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https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-risks-report-2017



Humanitarian Disaster Response

• Uncertainty

• Complexity 

• Volatility

• Time pressure 

• Shifting preferences, values, norms 

• Guided by humanitarian principles
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Field Research: 
Humanitarian Decisions, Information 
(and) Systems
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Problem formulation and Decisions

Dominance of individual perceptions and trusted networks

Fragmentation and volatile coordination

Simplification and satisficing as dominating strategies under time pressure 
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Gralla et al., 2016: Problem Formulation and Solution Mechanisms: A Behavioral Study of Humanitarian Transportation 
Planning. POMS, 25(1), 25-35.
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The role of Sensemaking

• provide a framework to structure chaotic streams of 
information into meaningful patterns that are the basis for 
decision-making 

• continuously on-going process, adding to the narrative of 
expected events or paths 
[sensemaking trajectories]

• social activity 
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Comes, T. (2016, March). Cognitive biases in humanitarian sensemaking and decision-making 
lessons from field research. In Cognitive Methods in Situation Awareness and Decision Support 
(CogSIMA), 2016 IEEE International Multi-Disciplinary Conference on (pp. 56-62). IEEE.
http://ieeexplore.ieee.org/document/7497786/
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In 2000 there were 41 significant attacks on aid workers recorded 
across the globe. By 2014, it had risen to 190. In those 15 years, 
over 3,000 aid workers have been killed, injured or kidnapped. 

http://www.itrack-project.eu/
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“In Syria, it is impossible to separate operational from strategic or 
political information. 
More than anywhere else, information is power here.”

“The level of uncertainty is extreme. We don’t know enough. 
We are responding in the dark.”

(Excerpts from interviews of the author on the Syria Crisis, May 
2014 & June 2015). 
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Understanding the Ebola Response

https://cis-india.org/papers/ebola-a-big-data-disaster https://reliefweb.int/report/ghana/running-ebola-response-
triple-helix-information-logistics-and-coordination



Ebola

• Outbreaks in underfunded health systems where failing 

health service is “part of the problem”

• Historical outbreaks (DRC and Uganda)

• This outbreak started late 2013 in border areas

• Health care staff infected and dies
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Data & Coordination

Expected
“So many problems with data from the field; access to information is 
really difficult; difficult information flow from the country level. Most of 
them [in the field] do not have time to think about data or information.”

Maybe not so expected…
“A lot of information that we need is going directly to Geneva, and not 
been shared with us here in Accra, although it is really important.”

“It is of course difficult when you take out the normal structures 
everybody is used to working under and you try to impose a new 
coordination structure, and everybody trying to figure out who is doing 
what and where do we go for information.”

Excerpts from Interviews in Accra, December 2014



Humanitarian Operations Management –
state of the art?!

Galindo, Gina, and Rajan Batta. "Review of recent developments in OR/MS research in 
disaster operations management." European Journal of Operational Research 230, no. 2 (2013): 
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• Drivers of uncertainty
• Timescales

(linked to different decision-making levels)
• Decisions and intervention windows 

(and uncertainties)

Over to you! 

Set up
• One ‘moderator’ per table that will report

back to plenary.
• You can move around and discuss 

what you think is most interesting!
• Total of ~20 minutes 
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Discussions & Summary
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