 

20/7/2012 Open 
ended  

Yes  

DHL Chris Week Semi-
Structured/Structured 

31/7/2012 Open 
ended  

Yes 
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hence the selection criteria of these organizations is based in light of this argument, 
especially since OCHA, WFP and UNICEF are the first humanitarian organizations to 
be on the field providing relief aid in times of emergency.  

3.7.2 Selection of Commercial agencies 
Tesner (2000) states UN agencies can select commercial partners that share 
common values and goals. The critical issue for UN organizations for their selection 
criteria stems from and revolves around the issue of value. Commercial agencies 
cooperating with UN agencies should comply with the main UN charter. UNDP and 
UNICEF are one of the agencies that would not cooperate with companies who are 
involved or engaged in any form of manufacturing, selling or distributing tobacco, 
weapons, or alcohol, or any commercial organizations that have indirect or direct 
connection to gambling, illegal involvement of financial practices, drug trafficking or 
any activities that have to do with child labor or discrimination be it sexual, racial or 
ethnic (Tesner, 2000). 

Moreover, some UN agencies prior to cooperating with commercial agencies have a 
checklist for potential commercial partners which would be approved only after a 
thorough ethical background check, where they have to pass it so as to be selected 
for partnerships, these selections are based on ethical behaviors of corporate social 
responsibility demonstrating a deep level of mission commitment (Tesner, 2000). 
Based on this TNT and DHL pass this criteria and have been selected to coordinate 
with humanitarian organizations.  

The selection of DHL and TNT has been based on the fact that both commercial 
agencies are major partners of OCHA and WFP, and that they have long term 
partnerships with the humanitarian agencies mentioned. Moreover, these 
commercial agencies are experienced and have thorough logistical backgrounds. 
When viewing secondary data, it was obvious that these commercial organizations 
have been aware about corporate social responsibility. However, it was extremely 
difficult to contact other commercial agencies and conduct interviews with them 
since the process is time consuming and the majority of the contacted people were 
unwilling to answer the interview questions.    

3.8 Research Validity and Reliability 
It has been suggested by (Yin, 2003) that there has been four ways of tests that act 
as foundation for the empirical research. These fours tests are: construct validity, 
internal validity, external validity and reliability. Constructing validity emphasizes on 
the point of using the accurate method or process for the study being conducted 
(Yin, 2003). In this study, relevant documents and websites have been examined, 
consulted, and looked at, also interviews have been conducted with the parties that 
have been crucial for humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies, thus 
creating triangulation. However, it is noteworthy to emphasize that gathering 
secondary data, has been extremely helpful in strengthening and reinforcing the 
data gathered about the humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies. 
Before the final report has been issued, the respondents received a draft of the 
report where they have added their feedback and gave helpful comments that has 
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contributed to the finishing of this study. Internal validity is not relevant in this 
study since this study is exploratory in nature, and internal validity is applicable for 
explanatory studies. And most of the times qualitative research does not deal with 
relationships of cause and effect nature (Johnson, 1997). External validity is relevant 
in this study since the concept deals with findings that can be generalized in a case 
study (Yin, 2003). External validity in this study is strengthened through the created 
interview guide that has been read by the supervisor and some colleagues who have 
provided feedback in regards to the formulation of the interview questions.  
Reliability implies that this research case study if conducted again, then the same 
conclusions should be arrived at (Yin, 2003).  To insure the reliability of this study 
the answers to the interview questions have been looked at by the respondents after 
the questions have been recorded in the empirical part.  Also all the answers to the 
questions and the documents used to arrive to the research answers are saved and 
kept. Moreover, one of the main features of reliability is to minimize the number of 
errors and biases that was presented in the study (Yin, 2003).  
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4. Presentation of Empirical Findings 
This chapter is divided into two parts. In the first part a brief introductory background 
will be given on commercial agencies and humanitarian organizations interviewed. 
The second part includes findings and results where findings will be connected to the 
theoretical background and the research question will be answered.  

4.1 Commercial Agencies  

4.1.1 Case 1: TNT 

4.1.1.1 Case 1: TNT- Background and Relief Operations of TNT 
TNT is one of the Commercial agencies used in this study and Mr. Laurens Ruster 
was the respondent to this interview. Mr. Ruster is the Global Programme Manager 
Partnerships in TNT. 

The 33 years old Ken Thomas first established K.W. Transport in Australia in 1946, 
and then in 1958 K.W Transport altered its name to Thomas Nationwide Transport, 
where the name TNT is born (tnt, 2012). TNT is a mail delivery and express service 
company with headquarters in The Netherlands.  

TNT Express is very keen on their commitment to corporate social responsibility, 
examples would be their partnership and coordination with WFP that has officially 
began in 2002 as Ruster explained when in 2002 the CEO of TNT at the time Peter 
Bakker originally came up with the idea of partnering up with WFP, as it was the 
best potential partner to help fighting hunger around the globe. Where TNT will aid 
WFP with the skills, knowledge and resources to fight against hunger worldwide, 
since, as Ruster explained TNT has professional business logisticians that can help 
WFP with the needed skills, experience and expertise. However, the problem does 
not only extend to food scarcity, the biggest complication is related to how to 
distribute the food at the right time and the right place, thus TNT’s expertise in 
supply chain and distributions makes the process of feeding the hungry an efficient 
one, also the expertise of TNT helps WFP to minimize cost and save the lives of as  
many people as possible (tnt, 2012). 

TNT has engaged in many relief and emergency operations, especially during the 
2012 Haiti earthquake and Pakistan floods and the 2011 Japanese tsunami. 
Moreover, TNT is involved in delivering aid together with WFP to locations such as 
West Africa, South Sudan and Cambodia, said Ruster. The total amount of operations 
up until 2012 has reached to responding to 45 cases of emergency. Where within 24 
hours after the occurrence of a disaster TNT extends aid by sending out logisticians 
and specialized personnel to the field, also secures aircrafts and provides 
warehousing services to storing the emergency goods and aid kits. In the past ten 
years TNT invested on relief operations with WFP approximately around 51 million 
Euros (tnt, 2012). 
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4.1.1.2 Barriers to Coordination in Relief Operations 
The barriers of vertical coordination between TNT and their current partner WFP, 
Ruster explained that the partnership had more struggles in the beginning years 
when both entities first started coordinating together as both had different 
organizational cultures .The nature of the culture is a barrier as TNT, being a private 
company is naturally profit driven, whereas WFP is not motivated by the same 
factor.  However, both entities strongly share the same goal and mission of fighting 
hunger. 

Other coordination barriers between TNT and WFP is that, WFP being a 
humanitarian organization lacks logistic skills that TNT has, as TNT is a logistical 
company and has the reputation of having expert and skillful technical logisticians 
who are professionals in their field such as transportation, warehousing and 
inventory management, as commercial agencies in general are more action oriented 
and have the tools and ability to tackle those issues, that humanitarian 
organizations otherwise fail to address successfully.  

Another prominent barrier that Ruster explained between TNT and WFP is that TNT 
is mainly driven by Key Performance Indicator (KPI’s) as any other private 
company, where in times of disaster TNT is more keen on knowing how many 
airplanes or trucks to send to areas struck by disaster and how much time the 
delivery would take, what road conditions are present and how can food be 
delivered through the infrastructure, humanitarian organizations do not speak that 
same language, or seem to be lacking expertise in the KPI’s area. 

TNT is expert in logistics skills and knows how to deliver food that is in the trucks  
more efficiently and effectively as in some underdeveloped and developing 
countries infrastructure can be of a challenge and as Ruster stated “We are 
experienced within the infrastructure that is there” since TNT works in a more 
developed world and has the necessary logistical skills to deal with and address 
such shortcomings.  

Another barrier to coordination is that agencies that function under the United 
Nations tend to be more bureaucratic in nature thus coordination can be based on 
such an aspect, an added shortcoming is that UN employees and staff have a culture 
of rotating and relocating their staff every 4 years and in TNT that is not common, 
said Ruster. 

Ruster, explained that striking partnerships and coordinating with humanitarian 
organizations and in TNT’s case, partnerships with WFP can be of extreme 
challenge, especially in the beginning stages, as there are matching problems when 
selecting what humanitarian organizations to coordinate with.   

Ruster, highlighted that many factors are involved that can be considered as 
barriers to coordination between both entities WFP and TNT, since humanitarian 
organizations and commercial agencies differ in nature, one being money oriented 
and the other being driven by profit. Knowledge is another barrier, as TNT is more 
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organized and commands orders more strategically and in a centralized manner and 
knowledge and information are dispersed systematically throughout the chain. KPI’s 
is a big barrier as WFP does not deal with KPI’s and TNT is a KPI driven company.  

As for suggested solutions on how to improve coordination barriers between TNT 
and WFP, Ruster stated that in the past years coordination with WFP has been 
smoother since both entities are more used to each other’s business functions, 
however there is room for improvement in the area of knowledge sharing, learning 
and cultural understanding.  

 

4.1.2 Case 2: DHL 

4.1.2.1 Case 2: DHL -Background and Relief Operation of DHL 
DHL is also one of the Commercial agencies used in this research study and Mr. 
Chris Weeks was the respondent to this interview. Mr. Weeks is the Director for 
Humanitarian Affairs in DHL. 

DHL first started operating and delivering express mail in 1969. The founders of 
DHL were Adrian Dasley, Larry Hillblom and Robert Lynn. They first started 
transporting documents in the states mailing door –to- door delivery from San 
Francisco California to Honolulu Hawaii and hence DHL has become a globally 
operated enterprise (dhl, 2012). 

Currently, DHL is one of the world’s leading logistics companies, where it provides 
tailored services for transporting goods, letters and other items (dhl, 2012). 

DHL has entered into a strategic disaster management partnership with the United 
Nations Co-ordination Agency (UN OCHA), where DHL assists by aiding those who 
are affected by natural disasters and catastrophes. DHL aids the United Nations by 
sending trained employee volunteers to help at airports affected by the inevitable 
surge in passengers and air freight which occur after a disaster. It also helps with 
disaster preparedness through a partnership with United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP). DHL and UNDP organize training programs for key airport staff 
in vulnerable locations on how to prevent freight and passenger bottlenecks at 
airports after natural disasters (dhl, 2012).  

During the disaster phase, DHL contributes through preparing their staff and 
logistical personnel, specialized in disaster management, who handle logistical 
emergency situations in the area struck by disaster. During the response phase, DHL 
sends their personnel within 72 hours after the occurrence of a disaster to provide 
on-site logistics services in handling and dispatching aid supplies (dhl, 2012). 
Moreover, as Weeks stated, DHL’s personnel help the airport to cope and handle all 
the aid items and air freight that are sent from various humanitarian donors.  

The mission of DHL in humanitarian relief operations is “to provide critical airport 
logistics services in the aftermath of a natural disaster” stated Weeks. He also 
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explained that the services provided by DHL volunteers are provided at no cost 
where DHL extend their aid in times of emergency and disaster situation to less 
developed countries. He also states that to be effective, it is critical for a commercial 
company to have a strategic partner from the Humanitarian world.  Therefore, the 
main humanitarian organization that DHL currently coordinates with when 
delivering aid items is UN OCHA, who acts as DHL’s sponsor and long term partner. 
Co-ordination also takes place with WFP, as WFP leads the logistics cluster. 
Regarding short term partnerships where coordination lasts for only few days, DHL 
can coordinate with any NGO or Church groups such as WVI, CARE, Mercy Corps, 
THW, Oxfam, IFRC and its national societies, or UN agency including WHO, UNHCR, 
UNICEF, etc, where DHL helps with ground handling, temporary storing and 
reloading trucks with goods and relief items from the disaster airport.  

In times of emergency DHL deploys a team of 8-12 experienced personnel and 
logisticians to assist with handling the shipments arriving at the disaster airport, 
directly after the occurrence of a natural or emergency situation. The main focus of 
DHL is to provide logistical aid on the ground at the airport such as managing 
inventory, warehousing and dispatching of items, rather than providing air or road 
transportation services. 

4.1.2.2 Barriers to Coordination in Relief Operations  
Weeks explained that when coordinating with humanitarian organizations DHL’s 
vertical coordination extends to provision of information on status of relief goods, 
inventory and warehousing management. 

Weeks also stated that barriers of coordination with humanitarian organizations in 
times of emergency situation can extend to “different management style” of both 
entities, since as stated by Weeks:” corporations (and the military) tend to make  
decisions from the top down, while NGO’s and UN Agencies are more consultative and 
have flatter hierarchies”. Another barrier is discipline of humanitarian organizations 
in sticking to a single role, in the sense where DHL is focused on one goal of (airport 
logistics) and will not interfere with areas that humanitarian organizations are more 
qualified to execute, hence avoiding “mission-creep”. Moreover, he explained that 
commercial agencies are more focused on measuring inputs and outputs, working 
out exactly what capacity they can handle, whereas, humanitarian organizations 
often times struggle with the concept of putting scarce resources into this practice. 
Another difference that can act as a barrier is the concept of efficiency, while DHL 
looks to achieving and improving their supply chains, staying ahead of their rivals 
and maximizing their profit, humanitarian organizations are more concerned with 
getting the job done during a disaster or emergency situation, and unlike 
commercial agencies are not concerned with generating profit. Another difference 
between DHL and other humanitarian organizations as stated by Weeks is that 
commercial agencies are based on a clear command structure: “companies have 
many and clear levels of command, much like the military, while NGO’s are flatter, 
more democratic, with many voices being heard.”Another characteristic that acts as a 
barrier is information and communication sharing, as DHL is better at handling 
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information, using the gathered information, introducing adjustments and future 
improvement to their information and communication systems so as to share 
information more clearly timely and efficiently. In humanitarian organizations 
information sharing might not be as efficient or timely as commercial agencies.  

Other barriers Weeks explained between DHL and the humanitarian organizations 
can be due to the difference in the overall objective or mission of both entities, DHL 
being a commercial agency and a profit oriented entity has not much in common 
with humanitarian organizations which have a main goal of saving lives. This is 
caused by a difference in the working environments and work culture of commercial 
agencies and humanitarian organizations. However, this misconception by 
humanitarian organizations might not always be correct as commercial agencies are 
motivated by other factors such as Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), employee 
motivation through participation and most of all saving lives and aiding those who 
are in need in an emergency situation.  Other barriers of coordination that can be 
viewed as challenges that Weeks explained stems from the fact that commercially 
oriented objectives of some companies create lack of trust and integrity between 
humanitarians as they view commercial organizations as entities who are driven by 
profit maximization, Moreover, “Lack of discipline by humanitarians can lead to 
claims of poor reliability of humanitarians especially when shipping aid items, poor 
information management and lack of inventory management” stated Weeks.  

Weeks, mentioned that “continually providing airport logistics at ALL natural 
disasters is DHL’s way of slowly breaking down the trust and reliability barriers that 
seem to exist between humanitarian and commercial companies”  

Moreover, coordination between both entities can be strengthened through 
programs or partnerships that encourage commercial agencies and humanitarian 
organizations to learn from each other. However, unfortunately those partnerships 
often times weaken due to lack of funding and lack of employee interest in engaging 
in humanitarian causes.  

4.2 Humanitarian Organizations  

4.2.1 Case 3: OCHA- Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 

4.2.1.1 Case 3: OCHA-Background and Relief Operation s of OCHA 
The conducted OCHA interview took place in New York and the respondent asked to 
remain anonymous.  

OCHA is an inter-agency body acting under the United Nations and is in charge of 
responding to people who are in need in times of emergency and crisis by 
coordinating humanitarian actors and NGO’s when delivering aid (unocha, 2012). 
The main mission of OCHA is to deliver aid and to answer the needs and challenges 
that the globe faces, in other words OCHA is an instrument that gathers and 
organizes actors in the humanitarian field within the national and international 
arena having the main aim of easing the sufferings of human beings in situations of 
emergency and in times of disaster (Basic Facts about the United Nations, 2011; 
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p.24). OCHA coordinates national and international response, they don’t distribute 
aid, the agency just brings actors together, to discuss, plan, provide information to 
actors, and analyze given information with the aim of helping the government and 
the people involved with the needed information.  However, this is done through 
needs assessments, contingency planning and the organization of humanitarian 
programs (Basic Facts about the United Nations, 2011; p. 24).  

OCHA is known to have these characteristics: partnership, service providers, 
reliable and professional. 

In the partnership aspect, OCHA calls for and organizes partnerships that are based 
on mutual trust and respect in times of natural or man- made emergency, bringing 
together humanitarian agencies in the field and facilitating partnerships with actors 
from both the international and national actors. As a service provider OCHA 
provides services responding to the needs of clients, helping partners coordinate 
together thus improving and supporting humanitarian agencies with their decision 
and providing them guidance. When it comes to the third characteristic of reliability 
and professionalism, OCHA is reliable with sending people and personnel to 
locations of the disaster upon its occurrence with efficient and practical solutions to 
address the issue at hand (unocha, 2012). 

4.2.1.2 Barriers to Coordination in Relief Operations 
The OCHA respondent stated that OCHA has an ongoing cooperation and legal 
agreements with DHL, so that when disasters occur DHL can deploy their trained 
staff to the airport and receive relief efforts. DHL trains people to receive aid items 
from various organizations or from donations, and distribute it to people in need in 
times of emergency.  

The OCHA respondent noted that coordination with DHL when it comes to logistics 
extends to consultation. OCHA consults DHL in assessing how aid needs to be 
facilitated to the areas struck by disaster. 

Mainly there is no coordination barrier as DHL has the necessary logistical tools to 
execute deployment, spread personal expertise and provide knowledgeable 
information. However, some gaps of coordination do stem from the fact that one 
entity is humanitarian organizations and their first instinct is to help people, 
whereas, the other is financially motivated, and because of CSR the private sector is 
realizing their responsibilities to help in humanitarian matters.  

The OCHA respondent stated that there is no or little coordination barrier, as OCHA 
has a long partnership with DHL, and their relationship is based on long term trust. 
The relationship between both entities is very structured and managed efficiently 
and effectively, since coordination between both entities depends on trust, visibility 
and transparency. The OCHA respondent has emphasized on the point that DHL has 
been very responsible, having extremely specialized logistical skills in delivering aid 
to the areas struck by disaster.  
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The respondent made it clear that their coordination barriers are not barriers, but 
challenges, as the culture of both entities differ in terms of one is profit oriented the 
other is motivated by humanitarian actions, other cultural problems extend to the 
concept of agencies under the UN can be highly bureaucratic. However, coordination 
between both entities when delivering aid proves to be efficient since both share 
their different perspectives and learn from one another. 

When asked what specific barriers OCHA has with DHL during coordination when 
delivering aid, the answer received is that coordination is based on equal respect 
and the main problem can be that sometimes DHL would decide not to deploy aid, 
leaving OCHA to bear the financial costs. 

4.2.2 Case 4: UNICEF- supply division 

4.2.2.1 Case 4: UNICEF-Background and Relief Operation of UNICEF 
UNICEF-supply division located in Copenhagen, Denmark is one of the humanitarian 
organizations used in this study and Mr. Paul Molinaro was the respondent to this 
interview. Mr. Molinaro is the Sr. Manager, of Change & Development. 

UNICEF was established in 1946 for the purpose of providing aid, food and health 
care for children who have been affected by World War II.  The provided funds 
through UNICEF are spent on humanitarian purposes and developmental aid for 
mothers and children in developing and underdeveloped countries (Basic Facts 
about the United Nations, 2011, p.36). 

Besides WFP and UNHCR, UNICEF is one of the three UN agencies that are involved 
in providing aid and assistance in situations of humanitarian crisis.  During crisis 
women and children are the larger number who make up refugees and Internally 
Displaced Persons (IDP), hence in such situations UNICEF acts alongside other 
humanitarian agencies and organizations to aid with developmental programs for 
areas struck by disaster, bringing aid and providing basic humanitarian services 
(Basic Facts about the United Nations, 2011, p.238). 

UNICEF supply division provides aid and procures supplies for children around the 
world. UNICEF supplies 5000 products that deal with children’s needs. In 2011 
alone, UNICEF secured supplies from all around the world worth $ 2.14 billion 
through open procurement (unicef, 2012).   

4.2.2.2 Barriers to Coordination in Relief Operations 
Molinaro, stated that UNICEF has many commercial partners and the main ones that 
UNICEF coordinates with are: DHL, Damco, Scan Global Logistics and Kuehne + 
Nagel. 

The current vertical coordination between UNICEF and the commercial agencies 
extend to contracts and services. However, UNICEF works on open bidding bases 
and since UNICEF is paying those agencies for their services and products then 
coordination barriers might not arise as much. UNICEF commands a centralized 
approach to partnership with commercial agencies this causes for coordination 
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barriers to be at a minimum level and since UNICEF pays those transportation 
agencies then companies have to follow UNICEF’s specific orders.  

Molinaro stated that coordination barriers between both entities stem from the fact 
that both entities’ the humanitarian and commercial trade patterns are different, 
they have different expectations and requirements. 

In regards to specific coordination barriers, it was stated that since UNICEF’s- 
supply division has a relationship based on contract services, then barriers of 
coordination are very little, since UNICEF knows what products and services it is 
receiving from commercial agencies when delivering aid to countries struck by 
disaster, and is aware of their efficiencies thus coordination resumes smoothly, 
however had the products and services been based on donations, coordination 
barriers would have been more complicated. The main coordination barriers can be 
embedded in the learning curve of organizations, the performance time, and 
acceptance error can cause issues since coordination mechanisms in itself in general  
leaves room for barriers stated Molinaro. 

It was stated that barriers of coordination in terms of culture and politics of the 
supply chain are overstated since there is a commercial relationship with UNICEF’s 
commercial agencies, coordination has been managed successfully. However, 
specific cultural barriers might arise during coordination if the relationship was 
based on partnerships where donations are involved as well. But since UNICEF’s 
relationship to commercial organizations is based on bidding, hence the best and 
most suitable commercial agency receives the bid. 

The main unavoidable coordination barriers that Molinaro stated are the cultural 
learning curve, since learning about each other’s work practices can take time, also 
there different performance levels and expectations and different environmental 
activities can act as a barrier, however technology and system integration is always 
an issue, but commercial partners are also expected to invest in integration of these 
systems as part of their contract, stated Molinaro. 

Molinaro stated that suggested solutions to the barriers of coordination between 
both entities would be achieved if humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies learned about the practices of each other. 

4.2.3 Case 5: WFP 

4.2.3.1 Case 5: WFP- Background and Relief Operations of WFP 
WFP is one of the humanitarian organizations interviewed in this research study, 
and the respondent asked to remain anonymous.  

The World Food Programme (WFP) is the largest humanitarian organization in the 
world, having the main aim of combating hunger globally. WFP was first established 
in 1963, and has ever since approximately spent $ 41.8 billion over programs such 
as emergency relief and development. At all times, WFP has 30 ships, 70 aircrafts 
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and 5000 trucks available, for the purpose of transporting food and other items for 
areas that need aid (Basic Facts about the United Nations, 2011, p.37). 

Also WFP is known to deliver food to its most complex emergency case, during the 
Haiti earthquake, which took place on January 2010, where in matters of hours after 
the catastrophe, food was supplied to thousands of effected people (Basic Facts 
about the United Nations, p.38, 2011). 

In times of disaster WFP is the first agency to be present on site, delivering food 
items to the victims of war and those affected by conflict, drought, earthquakes, 
hurricanes and natural disasters (Basic Facts about the United Nations, 2011, 
p.160). 

4.2.3.2 Barriers to Coordination in Relief Operations 
The representative on behalf of WFP stated that WFP logistics currently works with 
and have contracts with various air, sea, land and transport commercial companies 
when delivering aid in times of disaster. Also, WFP has moved cargo with shipping 
lines such as Maersk, NYK and APL, depending on the country of origin and where 
the cargo needs to be transferred to. Moreover, WFP has ongoing partnerships with 
many commercial agencies, and TNT is one. 

The logistics practices of WFP in the humanitarian aid context extend to procuring 
aid equipment and food items and non-food items, storing humanitarian relief aid 
items and transporting those items to areas that need humanitarian assistance (wfp, 
2012).   

The vertical coordination that WFP has with TNT extends to the concept of TNT 
offers in kind donations to WFP, also assists WFP with the training of logisticians, 
and coordinates with WFP to make the process of transportation a more efficient 
and effective one, especially during the onset of an emergency. 

WFP is constantly working on building partnerships be it short-term or long –term 
with commercial agencies, since many commercial agencies are concerned about 
their CSR practices and want to project a good image of their companies and be 
socially responsible. 

However, one of the main differences or coordination barriers between WFP and 
TNT would be related to financial decisions. Commercial agencies deal with financial 
decisions faster and more efficiently, and since the commercial sector does not 
function on donations, execution of decisions are conducted more rapidly. 
Moreover, commercial managers are able to approve new costs compared to WFP 
managers. Since WFP is not concerned with making profit out of these decision, for 
the main reason of being a humanitarian organization is not to generate profit, but 
to save lives by transporting and delivering “humanitarian aid” to those in need. 
Unlike, commercial agencies where they base their decisions on factors other than 
saving the lives of those in need.  
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However, it was stated that coordination barriers between WFP and commercial 
agencies are very little when delivering aid, as the barriers are considered 
challenges and not barriers. As in any other coordination practices especially during 
emergency situations there can arise many barriers.    

The respondent suggested that coordination barriers between humanitarian 
organizations and commercial agencies will improve, if both entities learned about 
the practices of each other. 
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5. Analysis and Discussion 
This chapter represents the analysis of coordination barriers that occur between 
humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies. The concepts and theories 
referred to in the frame of reference are used to explain the observations from the 
interviews.  The discussions following in this chapter are set in a way to answer the 
research question.  

5.1 Analysis framework 
“Coordination” in general terms suggests the fact that it is a very complicated and 
not an easy concept to achieve, especially when coordination takes place between 
two different entities that have different characteristics and nature. The main 
purpose of this research study is to identify barriers of vertical coordination 
between humanitarian organization and commercial agencies.  The empirical study 
in chapter four, according to the interviews conducted demonstrates the fact that 
coordination barriers between humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies differ on many levels and stages.  Hence, the analysis will be discussing 
how each of the factors involved in the supply chain contribute as a barrier factor 
when delivering aid. Moreover, the chapter proceeds by answering the research 
question that has been introduced in the beginning of this study by supporting the 
discussions through the reviewed literature. Additionally, the conclusions arrived 
through analyzing the data is hoped to support further research in regards to the 
topic of coordination barriers between humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies in times of emergency.  

5.2 Coordination barriers 
The groundwork of the analysis will be based on the factors that have demonstrated 
to act as major vertical coordination barriers between the supply chains of 
humanitarian organization and commercial agencies. These factors that are 
embedded in the supply chains of both entities are: Organizational Objectives, 
Structure, Management Style, Personal and Logistical skills, Technological skills, 
Transportation, Unpredictability, Knowledge and Information Sharing, and Source of 
Finance. These factors have been brought forward by accumulating what various 
authors and literature covered about coordination barriers that humanitarian 
organizations and commercial agencies face during their coordination practices.  
The vertical coordination factors that research showed is believed to be the most 
prominent barriers that hinder the process of aid, however if those barriers are 
tackled and addressed the process of delivering aid would prove to be more 
efficient.  

Coordination barriers in this research will be discussed and analyzed in light of 
table 2.3. Hence the most important barriers from the perspective of humanitarian 
organizations and commercial agencies interviewed will be discussed in separate 
tables.  
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Table 2.3: Differences between Humanitarian Organizations’ and Commercial 
Agencies’ Supply Chains that can cause coordination barriers 

 

Supply Chain 
characteristics 

Humanitarian  

Organizations 

Commercial 

Agencies     

Organizational 
Objective   

Saving lives Profit maximization 

Structure Bureaucratic  Non- Bureaucratic 

Management style Centralized/Decentralized Centralized  

Personal 
skills/Logisticians  

Not very experienced Experienced   

Technological skills Average Sophisticated  

Transportation  Not very experienced Experienced   

Unpredictability Unpredictability in 
managing supplies and 
supply chains  

Supply chains are 
managed well  

Knowledge and 
information sharing  

Knowledge is difficult to 
share on different levels 
of an organization  

Knowledge sharing is 
smoother and less 
complicated  

Source of Finance Mostly donations Profit, self-finance  

 

 

5.2.1 Coordination barriers from the perspective of commercial agencies  
Having taken table 2.3 into consideration when conducting interviews with the 
commercial agencies they claimed to face those barriers when coordinating with 
humanitarian organizations in times of disaster: Organizational Objective, 
Management Style, Structure, Personal and Logistical skills, Transportation and 
Knowledge and Information sharing.  

During the conducted interviews with the commercial agencies, barriers of 
coordination that have been highlighted are summarized in table 5.1 below. 
However, it is also noteworthy to mention that only two commercial agencies (TNT 
and DHL) have been interviewed as mentioned in Chapter three of this study.  The 
purpose of this table is to simplify to the reader the barriers to coordination from a 
commercial agency’s perspective. Hence, barriers of coordination that commercial 
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agencies have exhibited to have the following characteristics; Organizational 
Objective, Management Style, Structure, Personal and Logistical skills, Transportation 
and Knowledge and Information sharing.  

Table 5.1: Coordination barriers from commercial agencies’ perspective  

Supply Chain 
Characteristic  

Humanitarian 
Organization 

Organizational  
Objective 

Saving lives  

Management style  Centralized/Decentralized 

Structure Bureaucratic  

Personal 
Skills/Logisticians 

Not very experienced 

Transportation Not very experienced 

Knowledge and 
Information sharing 

Knowledge is difficult to 
share on different levels 
of an organization 

 
Respondents from the commercial agencies have stated that organizational 
objectives can cause a major difference between humanitarian organizations and 
commercial agencies, in the sense where commercial agencies are more focused on 
profit maximization(Kovács & Spens, 2007), since profit is generated by bringing 
together and coordinating internal and external independent players in the supply 
chain (Singh, 2011). Conversely, humanitarian organizations are more concerned 
with saving lives as that is the main aim of their mission Kovács & Spens (2007). As 
mentioned in the literature review, coordination practices in the humanitarian 
context can be challenging and difficult due to the fact that the motives of 
humanitarian organizations is not to make profit (McLachlin & Larson, 2011),  
commercial agencies currency translates to monetary value, whereas, for 
humanitarian organizations currency means saving lives of as many people as 
possible. Hence, the difference in the organizational objective between 
humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies constitute challenges that 
cause barriers of coordination between both entities.  
Coordination barrier between commercial agencies and humanitarian organizations 
can also be embedded in the Management style of both entities, humanitarian 
organizations often times lead a decentralized approach to their management 
practices (Dolsinkaya et al., 2011), UN agencies and governmental organizations 
have flatter hierarchies, and tend to have a consultative approach to decisions and 
consult many partners before executing a decision. Conversely, commercial agencies 
tend to make decisions in a centralized manner, from top to bottom. However, in 
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some emergency situations it has been argued that a decentralized approach to 
management by humanitarian organizations is proved to be more efficient, 
especially when coordinating with other players in the field, be it horizontal or 
vertical coordination (Gatignon, et al., 2010). Since decisions made are expected to 
be agreed upon by consensus, where each party decides what responsibility and 
information to share (Dolsinkaya et al., 2011). 
  
Another coordination barrier between both entities that was stated throughout the 
interview is caused by the structure of humanitarian organization. UN agencies and 
governmental organizations are bureaucratic in nature Scheider (1992), and more 
often they lead a centralized manner of dealing with their commercial or private 
partners, especially when a fast decision is needed to be made in regards to 
logistical or financial matters, as UN agencies execute a logistical decision and 
expect all the parties involved to follow their decisions (Dolinskaya et al., 2011). It 
has been argued that in centralized bureaucracy, relying on centralized information 
sharing can hinder the implementation of information coming from the outside, thus 
making it more difficult responding to emergency situations (Takeda & Helms, 
2006). 
 
Another argument presented by the respondents that act as barrier to coordination 
in times of disaster when delivering aid stems from the fact that  humanitarian 
organizations lack expert and experienced logisticians to carry the process of aid 
delivery at the needed time and exact place, since also research has shown that 
humanitarian organizations lack trained logisticians in this area (Overstreet et al., 
2012), making it harder for commercial agencies to coordinate efficiently with 
humanitarian organizations, as they have to heavily rely on their own trained 
personal logisticians. Lack of humanitarian logisticians in the humanitarian context 
can be due to the factor of uncertainty, since every disaster brings new sets of actors 
with different resources and commitment levels (Tomasini & Van Wasenhove, 
2009b). Moreover, since UN staff needs to rotate every five years, this creates a gap 
in learning new logistical skills, since employees do not stay at the same spot for a 
long time (Bollettino and Bruderlein, 2008). Moreover, there is a shortage of staff 
(Thomas and Kopczak, 2005). 
 
The respondents also referred to the fact that transportation can be a complicated 
issue for humanitarian organizations, since transportation with humanitarian 
organizations is incomplete and unreliable (Russell, 2005), especially last mile 
transportation in times of emergency (Balcik et al., 2010), since also in the 
humanitarian logistics context, logisticians are faced with unknown factors such as 
time, place/location and the intensity and severity of the disaster Wassenhove 
(2006), hence, this makes coordination with humanitarian organizations 
challenging since commercial agencies have to depend on their transportation skills. 
Logistics and transportation play a major role in humanitarian supply chains, 
therefore improving logistics and transportation services would reduce 
humanitarian operation costs and also improve services (Dolinskaya et al., 2011), 
where aid can reach to areas struck by disaster faster and more efficiently. It can be 
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argued that commercial agencies are naturally better in transportation as it 
accounts for a significant percentage of their profit (Balcik et al., 2010). Also, 
commercial agencies are more experienced with areas that have poor 
infrastructure. Moreover, they are experienced with warehousing and inventory 
management (Pettit et al., 2009). As commercial agencies know how to handle 
inventory, warehousing and procurement more efficiently, in the humanitarian 
context there is a lack of humanitarian logisticians who are capable of coordinating 
humanitarian relief operations (Overstreet et al., 2012) as one of the respondents 
noted when describing the Haiti experience “humanitarian organizations ordered 4 
Land Rover cars to bring aid to those affected by the disaster, and after the passage of 
two months the Land Rover cars were rendered useless in aiding the affected and 
delivering the necessary food and aid items , however, that specific commercial agency 
with only two Land Rover cars was able to aid people in a matter of days” simply 
because the commercial agency was more experienced with the infrastructure and 
the transportation roads even when the routes were completely destroyed and 
demolished. 

Answers by the respondents in regards to knowledge and information sharing 
confirmed that commercial agencies have a tendency to be more organized and 
share information in their supply chain in a centralized, structured and efficient 
manner, as commercial agencies have excelled in managing their information 
systems (Tomasini & Van Wasenhove, 2009b), whereas humanitarian agencies are 
not as practical and efficient in such matters, since information can be missing 
(Tomasini & Van Wasenhove,2009b), and this factor can act as a serious barrier to 
coordination in internal  supply chains of humanitarian organizations when 
vertically coordinating with another commercial agency. As literature also shows 
that technical knowledge sharing is missing in humanitarian organizations, and this 
leads to negative consequences amongst humanitarian logisticians (Pettit et al., 
2009).  

5.2.2 Coordination barriers from the perspective of humanitarian 
organizations  
Having taken table 2.3 into consideration when conducting interviews with the 
humanitarian organizations they claimed to face those barriers when coordinating 
with commercial agencies in times of disaster: Organizational Objective, Structure, 
Personal Skills and Logisticians and Source of Finance. 

During the conducted interviews with humanitarian organizations it was stated that 
coordination barriers between humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies stem from the fact that both entities have different expectations and 
requirements from their mission, as one is profit oriented and the other is 
concerned with saving lives (Kovács & Spens, 2007), in other words humanitarian 
supply chains and commercial Supply Chains differ in their motives and the realms 
at which they operate in (Lijo & Anbanandam, 2012). 
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However, barriers of coordination according to the interviewed humanitarian 
organizations are stated in table 5.2 below. Those characteristics are: Organizational 
Objective, Structure, Personal Skills and Logisticians and Source of Finance. 

Table 5.2: Coordination barriers from humanitarian organizations’ perspective 

Supply Chain 
characteristics 

Commercial 
Agency 

Organizational  
Objective 

Profit 
oriented 

Structure Autonomous/ 
Semi –
autonomous 

Personal 
Skills/Logisticians 

Experienced 

Source of Finance Self- financed 

 

The main coordination barrier that most of the humanitarian organizations 
emphasized upon when coordinating with commercial agencies is the 
organizational objective of each entity, since as explained before humanitarian 
organizations are not concerned with maximizing profit, they are more concerned 
with helping and aiding others, the humanitarian supply chain targets efficient flow 
of aid materials, information and services, in order to diminish and lessen the effects 
of disaster on the lives of others Lijo and Anbanandam (2012) . However, this is not 
viewed as a barrier, but more of a challenge to make the commercial agencies 
believe in the same cause. Due to the concept of CSR, commercial agencies are 
becoming more aware and conscious toward the society and have been coordinating 
with humanitarian agencies on a larger scale (Thomas and Fritz, 2006) since CSR 
positively affects the reputation of the commercial sector (Tomasini & Wassenhove, 
2009). Commercial agencies feel the need to participate in humanitarian relief since 
disaster affects their business flow (Thomas and Fritz, 2006). The respondents have 
demonstrated that non-commercial relationships between commercial agencies and 
humanitarian organizations face more barriers while commercial relationships 
between commercial agencies and humanitarian organizations face very limited 
barriers if any. Also, in the case of an emergency the main aim is to save lives stated 
one of the respondents where the concept of profit maximization during the specific 
operation is not discussed or addressed. 

The respondents have argued for and agreed on the concept that the bureaucratic 
structure of humanitarian organizations can act as a barrier during coordination, 
especially during decision making processes, as it takes humanitarian organizations 
a longer period of time to execute a decision (Dolinskaya et al., 2011), and answer 
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the requests and demands of the commercial agency since decisions require a long 
process and many approval steps need to be taken into consideration, consequently,  
commercial agencies entail and demand quick responses. Hence the bureaucratic 
approach by humanitarian organizations can result in decentralization of 
knowledge in their supply chain and centralization of decision making (Takeda & 
Helms, 2006), leading to inconsistent information flow between the involved 
parties.  

In regards to the third factor of personal skills and logisticians, some humanitarian 
organizations mentioned that they are in dire need of the logistical skills, as 
humanitarian organizations lack staff (Thomas and Kopczak, 2005). Commercial 
logisticians are more experienced and have the necessary skills and expertise to 
carry out the complex issues of delivering aid as they are more familiar with 
efficiently managing their supply chains. However, some humanitarian 
organizations stated that they have professional and trained logisticians who know 
how to manage the warehousing, inventory management and transportation 
mechanisms when delivering aid without the aid of commercial agencies, and in 
times of infrastructure deficiency these organizations can depend on local 
commercial agencies or rely on their own personnel to carry out the mission of 
delivering aid and food. However, it can be argued that since humanitarian 
organizations have the tendency to rotate their staff every 5 years, depending on the 
contract (Bollettino and Bruderlein, 2008) thus, this can affect the competence of 
their logistical skills since these logisticians are faced with uncertainty, as every 
disaster requires the involvement of different actors who possess different 
capabilities, skills and commitment levels (Tomasini & Wassenhove, 2009). And 
staff turnover in humanitarian organizations can hinder the process of learned 
lessons from these operations, thus creating a challenge for logisticians (Bollettino 
and Bruderlein, 2008).  

Additional challenges for coordination can be caused by the unpredictability, 
uncertainty and complexity of the disaster, as often times humanitarian 
organizations deal with unpredicted emergency situations (Overstreet et al., 2011). 
Moreover, humanitarian logisticians and commercial logisticians have different 
techniques to implementing their skills when a disaster occurs and coordination 
barriers occur in the learning curve when both entities are learning about the 
practices of each other, hence in order to increase the level of coordination 
efficiency between humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies, both 
entities can learn about each other and share their knowledge. As (Tomasini and 
Wassenhove, 2009b) emphasized on the point that partnerships and collaboration 
practices between humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies are of 
significant importance, since the private sector can help humanitarian organizations 
pull resources, and provide professional advice. Hence, this encourages learning 
about the practices of each other.  

Another barrier is the source of finance, as humanitarian organizations rely on in-
kind donations (Gray & Oloruntoba, 2006), and they are not self financed. This can 
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be a source of distress to many humanitarian organizations when making decisions, 
since financial resources are scarce, and often times those donation are granted by 
the governments or private donations, and as (Gray and Oloruntoba, 2006) argued, 
complications when receiving donations arise at the receiving stage as there is a 
high competition of donations provided by private donors. However, commercial 
agencies do not face problems when it comes to source of finance, since they are self 
financed and generate profit through the customers in their supply chains (Kovács & 
Spens, 2007). Therefore it is easier for commercial agencies to make financial 
decisions quicker in some cases, as one of the respondents stated: “Most managers 
in the commercial sector are able to approve new costs compared to humanitarian 
organizations logistics officer.” 

5.2.3 Similarities and differences of commercial agencies and humanitarian 
organizations perspectives 
Throughout this research study, it has been noted that there are similarities and 
differences as to how humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies deal 
with their logistics and supply chain process in times of disaster, and these 
similarities and differences can be translated to causes of barrier of coordination 
between both entities as it has been stated in the analysis section of this study.  

The empirical study conducted show that “coordination” was not an easy concept to 
tackle, leave alone when assessing and pinpointing coordination barriers that occur 
between the relationship that both humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies have. As a result, it was really difficult to get the respondents to exactly 
identify and confidently state those barriers.  

However, data from the empirical findings suggest that both entities view some 
coordination practices as barriers or “challenges” as some of the respondents have 
preferred to use the word “challenge” instead of barrier. Hence, challenges can be 
viewed as differences and not as barriers. 

5.2.3.1 Similarities between humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies 
Similarities between humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies in times 
of coordination can extend to the fact that both are concerned with saving lives, 
even though commercial agencies are more profit oriented. The noble intention of 
saving lives is demonstrated to be the cornerstone and the backbone cause for the 
coordination of both entities. However, some literature review has demonstrated 
that commercial agencies engage in humanitarian actions because they feel 
pressured from their consumers to advocate a good corporate citizenship image, 
demonstrating that they are socially responsible entities, (Thomas and Fritz, 2006), 
as CSR practices would positively affect the reputation of private companies 
(Tomasini & Wassenhove, 2009). 

However, when it comes to differences, humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies have many differences that act as barriers for their coordination in times of 
emergency situations. 
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5.2.3.2 Differences between humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies 
Main differences of coordination between humanitarian organizations and 
commercial agencies stem from the fact that both entities have different 
organizational objectives, humanitarian organizations are concerned with saving 
lives and helping human beings in their survival (Kovács & Spens, 2007), whereas 
commercial agencies are concerned with generating profit (Kovács & Spens, 2007; 
McLachlin and Larson 2011; Singh, 2011). Another major difference between 
humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies is due to the structure of both 
entities; humanitarian organizations are known to be more bureaucratic in their 
dealings with commercial agencies as they differ in their managerial styles and 
decisions (Takeda & Helms, 2006). Conversely, commercial agencies lead an 
autonomous or semi-autonomous structure (Kuei, Madu and Lin, 2002).   As for 
personal and logistical skills, interviewed respondents from the humanitarian sector 
agreed with the fact that they are in dire need of the logistical and technical 
capabilities of the commercial agency they are dealing with when delivering aid, 
since humanitarian organizations have shortage of staff in this sector (Thomas and 
Kopczak, 2005). However, some interviewed humanitarian organizations have 
stated that this factor might not be true as their organization has the best and most 
skillful logisticians. Literature also suggests that commercial agencies have more 
experienced logisticians and that there is an overall lack of trained humanitarian 
logisticians (Overstreet et al., 2012).  

Commercial agencies have stated that they are more skillful and trained when it 
comes to transportation of goods and services for humanitarian needs, however if 
humanitarian organizations adopted the transportation skills of commercial 
agencies then these organizations can be more competent in this area since 
improved logistics and transportation services in the humanitarian organizations 
would reduce cost and improve services (Dolinskaya et al., 2011). Some 
humanitarian organizations have stated that they are in need of the special 
transportation and warehousing skills of the commercial organizations, and other 
respondents stated that they are extremely capable and effective in managing their 
transportation, warehousing and distribution capacities without major help of the 
commercial agencies. There is a significant need for transportation coordination, as 
transportation is a key for improving the whole supply chain (Balcik et al., 2010). 
This comment also is applicable for the trained logisticians, as some humanitarian 
organizations have emphasized on the point that they are in dire need of skillful 
logisticians from the private sector and others strongly held the belief that they have 
capable logisticians. Other differences are reflected in the factor concerning the 
source of finance of both entities. Commercial agencies function by their own merit 
they are not in need of any donations as they are capable of making their own profit  
as they deal with prearranged suppliers, buyer and manufacturers (Kovács & Spens, 
2007), however, this factor might not be very true for humanitarian organizations as 
they for the most part depend on donations which are received from governments, 
individuals or the private sector (Akhtar et al.,  2012), and sometimes donations by 
the private sector can be difficult to obtain (Balcik et al., 2010), since also  
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humanitarian supply chains operate with lesser amount of funds (Lijo & 
Anbanandam, 2012). However, this statement is not true when organizations that 
base their selection of commercial agencies on bidding bases, as the humanitarian 
organizations have the upper hand of choosing their commercial agencies and select 
the needed aid items.  
Also some commercial agencies have stated that there is a difference in the way 
knowledge and information is shared through their supply chain, as it is more 
centralized and is carried out from top to bottom, whereas, some humanitarian 
organizations carry out this aspect in a more decentralized manner, and this affects 
the swiftness of information sharing in the supply chain. Moreover, there is a lack of 
technical knowledge in humanitarian organizations (Pettit et al., 2009). In the case 
of commercial agencies this is not an issue, since commercial agencies have excelled 
in developing knowledge information and communication platforms (Tomasini & 
Van Wasenhove, 2009b), causing knowledge to be scattered equally and smoothly. 

5.3 Suggested solutions from commercial agencies and humanitarian 
organizations to overcome barriers of coordination  
The  respondents stated that if both entities align their goals together, learning from 
each other and trying to exchange logistical and training knowledge, this can benefit 
the task and mission at hand which is to deliver aid more efficiently, faster and save 
the lives of as many people as possible. Other points emphasized by (Tomasini and 
Wassenhove, 2009) is that striking partnerships between humanitarian 
organizations and commercial agencies is of significant importance, since the 
private sector can help the humanitarian sector with their knowledge, expertise and 
advice. Hence if humanitarian organizations adopted the logistical practices of 
commercial agencies, they can improve their logistics and supply chain practices 
and conduct aid more efficiently and effectively. 
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6. Conclusions 
This chapter consists of the conclusions of this research study. Conclusions are made 
from analyzing the empirical findings from chapter four and also analyzing data from 
the frame of reference in chapter two of this study. Moreover, this chapter looks for 
answering the purpose and the research question brought forward in the beginning of 
the study. 

6.1 Summary of findings  
The main aim of this study has been to address and clarify the types of vertical 
coordination barriers between the supply chains of humanitarian organizations and 
commercial agencies in times of emergency situation when delivering aid.  

In this research study, literature has been borrowed from humanitarian 
organizations and commercial agency’s perspectives in regards to what are the 
possible barriers of vertical coordination between both entities when collaborating 
together in emergency situations. Hence literature covers definitions and 
terminologies used, where coordination has been viewed from a holistic 
perspective, thus narrowing down to coordination practices within the supply 
chains of commercial agencies and humanitarian organizations. The main barriers 
of coordination between both entities have been discussed in table 5.3. Also, the 
empirical findings and theory support the discussions introduced in the analysis.   

Research findings indicate that there is a vast need for humanitarian organizations 
to coordinate with commercial agencies in times of disaster when delivering aid, 
especially since the number of natural and man-made disasters have recently been 
increasing rapidly. Humanitarian organizations are in dire need of the logistical 
skills and capabilities of the commercial agencies, whereas, in turn commercial 
agencies feel the need to coordinate with humanitarian organizations mainly for 
CSR purposes, as commercial agencies are becoming more aware of their 
responsibilities toward the society and the positive image they portray to customers 
when partnering or coordinating with humanitarian agencies.  
 
Consequently, RQ1 states: “What are the barriers of vertical coordination between 
humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies in disaster supply chain 
management.” 

Determining coordination barriers between humanitarian organizations and 
commercial agencies supply chains’ when managing disasters was not an easy task 
to accomplish, since many internal and external barrier factors had to be taken into 
consideration. Moreover, findings suggest that the concept of coordination is not an 
easy concept to grasp by humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies, 
since they differ in their approaches as to how each entity operates.  

Findings from the empirical and analysis parts demonstrated that coordination 
barriers between both entities can act as obvious barriers when delivering aid, 
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hence there is a need for both entities to understand in depth the characteristics of 
the supply chain of the other and the barriers that are caused during coordination, 
examples would be, organizational objective, structure, management style, personal 
and logistical skills, technological skills, transportation, unpredictability, knowledge 
and information sharing, and source of finance. However, in reality adopting 
strategies and learning about the supply chains of the other entity is not an easy 
mission to complete, as both have different objectives and deal with their supply 
chains differently as described in the literature review.  

Also, another major barrier is reflected in the bureaucratic type of approach of UN 
agencies, where the majority of times commercial agencies have difficulties dealing 
with such systems as this makes coordination to be more complicated.  

The empirical findings have highlighted the fact that commercial agencies have a 
better understanding and grasp of logistical practices, and that they have been more 
efficient and effective in many aspects of logistical services.  

Humanitarian organizations face difficulties since often times they are not self 
financed, and heavily rely on in-kind, private and governmental donations. Where 
unlike commercial agencies, humanitarian organizations have customers at both 
ends, donors at the upstream end where all funds are received from, and 
beneficiaries at the other end (Lijo & Anbanandam, 2012). However, as (Thomas 
and Fritz, 2005) state that effective partnerships between humanitarian 
organizations and commercial agencies is achievable if the private sector becomes 
more aware of the humanitarian aid dynamics. 

In times of disaster humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies need the 
presence of each other so as to imply their different expertise in reaching the same 
goal which is saving the lives and helping those who have been affected by disasters. 
As argued by (Kovács and Tatham, 2009), there is a vast pressure to advance 
logistics response and efficiently meet the requirements of the beneficiaries.  

Some of the highlighted suggestions that data from the empirical part has indicated 
emphasizes on the point that both humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies need to learn about the practices of each other, understand the nature of 
each entity and focus on new ways for coordination platforms where each entity can 
understand the language, culture, motivation and politics of the other, learn from 
past mistakes, and make the coordination platforms for the coming missions an 
easier and more effective one. There is also a need for education and training of 
humanitarian logisticians to achieve improvement in pre-disaster preparation and 
post-disaster response (Tatham et al., 2010). 

In conclusion, the conducted research study and findings addressing vertical 
barriers of coordination between humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies indicates that,  indeed both entities experience barriers when coordinating 
together in times of disaster. However, coordination of organizations and agencies is 
of dire need and importance as only one organization is unable to respond to the 
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needs and wants of the people affected by these disasters (Akhtar et al., 2012). 
Research indicates that common barriers can be caused due to differences of nature 
between humanitarian organizations and commercial agencies. The main 
highlighted differences that act as barriers is the organizational objective of each 
entity, as vast literature mentioned in the frame of reference and analysis indicates 
that commercial agencies are profit oriented, whereas, humanitarian organizations 
are concerned with saving the lives of human beings in times of disaster(Kovács & 
Spens, 2007; McLachlin and Larson 2011; Singh,2011). Moreover, the difference of 
structure of both entities is also a source of barrier, as UN and organizations that fall 
under the UN-umbrella tend to handle their dealings bureaucratically since they are 
bureaucratic in nature (Dolinskaya, et al., 2011; Scheider, 1992), whereas 
commercial agencies can be considered autonomous or semi-autonomous entities 
(Kuei, Madu and Lin, 2002). Another significant difference that is considered as a 
barrier between both entities is the factor of source of finance, commercial agencies 
are self-financed, as they depend on their customers in the supply chain to generate 
profit (Kovács & Spens, 2007; Gray & Oloruntoba, 2006). Conversely, humanitarian 
organizations function on donations and  do not generate profit from any source 
(Gray & Oloruntoba, 2006; Tomasini & Van Wasenhove, 2009b), and their 
customers can be translated to serving human beings who are in need.  
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7. Discussion and future Research 
A future research study could analyze the “specific” internal coordination barriers 
between the specific supply tiers of humanitarian organizations and commercial 
agencies respective supply chains, determine those barriers and try to find specific 
solution to each barrier. 

Another possible area for future research can be to find out how the UN agencies 
and governments can become less bureaucratic in their dealing with commercial 
agencies, and how the relationship between both entities can become deeper and 
stronger, since this in turn would make the delivering aid process a more reliable 
and swifter one.  
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9. Appendices 

9.1 Interview Guide 

9.1.1 Appendix 1: Interview questions for humanitarian organizations 

1) What is the main mission of your organization as a humanitarian organization?  

2) To what countries does your mission extend help to in times of need?  

3) Who are the commercial agencies that you currently coordinate with? 

4) What type of vertical coordination you have with commercial agencies examples 
of vertical coordination would be (UNDP and TNT)? 

5) What is your coordination with these commercial agencies based on? 

6) What are the main barriers of coordination and differences between your 
humanitarian organization and the commercial agency that you are currently 
coordinating with?  

7) How does your humanitarian organization play its role in times of disaster ex 
(hurricane, tsunami, food shortage or any development programs)? 

8)  Are there any barriers to coordination between your humanitarian organization 
and the commercial agencies you are dealing with? 

9) Can you identify those barriers and suggest solutions as to how those barriers 
can be solved?  

9.1.2 Appendix 2: Interview questions for commercial agencies  

1) What is the main mission of your company in the humanitarian aid context? 

2) To what countries does your mission extend help to in times of need?  

3) Who are the humanitarian agencies that you currently coordinate with? 

4) What kind of vertical coordination you have with humanitarian agencies, 
examples of vertical coordination would be (DHL and OCHA)? 

5) What is your coordination with these humanitarian organizations based on? 



 69 

6) What are the main barriers of coordination and differences between your 
commercial agency and the humanitarian organization that you are currently 
coordinating with?  

7) How does your commercial agency play its role in times of disaster ex (hurricane, 
tsunami, food shortage or any development program)? 

8) Are there any barriers to coordination between your commercial agency and 
humanitarian organization you are dealing with? 

9) Can you identify those barriers and suggest solutions as to how those barriers 
can be overcome? 

 


