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Abstract 

Background Developing, emerging and developed countries are vulnerable to 
disasters and might require external assistance to cope with their 
aftermaths. It is forecasted that disasters will increase five-fold 
over the next 50 years. In an environment, which is characterized 
by many uncertainties, humanitarian supply chains are created to 
provide disaster relief in a highly complex and dynamic setting. 
This environment is unique for every disaster, where infrastruc-
ture, government, physical, socio-economic and security situational 
factors can either facilitate or restrict humanitarian operations. Ag-
ile supply chain principles enable humanitarian organizations to 
quickly respond to disasters. 

Purpose  The purpose of this thesis is to explore and analyze the impact of 
external situational factors on the agility of humanitarian supply 
chains and humanitarian organizations‟ actions taken to address 
those external situational factors during the immediate response 
phase of an emergency event. 

Methodology  For the purpose of this study a combination of an inductive and 
deductive research approach was applied. The study was of explor-
atory and qualitative nature with a single case study in its focus. 
Empirical data was collected by conducting semi-structured inter-
views with nine respondents involved in the disaster relief opera-
tions of Haiti Earthquake 2010. Empirical findings were analyzed 
by using the template analysis. 

Conclusion External situational factors have a strong impact on capabilities 
enabling humanitarian supply chains to be agile during the imme-
diate response phase. Humanitarian organizations are able to re-
duce the negative impact of external situational factors while in 
other cases the negative impact of external situational factors is 
further intensified by actions taken by humanitarian organizations. 
Furthermore, humanitarian organizations are able to utilize and 
enhance some of the positive impacts of external situational fac-
tors. However, the initially positive impact of some external situa-
tional factors may be reduced by inappropriate actions taken by 
humanitarian organizations. Therefore, understanding the context 
of the disaster‟s broader environment is a prerequisite to an effec-
tive emergency response. 



 

 
i 

Table of Contents 

1 Introduction ............................................................................... 1 
1.1 Background ........................................................................................................................ 1 

1.2 Problem Statement ............................................................................................................ 2 

1.3 Purpose ............................................................................................................................... 3 

1.4 Thesis Outline .................................................................................................................... 3 

1.5 Delimitations ...................................................................................................................... 4 

2 Frame of Reference ................................................................... 5 
2.1 Disaster Relief Operations ............................................................................................... 5 

2.1.1 Classification and External Situational Factors ............................................................. 5 
2.1.1.1 Infrastructure Situational Factors ................................................................................................................... 7 
2.1.1.2 Government Situational Factors .................................................................................................................... 8 
2.1.1.3 Physical Situational Factors ............................................................................................................................. 8 
2.1.1.4 Socio-economic Situational Factors .............................................................................................................. 9 
2.1.1.5 Security Situational Factor ............................................................................................................................... 9 

2.1.2 Phases ................................................................................................................................ 10 

2.1.3 Actors ................................................................................................................................ 11 

2.2 Humanitarian Supply Chains ......................................................................................... 12 

2.2.1 Elements of Commercial and Humanitarian Supply Chains .................................... 13 

2.2.2 Agility ................................................................................................................................ 14 
2.2.2.1 Role of Leanness ............................................................................................................................................. 15 
2.2.2.2 Capabilities ....................................................................................................................................................... 16 

2.3 Conceptual Framework .................................................................................................. 17 

2.4 Summary ........................................................................................................................... 18 

3 Methodology ............................................................................ 19 
3.1 Research Approach ......................................................................................................... 19 

3.2 Research Design .............................................................................................................. 19 

3.2.1 Classification of Research Purpose ............................................................................... 19 

3.2.2 Research Method ............................................................................................................. 20 

3.2.3 Research Strategy ............................................................................................................. 20 

3.3 Data Collection ................................................................................................................ 20 

3.3.1 Primary Data .................................................................................................................... 21 
3.3.1.1 Sampling ........................................................................................................................................................... 21 
3.3.1.2 Interview Outline ............................................................................................................................................ 22 

3.3.2 Secondary Data ................................................................................................................ 23 

3.4 Data Analysis .................................................................................................................... 23 

3.5 Credibility.......................................................................................................................... 24 

3.5.1 Validity .............................................................................................................................. 24 

3.5.2 Reliability .......................................................................................................................... 25 

3.6 Summary ........................................................................................................................... 25 

4 Empirical Findings .................................................................. 26 
4.1 Case Background ............................................................................................................. 26 

4.2 Subunits Background ...................................................................................................... 26 

4.3 Preparedness .................................................................................................................... 26 

4.4 Immediate Response Phase ........................................................................................... 27 

4.5 External Situational Factors ........................................................................................... 28 

4.5.1 Infrastructure Situational Factors.................................................................................. 28 
4.5.1.1 Airport............................................................................................................................................................... 28 



 

 
ii 

4.5.1.2 Harbor ............................................................................................................................................................... 28 
4.5.1.3 Road Network ................................................................................................................................................. 29 
4.5.1.4 Power Supply ................................................................................................................................................... 30 
4.5.1.5 Communication ............................................................................................................................................... 30 

4.5.2 Government Situational Factors ................................................................................... 31 
4.5.2.1 Role of Government ...................................................................................................................................... 31 
4.5.2.2 Regulations Toward Relief Operations ....................................................................................................... 32 
4.5.2.3 Level of Corruption ........................................................................................................................................ 32 

4.5.3 Physical Situational Factors ............................................................................................ 33 
4.5.3.1 Weather ............................................................................................................................................................. 33 
4.5.3.2 Vegetation ........................................................................................................................................................ 33 
4.5.3.3 Topography ...................................................................................................................................................... 33 
4.5.3.4 Geographic Context ....................................................................................................................................... 34 
4.5.3.5 Geographic Location ...................................................................................................................................... 34 

4.5.4 Socio-economic Situational Factors.............................................................................. 34 
4.5.4.1 Market Economy ............................................................................................................................................ 34 
4.5.4.2 Religion ............................................................................................................................................................. 36 
4.5.4.3 Culture............................................................................................................................................................... 36 
4.5.4.4 Education ......................................................................................................................................................... 37 

4.5.5 Security Situational Factor .............................................................................................. 37 

5 Analysis ................................................................................... 39 
5.1 Immediate Response Phase ........................................................................................... 39 

5.2 External Situational Factors ........................................................................................... 40 

5.2.1 Infrastructure Situational Factors.................................................................................. 40 

5.2.2 Government Situational Factors ................................................................................... 42 

5.2.3 Physical Situational Factors ............................................................................................ 44 

5.2.4 Socio-economic Situational Factors.............................................................................. 46 

5.2.5 Security Situational Factor .............................................................................................. 48 

5.2.6 Summary ........................................................................................................................... 49 

5.3 House of Humanitarian Agility ..................................................................................... 51 

6 Conclusion .............................................................................. 53 
6.1 Theoretical Implications ................................................................................................. 53 

6.2 Managerial Implications .................................................................................................. 54 

6.3 Limitations and Future Research .................................................................................. 54 

References .................................................................................... iv 

Appendix A .................................................................................... ix 

Appendix B .................................................................................... xi 
 

  



 

 
iii 

List of Figures 
Figure 1.1 Thesis outline. ................................................................................................................. 3 

Figure 2.1 A classification model for logistics-relevant disasters. .............................................. 7 

Figure 2.2 Phases of disaster relief operations. ........................................................................... 10 

Figure 2.3 Actors in the supply network of disaster relief operations. .................................... 12 

Figure 2.4 An agile supply chain for disaster relief operations. ................................................ 16 

Figure 2.5 The house of agility. ..................................................................................................... 16 

Figure 2.6 Conceptual framework. ................................................................................................ 17 

Figure 3.1 Data analysis process. ................................................................................................... 24 

Figure 5.1 Timeframe for analysis. ................................................................................................ 39 

Figure 5.2 The house of humanitarian agility. ............................................................................. 51 

 

 

List of Tables 
Table 2.1 Elements of commercial and humanitarian supply chains ....................................... 14 

Table 3.1 Contextual data of conducted interviews ................................................................... 22 

Table 4.1 Subunit information ....................................................................................................... 26 

Table 5.1 Evaluation of infrastructure situational factors ......................................................... 41 

Table 5.2 Evaluation of government situational factors ............................................................ 43 

Table 5.3 Evaluation of physical situational factors ................................................................... 45 

Table 5.4 Evaluation of socio-economic situational factors ..................................................... 47 

Table 5.5 Evaluation of security situational factor ..................................................................... 48 

Table 5.6 Summary of evaluation of external situational factors.............................................. 50 

 

 

List of Abbreviations 
MINUSTAH Mission des Nations Unies pour la stabilisation en Haïti (United Nations 
 Stabilization Mission in Haiti) 
NGO Non-governmental organization 
OCHA Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
UN United Nations 
 

 



 

 
1 

1 Introduction 

This chapter introduces the reader to the topic of the thesis by explaining its background. Thereafter, the 
problem statement is presented, followed by the purpose of the thesis including the research questions. Next, 
the outline of the thesis is illustrated before the chapter concludes with the delimitations of the study.  

1.1 Background 

Between 1992 and 2012, disasters worldwide affected 4.4 billion people, killed 1.3 million 

people and resulted in costs of USD 2 trillion in damages (UNISDR, 2012). Recent exam-
ples for major disasters are the earthquake in Haiti in 2010 which affected three million 
people with up to 230,000 deaths and the earthquake and tsunami in Japan 2011 which 
caused 15,842 deaths and economic costs of more than USD 235 billion (Day, Melnyk, 
Larson, Davis & Whybark, 2012). Just for the first quarter of 2015, Reliefweb (2015) listed 
17 disasters such as floods in Argentina, Madagascar and South Eastern Europe, cholera 
outbreaks in Kenya and Mozambique, avalanches and heavy snowfalls in Afghanistan, and 
around 166,000 people were affected by tropical cyclone „Pam‟. Those disasters show that 
not only developing but also emerging and developed countries are vulnerable and might 
require external assistance from international relief organizations and governments to cope 
with the aftermaths (Kunz & Reiner, 2012a). 

Humanitarian operations have received growing interest both from practitioners and logis-
tics academics (Kovács & Spens, 2011; Leiras, de Brito Jr, Peres, Bertazzo & Yoshizaki, 
2014). In 2000, there was only one paper published with relevance to the field, in contrast 
to 41 publications that were made available in 2009 (Kunz & Reiner, 2012a). Research in 
the field of humanitarian logistics increased significantly during the past decade and moved 
especially into the focus after the Asian tsunamis in 2004 (Kovács & Spens, 2007) where 
“the logistics response suffered from inefficiencies” (Kunz & Reiner, 2012a, p. 14). The 
criticism on the management of the disaster response to the Asian tsunamis shifted the fo-
cus on humanitarian logistics. Subsequent natural disasters such as the Pakistan Floods and 
the Haiti Earthquake further emphasized the relevance of humanitarian logistics and re-
search on the topic (Kovács & Spens, 2011). It is forecasted that disasters will increase five-
fold over the next 50 years, and humanitarian operations will, therefore, be an expanding 
market (Thomas & Kopczak, 2005). 

The United Nations (UN) define a disaster 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” (UNISDR, 2007, para 12). There are different types of disasters to 
distinguish depending on time available for action and geographic scope such as a sudden 
earthquake in a single city or a draught affecting a whole country. What adds to this is that 
every disaster takes place in a different external environment. This environment is unique 
for every disaster, where infrastructure, government, physical, socio-economic and security 
situational factors can either facilitate or restrict humanitarian operations (L‟Hermitte, 
Tatham & Bowles, 2014). Thus, depending on the type of disaster and situational factors 
impacting the operations, different challenges await humanitarian supply chains. 

Humanitarian supply chains are created to provide emergency assistance such as food aid, 
shelter, water, and sanitation (Scholten, Sharkey Scott & Fynes, 2010). On the one hand, 
Scholten et al. (2010) mention similarities between commercial supply chains and humani-
tarian supply chains, which “involve the process of planning, implementing and controlling 
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the efficient, cost-effective flow and storage of goods and materials as well as related in-
formation” (p. 625). On the other hand, Day et al. (2012) describe unique characteristics of 
humanitarian supply chains such as a focus on life and death rather than profit and loss, 
dealing with high uncertainty levels, the need to quickly shift overall priorities and interac-
tion with a large number of actors in the field.  

In an effective disaster response, time is of essence as saved time results in saved lives 
(Cozzolino, Rossi & Conforti, 2012). Supply chain management concepts offer possibilities 
to increase efficiency and effectiveness of humanitarian operations as about 80 percent of 
disaster relief operations are related to logistics (Van Wassenhove, 2006). Thus, agile supply 
chain principles are adapted after the strike of a disaster in order to quickly respond to it 
(Cozzolino et al., 2012).  

The importance of effectiveness after the strike of a disaster is twofold since a failure to 
achieve effectiveness “can result not only in loss of lives or negative media coverage, but 
also in the loss of vital donor funds” (Oloruntoba & Gray, 2009, p. 494) required for future 
operations. 

1.2 Problem Statement 

As highlighted above, given that humanitarian operations are characterized by uncertainties 
and a highly complex and dynamic environment, “the study of disasters and of the logistics 
operations in response to them must include the impact of the disaster‟s broader environ-
ment” (L‟Hermitte et al., 2014, p. 173). External situational factors cannot be modified by 
humanitarian actors, yet their impact can be reduced depending on their dynamic capability 
to identify and handle them. It is argued that the operational performance of humanitarian 
supply chains is dependent on the actor‟s ability to build agile capabilities to quickly re-
spond to external disruptions and to conduct dynamic operations (L‟Hermitte et al., 2014). 
Two examples for such disruptions are the shortfall of storage capacity and shortage of 
trucking capacity caused by socio-economic factors such as the lack of resources and labor. 
These disruptions can result in delays in discharging cargo and transporting humanitarian 
goods. 

Disaster relief operations struggle with very special circumstances: In an environment with 
many uncertainties, quick and effective response is crucial. Yet, the concept of supply chain 
agility is primarily discussed in the context of commercial supply chains (Christopher & 
Towill, 2000; Mason-Jones, Naylor & Towill, 2000; van Hoek, Harrison & Christopher, 
2001). Only a small number of academics and practitioners have started to link agile princi-
ples, used in commercial supply chains, to humanitarian operations (Charles, Lauras & Van 
Wassenhove, 2010; Cozzolino et al., 2012; Scholten et al., 2010; Pettit & Beresford, 2009). 
Consequently, supply chain agility in the context of humanitarian logistics is described as a 
major field for future research. 

L‟Hermitte et al. (2014) suggest additional investigations on the impact of the external envi-
ronment on humanitarian logistics operations. McLachlin and Larson (2011) point out that 
“[l]ogistics and the lack of transport remain the key constraints to the delivery of aid” 
(p. 32) as humanitarian organizations have failed to embrace supply chain management 
concepts yet (Scholten et al., 2010). Therefore, we have identified a need to explore the im-
pact of external situational factors on the agility of humanitarian supply chains, which is 
beyond the control of humanitarian actors, in the context of the disaster‟s broader envi-
ronment. As far as we are concerned, there is no prior research on the impact of external 
situational factors (L‟Hermitte et al., 2014) on the agility of humanitarian supply chains 
(Charles et al., 2010) available.  
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1.3 Purpose 

In order to contribute to filling the identified research gap, the purpose of the thesis is stat-
ed below: 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore and analyze the impact of external situational factors on the agility 
of humanitarian supply chains and humanitarian organizations‟ actions taken to address those external 
situational factors during the immediate response phase of an emergency event. 

In order to fulfill the purpose, the following two research questions will guide our research: 

RQ 1: How do external situational factors impact the agility of humanitarian sup-
ply chains during the immediate response phase of an emergency event? 

RQ 2: How do actions taken by humanitarian organizations to address the impacts 
of external situational factors impact the agility of humanitarian supply 
chains during the immediate response phase of an emergency event? 

1.4 Thesis Outline 

The thesis outline helps the reader to understand how the thesis is structured. In Fig-
ure 1.1, the disposition of the thesis is presented and its components are introduced.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1 Thesis outline. 

Chapter 1: Introduction 
This chapter introduces the topic of the study by explaining its background and presenting the problem statement, 

purpose with research questions, thesis outline and delimitations of the study. 

Chapter 2: Frame of Reference 
This chapter presents the theoretical framework, which is employed to analyze the empirical findings. It is based on 
previous research findings within the main areas of disaster relief operations and humanitarian supply chains. 

Chapter 3: Methodology 
A discussion of the research approach and research design is followed by the description of the data collection and 

data analysis techniques. Credibility aspects conclude the chapter. 

Chapter 4: Empirical Findings 
This chapter provides the background to the case of Haiti Earthquake 2010, an overview of the background of the 
subunits of the case and the empirical findings. 

Chapter 5: Analysis 
In this chapter, the empirical findings are analyzed with the help of the frame of reference, and a new framework for 

agile humanitarian supply chains is presented. 

Chapter 6: Conclusion 
This chapter focuses on answering the research questions of this thesis by concluding the most significant findings. 
A discussion of limitations and future research suggestions conclude the chapter. 



 

 
4 

1.5 Delimitations 

As the researched area is very broad, it is significant to delimitate the current study. This re-
search focuses on a specific perspective which is important to fulfilling the research pur-
pose.  

The study focuses on investigating the immediate response phase of disaster relief opera-
tions. By focusing on disaster relief operations, and here exclusively on emergency events, 
the study does not consider continuous aid work. This phase and classification of a disaster 
are selected because they are the most relevant for the purpose due to their importance for 
the concept of agility. Moreover, there is not one specific relief product under investigation 
but the big picture is explored. In addition to that, the study specifically focuses on one 
humanitarian actor which is the humanitarian organization. It has to be stressed that col-
laboration and coordination among actors involved in disaster relief operations is outside 
the scope of this study. 

It is of great importance to highlight that the focus is on the impact which external situa-
tional factors have on the agility of humanitarian supply chains and how their impacts are 
addressed. As an example, the perspective that humanitarian organizations have an impact 
on the local market economy after an emergency event is not relevant to this study, but ra-
ther the impact of the local market economy on the disaster relief operation.  

These delimitations are established in the current study in order to better serve the purpose 
and answer the research questions.  
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2 Frame of Reference 

This chapter presents the theoretical framework, which is employed to analyze the empirical findings. It is 
based on previous literature and research findings within the main areas of disaster relief operations and 
humanitarian supply chains. 

2.1 Disaster Relief Operations 

According to Kovács and Spens (2007), a distinction between continuous aid work and 
disaster relief is often made. Aid work deals with the development of a region, famine aid 
and the running of refugee camps. In accordance with the purpose of the study, the focus 
will be on disaster relief operations which focus on activities to: 

…design the transportation of first aid material, food, equipment, and rescue per-
sonnel from supply points to a large number of destination nodes geographically 
scattered over the disaster region and the evacuation and transfer of people affected 
by the disaster to the health care centers safely and very rapidly (Barbarosoğlu, 
Özdamar & Çevik, 2002, p. 118). 

According to Thomas and Kopczak (2005), disaster relief operations will be an expanding 
market in the future. Reasons for this are environmental degradation, rapid urbanization 
and the spread of HIV/AIDS in the developing world.  

Disaster relief operations are described as complex (Balcik, Beamon & Smilowitz, 2008; 
Charles et al., 2010; Kovács & Spens, 2009; Tomasini & Van Wassenhove, 2009) and are 
guided by principles which are included in General Assembly resolution 46/182, which was 
adopted in 1991 (United Nations, 1991). „Humanity‟, „neutrality‟ and „impartiality‟ are fun-
damental parts of operations within the field of disaster relief operations and need to be 
considered by every organization that is involved in any kind of humanitarian operation 
(Tomasini & Van Wassenhove, 2004). Tomasini and Van Wassenhove (2004) highlight that 
decision makers need to evaluate how planned activities have an impact on the whole 
operation and its outcome, and they need to consider very carefully what is acceptable and 
what is not. They further argue that these principles complexify disaster relief operations 
for the fact that activities which organizations can engage in may be limited by them. The 
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) (2012) states that these prin-
ciples are crucial for humanitarian operations in any kind of disaster as they help to estab-
lish and maintain access to beneficiaries. Furthermore, OCHA (2012) adds „independence‟ 
as a fourth principle to the ones defined by the UN. The balance of these four principles is 
of great importance for disaster relief operations. Compromising one principle over anoth-
er would have an impact on the outcome of the operations. McFarlane (2001) describes it 
as a „conflict connection‟ which happens when disaster relief operations ignore the bounda-
ries set by humanitarian principles. 

Due to its importance for the study, we will first present details about classifications and 
external situational factors, followed by the phases of disaster relief operations as well as 
the actors involved. 

2.1.1 Classification and External Situational Factors 

Van Wassenhove (2006) classified a disaster as either „natural‟ or „man-made‟. By describing 
that disasters can be „slow onset‟ or „sudden onset‟, he proposes a second classification of 
disasters.  
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Research by Kovács and Spens (2009) points out that the causes for floods can be a result 
of various reasons: the rainy season (natural), the construction of damns which impact the 
natural area of water (man-made) or the deforestation of land (primarily natural with man-
made component). Therefore, many of the by Van Wassenhove (2006) listed disasters can 
be placed in more than one category, which makes the classification not mutually exclusive. 
Thus, Kovács and Spens (2009) argue that the classification is too simplistic, and that it 
fails to capture the complexity of disaster relief operations. In addition to that, L‟Hermitte 
et al. (2014) and Tatham, L‟Hermitte, Spens and Kovács (2013) emphasize that it does not 
reflect the logistics impact of a disaster situation. As a consequence, some authors suggest 
that a new classification should put emphasize on characteristics which focus on the reflec-
tion of operational implications of disasters (Kovács & Spens, 2009; Tatham, 2009; Tatham 
et al., 2013). 

Different researchers provide a number of new approaches towards classifying disaster sit-
uations (Holguín-Veras, Jaller, Van Wassenhove, Pérez & Wachtendorf, 2012; Kovács & 
Tatham, 2009; Tatham et al., 2013). One of the most recent publications by L‟Hermitte et 
al. (2014) proposes a new holistic classification with special focus on logistics relevance. 
They suggest that disaster situations are to be identified “based on the logistics impact of 
the event (rather than on its physical features) and, consequently, to enable researchers and 
practitioners to differentiate, explain, and predict the disaster‟s operational context and 
outcomes” (p. 161). Thus, L‟Hermitte et al. (2014) present a new classification consisting of 
two variables, namely the time and space dimensions of disasters. 

Space Dimension 

The space dimension is related to the geographic scope of the affected area and distin-
guishes between localized and diffuse disaster situation (L‟Hermitte et al., 2014). 
L‟Hermitte et al. (2014) point out that in localized disaster situations disaster relief opera-
tions are facilitated by small travel distances. In contrary, response to disasters is more 
complicated in diffuse disaster situations due to long transportation distances and times. 

Time Dimension 

The time dimension relates to the level of emergency of the humanitarian operation and is 
defined as the time available for action (L‟Hermitte et al., 2014). This dimension differenti-
ates between emergency disaster situations which call for an urgent action and protracted 
disaster situations with typical features such as the availability of longer distribution times. 

In view of what was discussed in the foregoing, we argue that the classification by 
L‟Hermitte et al. (2014) is the most suitable for our research as it “facilitates the develop-
ment and applicability of general logistics and supply chain practices and strategies that will, 
in turn, enhance the performance of the supply chain in response to each type of disaster” 
(L‟Hermitt et al., 2014, p. 165).  

In addition to the classification, different researchers have recently been discussing the im-
pact of external factors on disaster relief operations (Kunz & Reiner, 2012b; L'Hermitte, 
Bowles & Tatham, 2013; L‟Hermitte et al., 2014). Kunz and Reiner (2012b) identify and 
define four external situational factors (infrastructure, government, socio-economic and 
environmental). These factors are refined and further developed by L‟Hermitte et al. (2013) 
and L‟Hermitte et al. (2014), who present a fifth factor in addition to the existing ones. 
Figure 2.1 illustrates disaster classifications within their external environment, and it shows 
that both are intertwined. 
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  (L‟Hermitte et al., 2014, p.164 ) 

Figure 2.1 A classification model for logistics-relevant disasters. 

All these situational factors can either facilitate or restrict the delivery of humanitarian sup-
plies, and, consequently, have a positive or negative impact on the outcome of disaster re-
lief operations and the operational performance of the actors involved (L‟Hermitte et al., 
2014). L‟Hermitte et al. (2014) remark that those five external situational factors are dy-
namic in the sense that there are interactions between them. They cannot be modified by 
humanitarian actors, yet their negative impact can be reduced or their positive impact can 
be enhanced depending on their dynamic capability to identify and handle them 
(L'Hermitte et al., 2013). Most importantly, from a logistics perspective, “a study of disas-
ters cannot dissociate the disaster itself from its external environment” (L‟Hermitte et al., 
2014, p. 164).  

Due to their importance for this study, the situational factors presented by L‟Hermitte et al. 
(2014) are discussed in more detail below. 

2.1.1.1 Infrastructure Situational Factors 

The availability of road and railway networks, airports, power supply as well as communica-
tion infrastructure are examples of infrastructure situational factors (L‟Hermitte et al., 
2014). 

Developing countries are often characterized by a lack of sophisticated transportation and 
communication infrastructure. On top of that, during disaster relief operations, these infra-
structures are often destabilized, which has an impact on the transportation capabilities 
(Kovács & Spens, 2007; Pettit & Beresford, 2009). In many cases emergency repair activi-
ties are needed before relief supplies can be delivered to beneficiaries (Yan & Shih, 2009). 
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In the immediate aftermath of a disaster, power supplies are critical infrastructures which 
may either hinder or facilitate disaster relief operations. In case of break down, power sup-
plies have to be restored as fast as possible (Oloruntoba, 2010). Furthermore, airports can 
be destroyed by disasters (Pettit & Beresford, 2005), which can result in the creation of ma-
jor bottlenecks, which slow down the delivery of relief supplies (Tomasini & Van 
Wassenhove, 2004). 

2.1.1.2 Government Situational Factors  

Government situational factors include: the type of regime, political instability due to a 
breakdown of law and order, the national/local regulations toward disaster relief operations 
and level of corruption (L‟Hermitte et al., 2014).  

In his study, Seekins (2009) analyzes the strong impact of politics on humanitarian logistics. 
The case of Cyclone Nargis, which struck parts of Myanmar in 2008, provides evidence 
that the political environment can be a significant negative factor during disaster relief op-
erations. He concludes that, even in case of extreme humanitarian need, governments with 
limited popular support and legitimacy are likely to prioritize state security over human se-
curity, which poses a threat to disaster relief operations. In addition, Seybolt (2009) states 
that governments often do not respect the humanitarian space in which organizations 
should operate during disaster relief operations. In contrary, they “constantly seek to use 
aid for their own political ends” (Seybolt, 2009, p. 1031).  

An example for national/local regulations towards disaster relief operations are the actions 
of national/local authorities which either facilitate the delivery of humanitarian supplies by 
speeding up customs clearance and reducing import duties, or restrict/delay it with bureau-
cratic formalities (Kovács & Spens, 2009). 

Whybark (2007) expresses the threat posed by corruption at the government level in his 
study. Moreover, he points out that, for example, political relationships between countries 
of inventory location and countries of destination can complicate the issues of disaster re-
lief operations. Furthermore, because they are a source of money and material for relief ef-
forts, governments have a great deal of influence over the system. 

2.1.1.3 Physical Situational Factors 

The weather, vegetation, topography, geographic context and geographic location are ex-
amples of physical situational factors (Kunz & Reiner, 2012b; Tatham et al., 2013). 

The weather can have an impact on the dispatching of trucks which deliver relief supplies 
(Kunz & Reiner, 2012a).  

The topography of a region has a strong impact on disaster relief operations (Balcik, 
Beamon, Krejci, Muramatsu & Ramirez, 2010; Tatham, 2009). For example, providing aid 
to beneficiaries in mountainous areas requires different strategies and equipment than as-
sisting beneficiaries in plains (Kunz & Reiner, 2012a). Operating in an environment with 
difficult terrain conditions may lead to humanitarian organizations having to use animals to 
deliver relief supplies to the most remote areas.  

Long (1997) points out that distribution and transportation requirements are highly differ-
ent around the world depending on the geographical location. Different regions in the 
world have characteristics that hinder or facilitate relief operations. 
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According to Grünewald (2012), disaster relief operations in an urban environment can be 
challenging due to a higher density of population, poor housing, and health threats caused 
by poor sanitation systems.  

Thomas and Fritz (2006) argue that the complexity of the disaster relief operations increas-
es in disasters occurring on diffuse geographic areas. Furthermore, beneficiaries that are lo-
cated in remote regions get quickly isolated and supplies need to travel great distances often 
with little or no infrastructure remaining. Thus, geographical conditions are important fac-
tors when, for example, solving facility location problems as well as routing problems 
(Görmez, Köksalan & Salman, 2011; Smirnov, Levashova, Pashkin, Shilov & Komarova, 
2007).  

2.1.1.4 Socio-economic Situational Factors 

The market economy, presence of local suppliers, level of education of the population, lo-
cal culture and religion are examples of socio-economic situational factors (L‟Hermitte et 
al., 2014). 

Aguilar and Retamal (2009) mention the importance of the level of education of the popu-
lation to better cope with the prevailing difficult circumstances and to contribute to the re-
covery of their communities. 

The significant role of ethnicity and religion of affected populations is not to be underesti-
mated (Altay, Prasad & Sounderpandian, 2009). Altay et al. (2009) highlight that values and 
beliefs are vital to communities hit by disasters and have to be respected in terms of form 
of aid distribution and the type of supplies. The distribution of certain types of products in 
specific regions could conflict with beliefs of beneficiaries, and therefore, be counterpro-
ductive. Another important fact to consider is that some cultures are more open to outsid-
ers and have fewer differences in terms of gender roles.  

Herlin and Pazirandeh (2012) mention the interactions between humanitarian logistics and 
the local economy, and Holguín-Veras et al. (2012) state that the condition of the local 
transport and distribution networks can influence the degree of complexity or effectiveness 
of disaster relief operations. 

2.1.1.5 Security Situational Factor 

In their study, L‟Hermitte et al. (2014) acknowledge that the security context in a country 
strongly impacts the performance of the logistics response. Security issues can cause mas-
sive population displacements, increased transport rates, coordination difficulties and, thus, 
affect the planning and execution of disaster relief operations.  

Other security situational factors hindering the delivery of humanitarian supplies include 
mine threats and access-related restrictions. Grünewald (2012) notes that humanitarian log-
isticians must deal with actors such as warlords, militia, guerrilla forces, or various other 
political movements. Some act as gatekeepers at logistical nodes (such as ports) or road 
checkpoints, which forces relief organizations to arrange access for humanitarian deliveries. 
In addition, mobility restrictions of humanitarian agencies result in difficulties when it 
comes to the identification of humanitarian needs and the accessibility to the affected pop-
ulation (Grünewald, 2012). 

Looting and diversion of humanitarian supplies can be increased by security issues and may 
prevent the local storage of supplies, thereby hindering disaster relief operations (Jaspar & 
Maxwell, 2008). 
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After discussing external situational factors, the phases of disaster relief operations are pre-
sented next. 

2.1.2 Phases 

When the phases of a disaster relief operation are discussed, several different definitions 
are presented in the literature. Tufekci and Wallace (1998) relate to the pre-disaster and 
post-disaster phase, whereas different authors (Kovács & Spens, 2007; Tomasini & Van 
Wassenhove, 2004) relate to a more detailed three- or four-phase model. 

Kovács and Spens (2007; 2009) evaluate various disaster phase classifications used by pre-
vious authors. There is a variety of definitions available in the literature, and even though 
they may be called differently, the majority refers to three specific classifications: (1) pre-
paredness; (2) immediate response; and (3) reconstruction (see Figure 2.2). 

 

(adapted from Kovács & Spens, 2007) 

Figure 2.2 Phases of disaster relief operations. 

Preparedness in humanitarian operations is fundamental, because it means putting in place 
response mechanisms like the physical network, IT systems and developing bases for col-
laboration (Kovács & Spens, 2007). Another important objective of preparedness is the 
creation of connections to feasible donors, suppliers, other non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) and other partners. These are created but are not activated until the disaster 
event takes place (Cozzolino et al., 2012). It is argued that, in order to be able to shorten 
response time, the network design is crucial (Kovács & Spens, 2007; Van Wassenhove, 
2006). Balcik and Beamon (2008) state that “pre-positioning critical relief supplies in strate-
gic locations around the world is a strategy recently implemented by some humanitarian re-
lief organizations to improve their capacities in delivering sufficient relief aid within a rela-
tively short timeframe” (p. 102) is an example of preparedness.  

During the immediate response phase, contingency teams create channels for information 
and material flows according to the type of disaster. Furthermore, as Kovács and Spens 
(2007) express, the linkage of humanitarian demand, supply and fulfillment management 
during the immediate response is crucial. At this stage, disaster relief operations work un-
der a shortage of resources and information. As emphasized by Van Wassenhove (2006), 
“at the start, it is speed at any cost and the first 72 hours are crucial” (p. 480) in order to 
save lives. During the immediate response phase, collaboration and coordination among all 
the actors involved in the disaster relief operation is of great importance (Balcik & 
Beamon, 2008; Kovács & Spens, 2007; Kovács & Spens, 2009; Tomasini & Van 
Wassenhove, 2009).  

By bringing the emergency under control, reconstruction aims at restoring some form of 
normality to the affected population‟s lives (Kovács & Spens, 2007). During this phase, 
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disaster relief operations focus more on long-term perspectives, and as a consequence of 
this, the urgency and the volume of product flow is generally lower than during the previ-
ous phase with the focus shifting from speed to cost reduction (Cozzolino et al., 2012).  

In addition to the phases of disaster relief operations, the involved humanitarian actors will 
be discussed next. 

2.1.3 Actors 

The involvement of many different actors makes disaster relief operations particularly 
complex (Kovács & Spens, 2007; Oloruntoba & Gray, 2006; Pettit & Beresford, 2005; 
Thomas & Kopczak, 2005). Subsequently, the actors which form the supply network of 
disaster relief operations are presented. 

Humanitarian organizations can be viewed as the primary actors whose actions are targeted 
at alleviating suffering caused by any kind of disaster. There are a few large organizations, 
which are global actors, but there are also many small regional and country-specific human-
itarian organizations (Thomas & Kopczak, 2005). Within the scope of this thesis, humani-
tarian organizations include UN agencies, aid agencies and NGOs. 

Donors are important actors, because they provide a big share of funding for major disas-
ter relief operations. Kovács and Spens (2007) note that not only country-specific funding 
plays a fundamental role but also do foundations, individual donors and the private sector, 
which have become important sources of funds for humanitarian organizations.  

Another important group of actors are host country logistics and regional service provid-
ers, which can either facilitate or constrain the operational effectiveness of disaster relief 
operations (Kovács & Spens, 2007). In addition to that, extra-regional logistics service pro-
viders play an important role by contribution to international relief efforts to deliver aid 
supplies to people and communities affected by disasters. 

The use of military forces can offer benefits to the humanitarian operation, although such 
involvement is controversial due to a number of practical, political and ethical issues 
(Byman, Lesser, Pirnie, Bernard & Wazman, 2000). Thus, the participation of the military is 
often a difficult decision to make. Byman et al. (2000) point out that in general, the military 
can be useful, particularly in complex emergencies by providing humanitarian assistance, 
protecting humanitarian assistance, assisting refugees and displaced persons, enforcing a 
peace agreement, and restoring order. Moreover, military forces in such situations can be 
important for separating and containing warring factions as well as ensuring that interna-
tional law is complied with (Pettit & Beresford, 2005).  

The government engages as either donor or recipient. Moreover, the government of the af-
fected country regulates the national/local regulations toward disaster relief operations 
(Long & Wood, 1995). 

In their study, Kovács, Matopoulos and Hayes (2010) discuss the important role that 
beneficiaries may play. They emphasize that their role “can go beyond the articulation of 
their needs not only to the design but also the actual implementation of the redevelopment 
efforts” (Kovács et al., 2010, p. 420). Furthermore, they can provide labor and can be in-
volved in the identification of the most vulnerable beneficiaries. 
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In accordance with Oloruntoba and Gray (2006) and Kovács et al. (2010), we argue that 
beneficiaries should be added to the supply network of disaster relief operations. Figure 2.3 
illustrates the complex web of the supply network in disaster relief operations. 

 

  (adapted from Kovács & Spens, 2007) 

Figure 2.3 Actors in the supply network of disaster relief operations. 

The first section of this chapter provided information about disaster relief operations, 
which helps to put subsequently discussed humanitarian supply chains into perspective.  

2.2 Humanitarian Supply Chains 

There is a lot of uncertainty in the field of humanitarian logistics as described by Charles et 
al. (2010): Beneficiaries‟ needs change over time, and changes in demand and supply occur 
on a daily basis. Furthermore, destroyed local infrastructure requires the supply chain net-
work to adapt while cause-and-effect interactions of events impact operations. Charles et 
al. (2010) present the example of an earthquake provoking a flood which might result in 
landslides. Therefore, humanitarian organizations require agile supply chains and have con-
sequently developed methods and tools which allow them to quickly respond to short-term 
changes.  

In order to assess the agility of a humanitarian supply chain, researchers have utilized 
frameworks, which were initially created for the analysis of commercial supply chains 
(Charles et al., 2010). However, humanitarian supply chains have a share of unique drivers 
which distinguishes them from commercial supply chains such as the need to be better 
prepared for the next disaster, increase awareness, provide more security in the field and 
ensure quicker access to accurate information on required goods (McLachlin & Larson, 
2011). Therefore, elements of humanitarian and commercial supply chains are discussed 
next in order to highlight the unique characteristics in the field of humanitarian logistics. 
Subsequently, agility is discussed in the context of humanitarian supply chains. Lastly, a 
conceptual framework is presented. 
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2.2.1 Elements of Commercial and Humanitarian Supply Chains 

Charles et al. (2010) describe four different sources of uncertainty in the humanitarian sup-
ply chain: complexities, foreseeable uncertainties, residual risks (remaining uncertainty after 
planning for foreseeable uncertainties) and unknown unknowns. Humanitarian supply 
chains are project oriented, have a short lifecycle and have to deal with uncertainties 
(Charles et al., 2010). A disaster can strike anytime and happens “often in undeveloped re-
gions with poor infrastructure or political instability” (Scholten et al., 2010, p. 625) and thus 
requires a mix of commercial and military applications. An agile supply chain is able to 
quickly respond to all of those uncertainties (Charles et al., 2010), because it provides the 
flexibility needed to quickly set up distribution networks (Scholten et al., 2010). However, 
the concept of agility was originally developed in the context of commercial supply chains. 
In order to successfully transfer best practices between commercial and humanitarian sup-
ply chains, elements that distinguish commercial from humanitarian supply chains need to 
be discussed. Before further elaborating on the concept of agility within humanitarian sup-
ply chains, the key differences between commercial and humanitarian supply chains shall 
be presented.  

A commercial supply chain‟s range lasts from the suppliers‟ supplier to the customers‟ cus-
tomers whereas humanitarian supply chains are created from donors and suppliers to bene-
ficiaries (Charles et al., 2010). This difference in structure leads to a different customer def-
inition: In commercial supply chains, the end user (customer) is considered to be a buyer 
whereas in humanitarian supply chains the end user is considered to be a beneficiary. Do-
nors are identified as customers, because humanitarian organizations depend on their dona-
tions in order to run their operations (Oloruntoba & Gray, 2006). However, so far there is 
no consensus on the definition of the „customer‟ in humanitarian supply chains (Charles et 
al., 2010). In humanitarian supply chains, the recipient of the goods or services is different 
from the party paying for or donating goods. There are two different kinds of suppliers: 
Entities donating goods or money, and suppliers from which goods are being sourced by 
humanitarian organizations (Charles et al., 2010).  

The lifecycle of both types of supply chains differs. Humanitarian supply chains are pro-
ject-oriented and are quickly set up under specific conditions. The different requirements 
by different supply chains need to be taken into account when cross-learning opportunities 
between commercial and humanitarian supply chains are being discussed (Charles et al., 
2010). Another difference to be mentioned is the role of information flow: The media has a 
huge impact on the work of humanitarian organizations as it shifts the public‟s attention to 
a disaster. This helps humanitarian organizations to receive donations in order to contrib-
ute to disaster relief. Hence, humanitarian organizations depend on media coverage. If 
there is not enough coverage, donations might not be sufficient. However, a lot of cover-
age might result in too many donations which cannot be managed by humanitarian organi-
zations and thus hinder the delivery of aid (Charles et al., 2010). Furthermore, donors in-
creasingly become more demanding and request detailed information about the utilization 
of their funds and achieved measurable, tangible results (Scholten et al., 2010). In the field, 
downstream information flows are often difficult to implement as destroyed infrastructure 
hinders communication (Charles et al., 2010). 

An overview of different elements of commercial and humanitarian supply chains is pre-
sented in Table 2.1.  
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Table 2.1 Elements of commercial and humanitarian supply chains 

 Commercial supply chains Humanitarian supply chains 

Supply chain range from suppliers‟ suppliers to customers‟ cus-
tomers 

from donors and suppliers to beneficiaries 

Customer definition end user = buyer end user (beneficiary) ≠ buyer 

Shelf life some years, but tends to shorten some weeks to some months in total, 
mounting and dismantling included 

project oriented 

Information flow generally well structured high importance of the media; means of 
communication often reduced (no Internet 
access in the field, etc.) 

Financial flows bilateral and known unilateral (from donor to beneficiary) and 
uncertain 

Supplier only, known in advance generally, 2 or 3 on 
average 

supplier and/or donor uncertain and multi-
ple 

Actors known, with aligned incentives multiplicity in nature, but scarcity in num-
bers and misaligned incentives 

Demand usually forecasted/known uncertain 

Environment more and more volatile highly volatile and unstable 

(adapted from Charles et al., 2010) 

As presented above, humanitarian supply chains differ from commercial supply chains in 
various aspects. However, researchers such as Oloruntoba and Gray (2006) began to study 
whether concepts from commercial supply chains such as agility may also be relevant to 
humanitarian supply chains. Therefore, the concept of agility is discussed below. 

2.2.2 Agility 

Commercial supply chains adapt supply chain management techniques in order to be better 
able to respond to dynamic and volatile markets (Scholten et al., 2010). Christopher and 
Towill (2000) define agility as “a business-wide capability that embraces organizational 
structures, information systems, logistics processes and, in particular, mindsets” (p. 206). 
They describe agility as a concept having its origins in flexible manufacturing systems 
through which manufacturers are better able to respond to changes to volume or demand-
ed product mix. Thus, an agile supply chain is able to respond to unexpected changes in 
supply or demand (Christopher & Peck, 2004). Furthermore, an agile supply chain might 
be resilient. Resilience in the context of supply chain management describes a supply chain 
being able to return to its initial or a new state after an interruption (Christopher & Peck, 
2004). 

According to van Hoek et al. (2001), a supply chain requires customer sensitivity, virtual in-
tegration, process integration and network integration in order to become agile. Humanitar-
ian supply chains are often being described as agile, even though they do not consider all 
those elements. Sensitivity to changes in demand, thus responsiveness, is a crucial element 
of humanitarian supply chains in order to respond to uncertainties. However, virtual, pro-
cess and network integration are elements usually not to be found in humanitarian supply 
chains (Merminod, Nollet & Pache, 2014; Scholten et al., 2010). This could be explained by 
the fact that humanitarian supply chains are often setup as temporary supply chains 
(Oloruntoba & Gray, 2006): Supply chain stakeholders join forces and put their resources 
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together to work on an ad hoc project requiring a specific resource configuration and net-
work which will eventually be dismantled to free resources for another project (Merminod 
et al., 2014). Day et al. (2012) describe those supply chains as transient as their lifecycle is 
finite, and the supply chain is exclusively set up to respond to a particular event such as a 
disaster. In order to anticipate a crisis, Merminod et al. (2014) argue for pre-positioning of 
IT, logistical, and human resources and Scholten et al. (2010) emphasize postponement and 
leagility as levers to achieve higher market sensitivity. While the concept of agility has al-
ready been presented, the role of lean supply is discussed next in order to explain how lean 
and agile principles can raise the responsiveness of a supply chain. 

2.2.2.1 Role of Leanness 

Agility and leanness have some characteristics in common such as a focus on product qual-
ity and minimization of total lead-times (time between customer order and delivery) 
(Christopher & Towill, 2000). Both concepts can be distinguished by their different focus 
on how to provide value to the customer: While leanness focuses on costs to gain competi-
tive sales prices, agility focuses on service provided to the customer (Christopher & Towill, 
2000). However, there are also more attributes that help to distinguish agile from lean sup-
ply chains as described by Mason-Jones et al. (2000). Not all distinguishing attributes are 
likewise relevant for humanitarian supply chains (such as profit margins and product varie-
ty), however, the following attributes are also highly relevant to distinguish agile from lean 
humanitarian supply chains. 

An agile supply chain is most suitable for a volatile demand, when high availability is re-
quired. In contrary, lean supply satisfies predictable marketplace demand where cost is the 
main customer driver and physical costs are the most dominant cost factors (Mason-Jones 
et al., 2000). Efficiency - as tried to be achieved in lean supply chains – is not the first pri-
ority when it comes to the delivery of aid after a disaster: Efficient supply chains may be 
unable to adapt to requirements of the area they are deployed whereas effective agile supply 
chains “recover quickly from sudden setbacks” (Lee, 2004, p. 106). As described earlier, re-
sponsiveness is of utmost importance to humanitarian supply chains, and during the im-
mediate response their focus is on people rather than on profit or cost. Thus, one could 
conclude that a humanitarian supply chain should be mostly agile. However, researchers 
have argued that humanitarian supply chains should follow lean and agile principles 
(Merminod et al., 2014; Oloruntoba & Gray, 2006; Scholten et al., 2010) even though 
“when and how to embrace the agile and the lean principles remained unclear” (Cozzolino 
et al., 2012, p. 28). Merminod et al. (2014) mention that agility of a humanitarian supply 
chain can be prepared before a disaster strikes while other authors emphasize the suitability 
of agility to face extreme conditions in case of a disaster and the usefulness of lean princi-
ples in order to achieve efficiency (Cozzolino et al., 2012; Kovács & Tatham, 2009).  

Oloruntoba and Gray (2006) apply the concept of agile and lean supply chains from the 
commercial context to humanitarian supply chains. Figure 2.4 presents an agile supply 
chain for disaster relief operations in the immediate response phase following lean princi-
ples upstream and agile principles separated by a decoupling point downstream. The de-
coupling point is the point on which real demand penetrates the supply chain. It is argued 
that the supply chain should carry generic inventory for as long as possible until real de-
mand is known to further process it in an agile process (Christopher & Towill, 2000). 
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(adapted from Oloruntoba & Gray, 2006) 

Figure 2.4 An agile supply chain for disaster relief operations. 

Oloruntoba and Gray (2006) argue for applying lean principles upstream to facilitate activi-
ties such as demand forecasting, mobilization of goods, people, skills and financing, pro-
curement, and transportation sourcing. They further mention it is difficult to obtain fund-
ing for lean procedures since humanitarian organizations are dependent on donor support. 
It is difficult to obtain funding for the development of routines and procedures, which en-
able supply chain efficiency but do only have a low media impact. After the disaster strikes, 
a sensitive needs assessment helps to understand the changing needs of beneficiaries and 
enables humanitarian organizations to quickly react with an agile response based on real 
demand (Oloruntoba & Gray, 2006).  

Having the general features of an agile supply chain for disaster relief operations in mind, 
agility capabilities of humanitarian supply chains are described below. 

2.2.2.2 Capabilities 

Charles et al. (2010) provide a framework to describe agility capabilities of a humanitarian 
supply chain. They have analyzed previous literature in order to build a model that incorpo-
rates capabilities for supply chain agility mentioned by several authors (Slack, 2005; Supply 
Chain Council, 2010; Vernon, 2008). Figure 2.5 presents the „house of agility‟ which is built 
of flexibility, effectiveness and responsiveness capabilities to achieve quick and adequate, 
thus agile, response to short-term changes. 

 

(Charles et al., 2010, p. 727) 

Figure 2.5 The house of agility. 

Flexibility 

Flexibility serves as the basement of the „house of agility‟. Slack (2005) distinguishes be-
tween different manufacturing capabilities: mix, volume, product, and delivery flexibility. 
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Mix flexibility is defined as the ability to change produced products on short notice, vol-
ume flexibility comprises the ability to change output amounts, product flexibility includes 
modifying existing and introducing new products, and delivery flexibility describes the abil-
ity to change delivery dates.  

Responsiveness 

The framework describes responsiveness consisting of three capabilities: velocity, reactivity, 
and visibility. Velocity refers to the ability to quickly cover needs while reactivity indicates 
how quickly needs can be identified and taken into account (Charles et al., 2010). Visibility 
in a supply chain can be defined as “the identity, location and status of entities transiting 
the supply chain, captured in timely messages about events, along with the planned and ac-
tual dates/times for these events” (Vernon, 2008, p. 182). 

Effectiveness 

Effectiveness consists of two capabilities: reliability and completeness. The Supply Chain 
Council (2010) describes reliability as “the ability to perform tasks as expected” (p. 7). It 
comprises metrics such as delivering the right product, in the right quantity, at the right 
place, at the right time, in perfect condition and with correct documentation. Completeness 
is achieved when all aspects of reliability are fulfilled (Charles et al., 2010). 

Based on the aforementioned concepts of disaster relief operations and humanitarian sup-
ply chains, a conceptual framework for this study is presented next. 

2.3 Conceptual Framework 

By merging external situational factors presented by L‟Hermitte et al. (2014) and agility ca-
pabilities of humanitarian supply chains presented by Charles et al. (2010) into one frame-
work, Figure 2.6 provides a holistic view of our research. It indicates that external situa-
tional factors impact the agility capabilities of humanitarian supply chains. 

 

(adapted from Charles et al., 2010; L‟Hermitte et al., 2014) 

Figure 2.6 Conceptual framework. 
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By highlighting the main concepts relevant for this study, this framework guides the re-
search process with the aim of fulfilling the purpose of the thesis. In the final section of 
this chapter, the frame of reference will be summarized. 

2.4 Summary 

The frame of reference presents the relevant literature to this thesis and serves as a founda-
tion for answering the research questions and, thus, fulfilling the purpose.  

The first section of the theoretical framework introduces the reader to the field of disaster 
relief operations and its characteristics (Barbarosoğlu, Özdamar & Çevik, 2002; OCHA, 
2012). Subsequently, the classification concept of disasters as described in recent literature 
is discussed. In view of the scope of the study, the concept developed by L‟Hermitte et al. 
(2014), who present a new classification consisting of the time and space dimensions of 
disasters, is presented as most suitable, because it focuses on the applicability of general lo-
gistics and supply chain practices. Thereafter, external situational factors as described by 
L‟Hermitte et al. (2014) are illustrated. These external situational factors (infrastructure, 
government, physical, socio-economic, security) are explained in greater detail. Finally, the 
phases of disaster relief operations are discussed, and the actors in the supply network of 
disaster relief operations are described. 

In the second section of the theoretical framework, the focus is shifted on humanitarian 
supply chains: Agile supply chains are developed by humanitarian logisticians in order to 
deal with uncertainty. The concept of „agility‟ is mainly discussed in literature referring to 
commercial supply chains. In order to introduce characteristics and particular terminology 
of humanitarian supply chains, a comparison of elements of commercial and humanitarian 
supply chains by Charles et al. (2010) is presented. Oloruntoba and Gray (2006) have ana-
lyzed the agility of humanitarian supply chains to conclude that they share a high sensitivity 
to changes in demand with commercial supply chains, however, they lack process and net-
work integration as enabler for agility. The concept of lean supply chains is introduced in 
order to illustrate that agile supply chains for disaster relief operations may consist of a lean 
and efficient part upstream as well as an agile and effective part downstream to respond to 
the uncertain nature of events. The „house of agility‟ by Charles et al. (2010) is subsequently 
presented to introduce flexibility, responsiveness and effectiveness as the key agility capa-
bilities for humanitarian supply chains.  

The chapter concludes with a conceptual framework guiding data collection and analysis.  
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3 Methodology 

This chapter deals with the outline of the methodology for this thesis. A discussion of the research approach 
and research design is followed by the description of the data collection and data analysis techniques. Before 
this chapter concludes with a summary, the credibility aspects of this study are discussed. 

3.1 Research Approach  

At the beginning of the research process, it is important for researchers to make them-
selves familiar with the possible approaches that a study could apply. Key questions to be 
asked are whether to use an inductive, deductive or abductive approach (Saunders, Lewis & 
Thornhill, 2012).  

Considering the scope of this study and the lack of sufficient literature about agility and ex-
ternal situational factors within the context of humanitarian supply chains, it was not pos-
sible to develop hypotheses from previous literature. However, there was general, relevant 
literature available, which was discussed in the frame of reference and helped us to develop 
a general overview, a basic understanding of the topic and a conceptual framework. The in-
formation gathered was used to set up the framework conditions and to prepare for the da-
ta collection. Furthermore, it was used for reflection upon what theoretical themes the em-
pirical data were suggesting. Thus, it cannot be stated that the research approach is entirely 
inductive.  

Our research was based on only few existing theories and contributed to providing deeper 
insights into a particular phenomenon and to creating new insights. Those are characteris-
tics for research of inductive nature (Saunders et al., 2012). Therefore, we argue that a 
combination of the inductive and the deductive approach, with a prevailing inductive com-
ponent, is the most suitable approach for the specific purpose of this thesis.  

The combination of induction and deduction throughout the research process allowed us 
to collect theory and empirical data simultaneously. This resulted in an opportunity to go 
back and forth between empirical findings and theories to reach a conclusion (Pedrosa, 
Näslund & Jasmand, 2012). We were able to change and add theory depending on the em-
pirical data that was collected. Thus, the combination of induction and deduction had the 
advantage to imply understanding of the topics under investigation (Dubois & Gadde, 
2002).  

3.2 Research Design 

According to Saunders et al. (2012), the research design refers to the general plan of how 
researchers plan on answering their research questions in order to fulfill their purpose. Im-
portant questions for the researchers to be addressed are whether the research should be 
exploratory, explanatory or descriptive and which research method and research strategy 
should be applied. 

The research design consists of different aspects that will be presented next. 

3.2.1 Classification of Research Purpose 

We aim at exploring and analyzing how the agility of humanitarian supply chains is impact-
ed by external situational factors during the immediate response phase of an emergency 
event. Furthermore, actions taken by humanitarian organizations to address the impact of 
those external situational factors are explored and analyzed. 
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The focus is on finding out what is happening and on assessing a phenomenon in a new 
light, which is a characteristic of research of exploratory nature. Furthermore, this research 
is exploratory since previous research is scarce which indicates that new insights can still be 
discovered. This goes hand in hand with Wilson (2010) who sees a need in exploratory re-
search when the researcher investigates a research problem that is characterized by a lack of 
comprehensive earlier research which is not sufficiently understood. In order to guarantee 
coherence between purpose, method and analysis of empirical findings, researchers have to 
keep their specific purpose in mind when choosing a research method (Wilson, 2010). 

3.2.2 Research Method 

In order to accomplish the purpose of this study, a qualitative approach was applied. The 
qualitative approach is particularly suitable, because it provides a deeper understanding for 
the topic studied (Wilson, 2010). Furthermore, this qualitative study is based on opinions 
and meanings motivated by words and not based on numbers. In addition to that, this 
study requires a classification into categories as well as themes and is based on a relatively 
low number of respondents. 

3.2.3 Research Strategy 

By basing our research strategy on the research approach (combination of induction and 
deduction), research purpose (exploratory) and research method (qualitative) of the study, 
we consider a case study as the most appropriate research strategy in order to learn about 
the impact of external situational factors on humanitarian supply chains‟ agility. The case 
study strategy enables us to illustrate our proposed conceptual framework in a real-life con-
text (Yin, 2009). Our selection of research strategy is consistent with Wilson (2010) who 
describes case studies as appropriate for „what‟, „how‟ and „why‟ research questions. Fur-
thermore, Eisenhardt (1989) considers a case study suitable when research is conducted in 
new areas such as the impact of external situational factors on humanitarian supply chains‟ 
agility. The case study facilitates sense making and exploration of complexity (Yin, 2009), 
which is particularly suitable for this study because disasters “struggle with very special cir-
cumstances” (Kovács & Spens, 2007, p. 100) and can be described as “complex systemic 
phenomena” (L‟Hermitte et al., 2014, p. 156). 

This case study follows a single-case (embedded) design to explore and analyze the unique 
circumstances during the immediate response to the Haiti Earthquake 2010. Haiti Earth-
quake 2010 with its devastating effects constitutes an extreme case which provides a ra-
tionale for a single-case design (Yin, 2009). The single-case design allows the researchers to 
embed several subunits of analysis, such as different humanitarian organizations, in order 
to gain richer insights into the case (Yin, 2009). Aiming at learning about the impact of ex-
ternal situational factors on the agility of humanitarian supply chains of different humani-
tarian organizations by the case of the Haiti Earthquake 2010 is in line with Yin (2009), 
who emphasizes that a specific, real-life phenomenon should be studied in a case study de-
sign. Therefore, we argue that a case study is the most appropriate research strategy to an-
swer our research questions and, thus, fulfill our purpose. In the following section, the em-
ployed data collection techniques are described in detail. 

3.3 Data Collection 

In order to fulfill the purpose of the study, the major part of this research was based upon 
primary data, however, secondary data was only used to a small extent.  
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Data collection took place over a short period of time targeting a specific point in time, 
namely the Haiti Earthquake 2010. Therefore, this study is cross-sectional and studies a 
particular phenomenon at a particular point of time.  

Below the choice of primary and secondary data are presented. 

3.3.1 Primary Data 

We collected primary data using semi-structured interviews, because they are considered to 
be the most important source for primary qualitative data for a case study research strategy 
(Yin, 2009). The interviews were conducted via telephone, Skype Audio and Skype Video, 
because the respondents were located all over the world. 

During the semi-structured interviews, we followed an interview outline with a list of 
themes and key questions. Open-ended questions were asked to understand the reasons for 
decisions taken by interviewees and to allow them to elaborate on the topic, as suggested 
by literature (Saunders et al., 2012). Interviewees also provided feedback on the appropri-
ateness of our questions and gave us the chance to adjust questions for upcoming inter-
views. During our Skype Video interview, non-verbal communication could be observed 
which facilitated sense making (Wilson, 2010). 

Within this thesis, respondents from several organizations were interviewed to learn about 
how external situational factors impact the agility of humanitarian supply chains during the 
immediate response phase of an emergency disaster and how this impact was addressed by 
those agencies. We included a broad range of representatives of organizations from local 
volunteers to supply chain directors, which is recommended by previous research (Scholten 
et al., 2010). Therefore, our case study contains a holistic assessment of operational and 
strategically perspectives.  

All interviews were conducted in English, audio-recorded and transcribed to be analyzed. 
In the next section, sampling techniques and the interview outline are described in detail. 

3.3.1.1 Sampling 

As our research is of a qualitative nature, we opted for non-probability sampling techniques 
to generalize samples about the population, however, not on statistical grounds (Saunders 
et al., 2012). Purposive (judgmental) sampling allowed selecting respondents that were con-
sidered highly relevant to our case study. Based on the purpose and the selected case, Haiti 
Earthquake 2010, we looked for practitioners and researchers, who were deployed to Haiti 
in the immediate response phase of the emergency event. Contact lists published by hu-
manitarian organizations were used as a starting point to identify people who were involved 
in the immediate response to Haiti Earthquake 2010. During the interviews, snowball sam-
pling (volunteer sampling) was used by asking interviewees to recommend potential inter-
view partners, which might be further relevant to the case study. In total, we contacted 
89 individuals with a personalized email to present our case study and asked them if they 
were available as an interviewee and/or if they could recommend further potential inter-
view partners. Emails, which were not answered, were followed up by sending a reminder. 
The same applied for potential interview partners who assured to take part in our study but 
had not come back to us with an agreed date and time for the interview. 

In total, nine interviews with respondents from humanitarian organizations as well as real-
time evaluators were conducted as presented in Table 3.1. Data saturation was considered 



 

 
22 

to be reached after nine interviews, because respondents did not provide any new insights 
relevant to our case study. 

Table 3.1 Contextual data of conducted interviews 

Respondent Organization Working title 
Date of  

Interview 
Interview 

Type 
Interview 
Duration 

François  
Grünewald 

Groupe URD Real-time Evaluator 2015-04-06 Skype Audio 1 h 14 min 

Jesper Holmer 
Lund 

OCHA Head of the Field Coordina-
tion Support Section 

2015-04-11 Skype Audio 1 h 13 min 

Oscar  
Caleman 

WFP Project Manager, IT Emer-
gency Preparedness and Re-
sponse Branch (RMTF) 

2015-04-13 Telephone 52 min 

Andrea Binder GPPi Real-time Evaluator 2015-04-14 Skype Audio 1 h 03 min 

François  
De Meulder 

DAI –  
Washington 

International Transport  
Consultant 

2015-04-15 Skype Video 1 h 58 min 

Luis Pereira Organization 1* Deputy Director and Field 
Manager 

2015-04-17 Skype Audio 1 h 09 min 

Neel Stratton Organization 2* Director of Supply Chain 2015-04-17 Telephone 1 h 18 min 

Philippe  
Tissier 

Organization 3* Humanitarian Logistics  
Specialist 

2015-04-23 Skype Audio 1 h 36 min 

Arold  
Jean Paul 

Islamic Relief 
Worldwide 

Local Volunteer 2015-04-24 Skype Audio 1 h 49 min 

* The name of the organization is fictional 

3.3.1.2 Interview Outline 

In order to conduct semi-structured interviews, an interview outline was created (see Ap-
pendix A). The interview outline gave us flexibility, because it only guided us and allowed 
us to ask additional questions to further explore the topic (Saunders et al., 2012). Further-
more, it allowed us to omit questions from the outline if we did not expect valuable input 
for the study, or an interviewee did not feel comfortable about answering a particular ques-
tion (Bailey, 2007).  

Special emphasize was put on creating interview questions, because they have a huge im-
pact on the quality of the findings. Interviewees may interpret questions differently than in-
tended, and interviewees may try to provide answers to please the interviewer (Yin, 2009). 
Therefore, a thoughtfully planned interview outline utilizing open-ended questions, probing 
questions and „how‟ instead of „why‟ (non-leading) questions helped to prevent common 
pitfalls (Saunder et al., 2012).  

The interview started with an introduction to explain our research to our interviewees to 
gain their confidence and strengthen our credibility (Saunders et al., 2012). Subsequently, 
we asked explicitly for consent from the interviewee for audio recording the interview, 
whether the respondents like to take part in the study anonymously, whether we are al-
lowed to mention the name of the organization the interviewee was working for during 
Haiti Earthquake 2010, and whether we are allowed to publish our research.  

Our interview followed a funnel approach: Very broad questions on the interviewees‟ 
background and role during the earthquake response were asked in the beginning and be-
came more specific on actions taken later during the interview. The interview outline was 
updated during the data collection process: The sequence of questions was changed to 
achieve a better flow of the interview. Furthermore, questions on the specific impact of ex-
ternal situational factors on components of agility of humanitarian supply chains were split 
in multiple single questions to facilitate the understanding of the questions.  
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The interviews ended by informing the interviewee that the interview will be transcribed, 
and empirical findings will be summarized. Subsequently, the empirical findings were sent 
to interviewees for confirmation of correctness, approval of direct quotes and general 
feedback to prevent misunderstandings. Furthermore, the presentation of the respondents‟ 
„organization‟ and „working title‟ were confirmed. An „interview consent form‟ (see Appen-
dix B) was sent out to interviewees after the interview to record in writing the permissions 
of usage of primary data collected as orally agreed on in the beginning of the interview. 

3.3.2 Secondary Data 

Secondary data was collected through newspaper articles, publications of humanitarian or-
ganizations, videos and websites in order to provide a baseline of the state of knowledge on 
the topic and to stimulate ideas as suggested by Ticehurst and Veal (2000). Furthermore, 
this data was used for background knowledge on Haiti Earthquake 2010 and as preparation 
for the interviews by collecting information on the background of interviewees‟ organiza-
tions and their role during the immediate response phase. Organizations‟ internal docu-
mentation was collected if possible. 

3.4 Data Analysis 

By combining both inductive and deductive procedures, template analysis is highly suitable 
for this study. For the purpose of this study, template analysis was applied to organize, ana-
lyze and interpret collected data, by first coding and then rearranging the data from the 
semi-structured interviews. 

King (2004) describes template analysis as “a style of thematic analysis that balances rela-
tively high degree of structure in the process of analyzing textual data with the flexibility to 
adapt it to the needs of a particular study” (p. 426). In the beginning, we focused on finding 
the right balance of codes, because King (2004) points out that too many predefined codes 
may prevent exploration of more pertinent issues, and too few codes may lead to an over-
whelming mass of rich and complex data. Our approach and starting point for constructing 
an initial template was the interview guide which draws on the frame of reference and sec-
ondary data. By identifying key words, codes were defined (a priori) and the initial template 
was created. As data collection proceeded, the template was revised in response to the an-
swers of the interviewees. 

Interview transcripts were manually coded and analyzed using a color code. The use of a 
spreadsheet facilitated the distribution within and across the template. As suggested by 
King (2004), a list of all codes occurring in each transcript, with some indication of fre-
quency was compiled at an early stage. This was particularly helpful because the distribu-
tion of codes within and across transcripts helped to draw attention to aspects of the data 
which warranted further examination. Moreover, we identified and selected the themes 
which were “of most central relevance to the task of building an understanding of the phe-
nomena under investigation” (King, 2004, p. 267). Selectivity was balanced against open-
ness towards analyzing and interpreting data, which was crucial to be able to identify 
themes that played a relevant role and, therefore, added value to the study. 

For the convenience of the reader, Figure 3.1 illustrates the data analysis process and high-
lights its interaction with the data collection process. 
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Figure 3.1 Data analysis process. 

We were following the three principles of data collection by Yin (2009), namely using mul-
tiple sources of evidence, creating a case study database and maintaining a chain of evi-
dence. The broad range of respondents and secondary literature study on our case provided 
multiple sources of evidence to ensure triangulation. 

When conducting research, it is crucial to take issues related to the quality of research into 
consideration. Therefore, credibility aspects are discussed next. 

3.5 Credibility 

In order to ensure quality of research findings, validity and reliability of research results 
were considered as presented by Saunders et al. (2012) and Yin (2009).  

3.5.1 Validity 

This section describes the aspects of construct validity, internal validity and external validity 
relevant for this study (Yin, 2009).  

Construct validity refers to “the extent to which your research measures actually measure 
what you intend them to assess” (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 193). Within this study, multiple 
sources for both primary and secondary data were utilized. A chain of evidence aims at al-
lowing the reader of this thesis “to follow the derivation of any evidence from initial re-
search questions to ultimate case study conclusions” (Yin, 2009, p. 122). This thesis follows 
formal and structural requirements to enable the reader to follow our process of reasoning. 
In four seminars, peers reviewed our thesis draft, alongside this we interviewed people who 
provided feedback which was further taken into account. 

In general, internal validity is given when a causal relationship between two variables can be 
established (Saunders et al., 2012). Thus, internal validity is mainly required in explanatory 
studies. However, within exploratory case study research, inferences are required when a 
direct observation of events is not possible (Yin, 2009). We were not able to directly ob-
serve logistical operations for Haiti Earthquake 2010. Based on the collected data from in-
terviews and secondary data, we were constantly inferring how external situational factors 
impact the agility of humanitarian supply chains and how humanitarian organizations ad-
dressed this issue. During the interviews, we were probing meanings, exploring answers 
from different viewpoints and clarifying questions to further increase our understanding, 
hence, were able to increase internal validity (Saunders et al., 2012).  

External validity defines “the domain to which a study‟s finding can be generalized” (Yin, 
2009, p. 40) and represents a major barrier in the acceptance of case studies as research 
strategy. The main argument against case studies has been that case studies provide little 
basis for scientific generalization (Yin, 2009). Case studies, and qualitative research in gen-
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eral, cannot build on statistical inference, instead they have to rely on analytical inference. 
Saunders et al. (2012) claim that in some cases a high degree of generalizability is not what 
the research aims at, because there are certain topics which are relevant and interesting to 
study even though findings cannot be generalized. The fact that this study focuses on learn-
ing from a particular case should be considered as a strength rather than a weakness 
(Dubois & Gadde, 2002).  

Aspects from construct validity, internal validity and external validity guided our study to 
improve the overall validity of our findings. 

3.5.2 Reliability 

Reliability has the objective to ensure that “your data collection techniques and analytics 
procedures would produce consistent findings if they were repeated on another occasion or 
if they were replicated by a different researcher” (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 192) to minimize 
biases and errors within the case study (Yin, 2009).  

The frame of reference and preparations for interviews enabled us to be knowledgeable in-
terviewers. In order to address interviewer bias, open-mindedness was crucial for us. Dur-
ing the interviews, we were keen to learn from the interviewees, were open towards their 
answers and appreciated their input. Interviewee bias was addressed by managing the ex-
pectations of interviewees towards the interview. We provided information about the back-
ground and purpose of our research, explained how our findings would be used, agreed on 
a timeframe for the interview, explained our type of interview (semi-structured) and in-
formed interviewees about their right to maintain anonymous in our study.  

In order to further increase reliability, documentation of the research process in form of 
our interview outline and a case study database allows external reviewers to verify our find-
ings (Yin, 2009). Since all interviews were audio-recorded, we only had to take notes to fa-
cilitate the interview session. Thus, we were able to solely focus on the interviewee and had 
a recording for transcription and later reference available. Furthermore, interviewees re-
ceived the interview outline before the interview to allow them to prepare for the session. 

In the final section of this chapter, the methodology will be summarized. 

3.6 Summary 

The research approach selected for this study is a combination of induction and deduction, 
with the focus being mostly on the inductive part. The study is of qualitative nature be-
cause it provides a first exploration of this particular topic. As the purpose of this thesis is 
to explore and analyze how the agility of humanitarian supply chains is impacted by exter-
nal situational factors and how these are addressed by humanitarian organizations, the pur-
pose can be classified as exploratory. A single case study (embedded) was chosen as re-
search strategy to explore and analyze the unique circumstances during the immediate re-
sponse to the Haiti Earthquake 2010. The time horizon of the study is cross-sectional be-
cause data was collected over a short period of time, targeting a specific point in time. Pri-
mary data was collected through semi-structured interviews, and secondary data was used 
to prepare for interviews. The data analysis technique applied is the template analysis which 
is particularly suitable for studies that combine components of the inductive and deductive 
research approach. Finally, the aspects of credibility were discussed to demonstrate how we 
have designed the study to cover the aspects of validity and reliability.  
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4 Empirical Findings 

This chapter provides the background to the case of Haiti Earthquake 2010, an overview of the back-
ground of the subunits of the case study and the empirical findings for the following themes: preparedness, 
timeframe of the immediate response phase and external situational factors. 

4.1 Case Background 

Haiti was struck by a devastating earthquake on January 12, 2010 at 4:53 pm, local time. 
The magnitude of the earthquake was 7.0 on the Richter scale and the epicenter was 
around 15 km south-west of the capital city Port-au-Prince (Reliefweb, n.d.). The original 
earthquake was followed by several strong aftershocks. In terms of how many people lost 
their lives, there is different information available: The death toll lies between 
222,570 (Reliefweb, n.d.) and 316,000 (O'Connor, 2012). Furthermore, 80 percent of Port-
au-Prince was destroyed and 90 percent of houses were destroyed in Léogâne (30 km south 
of Port-au-Prince) which resulted in 1.5 million people who lost their homes (European 
Commission, 2015). What is more, “60 per cent [sic] of Government and administrative 
buildings were destroyed, 80 per cent [sic] of schools in Port-au-Prince and 60 per cent [sic] 
of schools in the South and West Departments were destroyed or damaged” (Reliefweb, 
n.d., para 1). The loss that is related to the earthquake is estimated at USD 7.8 billion 
(Reliefweb, n.d.) which is almost 120 percent of Haiti‟s 2009 gross domestic product (The 
World Bank, n.d.). 

4.2 Subunits Background 

The subunits of the Haiti Earthquake 2010 case study are presented in Table 4.1. For the 
convenience of the reader, respondents are referred to as subunits for analysis in this chap-
ter. The labels were added in order of interview conduction. 

Table 4.1 Subunit information 

Respondent Organization Working Title 
Subunits for 

Analysis 
François Grünewald Groupe URD Real-time Evaluator SU-1 

Jesper Holmer Lund OCHA Head of the Field Coordination Support 
Section 

SU-2 

Oscar Caleman WFP Project Manager, IT Emergency Prepar-
edness and Response Branch (RMTF) 

SU-3 

Andrea Binder GPPi Real-time Evaluator SU-4 

François De Meulder DAI - Washington International Transport Consultant SU-5 

Luis Pereira Organization 1* Deputy Director and Field Manager SU-6 

Neel Stratton Organization 2* Director of Supply Chain SU-7 

Philippe Tissier Organization 3* Humanitarian Logistics Specialist SU-8 

Arold Jean Paul Islamic Relief 
Worldwide 

Local Volunteer SU-9 

* The name of the organization is fictional 

4.3 Preparedness 

In 2008, Haiti suffered from floods. Back then, the UN World Food Programme had orga-
nized an interagency logistics cluster which was sharing information with all agencies. In-
formation about customs clearance and transport services for smaller humanitarian organi-
zations was offered. Furthermore, they had a department to draft maps (vulnerability as-
sessment maps) indicating bottlenecks from blocked roads and potential bypasses in which 
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local staff received training (SU-5). Since Haiti is a disaster prone region, many humanitari-
an organizations and especially Mission des Nations Unies pour la stabilisation en Haïti 
(MINUSTAH) were already present in the country (SU-2, SU-4). However, they were not 
prepared for an earthquake: 

“The focus of the aid agencies including the international community was more on what happens 
every year: cyclones and floods. They were not looking at what happens once in a while, every 100, 
200 years, and has very deadly consequences. There was very little preparedness for earthquakes.” 
(SU-1, personal communication, 2015-04-06) 

Prior to the earthquake, organizations had mostly development agencies as local partners in 
Haiti. Those were required to put their current projects on hold to reframe their objectives 
to suddenly engage in emergency response (SU-8). 

Organizations have preparedness procedures in place and set up warehouses at strategic lo-
cations with hardware, services and man power which can be employed anywhere in the 
world within hours (SU-3). SU-6 reported about different kits (e.g. medical kits, housing 
kits, hygiene kits) which are stocked in warehouses to be delivered quickly to beneficiaries 
to help them restart their lives. However, SU-2 highlighted that models planned in the 
headquarters with theoretically optimal procedures will inevitably face limitations by reality 
when utilized in a disaster response. An example pointed out by SU-2 was that access to 
food which was inside some warehouses was blocked by rubble. Thus, the food was locked 
up, and it took three to five days before the gates could be opened to get access to the 
food. Furthermore, teams arrived without appropriate equipment (e.g. emergency surgical 
medical system) (SU-1) or procedures for digging latrines which were not feasible on the 
concrete ground in Port-au-Prince (SU-8). 

“They had to bring in whatever they could: In terms of medical supply, in terms of tents, everything 
was in short supply. So everybody had to do their best to get whatever they could into the country – 
quicker than possible. Nobody was prepared for this.” (SU-6, personal communication, 
2015-04-17) 

SU-9 mentioned that the organization he worked for performed an initial needs study a few 
days after the earthquake. Subsequently, they started the expedient distribution of most ur-
gent items such as tents for shelter and food. 

4.4 Immediate Response Phase 

SU-7 described that within the organization she was working for during Haiti Earthquake 
2010, the immediate response phase lasted for the first 90 days, but could have been ex-
tended depending on the severity of the response. She mentioned that an initial evaluation 
and response was performed within the first 72 h. SU-3 highlighted that the timeframe of 
the immediate response phase depends on the type of emergency disaster. In the case of 
Haiti, he considered the first three months as the immediate response phase. SU-8 also 
mentioned that the immediate response phase was not clearly defined. It took until the end 
of February until staff was well accommodated, an assessment to prioritize the camps to 
focus on was remade, and they were able to intervene directly in camps. SU-2 said that the 
immediate response phase consisted of two different parts: First, during the life-saving 
phase, people needed assistance to hinder life-threatening impacts on them. Subsequently, 
stability and predictability of supplies needed to be established, which took two and a half 
until three months after the earthquake. SU-4 described the immediate response phase as 
the first two or three weeks after the earthquake where local people and international or-
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ganizations were involved in the immediate life-saving response, dealing with homelessness 
and removing rubble.  

4.5 External Situational Factors 

The empirical findings of the following five external situational factors in Haiti Earthquake 
2010 during the immediate response phase are presented next: infrastructure, government, 
physical, socio-economic and security situational factors. 

4.5.1 Infrastructure Situational Factors 

The infrastructure situational factors investigated within this thesis are: airport, road net-
work, harbor, power supply and communication infrastructure. The rail network was not 
considered because there was no rail network in place in Haiti. 

4.5.1.1 Airport 

According to SU-1, SU4, SU-6 and SU-8, parts of the airport were destroyed but the con-
trol tower and tarmac remained intact. SU-7 reported that the airport was extremely dam-
aged. SU-2 stated that the airport was the only direct pipeline after the earthquake. Conse-
quently, the airport was overstretched (SU-1, SU-2, SU-3, SU-4, SU-6). One of the big 
challenges was the storage capacity for all the relief items coming in as well as the initial un-
loading (SU-2, SU-3, SU-8). SU-3 and SU-8 pointed out that initially there were not enough 
forklifts and trucks which was reinforced by the fact that a lot of them were damaged in 
the earthquake. 

The control of the airport was very early taken over by the US military (SU-1, SU-2, SU-3, 
SU-4, SU-5, SU-8). The US military had all the facilities and physical assets to organize the 
airport (SU-2, SU-3, SU-4, SU-5, SU-8), and it prevented airplane accidents by coordinating 
the many different organizations that came in to bring relief supplies (SU-4). 

“I don‟t want to imagine what the situation would have looked like without them. I‟m sure it 
would not have worked if they had not done it, but of course it also proposed some challenges for 
the humanitarian community, because priorities were semi military assets, semi humanitarian as-
sets.” (SU-2, personal communication, 2015-04-11) 

SU-2, SU-3, SU-4 and SU-8 highlighted that it could have been made better use of the ex-
isting infrastructure, if there had been a clearer priority for relief goods. Thus, dealing with 
the military added a layer of complexity because they came with a different set of rules and 
different priorities which made the coordination between humanitarian organizations and 
the military challenging. SU-8 stated that there was also a problem of communication with-
in the organizations with regards to goods that were received at the airport. Sometimes, it 
was not communicated that there were goods ready to be picked up. 

Some humanitarian organizations used two airports in Santo Domingo, Dominican Repub-
lic, instead of the airport in Port-au-Prince and trucked the goods to Port-au-Prince (SU-8).  

4.5.1.2 Harbor 

The harbor of Port-au-Prince and surrounding warehouses were severely damaged after the 
earthquake, and it took several months until it was fully operational again (SU-1, SU-2, 
SU-5, SU-7, SU-8, SU-9). The capacity of the harbor of Cap-Haïtien, in the north of Haiti, 
was small, too. Furthermore, big container lines were not calling at Port-au-Prince, but at 
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Miami, USA. The use of transit ports delayed operations (SU-5). What is more, the area 
surrounding the harbor was an area with security problems (SU-9). 

The US military undertook the repair work of the harbor (SU-1, SU-2, SU-6) and hired ad-
ditional local constructors (SU-1). Furthermore, during the immediate response phase, 
goods started being shipped to harbors in the Dominican Republic and were then trans-
ported by road (SU-2, SU-5). SU-4 mentioned that there were no adequate possibilities for 
housing humanitarian staff. Therefore, some organizations had chartered cruise ships to 
host their staff (SU-4). This contributed to the clogging of the harbor. According to SU-4, 
a lot of countries sent ships with medications which were expired. Thus, there were ships 
lingering in the harbor for weeks and the World Health Organization did not know how to 
get rid of the medication they could not use which blocked the harbor.  

4.5.1.3 Road Network 

In Port-au-Prince, there were only three or four main roads crisscrossing through the city 
(SU-4). Even before the earthquake, the whole road network was suffering from conges-
tion (SU-2, SU-3, SU-6). SU-3 considered the road network as the most heavily affected ar-
ea by the earthquake in Port-au-Prince. It was very congested and difficult to move around 
which was reinforced by a lot of rubble on the roads and resulted in the delayed transport 
of relief goods (SU-1, SU-2, SU-3, SU-4, SU-5, SU-6, SU-7, SU-8, SU-9). 

“It looked like a battlefield.” (SU-4, personal communication, 2015-04-14) 

Moreover, there were still many bodies under the rubble which complicated the process of 
removing rubble, and areas could be blocked for days (SU-1, SU-2, SU-3, SU-4, SU-6). 
What added to this was that “you did not know what to do with the bodies because of the culture and 
religion” (SU-1, personal communication, 2015-04-06).  

A lot of rubble removal was done by the US military that cleared the roads with front load-
ers and heavy loaders (SU-1, SU-2). However, SU-2 and SU-9 highlighted that the rubble 
was just pushed aside and not collected for recycling. One reason for this was the ambigui-
ty towards where the rubble was supposed to be placed, because the government did not 
own land where the rubble could be put (SU-1). 

A couple of humanitarian organizations had introduced a „cash-for-work program‟ to get 
the unemployed population and especially the youth to put the rubble aside which 
strengthened the local economy at the same time (SU-4, SU-7, SU-8, SU-9). SU-1 men-
tioned that some local companies were involved in the removal of rubble. 

Moreover, there were huge traffic jams because of many additional vehicles coming into 
the country to support the disaster relief operations (SU-6). SU-1, SU-6 and SU-8 men-
tioned that outside Port-au-Prince, the road network was not too touched. There was one 
bridge that was destroyed, but it was rapidly repaired (SU-1, SU-2, SU-6). However, to 
reach small villages outside Port-au-Prince, humanitarian organizations had to change to 
smaller trucks because the road network outside national roads was very poor (SU-8). 

The logistics cluster communicated information on which roads were passable and which 
were not, and helicopters were used to do air assessments (SU-7, SU-3). In order to dis-
tribute relief goods to beneficiaries, the last mile distribution in Port-au-Prince sometimes 
had to be done by carrying relief items by hand (SU-8). SU-8 added that distribution points 
were moved closer to the road to have beneficiaries pick up the relief goods. SU-8 added 
that even without debris some streets could not be accessed because they were too steep. 
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“If we cannot get there, we cannot deliver what we need.” (SU-3, personal communica-
tion, 2015-04-13) 

Another action taken was the air dropping of food by the US military which the Haitians 
were totally opposed to (SU-4). SU-4 described that the US military did not know how to 
act in a humanitarian crisis such as Haiti Earthquake 2010, and they had not been well 
tasked by the humanitarians. 

4.5.1.4 Power Supply 

“Keep in mind that there was no power supply”. (SU-3, personal communication, 
2015-04-13) 

SU-1, SU-2, SU-4, SU-6, SU-7 and SU-8 highlighted that it did not have a negative impact 
on the relief work because it was so unreliable in the first place that everybody had genera-
tors.  

There were a lot of generators coming in (SU-3, SU-6, SU-8). It was unpredictable whether 
the global aid material which came in was 220 Volt or 110 Volt. This was a big challenge as 
the majority of the country was working on 110 Volt while humanitarian organizations 
were used to work in 220/230 Volt environments (SU-3). 

In terms of fuel, there was a decent fuel supply coming in (SU-3). SU-6 stated that shortage 
of gasoline and diesel from time to time affected the power supply and also the distribu-
tion.  

4.5.1.5 Communication 

The Haitian population had been using mobile phones for some years. There was very little 
landline, and communication stopped after the earthquake (SU-1). This was because mo-
biles did not work for the first week where everyone was depending on satellite phones 
(SU-1, SU-2, SU-3, SU-5, SU-8, SU-9). Big telephone and Internet service providers came 
back on gradually, but they had challenges due to a lack of capacity to deal with the influx 
and the huge amount of people in one area (SU-3). SU-4 stated that communication was a 
huge problem, particularly in the beginning, where the humanitarian community was not 
able to help to establish and restore government channels. Furthermore, a lot of the net-
work capacity was used up by cell phone calls of journalists. 

A satellite based solution for connectivity was brought in to support humanitarian opera-
tions (SU-1, SU-2, SU-3, SU-5, SU-7, SU-8). Satellite connectivity was used to get Internet 
connectivity and voice connectivity (SU-3). In addition to that, given the security situation 
in Haiti, the security telecommunications network across the country was extended and 
reestablished by using very high frequency radios and walkie-talkies. 

“So if there are gaps, which is normally the case in this type of scenario during the emergency re-
sponse phase, we go in and try to fill those gaps until the regular services come back online, if they 
ever do that.” (SU-3, personal communication, 2015-04-13) 

The ability to identify and address communication infrastructure gaps did not rely on other 
types of infrastructure to be available. A lot of the systems that were put in place were not 
dependent on national infrastructure because bandwidths from satellites which have sta-
tions in other parts of the world were used (SU-3). 

SU-2 stated that there was a private mobile company that came in to set up a small network 
for the relief operations. They had mobile phones up and running five to seven days after 
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the earthquake and set up a SMS service where people could send SMS if they suspected 
people trapped under rubble. People started using the satellite connectivity rapidly, howev-
er, the network was soon overloaded by the media and a large number of aid workers 
(SU-1). 

4.5.2 Government Situational Factors 

The government situational factors investigated within this thesis are: the role of the gov-
ernment, regulations toward relief operations and level of corruption.  

4.5.2.1 Role of Government 

With Port-au-Prince being hit by the earthquake, the capital city of Haiti was affected and 
eleven ministry buildings were totally damaged which resulted in the absence of a function-
ing government (SU-2). The position of the Haitian government after the earthquake was 
not very strong, and they were not heavily involved in the disaster response during the im-
mediate response phase (SU-1, SU-3, SU-4, SU-5, SU-6, SU-7, SU-8, SU-9). They tried to 
keep the order as much as they could, but not in a very effective manner (SU-6). The Hai-
tian government was not prepared for reacting to earthquakes (SU-8). Government offi-
cials were personally affected by the earthquake: They lost their houses and relatives were 
injured (SU-2, SU-4). Furthermore, several thousands of staff from the government admin-
istration died in the earthquake (SU-4, SU-8), which resulted in a government with very 
limited capacity (SU-2).  

“The government itself was as much a victim as the population.” (SU-1, personal communi-
cation, 2015-04-06) 

During the immediate response phase, the government was not able to control incoming 
goods. Some people were exploiting this situation by shipping materials to the country to 
sell them on the local market (SU-7).  

Prior to the earthquake, the Haitian government had a very limited capacity and capability 
due to a very difficult political setting. The earthquake further impacted their decision-
making capability because they lost venues where they could gather and meet to make deci-
sions (SU-2). Humanitarian organizations initially did not address the power vacuum in 
Haiti after the earthquake, as it allowed them to roll out their disaster relief response with-
out the need to seek permission for their undertakings by the government (SU-1, SU-2, 
SU-3, SU–4, SU-6). The US military was airdropping food (SU-1) and humanitarian organi-
zations started their operations in Port-au-Prince or villages without prior registration 
(SU-9), which led to “open hostility” (SU-4, personal communication, 2015-04-14) and “a big 
resentment” (SU-1, personal communication, 2015-04-06) towards international organiza-
tions. Unless there was some criminal activity, humanitarian organizations were operating 
without any control from the government as long as goods and money were brought into 
the country (SU-6). This had negative impacts in the long run because no substantial struc-
tures were built (SU-2), which could have been prevented by being more supportive and 
helpful to the government in the beginning of the response (SU-4). 

The decentralized level of the Haitian government broke down, since they had no possibil-
ity to communicate with each other while humanitarian organizations set up a communica-
tion infrastructure for their operations (SU-4).  
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“There is a specific setting in Haiti. In some ways, Haiti is very clean because there was no inter-
ference by the government. Therefore, you could use your school model. But the other side is that you 
didn‟t have anyone to deal with. You were working on your own with others who were working on 
their own.” (SU-2, personal communication, 2015-04-11) 

Clusters of humanitarian organizations made more decisions than the government (SU-6). 
The logistics cluster was set up from the very beginning aiming at coordinating across or-
ganizations and assigning responsibilities among humanitarian organizations (SU-7). An-
other example for addressing the missing capacity of the government was the US military 
managing the airport in Port-au-Prince (SU-1, SU-2). 

4.5.2.2 Regulations Toward Relief Operations 

There were regulations in place, however, they were not considered by humanitarian organ-
izations (SU-2). The government was basically non-existent in the relief operation, because 
they did not have any capacity to enforce regulations and, thus, did not interfere with the 
work of humanitarian organizations (SU-2, SU-4, SU-5). Right after the earthquake, the 
government lifted regulations as they were trying to get in required supplies. Haitian au-
thorities allowed trucks to import goods without prior checking or control (SU-6). Howev-
er, new official regulations to facilitate humanitarian organizations‟ operations were not 
necessarily communicated to customs officers: They were still referring to previous proce-
dures, because they did not receive any instructions to change their routine (SU-8). Later, 
the government was trying to put regulations steadily back once they moved into tempo-
rary offices (SU-7, SU-8).  

There was no problem with the disaster law itself, but with the implementation capacity of 
the legal framework: The local management coordination for disasters was implemented in 
autumn 2009 and was not in place everywhere when the earthquake happened (SU-1). Lo-
cal authorities were not as severely impacted as the government. They were present and 
would have been available to be involved in the relief work, but they did not play a role in 
the coordination and support efforts by the humanitarian organizations (SU-1). 

More than 1,000 organizations were actively involved in the disaster response before the 
third week (SU-2, SU-4). Some of them were not even organizations, but volunteers who 
flew to Haiti to help the Haitian population. Those volunteers were not hindered to enter 
Haiti and became more an obstacle to humanitarian operations than an added value (SU-2).  

“There were all kind of organizations with all kind of goods coming to Haiti. Some of them were 
useful but some of them were totally useless.” (SU-1, personal communication, 2015-04-06) 

While the government was not in a position to implement regulations toward relief opera-
tions, humanitarian organizations tried to follow the sphere protocol and the code of con-
duct for emergencies (SU-6). Furthermore, rules and regulations inside humanitarian organ-
izations were sometimes a constraint for smooth operations, because they needed to justify 
their actions to donors (SU-5).  

4.5.2.3 Level of Corruption 

The perspective on corruption differed among the respondents. SU-5 reported he did not 
come across cases of corruption. SU-2 added that since the government was not involved 
in the relief operation during the initial lifesaving phase, corruption from the Haitian gov-
ernment did not play a role. SU-1 stated that corruption did not have a direct impact on the 
relief operations, but some of the tenders were manipulated in favor of some actors. SU-6 
observed corruption among political figures as well as community representatives and de-
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scribed that it had a negative impact on operations. Furthermore, SU-6 mentioned that 
Haitian authorities allowed trucks to cross the border without prior checking for small 
payments. SU-8 described a system of corruption, which was especially visible at the port: 
Customs clearance required additional payment, which slowed down the operations of or-
ganizations refusing to pay. Operations were running more quickly at the airport, because 
the US military did not consider custom procedures while running the airport (SU-8).  

The impacts of corruption could also be seen in the lack of confidence of the local popula-
tion in the government. There was a lack of trust from the Haitian population, which also 
affected emergency development (SU-1). SU-9 considered corruption to be ubiquitous and 
expressed that his organization tried to convince corrupt officers of the negative impacts of 
their actions (e.g. people could steel tents from warehouses, but it would be more beneficial 
if the organization built them up for the local population and explained how to use them). 

The Haitian government was succinctly introducing more control on the customs clearance 
process to fight humanitarian organizations, which showed up in disaster situations driven 
solely from a profiteering standpoint with the aim of selling goods on the market (SU-7).  

4.5.3 Physical Situational Factors 

The physical situational factors investigated within this thesis are: weather, vegetation, to-
pography, geographic context and geographic location. 

4.5.3.1 Weather 

During the immediate response phase, the weather was not a huge problem for the relief 
operations (SU-1, SU-2, SU-3, SU-4, SU-6, SU-8, SU-9). It was the beginning of the rainy 
season, and there was a bit of rain at the end of the first month into the operations. SU-8 
stated that some people were cold at night. This was surprising in a tropical country and 
impacted the relief operation because bulky blankets were needed which were usually not 
distributed in tropical countries (SU-8). The shelter cluster distributed the amount of blan-
kets they had planned to distribute. However, some blankets were wet and rotten because 
of rain and were, thus, useless even though distributed according to plan (SU-1). 

“Effectiveness is linked to understanding of what is happening. It all depends on how you identify 
your effectiveness and efficiency, and if it is done through field work, or if it is done through an Ex-
cel sheet.” (SU-1, personal communication, 2015-04-06) 

From the search and rescue operation‟s perspective, it was the longest ongoing rescue op-
eration hitherto (SU-2). This was facilitated by mild weather conditions with 15 to 20 de-
grees at night and 25 to 30 degrees during the day.  

4.5.3.2 Vegetation  

In Haiti, there is not much vegetation because most trees were timbered (SU-2, SU-3, 
SU-4, SU-5, SU-8). Vegetation did not have a direct impact on the disaster response 
(SU-4).  

4.5.3.3 Topography  

Haiti is very hilly and mountainous which affected the access to some affected villages 
(SU-7, SU-8). In order to reach small villages outside urban areas, humanitarian organiza-
tions had to change to smaller trucks because the road network outside national roads was 
very poor (SU-8). 
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4.5.3.4 Geographic Context 

The capital city of Haiti and cities such as Carrefour, Leogane and Jacmel were badly af-
fected by the earthquake (SU-6). In Port-au-Prince, more than 80 percent of buildings were 
damaged or destroyed, whereas most of the houses in slum areas were not affected (SU-6). 
Organizations already active in the country had to suffer from collapsed country offices 
(SU-3, SU-8).  

There had not been an earthquake in a capital city of a developing country on that scale be-
fore which made it very difficult for humanitarian organizations to deliver aid relief. Hu-
manitarian organizations did not realize that they were involved in disaster relief operations 
in an urban setting where they did not know how the city functioned, and that the urban 
system was not the same as a rural system (SU-1, SU-2). This slowed the response down 
(SU-4). 

Humanitarian organizations did not take into consideration that operations in an urban 
context differ from managing refugee camps and thus hindered their ability to identify 
changes and adjust accordingly to be responsive (SU-1). 

4.5.3.5 Geographic Location 

Haiti was very close to a country which had a lot of assets and infrastructure available that 
could be leveraged (SU-3, SU-6). The first response came from across the border of the 
Dominican Republic which helped a lot because they came in with the initial supplies 
(SU-6, SU-7). However, goods were needed in very large quantities, which were exhausted 
after one week (SU-8). Furthermore, big trucks were sourced from the Dominican Repub-
lic (SU-7, SU-8). 

Haiti, “being in the backyard of the US” (SU-4, personal communication, 2015-04-14), was easi-
ly accessible. Many goods were imported from the US using small ships between Miami 
and Port-au-Prince for the transport (SU-5, SU-7). 

There were many planes carrying staff of humanitarian organizations from the US coming 
into Port-au-Prince airport which had the priority to land first (SU-8). Moreover, one of 
the major challenges was that there were many small humanitarian organizations coming in 
that were acting on their own outside clusters which added confusion (SU-4, SU-7). In ad-
dition to that, there were many journalists which used the existing communication network 
to showcase how effectively humanitarian organizations from the US supported the opera-
tions. The communication network was fragile and broke down continuously (SU-4).  

4.5.4 Socio-economic Situational Factors 

The socio-economic situational factors investigated within this thesis are: market economy, 
religion, culture and education.  

4.5.4.1 Market Economy 

Haiti was dependent on the import of goods (SU-2, SU-4), because supplier availability in 
the country was limited (SU-4). Humanitarian organizations depended on the goods im-
ported, as there was no market for relief goods in Haiti during the immediate response 
phase (SU-1, SU-2, SU-3, SU-5, SU-6, SU-7, SU-8). Within the immediate response phase, 
the focus was on sourcing food, shelter, water, sanitation and medicine (SU-7). There was 
no major industry in Port-au-Prince, which could have had a positive impact on the total 
global aid program (SU-5). A lot of the market had been destroyed by the earthquake, 
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which hindered the aim of humanitarian organizations to source equipment and services 
locally (SU-3, SU-8). Bringing goods in from outside was more cost efficient (SU-3). 

“Everything in Haiti was brought in from outside. In that sense, the market economy didn‟t really 
affect the relief work. We did affect the market economy.” (SU-2, personal communication, 
2015-04-11)  

Sourcing locally was a big challenge for humanitarian organizations as local suppliers were 
not very competitive (e.g. limited availability, limited reliability and high prices) (SU-8). 

“We have donors. We have to justify the use of money. I can explain that contracting a local com-
pany gives jobs to local people, but at the end if the price is three, four, five times higher than the 
price of the Chinese supplier, the donors are going to tell me you are using the donated money in a 
very bad way.” (SU-8, personal communication, 2015-04-23) 

Humanitarian organizations were short of stability and short of lead-time. Until the local 
market came back, lead times increased prices because of the lack of availability of local 
supplies (SU-6) which also impacted the ability to quickly respond to changing needs dur-
ing the response (SU-7).  

Furthermore, there was no access to food on the market for relief workers, which usually 
would be sourced locally. During the first few months, relief workers were living from 
ready-to-eat meals (SU-2).  

Private companies from abroad saw profitability opportunities in delivering goods in high 
demand to Haiti after the earthquake (SU-7). 

There were Haitians making a living from selling food and water. However, humanitarian 
organizations distributed relief items for free which was impacting the local market econo-
my and took income opportunities from Haitian vendors (SU-2, SU-7). Thus, those ven-
dors also became dependent on relief goods (SU-2). Furthermore, a lot of distributed sup-
plies from humanitarian organizations ended up being traded among Haitians. People were 
trying to make some sort of income by selling donated goods (SU-7).  

Humanitarian organizations were seeking for local commercial providers to increase truck-
ing capacities (SU-1, SU-2, SU-3, SU-5, SU-6, SU-8). The shortage of available trucking ca-
pacities increased the cost of distribution (SU-6). 

Even though there were no suppliers for relief goods in Haiti, street vendors were selling 
agricultural produce from a very limited local food system (SU-1, SU-4, SU-5, SU-6). 

“On day two, women with their little stalls in the streets on top of the rubble started to sell all the 
things again that they were selling before the earthquake.” (SU-4, personal communication, 
2015-04-14) 

Haitians living in the countryside were still working on their fields and harvesting produce, 
as the rural areas were not as badly hit as Port-au-Prince. Furthermore, dairy factories and 
food production in rural areas were not impacted by the earthquake. Therefore, local pro-
duce such as vegetables, fruits, meat and fish from local production was transported into 
the cities (SU-1). Since many roads were clogged with trucks and rubble, people could not 
rely on transport but were walking into the cities carrying products to be sold (SU-4). While 
some people were able to buy food from street vendors, many people had lost everything 
including cash (SU-1, SU-5). Those Haitians had to rely on the food aid program to survive 
(SU-5). 
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4.5.4.2 Religion  

Religion played an important role in Haiti. The majority of the population were Christians 
while many were following voodoo practices at the same time (SU-2, SU-6, SU-9).  

“There is not one religion, there are many religions and there is everything from scientology to deep 
voodoo.” (SU-2, personal communication, 2015-04-11) 

SU-3, SU-6 and SU-8 could not identify a big direct impact of practiced religion by the Hai-
tian population on disaster relief operations. There were some cases were religious groups 
tried to corner benefits, or religious people from outside were coming to Haiti and chose to 
only benefit their own groups (SU-6, SU-8).  

SU-2 added that religion provided people with a network as people sought belonging and 
community. Another aspect was that the high number of fatalities caused a big challenge 
for humanitarian organizations to organize burials while respecting the voodoo cultural 
practices. Mass graves had a high psychological impact on bereaved people, as it could not 
be ensured that burials took place according to rituals (SU-1). The high number of fatalities 
slowed the response significantly down: Dead bodies had to be removed, and survivors 
were traumatized. Humanitarian organizations had to balance giving people time to mourn, 
but also to roll out their required response (SU-7). 

4.5.4.3 Culture 

The priority of many Haitians after the earthquake was to go back to their families in the 
rural farming areas which were the least impacted by the earthquake (SU-6). However, 
people did not receive any relief goods there: They were eating up the stocks of their fami-
lies and had to go back to Port-au-Prince to claim relief goods at the distribution points. 
This would have been an opportunity to help managing the pressure on resources and ser-
vices in Port-au-Prince by distributing goods also in rural areas to keep people outside of 
the capital (SU-1). During the immediate response phase, teams of humanitarian organiza-
tions sent to shantytowns were faced with resistance of the local population until they 
demonstrated their value by rescuing people (SU-2). Furthermore, Haitians were very resili-
ent and had an entrepreneurial spirit (SU-7): Poor people carried goods on their head to 
create markets on the streets for making a living and rich people leased their homes to hu-
manitarian organization to generate income. Even though living conditions in camps were 
extremely low, parents took efforts to dress their children in school uniforms to send them 
back to school (SU-7).  

Many Haitian families were „woman-headed‟. Men sought work abroad in countries such as 
the United States or Costa Rica while leaving the women with the children in Haiti. Wom-
en depended on the functioning network of kindergartens and primary schools to be able 
to work in the market and to do petty trade. Therefore, one of the critical elements was to 
help those kindergartens to resume their activity in order for women to be able to work 
and earn money for their family. It took a lot of time for humanitarian organizations to re-
alize that the best way to help families was the resumption of kindergarten (SU-1). Some 
organizations were running school feeding programs (SU-7). 

SU-1 and SU-4 highlighted the importance of the context as a prerequisite to create agile 
humanitarian supply chains. 

“The critical element of agility is understanding. If people operate brightly without understanding 
the context where they are and without much means to communicate to the population, they cannot 
be agile.” (SU-1, personal communication, 2015-04-06) 
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SU-4 considered socio-economic analysis as a required tool to include local structures into 
response planning, and SU-1 advocated including anthropologists early on in the response 
to get a better understanding of the context. SU-9 presented the example of provided toi-
lets by humanitarian organizations, but without water to flush.  

4.5.4.4 Education 

Haitian people value education. During the immediate response phase, they asked for edu-
cation for their children, social care, trauma work besides shelter and hygienic needs 
(SU-4). Even though education plays an important role, the illiteracy rate in Haiti is very 
high, and there are only very few people who are well trained and educated (SU-1, SU-2, 
SU-7, SU-9). It was a challenge for humanitarian organizations to hire local staff, because 
well connected and well-educated Haitians were in high demand (SU-2, SU-8). Humanitari-
an organizations were hiring people who would have been also highly valuable employees 
for the government or public institutions (SU-2). There was not enough qualified local 
manpower available to support the relief work (SU-2, SU-3, SU-6), especially since the Hai-
tian education systems does not incorporate logistics in its curriculum (SU-8). Many well-
educated Haitians living and working abroad tried to come back during the immediate re-
sponse phase to help (SU-1). Local people often had no shelter but were moving around 
which made it even more difficult to hire them (SU-2). Humanitarian organizations had to 
bring in skilled staff from outside (SU-3, SU-6, SU-8). By relying on international staff, 
humanitarian organizations set up parallel systems, as it was too complicated to interact 
with the local communities (SU-2).  

Language impacted the relief work as most people in Haiti speak Creole and only a few 
speak French (SU-1, SU-2, SU-7, SU-8). Humanitarian organizations were neither able to 
bring in enough Creole speakers (SU-2) nor French speaking staff (SU-1). The language 
barrier made it very challenging to communicate with the population, local staff and during 
cluster meetings (SU-4, SU-8).  

“The coordination language before the earthquake was French. After the earthquake there was so 
much new staff coming in, and they all didn‟t speak French. So, the language changed to English 
which made it impossible or very uncomfortable for many Haitian officials to coordinate with the 
international system.” (SU-4, personal communication, 2015-04-14) 

4.5.5 Security Situational Factor 

The security situation in Haiti was much of a concern for humanitarian organizations and 
donors (SU-2). SU-2 and SU-7 stated that in certain parts of the country, law and order was 
provided by gangs and not by police or government. According to SU-6, SU-7 and SU-9, 
the security situation was extremely fragile which made distribution difficult. In the vicinity 
around the harbor of Port-au-Prince, there were big security problems (SU-5, SU-9).  

SU-4 and SU-8 mentioned that, due to a history of abduction of international aid workers 
and a bad reputation of Port-au-Prince, humanitarian organizations were afraid of kidnap-
pings. However, it was described as a phantasm with “peace keeping operations in place, where 
there was no peace to keep” (SU-1, personal communication, 2015-04-06) which impacted the 
operations in a negative way (SU-8). SU-7 and SU-9 expressed that this also created an ad-
versarial and conflicting message to beneficiaries. SU-2 and SU-8 added that the threat was 
not as it had been anticipated but there was mostly appreciation of the support and assis-
tance instead. The misunderstanding of what security was in Haiti had a negative impact on 
the agility of operations (SU-1, SU-4, SU-8). 
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“A lot of our activities were restrained because of the wrong understanding and assessment of the 
situation.” (SU-8, personal communication, 2015-04-23) 

Humanitarian organizations had very high security restrictions in place, and many did not 
do any operation without being surrounded by security forces to ensure and protect the 
operation (SU-1, SU-2, SU-3, SU-4, SU-5, SU-7, SU-8, SU-9). The UN security level was 3, 
which meant that it was declared as a non-family duty station, even though it had been a 
family duty station before the earthquake. Most humanitarian organizations were based in 
one central location along the airport within the premises of MINUSTAH, which could 
only be entered with a specific batch (SU-1, SU-2, SU-3, SU-4, SU-5). Even government 
representatives had occasionally difficulties to enter the area (SU-4). What is more, there 
were „no-go-zones‟ and relief workers had to be home before 6 pm.  

Most humanitarian organizations worked very closely with MINUSTAH (SU-1, SU-2, 
SU-3, SU-4, SU-5, SU-6, SU-7). MINUSTAH was patrolling, and there were a lot of mili-
tary convoys to move back and forth. It limited in terms of movement (SU-3), and some-
times teams could not be deployed because there was no police or military available to pro-
tect the operations (SU-2). MINUSTAH had to be provided with early notice if they were 
needed (SU-6). 

“The biggest problem for me, as the implementer, was to make a safe distribution and to make 
sure that everything was distributed to the right people.” (SU-6, personal communication, 
2015-04-17) 

SU-9 reported that some humanitarian organizations were not allowed to have armed 
guards and never asked for help from police or the UN.  

“It is always safer and easier to communicate to the population without the police force being 
there.” (SU-9, personal communication, 2015-04-24)  
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5 Analysis 

This chapter presents the analysis of the empirical findings. The immediate response phase of Hai-
ti Earthquake 2010 is presented first to put the research questions into perspective. Subsequently, the im-
pact of external situational factors on the agility of humanitarian supply chains and actions taken by hu-
manitarian organizations are analyzed. The chapter concludes with a suggested framework for agile human-
itarian supply chains: the „house of humanitarian agility‟.  

5.1 Immediate Response Phase 

The empirical findings present an overview of the impact of external situational factors on 
disaster relief and actions taken by humanitarian organizations to address their impacts in 
the case of Haiti Earthquake 2010. The impact of external situational factors can be de-
scribed as very dynamic not only in the sense that there are interactions between them 
(L‟Hermitte et al., 2014), but also, as identified through the empirical findings, because their 
impact changes over time. For example, the airport was hit by the earthquake, which had a 
negative impact on the agility of humanitarian supply chains. However, by addressing the 
negative impact of the airport on the agility, humanitarian organizations reduced this nega-
tive impact over time. Those findings have helped us to put our research questions into 
perspective. Our analysis for RQ 1 on how external situational factors impact the agility of 
humanitarian supply chains during the immediate response phase is performed for the 
moment of the emergency event, when the earthquake hit Haiti on January 12, 2010, be-
fore actions were taken by humanitarian organizations. Actions taken by humanitarian or-
ganizations during the immediate response phase to address the impacts of external situa-
tional factors and those actions‟ impact on the agility will be analyzed subsequently to pro-
vide answers for RQ 2. The timeframes for analysis and how both research questions relate 
to each other are presented in Figure 5.1. 

 

(adapted from Kovács & Spens, 2007) 

Figure 5.1 Timeframe for analysis. 

The majority of respondents identified the timeframe of the immediate response phase 
from the moment when the disaster hit until three months after. One respondent further 
mentioned that the first 72 h were used for an initial assessment. Another respondent con-
sidered only the first two or three weeks as the immediate response phase. The different 
views of the respondents indicate that humanitarian organizations have different ideas 
about the immediate response phase, and that depending on the organization a different 
timeframe is referred to as the immediate response phase. However, respondents acknowl-
edged that during the immediate response phase, saving lives is the priority (Van Wassen-
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hove, 2006) while stability and predictability of supplies needs to be established afterwards 
(Cozzolino et al., 2012). Within this thesis, we consider the first three months after the 
earthquake as the timeframe of the immediate response phase. 

5.2 External Situational Factors 

In the following, the analysis of infrastructure, government, physical, socio-economic and 
security situational factors according to L‟Hermitte et al. (2014) will be presented. Based on 
the conceptual framework of this thesis, every situational factor‟s impact on the agility ca-
pabilities of the „house of agility‟ by Charles et al. (2010) will be analyzed individually, 
whereby a situational factor can either have a „negative impact‟, „no impact‟ or a „positive 
impact‟ on each agility capability. The results of the analysis will be presented in evaluation 
grids and serve as a foundation for further analysis of the impact of actions taken by hu-
manitarian organization on the agility capabilities of humanitarian supply chains. 

5.2.1 Infrastructure Situational Factors 

During disaster relief operations, transportation and communication infrastructures are of-
ten particularly destabilized, which strongly affects transportation capabilities (Kovács & 
Spens, 2007; Pettit & Beresford, 2009). As Pettit and Beresford (2005) and Tomasini and 
Van Wassenhove (2004) state, airports can be destroyed by disasters which can cause major 
bottlenecks and results in slow delivery of supplies. According to the respondents, this was 
the case in Haiti. Parts of the airport in Port-au-Prince were damaged after the earthquake. 
Furthermore, there was not enough storage capacity as well as unloading equipment availa-
ble which resulted in the congestion of the airport.  

After the earthquake, not only the airport, but also the harbor, the road network and the 
communication infrastructure were severely damaged or congested. There were only four 
main roads crisscrossing Port-au-Prince and a lot of rubble was on the streets. Only outside 
urban areas, the road network was not heavily impacted. Furthermore, the capacity of the 
harbor of Cap-Haïtien, in the north of Haiti, was very limited. 

Oloruntoba (2010) highlights that during the aftermath of an earthquake power supplies 
are of great importance. In Haiti, the power supply was unreliable in the first place, and the 
breakdown of existing power supplies further hindered relief operations.  

Consequently, the above mentioned infrastructure situational factors had a negative impact 
on the capabilities of responsiveness and effectiveness of humanitarian supply chains as de-
fined by Charles et al. (2010). The road network depicts an exception in terms of visibility, 
because it did not impact the visibility. Furthermore, infrastructure situational factors did 
not impact the flexibility of humanitarian supply chains. A summary of the analysis of the 
impact of infrastructure situational factors on the agility of humanitarian supply chains is 
presented in Table 5.1.  
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Table 5.1 Evaluation of infrastructure situational factors 
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- = negative impact, O = no impact, + = positive impact 

After the earthquake, the control of the airport was taken over by the US military. Byman 
et al. (2000) point out that the military can be useful, particularly in complex emergencies 
by providing humanitarian assistance. With all its physical assets, the US military facilitated 
the coordination of the airport. However, the coordination between the US military and 
humanitarian organizations was challenging because of different sets of rules and priorities 
towards incoming relief goods. An action taken by humanitarian organizations to address 
the congestion at the airport in Port-au-Prince was the usage of two airports in Santo Do-
mingo, Dominican Republic. It can be concluded that by addressing impacts which the air-
port had on the agility of the supply chain, humanitarian organizations reduced the negative 
impact on the agility. However, it was not as responsive and effective as it could have been 
if there had been a clearer prioritization of relief goods. 

In terms of harbor, the shipment of useless goods and the fact that some humanitarian or-
ganizations had charted cruise ships to host their stuff resulted in the clogging of the har-
bor and had a negative impact on the agility of humanitarian supply chains. With regards to 
the damage of the harbor in Port-au-Prince, the US military undertook the repair work of 
the harbor and hired additional local constructors. This supports the statement by Yan and 
Shih (2009) that in many cases emergency repair activities are needed before relief supplies 
can be dispatched to the beneficiaries. However, according to the respondents, it took sev-
eral months until the harbor was fully operational again. The aforementioned discussion 
indicates that even by addressing the impact of the harbor on the agility of humanitarian 
supply chains during the immediate response phase, the impact on the agility remained as 
negative as it had been when the earthquake hit Haiti. The fact that goods were shipped to 
harbors in the Dominican Republic and then transported by trucks reduced the negative 
impact on the agility of humanitarian supply chains. 

In order to address the damage and congestion of the road network, information on which 
roads were passable or congested was made available by the logistics cluster. Furthermore, 
helicopters were used to do air assessments and to distribute relief goods to beneficiaries. A 
lot of rubble removal was done by the US military that cleared the roads with front loaders 
and heavy loaders. This also supports Byman et al. (2000) who states that the military can 
be useful, particularly in complex emergencies by providing humanitarian assistance. How-
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ever, the rubble was just pushed aside and not collected for recycling. Moreover, a couple 
of humanitarian organizations had introduced a „cash-for-work program‟ to get the unem-
ployed population and especially the youth involved in the removal of the rubble which 
strengthened the local economy at the same time. This also confirms the importance of 
beneficiaries in the supply network of actors which was revealed by Kovács et al. (2010) 
who state that they can facilitate the actual implementation of the redevelopment efforts 
and provide labor at the same time. 

Over time, there were huge traffic jams because of many additional vehicles coming into 
the country to support the disaster relief operations. The last mile distribution in Port-au-
Prince sometimes had to be done by carrying relief items by hand. In order to be able to 
reach small villages outside urban areas, humanitarian organizations changed from bigger to 
smaller trucks, because the road network outside national roads was very poor. Hence, ac-
tions taken by humanitarian organizations, with the help of the military, contributed to re-
ducing the initially negative impact of the road network on the agility of humanitarian sup-
ply chains. 

A big share of generators that was brought in by humanitarian organizations was not work-
ing in a 110 Volt environment, which was the standard in Haiti, and constituted a big chal-
lenge. Thus, it reduced the negative impact on the agility, but it was not as responsive and 
effective as it could have been if they had been better prepared. 

Preparedness in a humanitarian operation is fundamental because it means putting in place 
response mechanisms such as IT systems (Kovács & Spens, 2007). Humanitarian organiza-
tions brought in a satellite based solution for connectivity to address the problems caused 
by the damaged communication infrastructure. The satellite connectivity which they 
brought in was not dependent on other types of infrastructure available and could be used 
readily. In addition to that, the security telecommunications network across the country 
was extended and reestablished by using very high frequency radios and walkie-talkies. Fur-
thermore, a private mobile company set up a small network to support relief operations. 
This reduced the negative impact on the responsiveness of the supply chain, however, it 
was soon overloaded by the media and a large number of aid workers which intensified the 
negative impact again. 

5.2.2 Government Situational Factors 

Seekins (2009) highlighted the strong impact of politics on humanitarian logistics, which 
can also be seen in Haiti Earthquake 2010 through the absence of a functioning govern-
ment: The capital city was hit, ministry buildings got destroyed, administrative staff died 
and left a government which was not heavily involved in the disaster response during the 
immediate response phase. Respondents mentioned a lack of preparedness for an earth-
quake, a lack of communication with the decentralized level of the government and the 
limited capacity and capability of the government was further diminished by the earth-
quake.  

Governments have the chance to facilitate the delivery of humanitarian supplies (Kovács & 
Spens, 2009), which was done to a limited extent by the Haitian government. They had lift-
ed regulations in order to receive required supplies, but those orders were not necessarily 
communicated to the responsible customs officers. There was a disaster law in place, which 
had not been fully implemented throughout the country. Furthermore, respondents high-
lighted that the government was non-existent in the relief operation, as they did not have 
the capacity to enforce regulations. 
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Whybark (2007) highlighted that corruption at the government level can complicate disas-
ter relief operations, which was the case in Haiti. The Haitian government was a victim of 
the earthquake itself, which resulted in very limited capacity and capability. Therefore, cor-
ruption by the government did not have a direct impact on the relief operations, because 
they were only involved to a very limited extent. However, corruption was observed among 
political figures, community representatives, customs officers and a general lack of confi-
dence of the local population in their government, which negatively affected the relief 
work.  

Consequently, all those issues presented for the role of the government, regulations and the 
level of corruption had a negative impact on the velocity, the reactivity, the reliability and 
the completeness capabilities of humanitarian supply chains. The government situational 
factors did neither impact the flexibility nor the visibility capabilities of agile humanitarian 
supply chains. A summary of the analysis of the impact of government situational factors 
on the agility of humanitarian supply chains is presented in Table 5.2. 

Table 5.2 Evaluation of government situational factors 
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Clusters were set up and were soon making more decisions than the government, which 
indicates a weak position of the Haitian government. After the earthquake, humanitarian 
organizations barely consulted the local government and did not address the power vacu-
um in Haiti. In contrary, they set up a communication infrastructure for their operations 
without involving the government and started their operations without prior registration. 
In the short-run those actions reduced the negative impact of the government on the agility 
of humanitarian supply chains as it allowed them to roll out their disaster relief response 
without seeking permission for their undertakings by the government. However, no sub-
stantial structures were built in the long run, which could have been prevented by including 
the government more at first place. Furthermore, food droppings by the US military result-
ed in resentment of the population, which hampered the agility of the operations. Howev-
er, the US military took over the airport to address the missing capacity of the government. 
Later, the government was provided with temporary offices. Those actions helped to re-
duce the negative impact of the government on the agility of humanitarian supply chains. 

Humanitarian organizations were following own rules and regulations, the sphere protocol, 
the code of conduct for emergencies but did not consider regulations by the Haitian gov-
ernment. The government was not in a position to enforce rules and regulations and, thus, 
did not interfere with humanitarian organizations‟ disaster operations. Furthermore, local 
authorities were not included in coordination and support effort by humanitarian organiza-



 

 
44 

tions. Therefore, humanitarian organizations did not address the negative impact of miss-
ing regulations from the Haitian government. This led to a myriad of organizations and in-
dividuals entering Haiti without hindrance and to a vast amount of relief goods being 
transported into the country, which became an obstacle to humanitarian operations and, 
furthermore, impacted the agility negatively. Later, the Haitian government itself tried to 
re-establish rules to increase the control of incoming goods. 

Corruption was addressed in different ways by humanitarian organizations: Small payments 
to customs officers were beneficial to speed up the process. Some organizations refused to 
pay bribes at all while other organizations were trying to convince corrupt officers of the 
negative impacts of their actions. Even though impacts of corruption were addressed, their 
negative impact on agility could not be impeded. 

Humanitarian organizations were partly addressing government situational factors. Howev-
er, during the immediate response phase, neither the role of the government nor regula-
tions were addressed in a way to reduce their negative impacts on velocity, reactivity, relia-
bility or completeness. Furthermore, a negative impact of corruption on the agility of the 
supply chain was still prevailing. 

5.2.3 Physical Situational Factors 

According to Kunz and Reiner (2012a), the weather can impact dispatching of trucks, 
which distribute relief supplies. After the earthquake in Haiti, there was a bit of rain, which 
did not impact the relief operations negatively. The weather was characterized by mild 
temperatures at 15 to 20 degrees at night and 25 to 30 degrees during the day. Further-
more, there was not much vegetation in Haiti, because most trees were timbered. Conse-
quently, the vegetation and the weather in terms of rainfall and temperature had a positive 
impact on the velocity, reactivity, reliability and completeness of humanitarian supply 
chains. 

The topography of a region has a strong impact on disaster relief operations (Balcik et al., 
2010; Tatham, 2009). Providing aid to beneficiaries in mountainous areas requires different 
strategies and equipment than assisting beneficiaries in plains (Kunz & Reiner, 2012a). In 
Haiti, which is a very hilly and mountainous country, it was difficult to access some affect-
ed villages. 

As stated by Grünewald (2012), disaster relief operations in an urban environment can be 
challenging due to a higher density of population, poor housing, and health threats caused 
by poor sanitation systems. In Haiti, especially urban areas such as Port-au-Prince, Carre-
four, Leogane and Jacmel were badly affected by the earthquake. In Port-au-Prince, more 
than 80 percent of buildings were damaged or destroyed, whereas most of the houses in 
slum areas were not affected. Organizations already active in the country had to suffer 
from collapsed country offices. This indicates that the topography and the geographic con-
text had a negative impact on the velocity, reactivity, reliability and completeness of hu-
manitarian supply chains. 

Long (1997) points out that distribution and transportation requirements are highly differ-
ent around the world depending on the geographical location. Different regions in the 
world have characteristics that may hinder or facilitate relief operations. Haiti, bordering 
the Dominican Republic, was very close to a country which had a lot of assets and infra-
structure available that could be leveraged. In addition to that, Haiti was easily accessible 
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due to its geographical proximity to the US which had a positive impact on the velocity, re-
activity, reliability and completeness of humanitarian supply chains. 

A summary of the analysis of the impact of physical situational factors on the agility of 
humanitarian supply chains is presented in Table 5.3. 

Table 5.3 Evaluation of physical situational factors 
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Even though Haiti is a tropical country, some beneficiaries were cold at night, which sur-
prised humanitarian organizations. Blankets were needed which were usually not distribut-
ed in tropical countries. After a while, the shelter cluster distributed the amount of blankets 
they had planned to distribute. However, some blankets were wet and rotten because of 
rain and were, thus, useless even though distributed according to plan. This shows how the 
misunderstanding of the weather by humanitarian organizations reduced the positive im-
pact, which the weather initially had, on the capabilities of an agile humanitarian supply 
chain. 

Because of the hilly and mountainous areas, humanitarian organizations changed to smaller 
trucks in order to reach small villages outside urban areas. This reduced the negative impact 
of the topography on the agility. 

Humanitarian organizations did not take into consideration that they were involved in dis-
aster relief operations in an urban setting. Thus, the negative impact of the geographic con-
text on the agility was intensified. 

The first relief goods into Haiti came from the Dominican Republic, however, goods were 
needed in larger quantities than were available. Furthermore, big trucks from logistics pro-
viders from the Dominican Republic were hired. In addition to that, Haiti was easily acces-
sible from the US and many goods were imported from there using small ships between 
Miami and Port-au-Prince for transport. The proximity to the US allowed many small hu-
manitarian organizations to easily enter the country. Those organizations were acting out-
side the cluster which added confusion. Furthermore, many US media representatives were 
overloading the fragile communication network. Hence, the positive impact of the geo-
graphic location of Haiti on the agility was enhanced by certain actions on the one hand, 
and reduced by other actions on the other hand. 
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5.2.4 Socio-economic Situational Factors 

Herlin and Pazirandeh (2012) describe interactions between humanitarian logistics and the 
local economy, which only took place to a very limited extent after the earthquake: There 
was neither an existing market for certain products nor was the majority of the existing in-
dustry capable of supplying relief goods on a big scale. After the earthquake, Haiti depend-
ed on the import of goods, because supplier availability in the country was limited and of-
ferings by local suppliers were not very competitive. Furthermore, there was not enough 
trucking capacity available from local logistics providers, which according to Kovács and 
Spens (2007) constrains the operational effectiveness of disaster relief operations. Howev-
er, street vendors selling agricultural produce from a very limited local food system proved 
to be very resilient and continued trade right after the earthquake. Overall, the market 
economy had a negative impact on the velocity, the reactivity, the reliability and the com-
pleteness capabilities of humanitarian supply chains. 

Religion played an important role in Haiti with the majority of the population being Chris-
tians while following voodoo practices at the same time. Respecting values and beliefs of 
communities is essential in disaster relief (Altay et al., 2009). Thus, religion had a positive 
impact on reactivity, reliability and completeness, since religion provides people with a 
network, which facilitates the identification of needs as well as changing needs. However, 
religion as a situational factor is considered to have a negative impact on velocity, as cus-
toms need to be respected.  

Discussing some aspects of the culture of the Haitian population provides insights into its 
impact on the agility of humanitarian supply chains. Haitians who lived in urban areas 
heavily affected by the earthquake sought shelter at their families‟ houses in rural areas. 
Furthermore, the Haitians‟ entrepreneurial spirit led people to quickly try to generate some 
income by selling goods on the streets, and people proved to be very resilient when being 
accommodated in camps. Therefore, a positive impact can be observed on the velocity, as 
people staying with their families in rural areas were initially not requiring food from hu-
manitarian organizations. However, the dispersion and movement of people had a negative 
impact on the reactivity, reliability and completeness. 

Even though Haitians value education, the illiteracy rate in Haiti was very high, and only a 
few people were well trained. Furthermore, the majority of the Haitian population spoke 
Creole, but only a few spoke French and even fewer spoke English. Therefore, education 
had a negative impact on the velocity, the reactivity, the reliability and the completeness ca-
pabilities of humanitarian supply chains.  

The socio-economic situational factors neither impacted the flexibility nor the visibility ca-
pabilities of the agility of humanitarian supply chains. A summary of the analysis of the im-
pact of socio-economic situational factors on the agility of humanitarian supply chains is 
presented in Table 5.4.  
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Table 5.4 Evaluation of socio-economic situational factors 
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Humanitarian organizations addressed the weak market economy by sourcing relief goods 
from outside Haiti. The import of goods was more cost-effective than sourcing locally. 
Even though humanitarian organizations prefer to source locally, they need to justify their 
actions to their donors. Oloruntoba & Gray (2006) describe donors as customers in a hu-
manitarian logistics context since their financial contributions are required to run opera-
tions. Therefore, humanitarian organizations always need to balance local sourcing with 
importing goods for better conditions. Since the prices for locally sourced goods were 
higher than prices for imported goods, and availability was very limited, relief goods from 
outside of Haiti became the first choice for humanitarian organizations. Humanitarian or-
ganizations, thus, depended on their preparedness for disaster relief. Balcik and Beamon 
(2008) discuss the role of pre-positioned critical relief items in strategic locations, which 
were utilized in the immediate response to Haiti Earthquake 2010: Hardware, relief kits, 
services and man power were sent from warehouses and offices at strategic locations to 
Haiti. Incoming goods affected Haitian vendors, which were not able to sell their goods 
anymore as humanitarian organizations were distributing relief goods for free. Based on 
our empirical findings, humanitarian organizations‟ actions reduced the negative impacts of 
the Haitian market economy during the immediate response phase.  

Respondents reported that the high number of fatalities resulted in a big challenge for hu-
manitarian organizations to organize burials while respecting voodoo practices. Further-
more, some religious groups received preferential treatment by religious people from 
abroad which conflicted with the humanitarian principles. Overall, respondents could not 
identify a big direct impact of practiced religion on humanitarian supply chains. However, 
the removal of dead bodies and organizing burials while respecting local customs slowed 
down the response significantly. The actions taken by humanitarian organizations did not 
change the impact of religion on the agility of humanitarian supply chains. 

When people left urban areas to stay with their families in rural areas, humanitarian organi-
zations had the chance to supply them there with relief goods. However, beneficiaries had 
to return to distribution points in urban areas as stocks were eaten up. This had a negative 
impact on the agility of humanitarian supply chains, because it aggravated the needs as-
sessment. Therefore, this comprises a case where an initially positive impact from Haitian 
culture on the velocity turned into a negative impact over time, because of humanitarian 
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organizations‟ limited capacity and understanding of the context. Furthermore, Haitian 
women required kindergartens for childcare to be able to work in the market. This issue 
was initially not considered by humanitarian organizations, which hindered the possibility 
for women to provide for their children and make them independent of relief supplies. The 
examples provided by respondents show how humanitarian organizations have not man-
aged to properly address impacts of the culture of the Haitian population on the agility of 
humanitarian supply chains. It needs to be emphasized that those aspects presented do not 
provide a holistic overview of the impact of culture on humanitarian supply chains. How-
ever, realizing that culture has an impact on operations, and that it was not appropriately 
addressed by humanitarian organizations further highlights the need to perform and to in-
clude socio-economic analysis and anthropologists into the early response. 

Aguilar and Retamal (2009) describe that the level of education can contribute to disaster 
relief. After the earthquake, it was very difficult for humanitarian organizations to find 
qualified local staff. Furthermore, they were in competition with the local government and 
public institutions for the best-trained people available. Therefore, humanitarian organiza-
tions brought staff in from outside Haiti. Furthermore, Haitians living abroad tried to come 
back to help. Relying on staff from outside is a measure to address the low number of well-
trained people available in Haiti. However, humanitarian organizations did not bring in 
enough Creole speakers and the high number of people from outside Haiti changed the 
coordination language to English. Therefore, Haitians were excluded from the coordina-
tion of the humanitarian organizations because of language barriers. Hence, the negative 
impact of the education on the agility was reduced by certain actions on the one hand, and 
intensified by other actions on the other hand. 

5.2.5 Security Situational Factor 

L‟Hermitte et al. (2014) state that the security context in a country strongly affects the 
planning and execution of disaster relief operations.  

In certain parts of Haiti, law and order was provided by gangs rather than the police or the 
government. Especially the area around the harbor of Port-au-Prince was characterized by 
big security problems. This makes distributions more complex and had a negative impact 
on the velocity, reactivity, reliability and completeness of humanitarian supply chains as 
presented in Table 5.5. 

Table 5.5 Evaluation of security situational factor 
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Due to a history of abduction of international aid workers and a bad reputation of Port-au-
Prince, humanitarian organizations were afraid of kidnappings. The UN security level was 
3, which meant that it was declared as a non-family duty station even though it had been a 
family duty station before the earthquake. Most humanitarian organizations did not take 
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any actions without being surrounded by security forces to ensure and protect staff and 
cargo. Sometimes, teams could not be deployed because there was no police or military 
available to protect the operations. 

Most humanitarian organizations were based in one central location along the airport with-
in the premises of MINUSTAH which could only be entered with a specific batch. What is 
more, there were „no-go-zones‟ and relief workers had to be home before 6 pm. Grünewald 
(2012) highlights that mobility restrictions of humanitarian organizations do not only limit 
in terms of movement but result in difficulties when it comes to the identification of hu-
manitarian needs and the accessibility to the affected population. The precautionary 
measures taken by some humanitarian organizations created an adversarial and conflicting 
message to beneficiaries. 

Therefore, the misunderstanding of the security situation in Haiti intensified the negative 
impact of the security on the agility of humanitarian supply chains greatly. 

5.2.6 Summary 

The analysis of the empirical findings provided insights into the impact of external situa-
tional factors on capabilities enabling humanitarian supply chains to respond agilely during 
the immediate response phase. Based on the empirical findings, a positive or negative im-
pact of external situational factors on the velocity, reactivity, reliability and completeness 
was identified. Furthermore, the infrastructure situational factors airport, harbor, power 
supply and communications had an impact on the visibility of humanitarian supply chains 
while other situational factors did not impact the visibility. No impact of external situation-
al factors on the flexibility of humanitarian supply chains was identified. The completed 
evaluation grid is presented in Table 5.6.  
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Table 5.6 Summary of evaluation of external situational factors 
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Humanitarian organizations were partially addressing impacts of the external situational 
factors during the immediate response phase. It needs to be emphasized that addressing the 
impact of external situational factors was twofold: In some cases, humanitarian organiza-
tions were able to reduce the negative impact of external situational factors (e.g. airport sit-
uational factor) while in other cases the negative impact of external situations was further 
intensified by actions of humanitarian organizations (e.g. security situational factor). The 
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same became apparent for external situational factors with a positive impact on the agility 
of humanitarian supply chains: Humanitarian organizations were able to utilize and en-
hance the positive impact of external situational factors (e.g. geographic location situational 
factor) while the initially positive impact of some factors was reduced through actions tak-
en by humanitarian organizations (e.g. weather situational factor). What is more, interac-
tions between external situational factors were identified, such as when poor infrastructure 
in Haiti was addressed by utilizing infrastructure from neighboring countries (infrastructure 
and geographic location situational factors). 

5.3 House of Humanitarian Agility 

While an impact of external situational factors on the responsiveness (velocity, reactivity, 
visibility) and effectiveness (completeness, reliability) capabilities of an agile humanitarian 
supply chain during the immediate response phase was identified as suggested by the con-
ceptual framework, no impact of external situational factors on the flexibility capabilities 
became apparent. Slack (2005) discussed flexibility, which enables agility, from a manufac-
turing perspective. However, Charles et al. (2010) highlight the importance of distinguish-
ing between commercial and humanitarian supply chains. The fact that respondents were 
not able to identify an impact of external situational factors on mix, volume, product or de-
livery flexibility during the immediate response phase supports this proposition. However, 
respondents stated that preparedness procedures of humanitarian organizations allow for 
some flexibility, which enables a quick reaction to disasters anywhere in the world. Merging 
relief goods to kits allows for some mix flexibility while storing relief items at strategic loca-
tions allows for some volume and delivery flexibility. However, the role of product flexibil-
ity within the humanitarian context remained unclear and may be further investigated.  

Based on the analysis of the Haiti Earthquake 2010 case study, we propose a revised and 
refined framework. The „house of humanitarian agility‟ (see Figure 5.2) incorporates agility 
capabilities as well as the dynamic impact of external situational factors by taking interac-
tions between them into consideration.  

 

(adapted from Charles et al., 2010; L‟Hermitte et al., 2014) 

Figure 5.2 The house of humanitarian agility. 
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According to our empirical findings, flexibility capabilities need to be developed during the 
preparedness phase to facilitate an agile response during the immediate response phase and 
are not impacted by external situational factors. Preparedness needs to be constructed with 
an unstable nature of funding, as it is difficult to receive funding from donors to build up 
routines and procedures with low media impact (Oloruntoba & Gray, 2006). Therefore, 
preparedness for an emergency event can be facilitated by lean procedures which later ena-
ble an agile response to an emergency event. The needs assessment of humanitarian organ-
izations after an emergency event provides information on the demand, which penetrates 
the supply chain at the decoupling point, and, consequently, an agile response can be rolled 
out as a response to an emergency event. Taking the external situational factors into con-
sideration by understanding the context in which humanitarian organizations operate, ena-
bles a more responsive and effective, thus, agile response.  
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6 Conclusion 

This chapter focuses on answering the research questions of this thesis by concluding the most significant 
findings. A discussion of limitations and future research suggestions will conclude this chapter. 

6.1 Theoretical Implications 

For the convenience of the reader, the purpose is stated below. Subsequently, answers to 
the research questions are provided. 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore and analyze the impact of external situational factors on the agility 
of humanitarian supply chains and humanitarian organizations‟ actions taken to address those external 
situational factors during the immediate response phase of an emergency event. 

How do external situational factors impact the agility of humanitarian supply 
chains during the immediate response phase of an emergency event? 

This study has shown that external situational factors have a strong impact on capabilities 
enabling humanitarian supply chains to be agile during the immediate response phase. It 
can be concluded that external situational factors can have a positive or negative impact on 
the velocity, reactivity, reliability and completeness of humanitarian supply chains. Fur-
thermore, it can be concluded that only the infrastructure situational factors airport, har-
bor, power supply and communication have an impact on the visibility of humanitarian 
supply chains. This study also revealed that there is no impact of external situational factors 
on the flexibility of humanitarian supply chains during the immediate response phase. 

Overall, it can be concluded that the results of the case study confirm the proposition of 
L‟Hermitte et al. (2014) that all situational factors can either facilitate or restrict the delivery 
of humanitarian supplies. However, the capabilities of an agile supply chain defined by 
Charles et al. (2010) are only partly relevant for an agile humanitarian supply chain during 
the immediate response phase. Due to the fact that flexibility capabilities are to be devel-
oped and applied during the preparedness phase, and thus, are an enabler for an agile re-
sponse to an emergency disaster, they are not impacted by external situational factors dur-
ing the immediate response phase.  

How do actions taken by humanitarian organizations to address the impacts of ex-
ternal situational factors impact the agility of humanitarian supply chains during 
the immediate response phase of an emergency event? 

This study has revealed that actions taken by humanitarian organizations to address the im-
pacts of external situational factors during the immediate response phase have different 
impacts on the agility of humanitarian supply chains. 

It needs to be emphasized that addressing the negative impact of external situational fac-
tors can be twofold: In some cases, humanitarian organizations are able to reduce the nega-
tive impact of external situational factors. In other cases the negative impact of external 
situational factors is further intensified by actions taken by humanitarian organizations. 

The same can be concluded for external situational factors which initially have a positive 
impact on the agility of humanitarian supply chains: Humanitarian organizations are able to 
utilize and enhance some of the positive impacts of external situational factors. However, 
the initially positive impact of some external situational factors may be reduced by inap-
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propriate actions taken by humanitarian organizations. In addition to that, interactions be-
tween external situational factors were identified. 

Thus, our analysis confirms the proposition of L‟Hermitte et al. (2014) that the impact of 
external situational factors can be described as very dynamic because there are interactions 
between them. Furthermore, our study confirms their proposition that all situational fac-
tors can either facilitate or restrict the delivery of humanitarian supplies. In addition to that, 
the statement by L‟Hermitte et al. (2013) which suggests that their negative impact can be 
reduced, or their positive impact can be enhanced depending on the dynamic capability to 
identify and handle them, can be confirmed. However, it has to be highlighted that the lack 
of dynamic capability to identify and handle the impact of external situational factors can 
result in positive impacts being reduced and negative impacts being intensified. 

Overall, the results of the case study have revealed a great importance of understanding 
and dealing with external situational factors in order for humanitarian supply chains to be 
agile. Thus, understanding the context of the disaster‟s broader environment as stated by 
L‟Hermitte et al. (2014) is a prerequisite to an effective emergency response. The „house of 
humanitarian agility‟ is our contribution to enhance existing frameworks. 

6.2 Managerial Implications 

After presenting theoretical results, managerial implications of the research findings are de-
scribed next. The „house of humanitarian agility‟ is a refined framework to present the im-
pact of external situational factors on agility capabilities of humanitarian supply chains and 
provides two different perspectives on agile humanitarian supply chains. First, it distin-
guishes between the preparedness and the immediate response phase and, thus, provides 
guidance for the focus on individual capabilities enabling an agile response depending on 
the disaster phase. Second, it presents an overview of external situational factors impacting 
the disaster response and, thus, emphasizes the importance of understanding the context in 
which humanitarian organizations operate.  

Literature so far has not discussed the impact of the broader environment on the agility of 
humanitarian supply chains, and interview respondents predominantly highlighted their or-
ganizations‟ impact on the environment in which they operate during disaster response. 
Our research, thus, presents a different perspective on the agility of humanitarian supply 
chains, where agility is not only achieved through agility capabilities by humanitarian organ-
izations, but also through managing the impact of external situational factors.  

Our research contributes to a growing area of knowledge about agile humanitarian supply 
chains and the management of emergency disaster response by improving managerial un-
derstanding of the critical ingredients in identifying and addressing the impacts of external 
situational factors. 

6.3 Limitations and Future Research 

While this research provided valuable insights into disaster relief operations and humanitar-
ian supply chains, the research findings themselves lead to future research opportunities. 
The following section identifies future research areas. 

This thesis has sought to highlight and appraise a different perspective by focusing on un-
derstanding the impact of external situational factors on the agility of humanitarian supply 
chains during the immediate response phase. As such this study was primarily designed to 
provide deeper insights into the field, and future research is required to provide more de-
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tailed knowledge about individual external situational factors and their impact on the agility 
of humanitarian supply chains.  

The analysis has presented that actions taken by humanitarian organizations reduced or en-
hanced the impact of external situational factors on the agility of humanitarian supply 
chains. Future research may, therefore, aim at studying how specific external situational 
factors can be addressed in order to enhance positive or reduce negative impacts on specif-
ic agility capabilities. 

Within this thesis, the impact of external situational factors on the agility capabilities of 
humanitarian supply chains was individually identified. However, the analysis of the empiri-
cal findings indicates interactions between external situational factors. It may be important 
to conduct research on how those interactions between external situational factors impact 
humanitarian supply chains. 

Based on our analysis, we suggest that more attention must be paid to future research on 
the impact of flexibility capabilities on the agility of humanitarian supply chains. Especially, 
the role of product flexibility in the context of an agile humanitarian supply chain should 
be clarified. 

While the external situational factors are givens for every humanitarian organization, their 
impact on humanitarian supply chains for different relief goods may vary. Therefore, future 
research may focus on humanitarian supply chains for specific relief goods to learn about 
the impact of external situational factors on the agility of their humanitarian supply chain. 
Furthermore, additional research on how the different external situational factors have an 
impact on the agility of humanitarian supply chains in different countries or regions, may 
also be of great value.  

The case study was conducted on Haiti Earthquake 2010, an emergency disaster. Require-
ments on humanitarian supply chains and their agility may differ for different types of dis-
asters. Therefore, future research is required to investigate the impact of external situational 
factors on the agility of humanitarian supply chains as a response to different types of dis-
asters. 

Lastly, the role of the government in disaster relief operations is twofold: According to 
Kovács and Spens (2007), the government is a humanitarian actor while also identified as 
an external situational factor by L‟Hermitte et al. (2014). Therefore, the impact of the gov-
ernment on disaster relief operations may be the focus of future research. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Outline 

Introduction 

 Please provide a short description of your professional background. 

 How were you involved in the response to Haiti Earthquake 2010? Could you provide a 

short description of your tasks and responsibilities? 

 Could you please define the timeframe of the immediate response phase according to your 

understanding? 

External Situational Factors 

Infrastructure Situational Factors 

 How did the infrastructure impact your relief work in terms of road network, airport, har-

bor, power supply and communication infrastructure? 

 Which impact did the infrastructure have on the flexibility (mix, product, volume, delivery) 

of the supply chain?  

 Which impact did the infrastructure have on the responsiveness (velocity, reactivity, visibil-

ity) of the supply chain? 

 Which impact did the infrastructure have on the effectiveness (reliability, completeness) of 

the supply chain? 

 How were those infrastructural factors addressed by humanitarian organizations? 

Government Situational Factors 

 How did the Haitian government impact the relief work?  

 How did regulations toward disaster relief operations impact the relief work? 

 How did corruption impact the relief work? 

 Which impact did the government have on the flexibility, responsiveness and effectiveness 

of the supply chain?  

 How were those government factors addressed by humanitarian organizations? 

Physical Situational Factors 

 How did the weather impact the relief work? 

 How did the vegetation impact the relief work? 

 How did the topography impact the relief work? 

 How did geographic context and location impact the relief work? 

 Which impact did the physical factors have on the flexibility, responsiveness and effective-

ness of the supply chain?  

 How were those physical factors addressed by humanitarian organizations? 

Socio-economic Situational Factors 

 How did the market economy impact the relief work? 

 How did religion impact the relief work? 

 How did the local culture impact the relief work?  

 How did the level of education of the population impact the relief work? 



 

 
x 

 Which impact did the socio-economic factors have on the flexibility, responsiveness and 

effectiveness of the supply chain?  

 How were those socio-economic factors addressed by humanitarian organizations? 

Security Situational Factor 

 How did security aspects impact the relief work?  

 Which impact did the security factors have on the flexibility, responsiveness and effective-

ness of the supply chain?  

 How were those security factors addressed by humanitarian organizations? 
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Appendix B 

Interview Consent Form 

 
INFORMED CONSENT FOR INTERVIEWS 

Case Study Haiti Earthquake 2010 
 
I, _________________________________, agree to be interviewed for the Master‟s the-
sis entitled Impact of External Situational Factors on the Agility of Humanitarian Supply Chains 
which is being produced by Sebastian Wachauf-Tautermann and Stefanie Weichert under 
the supervision of Professor Susanne Hertz at Jönköping International Business School, 
Jönköping University, Sweden. 
 
I certify that I have been told of the confidentiality of information collected for this pro-
ject. I have been given satisfactory answers to my inquiries concerning project procedures 
and other matters; and that I have been advised that I am free to withdraw my consent and 
to discontinue participation in the project or activity at any time without prejudice. 
 

I give my permission for… (please tick the appropriate box) YES NO 

this interview to be audio recorded   

my name to be used   

the organization‟s name I worked for during Haiti Earthquake 2010 
to be used 

  

the information made public   

 
I agree that any information obtained from this research may be used in any way thought 
best for this study.  
 
 
________________________________________  Date ________________________ 
Signature of Interviewee 
 
 
Thank you very much for your participation in our case study. 
Sebastian Wachauf-Tautermann and Stefanie Weichert 
 
 
If you cannot obtain satisfactory answers to your questions or have comments or com-
plaints about your treatment in this study, contact:  

Susanne Hertz 
Professor at Jönköping International Business School, Sweden 
susanne.hertz@jibs.hj.se 
+46 (0)36-10 1839 

 


