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Abstract
In a humanitarian response, leaders are often tasked with making large numbers of decisions, many of which have
significant consequences, in situations of urgency and uncertainty. These conditions have an impact on the
decision-maker (causing stress, for example) and subsequently on how decisions get made.
Evaluations of humanitarian action suggest that decision-making is an area of weakness in many operations. There
are examples of important decisions being missed and of decision-making processes that are slow and ad hoc. As
part of a research process to address these challenges, this article considers literature from the humanitarian and
emergency management sectors that relates to decision-making. It outlines what the literature tells us about the
nature of the decisions that leaders at the country level are taking during humanitarian operations, and the
circumstances under which these decisions are taken. It then considers the potential application of two different
types of decision-making process in these contexts: rational/analytical decision-making and naturalistic decisionmaking. The article concludes with broad hypotheses that can be drawn from the literature and with the
recommendation that these be further tested by academics with an interest in the topic.
Keywords: Decision-making, Leadership, Complexity, Uncertainty

Introduction
Decision-making lies at the core of any humanitarian response. An effective response requires a series of decisions: on whether and where to intervene, on the scale
and nature of the intervention, and on how to best allocate resources, coordinate with other agencies, and
maintain the safety and security of affected people and
of humanitarian staff.
Given the importance of decision-making, it is sobering
to observe how critical evaluations are of the ability of humanitarian leaders to make decisions. Decision-making is
often slow (Adams et al. 2015; Agulhas Applied Knowledge 2015; Murray et al. 2015; Quasmi 2015; Sanderson
et al. 2015; UNICEF 2015; Darcy 2016a); disassociated
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from strategy (Hayles 2010); opaque (Murray et al. 2015;
Ambroso et al. 2016); and unaccountable (Agulhas
Applied Knowledge 2015; Clarke et al. 2015; Darcy
2016b). Overall, humanitarian decision-making has been
characterised as ‘informal, emergent, ad-hoc and reactive’
(Comes 2016: 2, see also Maxwell et al. 2013).
Despite these reported failures, relatively little academic attention has been given to decision-making in
humanitarian response. Much of the work that does
exist points to gaps in understanding: lack of knowledge
about what decisions are made, by whom and how
(Hayles 2010; Maxwell et al. 2013; Heyse 2013). Beyond
this, the majority of academic attention has tended to
focus on a small number of specific areas, particularly
supply chain and logistics (e.g. Gutjahr and Nolz 2010;
Yu and Lai 2011; Villa 2019) and the quality and use of
information in decisions (e.g. Bradt 2009; Darcy et al.
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2013; Gralla et al. 2013; Gerdin at al. 2014; Knox Clarke
and Darcy 2014; Colombo and Checchi 2018).
In this, as in other areas, humanitarian response lags
behind other emergency response contexts. There is a
rich literature on decision-making in emergencies, particularly as it relates to fire services, civil defence, and
hazardous environments such as oil rigs. While these organisations differ from many humanitarian organisations
in respect of their structures and culture,1 the review
demonstrated that the types of decisions that they make,
and the context in which these decisions are made, are
similar to humanitarian contexts and dilemmas, allowing
the possibility of learning from their experience.
Given the importance of decision-making for humanitarian response, the recognised gaps in existing understanding, and the relative wealth of knowledge on this
topic outside the humanitarian response literature, this
survey serves as a first step in a research programme
aimed at making concrete improvements in the
decision-making capacities of individuals and groups
working in humanitarian responses—outlining what has
already been recorded in the literature and identifying
areas that require further study if improvements are to
be made. To do this, it considers existing research
around the context, challenges, and opportunities related
to humanitarian decision-making by individuals at the
operational level and explores two approaches to
decision-making that are often discussed in the literature
and that may be appropriate in these contexts. On the
basis of a survey of the literature, it makes tentative hypotheses that can be tested through primary research
and points to gaps in understanding where further research is needed.

Methodology
This article is based on a survey of academic and ‘grey’
literature. In the first instance, documents were identified via Google Scholar, using the search rubric: ‘decision-making humanitarian OR emergency OR disaster’,
with the top 150 results reviewed for inclusion. The decision to use Google Scholar was based on the comparative advantages of this database for research in the social
sciences (Herzing and van der Wal 2008). Documents
were then included/excluded from the survey on the following basis: Documents about decision-making in a crisis environment where lives were at stake were included.
Documents about decision-making in crises that did not
result in mortality (i.e. in business) were excluded. Documents which dealt with provision of aid to a large number of people were included, whereas decision-making
1
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about a specific individual (generally a patient) was excluded. Finally, documents which looked at operational
decision-making (for example, whether to conduct a specific action in a crisis, what to do, and where) were included whereas strategic/global policy decision-making
(around the governance of an organisation or setting up
a global network, for example) were excluded. After consideration against these criteria, 74 documents were initially selected for review. In a further step, the
researchers decided to consider only a limited number
of documents related specifically to operations management and the use of scientific models to support
decision-making in logistics and supply chain management. This was because the initial list contained 40 documents of this nature, including three reviews of
operations management literature related to emergency
response, and the researchers felt that a heavy concentration on this particular type of decision and set of
methods would not support the goal of the research
(finding approaches that individual humanitarian
decision-makers could make to improve the quality of
their decisions). The researchers included five of these
operations management documents in the survey.
Ultimately, 39 of the 150 documents identified by
Google Scholar were included in the survey. In addition,
the researchers contacted five experts in the field asking
for recommendations, and this led to the inclusion of
another 10 documents in the survey. A further 30 documents were considered that had been identified from the
bibliographies of documents sourced through databases
and experts. The authors also examined 40 recent evaluations of humanitarian action (from 2015 to 2017) that
were selected as a purposive sample to provide an approximate reflection of the overall global distribution of
humanitarian responses, and of the organisations that
respond. Three hundred sixty-nine individual decisions
were mentioned in these evaluations. In total, 79 documents and a further 40 evaluations were included in the
survey. Of the 79 documents, 32 were related to the formal humanitarian system2.
The documents were coded using MaxQDA software.
The authors used a broadly inductive approach (Bandara
et al. 2015) to coding. Initial codes were established on
the basis of topics of interest to the research. These were
‘what are decisions about’, ‘conditions under which decisions are made’, ‘effects of these conditions on decision
processes’, ‘decision processes used’, factors contributing
to successful decisions’, and ‘factors contributing to unsuccessful decisions’. Additional codes and sub codes
were then added inductively.
The authors reviewed the coded segments to form an
outline for the paper’s arguments. Points which are
2
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noted in this paper were highlighted across a number of
sources. Where these points were contested in the literature, the alternative arguments are also included.

Limitations
The survey of the literature is not a systematic review.
As such, it is not complete or exhaustive, and there will
be evidence that relates to the topic which has not been
considered in this article. Nor has the research or grey
literature included in the review been assessed as part of
this survey for evidential quality: arguments and conclusions outlined in this paper are based on recurrence and
triangulation, rather than on assessment of the quality of
individual source documents.
The survey was also restricted to documents available
in the English language.
Finally, the survey—and particularly the review of evaluations—was unable to identify many detailed descriptions of the decision-making processes used in
humanitarian operations. Evaluations—and the humanitarian literature more generally—tended to provide general descriptions of the situations in which decisions
were taken and of the outcomes of decisions, without
detailing how these decisions were actually made. This
limits the degree to which the researchers can draw definitive conclusions on how humanitarians are currently
working and on the strengths and weaknesses of
decision-making approaches as they are used in the humanitarian context.
The content and context of humanitarian
decision-making
What are humanitarians making decisions about?

The review of humanitarian evaluations suggests that
humanitarians working at the country level are making
decisions across a wide variety of topics. Six main areas
were addressed by decision-makers in the evaluations:
whether to begin, end, scale up, or scale down responses;
the type of response required (response options); who
should receive assistance (targeting); how to ensure the
right number of staff with the rights skills were involved
in the response and how to manage the performance of
these staff (staffing); whether to gather additional information, how to gather and analyse it and whether to
share the information (information); and whether and
how to work with other organisations (partnership).3
Other reviews of humanitarian action—while providing
more detailed breakdowns of the type of decisions required under each area—generally confirm these as the
3
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main decision areas (Clements and Thompson 2009;
Gralla et al. 2013; Huber and Jennings 2018). However,
the literature also points up a seventh, arguably separate
area of decision-making related to logistics and the supply chain (decisions, for example, around where to site
facilities, the quantity of supplies to preposition, and
how to plan routes to ensure the most effective distributions). This area is a particular focus of operations management scholars (Gutjahr and Nolz 2010; RodriguezEspindola et al. 2018; Villa et al. 2019).
Emergency management professionals (in, for example,
the fire service and the coastguard) also regularly make
decisions in all seven of these areas (see for example,
Flin et al. 1998; Howitt and Leonard 2009; Kapucu and
Garayev 2011; Rodriguez-Espindola et al. 2018).
The literature considered in this survey did not allow
any judgement on the frequency of these different areas
of decision in humanitarian response. The degree to
which certain types of decision are considered may be as
much a reflection of the interests of academics as the
realities of humanitarian operations—and it appears possible that decisions about response options—a particular
concern of researchers looking at the use of evidence in
humanitarian action (Bradt 2009; Maxwell et al. 2013;
Colombo and Checchi 2018) and logistics—may be overrepresented in the literature as a proportion of all decisions made. Certainly, the majority of the evaluations
showed individuals or groups of decision-makers making
decisions on all of the six areas over the period
evaluated.
The context in which humanitarian decisions are made

The majority of the documents on humanitarian action
considered in the survey made the point that humanitarian decision-makers work in challenging contexts—they
are required to ‘make hard decisions under pressure and
with minimal information’ (Colombo and Checchi 2018).
The significance of the decisions that have to be made
(Cosgrave 1996; Hayles 2010; Metcalfe et al. 2011), lack
of information on which to base these decisions (Hobbs
et al. 2012; Ortuño et al. 2013; Colombo and Checchi
2018), consequent uncertainty (Benini 1997; Kruke and
Olsen 2012; Ortuño et al. 2013), and lack of time in
which to make decisions (Cosgrave 1996; Hayles 2010;
Comes 2016) are regularly cited as conditions that are
prevalent in the humanitarian context, and which have a
strong influence on the way in which decisions are
made. Only a few authors mention explicitly that these
conditions are not general to all emergencies (Ortuño
et al. 2013) or may differ from one ‘phase’ of an emergency to another (Comes 2016). Researchers working in
the field of emergency management give very similar descriptions of the contexts within which ‘blue light’ services and other emergency management professionals
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work: decisions are made in situations that are complex,
uncertain, and time constrained; where there are many
(often poorly coordinated) response actors; and where
the stakes are extremely high4. In this section, we consider these specific elements of the humanitarian and
emergency management contexts, and the ways in which
they affect the decision-maker.
A large number of decisions with significant consequences

Many of the decisions which need to be made during a
humanitarian crisis have very significant consequences
(Cosgrave 1996; Hayles 2010). The potential significance
of these decisions is increased both by the volatility of
contexts where humanitarian action takes place and by
the lifesaving nature of humanitarian response (Cosgrave
1996), conditions which are also found in other types of
emergency response work (Weick 1993; Yu and Lai 2011).
Research in the field of emergency management has noted
the long-lasting impact that decisions taken in the early
stages of response can have (Kowlaski-Trakofler and
Vaught 2003). Not making a decision, or not making it
quickly enough for timely action, can also have significant
and negative long-term consequences (ibid).
Humanitarian decision-makers working in such an environment need to consider the potentially negative outcomes of their decisions for crisis-affected people, for
humanitarian organisations, or for their staff (Metcalfe
et al. 2011) Many of these potential consequences are
extremely difficult to quantify in terms of their probability and severity, causing massive uncertainty for the
decision-maker (Hobbs et al. 2012). Nevertheless, as in
other emergencies, humanitarian decision-makers may
be expected to find a way to weigh up their consequences (White and Turoff 2010) and make a decision.
Urgent time pressures

In humanitarian response, delay can be a matter of life
and death. Humanitarian decision-making is often
undertaken under immense time pressure (Cosgrave
1996; Zhang et al. 2002; Heyse 2007; UNICEF 2015; Oxford Policy Management 2016) as it is in emergency
management situations (Mendonca et al. 2001; Yu and
Lai 2011; Kapucu and Garayev 2011). This sense of urgency calls for what Leigh (2016: 5) describes as ‘fast
and frugal decision-making’, where leaders are asked to
4

Observers and academics considering emergency management in
‘blue light’ services frequently highlight the importance of complexity,
uncertainty, and time constraints in decision-making (see for example,
Danielsson and Ohlsson 1999, Kapucu and Garayev 2011, Yu and Lai
2011, Allen and Pearman 2015, Lu 2017) as well as the challenges of
making decisions in multi actor environments (see: White and Turoff
2010, Kapucu and Garayev 2011, Rodriguez and Espindola 2018) and
in conditions where the consequences will be extremely significant
(Kapucu and Garayev 2011, Rodriguez and Espindola 2018).
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think and act in ways they would not normally (Hayles
2010). This can include making decisions with ‘partial or
incomplete information’ (Yu and Lai 2011: 207, see also
Darcy 2016b) and ‘before completely understanding the
problem they face’ (Gralla et al. 2016: 22).
The literature suggests that time pressure affects humanitarian decision-making in two ways. Firstly, it can
affect the overall decision-making approach, generally by
decreasing the number of people involved in the decision.
Under circumstances of time pressure, humanitarian
leaders are less likely to involve disaster-affected communities in processes of participatory decision-making (Adams et al. 2015). In Haiti, for example, the British Red
Cross chose to work with existing civil society groups and
rely on the assumption that these groups were representative of the community, rather than identifying other potential options for community engagement which would
have taken more time (Advisem Services Inc. 2016). Humanitarian leaders are also less likely, when experiencing
time pressure, to consult with colleagues, as they tend to
assume that group decision-making will take longer (Cosgrave 1996; Knox Clarke 2014).
The second way in which time pressure influences
decision-making is at the level of the individual’s cognitive processes. Work with people working in emergency
conditions suggests that where decision-making is urgent, less time is available to process information (White
and Turoff 2010). Staff involved in the Syria response
describe the impact of time pressure as causing a ‘lack of
brain space’ (Agulhas Applied Knowledge 2015: 8). As a
result, decision-makers are likely to consider a smaller
number of decision options (Hidalgo et al. 2015;
Advisem Services Inc. 2016; Lawday et al. 2016). They
are also more likely to rely on mental ‘shortcuts’ such as
heuristics and biases (Comes 2016; Gralla et al. 2016.
For this effect in emergency management contexts, see
White and Turoff 2010; Leigh 2016). These shortcuts
‘reduce the mental effort and time required for problem
solving’ (Gralla et al. 2016: 23).
Not all humanitarian contexts are urgent, of course.
Many of the crises humanitarians respond to are slow onset or protracted—and even sudden onset crises reach a
period where the pace becomes more consistent. Urgency
varies between each response (Ortuño et al. 2013) and
even within the same response. This suggests that effective
humanitarian decision-makers need not only to be able to
make decisions under time pressure, but also to work effectively in situations were more time is available.
Uncertainty about the current and future situation

Many of the documents included in the survey argue
that humanitarian crises are by their nature uncertain—
they are dynamic, complex, unpredictable, and unstable
(Benini 1997; Besiou et al. 2011; Metcalfe et al. 2011;
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Hobbs et al. 2012; Kruke and Olsen 2012). Uncertainty
in a crisis environment can be defined as ‘a sense of
doubt that blocks or delays action’ (Lipshitz et al. 2001:
337) and can manifest in various ways. Some typologies
have identified up to 19 different kinds of uncertainty
(see for example Benini 1997; Lipshitz et al. 2001; Klein
2009). Overall, in conducting the survey, the researchers
identified two general categories: uncertainty about the
current situation (when it is not clear what is happening
now) and uncertainty about the future situation (when it
is not clear what is going to happen in terms of either
how an event will unfold or what the consequences of
actions will be).
Uncertainty about the current situation in humanitarian contexts was generally related to a lack of information—which in turn relates to the availability, reliability,
or relevance of information (Danielsson and Ohlsson
1999, see also Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014). Much of
the humanitarian literature focuses on information availability—suggesting that too little information is available
for humanitarian leaders (King 2005; Darcy et al. 2013;
Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014; Van De Walle and Comes
2015) or that information exists but is not easily accessible or shared for a variety of reasons including security,
competition between agencies, and incompatible information management structures (Zhang et al. 2002; Van
De Walle and Comes 2015).
The quality of information is also a persistent problem
(Cosgrave 1996; Benini 1997; King 2005; Knox Clarke
and Darcy 2014; Van De Walle and Comes 2015;
Colombo and Checchi 2018), and even where good quality information is available, it is not always relevant to
the specific decision which needs to be made (Zhang
et al. 2002) as each decision made by each decisionmaker at each organisation will require different information (King 2005; Gralla et al. 2013). Information will
also become out of date (and therefore irrelevant) as the
situation changes (Zhang et al. 2002; Hobbs et al. 2012;
Obrecht and Bourne 2018): a problem compounded in
the humanitarian sector by weak monitoring systems
(Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014; Knox Clarke and
Campbell 2015).
The second broad type of uncertainty relates to the future—how the situation will develop and what the possible consequences of actions might be (Hobbs et al.
2012). Sometimes this, too, is due to lack of information—perhaps because evidence of what will work does
not exist or is not accessible to the decision-maker
(Hayles 2010; Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014). However,
the literature also suggests that the problem can be failing to focus on the right type of information, particularly
where the situation is dynamic and unpredictable. In
these circumstances, it seems to be less useful (beyond a
certain level) to have information that will help the
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decision maker identify an action to take than to have
feedback—information on the consequences of the actions that have already been taken (Mendonca et al.
2001; Kowlaski-Trakofler and Vaught 2003; Lu 2017).
To better understand why this might be the case, it is
helpful to clarify the difference between uncertainty and
risk—because the literature suggests that these two conditions call for different approaches to decision-making
and because much evidence-based decision-making
works appears to work better in situations of risk than
in situations of uncertainty.
The term ‘risk’ is often used in humanitarian literature
as a synonym for ‘negative consequences’—humanitarian
decisions described as ‘risky’ (see for example Metcalfe
et al. 2011). This use of the term is misleading; however,
as it blurs the distinction between risk and uncertainty, a
distinction that hinges on how certain we can be that a
decision will have negative consequences (Sitkin and
Weingarten 1995; Metcalfe et al. 2011). Risk is the
chance of an event occurring and the potential impact if
it does. One much-used explanation is that risk = probability x impact5, where both probability and impact can
be meaningfully quantified. For example, insurance companies assess the likelihood and possible impact of a
driver having an accident in order to quote a price to
provide that driver with car insurance and are able to do
this because they have enough information about the
probability of a certain type of driver (female, academic,
in her 40s, driving mainly at the weekends) having an accident, and the cost of repairing that accident for her
type of car. A ‘risky’ situation, then, is one where there is
a potential for negative consequences, and where we can
use information to quantify how likely the event is, and
how negative the consequences will be.
However, not all events or possible outcomes can be
assessed in terms of their likelihood and outcome. Many
humanitarian situations involve a situation referred to in
the literature as ‘deep uncertainty’ (Lee et al. 2012; Kalra
et al. 2014). Humanitarian crises are complex environments. They involve multiple actors and variables which
change, interact, and affect one another, creating so
many potential future scenarios that it is impossible to
predict and describe them all; however, much information is made available (Lu 2017). When dealing with the
outbreak of conflict in an urban environment, for example, it would not be possible to identify or ‘model’ the
probability of all the different possible events, or the
consequences of these events for the civilian population.
And this, in turn, means that it is not possible to make a
5
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trigger event—such as drought—occurring × the vulnerability of the
population to this particular event.
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quantified, information-based assessment to identify the
best response options in advance; however, much
decision-makers may wish to do so. Uncertainty differs
from risk in that decisions do not become easier, or
more certain, the more information you have. In fact, attempts to collect more and more information can make
the situation worse, by causing delay (or ‘analysis paralysis’) (Quarantelli 1988; Kowlaski-Trakofler and Vaught
2003; Aldunate et al. 2005; Kapucu and Garayev 2011;
Comes 2016) or—by focusing decision-makers on what
is known, to the exclusion of the (much larger) unknown
and unknowable—giving a false sense of certainty
(Gigerenzer 2014).
In the world of emergency management, a number of
authorities have suggested that this means that approaches to decision-making that have been developed
for addressing situations where risks are known, and
outcomes can be quantified, may not be appropriate in
many contexts. They have suggested instead a variety of
other approaches—using intuition, heuristics, and flexible ‘try it and see’ methods (Flin et al. 1998; Lipshitz
et al. 2001; Klein 2009). The survey suggests that there
has been much less consideration of these approaches in
the humanitarian sector (an exception is Tipper (2016)),
although similarities in task and context suggest that
these approaches may be worth the consideration. Some
of these approaches are considered in the section below.
High levels of stress

The fact that many humanitarian decisions have important consequences, and that they are often conducted
under time pressure and in situations of uncertainty, are
described by many of the authors as being an inherent
part of the humanitarian context. These conditions can,
as we have seen, have direct effects on the processes by
which decisions get made: decreasing group participation, or the amount of options that are considered.
Stress can also have indirect effects on the decision
process, by affecting the decision-maker’s emotional and
physiological state, which in turn has a ‘knock on’ effect
on the way that the individual makes decisions.
It is important to recognise that different individuals
will experience these emotional, cognitive, and physiological effects in different ways (Lu 2017). However,
many authors from the emergency management sector
have highlighted that stress has, in general, negative effects on decision-making.
Research from emergency management suggests that
decision-makers experiencing stress can find it difficult
to focus (Aldunate et al. 2005) and will often ignore information and narrow their focus of attention, ‘oversimplifying’ the situation (Leigh 2016: 5). They may have
problems with memory (Weick 1993), become more risk
averse (Kowlaski-Trakofler and Vaught 2003), revert to
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habituated ways of responding (Gralla et al. 2016), and
become more reliant on authority figures (Driskell and
Salas 1991). All of these behaviours will have (largely)
detrimental effects on their ability to make decisions—
and particularly the ability to create and choose between
a wide range of options. At the same time, the physical
element of stress (including effects on sleep, nutrition,
and self-care) can affect the ability to make decisions
over a period (Zhang et al. 2002; Franklin et al. 2011;
Coombs et al. 2016; Comes 2016) and lead to emergency
managers ‘collaps[ing] from exhaustion or becom[ing]
inefficient in their decision-making and other areas of
responsibility’ (Quarantelli 1988: 380).
However, for all that stress may lead to worse decisions, there are also arguments that stress can improve
performance. The ‘tunnel vision’ that prevents decisionmakers from objectively comparing options can also,
according to some authorities, force decision-makers
into a better, simplified, and more focused approach
(Kowlaski-Trakofler and Vaught 2003; White and Turoff
2010).
The organisational context

Finally, the literature considered in this survey strongly
suggests that individual decision-makers are influenced
not only by the nature of the emergency but also by the
nature of the organisation in which they work. Heyse
(Heyse 2007, 2013) contrasts decision-making in two humanitarian organisations and in doing so demonstrates a
relationship between the organisational ‘type’ (determined by the relative importance of formal structures
and of organisational values in the organisation’s behaviour) and the way in which decisions are made. Lu
(2017), considering emergency management organisations, similarly shows a relationship between organisational type and decisions about strategy in uncertain
situations.
A number of authors identify specific elements of the
organisation as influencing decision-making. Humanitarian decisions can be guided by organisational strategy
(Hayles 2010; Metcalfe et al. 2011; Gralla et al. 2013), by
donor requirements (Colombo and Checchi 2018), and
by guidelines and standard operating procedures, which
allow for ‘quick and easy decisions’ (Huber and Jennings
2018: 8, see also Knox Clarke 2014). The review of evaluations supported these observations: in 56 of the 369
decisions, the decision-maker(s) considered organisational strategy as an input to the decision, while 59 were
recorded as being influenced by donor or funding considerations, and 74 by the structure and procedures of
the organisation. If procedures are not used more, it is
probably because they are not always relevant to the specific emergency context (Huber and Jennings 2018). This
issue is considered by a number of authorities in
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emergency management. Where procedures are used in
situations for which they were not designed, they can
lead to worse outcomes (Mendonca et al. 2001) and the
general consensus in the literature is that they should be
used in smaller and more frequently occurring situations
(White and Turoff 2010), to support ‘stable and wellstructured tasks’ (Klein 2009; 28).
Humanitarian organisations also influence decisions
through their structure, and in particular, through the
degree to which decision-making authority is centralised
(Kruke and Olsen 2012) and the quality of their information management and internal communication mechanisms (ibid). Again, these issues have been considered in
the emergency management literature, where the authorities considered in this review tended to support
more decentralised decision-making authority (Quarantelli 1988; Kowlaski-Trakofler and Vaught 2003;
Rodriguez-Espindola et al. 2018).

Making good decisions—approaches for
humanitarians
Recognising the need to make a decision and knowing
which decisions need to be made

Before any decision is made, the individual or group involved needs to recognise that a decision is required. This
may appear obvious, but the literature on humanitarian
action provides a number of cases where humanitarian
leaders failed to recognise that the situation was one in
which decisions needed to be taken. This was the case in
Somalia in 2010/11, where the Country Team found it difficult to ‘distinguish between routine crisis conditions and
those requiring a significant increase in the scale and extent of the humanitarian response’, missing the signals
that an emergency was occurring (Hobbs et al. 2012: 50,
see also Lee et al. 2012). Similar dynamics have been
noted in South Sudan (Poole and Primrose 2010) and in
the Democratic Republic of Congo (Darcy et al. 2013).
Even when it becomes clear that decisions are required,
humanitarians—particularly those working in unfamiliar
conditions, or with unfamiliar types of emergency—may
struggle to identify which decisions need to be made. In
the literature, this was identified as a challenge in, among
other settings, Darfur (Kruke and Olsen 2012), the Haiti
earthquake response (Gralla et al. 2016), the West Africa
ebola response (Adams et al. 2015; Murray et al. 2015),
and the first months of the humanitarian response to conflict in Syria (UNICEF 2015).
These challenges are a recurrent theme, too, in the
emergency management literature (White and Turoff
2010; Kowlaski-Trakofler and Vaught 2003; Gralla et al.
2016): the recognition and formulation of problems is an
‘integral part of problem-solving in these settings’ (Gralla
et al. 2016: 23). The focus on understanding a situation
as a key part of the decision-making process owes much
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to Weick’s theory of sensemaking, originally elaborated
on the basis of a review of the (disastrous) response to a
large-scale fire (Weick 1993) and referred to in several
of the articles included in this survey (including Muhren
and van der Walle 2009; Comes 2016; Gralla et al. 2016;
Bouafia and Khairi Zahari 2017; Lu 2017). In sensemaking theory, individuals and organisations are constantly
exposed to a flow of information and events and try to
make sense of these events in such a way as to engage in
(as well as explain) action. Unexpected events may or
may not be noticed and ‘extracted’ for consideration
(Weick et al. 2005). Where they are noticed, they can
overwhelm the decision maker, leaving them incapable
of deciding on a suitable action. Alternatively, they can
be interpreted into ‘meaningful patterns that are the
basis for decision-making’ (Comes 2016: 1).
The experience of the humanitarian system, as outlined in the literature surveyed here, suggests that the
humanitarian sensemaking process if often faulty. Important information is not always noticed, because it
does not fit the existing understanding of what is happening in a given place and time—as was the case in the
Somalia, DRC, and South Sudan cases mentioned above.
Where information is noticed, it is often viewed through
the prism of organisational mandates, ways of working,
and previous decisions (Darcy et al. 2013; Knox Clarke
and Darcy 2014; Clarinval and Biller Andorno 2014;
Obrecht and Bourne 2018): the ‘meaningful patterns’
into which new information is organised are largely a
construct of existing—potentially misleading—mental
models. As a result, humanitarians often suffer from limited situational awareness, particularly when compared
with other emergency response systems (Obrecht and
Bourne 2018, see, e.g. Salas et al. 1995; Pollock and
Coles 2015 for situational awareness in other emergency
contexts).
The literature offers a number of potential reasons for
the pervasiveness of these mental models and so for the
systematic disruption to situational awareness. At a systemic level, an uneven distribution of power means that
humanitarians are more sensitive to signals from donors
(who are not necessarily well informed about the situation) than they are from the people on the ground
(who are) (Steets et al. 2016; Colombo and Checchi
2018). Information may be collected from crisis-affected
people, but the information is generally structured according to the models prevalent in organisations—and it
is not widely used as a key input to decision-making
(Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014; ALNAP 2018). The review of evaluations conducted for this paper confirmed
this: in only 15 of 369 decisions were the opinions of crisis affected people mentioned as a significant input to
decision-making—both funding and organisational strategy were considered almost four times as often.6
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Similarly, humanitarian monitoring systems tend to
focus more on monitoring project outputs (for donors)
than on changes in the operational context, or outcomes
of humanitarian activities in that context (Warner 2017;
Knox Clarke and Darcy 2014; Knox Clarke and Campbell 2015). Within organisations, poor information management and the centralisation of decision-making can
mean that cues are not picked up (Kruke and Olsen
2012). Finally, at the level of the individual decisionmaker, stress can lead to unexpected or unwelcome information being ignored, as we have seen above.
Overall, then, the survey suggests that recognition of
the need to make decisions, and of the decisions that
need to be made, is an area of weakness in humanitarian
action connected to poor situational awareness resulting
from individual, organisational, and systemic factors.
Making decisions—two differing approaches

The literature review identified a variety of decisionmaking approaches, most of which can be grouped into
two broad categories. The first category is those approaches that follow a rational/analytical decisionmaking logic and focus on making the ‘correct’ rational
choice between a set of options, identifying the option
which best fits one’s objectives and adds the most value
(Choo 2001). The second category covers approaches
that can broadly be termed naturalistic decision-making.
These focus on making an acceptable decision based on
a, generally incomplete, understanding of the current
situation and the application of previous experience and
intuition. The analytic and naturalistic categories are
‘the most important’ approaches in discussions of
decision-making in emergency management (Bouafia
and Khairi Zahari 2017: 4), and a number of articles
consider their relative merits in different types of (nonhumanitarian) emergency situation (Flin et al. 1998;
Patel et al. 2002; Bouafia and Khairi Zahari 2017).
Rational/analytical decision-making

Rational/analytical decision-making approaches aim to
identify the single best course of action in a situation
from among a set of possible options. While the
decision-making process will often include steps to identify and frame the problem, the real focus is on identifying a range of options, gathering information to evaluate
these options against each other, and then selecting the
option that will best address the problem by creating the
most ‘value’ for a given set of inputs (Danielsson and
Ohlsson 1999; Lipshitz et al. 2001; Heyse 2013).
Rational/analytical approaches to decision-making are
used in many fields of public policy, including healthcare, education, and infrastructure development. The
6

These were mentioned in 59 and 56 decisions, respectively
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idea of a rational allocation of resources underlies the
idea of ‘evidence-based’ policy: decisions are made
through systematic comparison of a series of alternatives
(Bradt 2009; Kalra et al. 2014; Obrecht 2017). To allow a
valid comparison, these decisions require evidence for
the value that will be created by each option (in terms of
revenue generated, the number of years of life saved, or
the examination results achieved). This generally requires large amounts of information to be collected
about the effects of previous interventions and about the
current and future circumstances in which the interventions will be made (Lipshitz et al. 2001). The approaches
also tend to employ statistical and probabilistic methods
(Patel et al. 2002). In some cases, decision-support software, based on the use of mathematical models, are
available to calculate the results of various decision options under various circumstances.
There are many advantages to using a rational/analytical approach for decision-making. The first relates to
decision quality. The approach is designed to maximise
quality: it aims to identify the single best possible decision—that is, the decision that creates the most value—
from among a number of competing possibilities (Lipshitz et al. 2001; Heyse 2013) Moreover, it does so in a
transparent and accountable way (Klein 2009). Typically,
the evidence and assumptions behind each decision
choice are clearly laid out and can be interrogated by the
various stakeholders involved in, or affected by, the decision. Rational approaches to decision-making aim for
objectivity and are particularly concerned with overcoming individual bias—to the degree that the study of bias,
and of how to overcome bias in the decision-making
process, forms an important sub-specialisation of this
approach to decision-making (see below). Finally, the
transparency required by rational/analytical approaches
also make them ideal for group decision-making: the formalised process allows groups to engage by following a
single set of rules (Klein 2009). This is important because in humanitarian situations, as in other emergency
situations, groups have an important role in effective
decision-making (Hochschild 2010; White and Turoff
2010; Kapucu and Garayev 2011; Knox Clarke 2014).
However, as the astute reader will already have recognised, several of the elements that are central to the
quality of rational/analytical decisions also make these
approaches particularly difficult to use in many humanitarian contexts. As one authority suggests, they are as
‘too narrow, too rigid, too consumptive in terms of resources and cognitive capacity, or simply ineffective’
(Comes 2016: 7, see also Lipshitz et al. 2001). In particular, they rely on extensive information collection to build
a picture about the current and potential future situations. This creates a demand both for time (which may
be severely limited) and for cognitive capacity to process
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information (Lipshitz et al. 2001; Patel et al. 2002).
Where time or capacity is not available, attempts to
gather this information can actually lead to worse decisions (Klein 2009).
More importantly, as pointed out above, the information required to use analytical approaches may simply
not be available, even if there were time to obtain it.
Where information cannot be obtained, these approaches tend to rely, instead, on the use of assumptions
to reduce uncertainty about the future situation (Khorram-Manesh et al. 2016). When making decisions in less
dynamic situations, the use of a small number of wellfounded assumptions about the future is understandable
(again, this approach is common in public policy, where
well-evidenced assumptions about future traffic flows or
demographic trends are regularly used in decisions
about investment). However, as outlined above, crises
are complex. It can be impossible to obtain all the information that would be required to predict the future, and
so—as there are so many gaps in the data—forecasting
tends to ignore many of the possibilities (RodriguezEspindola et al. 2018) or to rely almost exclusively on assumptions: assumptions which are likely to be wrong
(Lu 2017). The result of using rational/analytical approaches in crises can be ‘brittle decisions—ones that
are optimal for a particular set of assumptions, but
which perform poorly or even disastrously under other
assumptions’ (Kalra et al. 2014: 8).
A final drawback to the use of rational/analytical approaches—which has been noted beyond the emergency
sphere (Leigh 2016)—is the limited attention that these
approaches give to understanding and gaining agreement
over whether decisions need to be made at all, and what
the issue under decision is. As we have seen, the identification and framing of a situation is often a key factor in
the quality of emergency decision-making (Klein 2009;
Gralla et al. 2016).
And so despite the widely held ‘assumption that the
best decisions are rational – based on logic and factual
information’ (Kowlaski-Trakofler and Vaught 2003: 8),
many of the sources consulted in this literature review
conclude that rational/analytical approaches have limited
applicability in ‘real world’ emergency contexts (see for
example Flin et al. 1998; Patel et al. 2002). Indeed, attempts to train emergency professionals in these approaches do not tend to be valued by the trainees (Flin
et al. 1996; Flin et al. 1998; Patel et al. 2002). And, while
there has been much research into the potential of
mathematical modelling and decision-support software
to assist humanitarian decision-makers, their utility has
been questioned (Besiou et al. 2011) and actual use of
these approaches has been limited (Rodriguez-Espindola
et al. 2018): overviews of the technology suggest that
many of the systems in use appear to focus on allowing
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decision-makers to access information, rather than on
using this information to identify and balance decision
options (Ortuño et al. 2013).
At the same time, we should probably question the assumptions made in much of the humanitarian decisionmaking literature that humanitarian contexts are invariably uncertain, stressful, and urgent, making analytical approaches less relevant. This may well be the case in rapid
onset crises, particularly in the early stages, but much humanitarian work actually consists of long-term service
provision in fairly stable contexts (ALNAP 2015). For
these types of operation, rational and analytic approaches
can be useful (Flin et al. 1998). Similarly, there may be
specific areas of humanitarian action that are particularly
well adapted to these approaches: much of the work on
decision support, for example, has concentrated on logistics and supply chain management (Rodriguez-Espindola
et al. 2018), and in these areas, some computerised systems based on analytical approaches, such as SUMA/LSS,
are routinely used (Ortuño et al. 2013). Finally, a number
of adaptations to the basic ‘rational/analytical’ approaches
can mitigate some of their limitations for emergency work.
For example, decision-makers may generate a number of
options, but—rather than choosing one—progress several
simultaneously, gradually moving resources to those
which appear to be most successful ‘on the ground’ (Smith
and Dowell 2000). Alternatively, they may choose one option but base this choice on the maximal value across the
widest number of potential future circumstances, rather
than maximal value in one specific set of (assumed) future
circumstances (Cosgrave 1996).
Naturalistic decision-making

The main alternative to rational/analytic approaches to
decision-making discussed in the literature is a series of
approaches collectively termed ‘Naturalistic decisionmaking’ or NDM. These approaches were developed,
and are often positioned, in opposition to the ‘classical’
analytic approach outlined above (Patel et al. 2002).
NDM approaches are of particular interest to humanitarians because they emerged largely as a way to approach decision-making in emergency contexts. The
approach was first outlined at a 1989 conference of
academics and emergency management practitioners
(Lipshitz et al. 2001) and is now the predominant
decision-making approach in emergency settings
including fire, the military, and commercial aviation
(Flin et al. 1998; Lipshitz et al. 2001; Klein 2009; Lu
2017)—in other words, situations which are ‘marked by
time pressure, vague goals, high stakes, team and
organization constraints, changing conditions, and varying amounts of experience’ (Lu 2017: 20). To date, however, there has been only limited study into the use of
NDM in humanitarian contexts.

Knox Clarke and Campbell Journal of International Humanitarian Action

Naturalistic decision-making (NDM) has emerged out
of studies of practice: from the observation of decisionmaking in emergency situations. As a result, while analytical approaches tend to be prescriptive (identifying
what decision-makers should do to maximise value and
reduce bias), NDM research has tended to be descriptive, focussing on what experienced decision-makers actually do (Patel et al. 2002; Lu 2017), although a number
of authors and researchers have also recommended that
it be used more widely in emergency and humanitarian
contexts (Klein 2009; Tipper 2016).
The decision-making processes described in the NDM
literature are very different from an analytic balancing of
various options. Essentially, NDM processes rely on the
decision-maker diagnosing the situation in which they
find themselves, relating this to previous situations, and
then drawing on previous experience to identify a single
acceptable and relevant course of action, which is then
tested through application. The decision-maker adds the
experience of this action, in this situation, to a repertoire
that can then be drawn upon in the future (Flin et al.
1998; Lipshitz et al. 2001).
The differences between NDM and rational/analytic
approaches are immediately apparent. While the latter
focuses largely on the point of making the decision,
NDM puts much greater emphasis earlier in the decision process, on understanding the situation and diagnosing what ‘type’ of situation this is. The actual
decision—the action to take—falls out of this process
of diagnosis. NDM approaches do not attempt to
identify the best possible course of action—rather,
they aim to identify a course of action that is ‘good
enough’ because it has been successful in similar situations in the past. And decision-makers using NDM
do not identify and choose between a range of options,
but instead implement the first action that ‘fits’—that will
work in that context. If this action is not successful, it may
be substituted for another, but these options are considered in sequence, and as needed, rather than being addressed all at the same time.
But the most striking difference between the two approaches lies in the different attitudes they have towards
the role of individual, subjective experience in the
decision-making process. Rational approaches to
decision-making are wary of the role of individual experience, seeing it as being prone to bias. In fact, much
of the classical academic work on decision-making (particularly since Kahneman and Tversky published Judgement under Uncertainty in 1974 (Tversky and
Kahneman 1974) has focused on how biases negatively
impact rational decision-making. ‘Bias’ is generally
understood as cognitive limitations (Roberto 2009)
which systematically create a discrepancy between an individual decision-maker’s thinking and the rational, ‘best’
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answer (Goncalves 2009; Comes 2016). Biases are understood to be part of the thought processes of all humans
(Roberto 2009) and demonstrate themselves when an individual is weighing up possible options—preventing a
‘rational’ process.7 One aim of formalising decision processes, then, is to prevent the process from being affected by bias.
NDM approaches, on the other hand, tend to prioritise
individual experience and rely more on intuition than
analysis. Decision-makers use their experience and
knowledge to engage in ‘pattern matching’ which allows
them to identify the similarities between the current
situation and known situation types (Lipshitz et al. 2001;
Leigh 2016): in many cases, this seems to be an unconscious, intuitive process. Of course, there are different
variations of NDM and some, such as recognitionprimed decision-making, employ the use of analysis to
help the decision-maker identify the situation or an appropriate course of action (Smith and Dowell 2000;
Klein 2009). But whereas analytical decision-making
works to avoid bias, NDM always relies to a degree on
heuristics: useful mental shortcuts or ‘rules of thumb’
which are particular to an individual, based on their own
experiences (Goncalves 2009; Gigerenzer 2014; Leigh
2016) and which can enhance the accuracy of decisionmaking (Patel et al. 2002). It is these heuristics that allow
an experienced individual to rapidly identify a situation
type and to select an appropriate response. The literature review did not throw up any clear or consistent distinction between (bad) ‘bias’ and (good) ‘heuristics’.
Anchoring, for example, is described sometimes as a bias
and sometimes as a heuristic. The distinction may lie in
the degree to which the author thinks that subjective
thought is useful in the decision process. Some authorities describe bias and heuristics as two sides of the same
coin—biases being the downside of using heuristics
(Klein 2009).
Although NDM has evolved from the field of emergency management and is adapted to situations in which
both time and information are limited, there are good
reasons to be cautious around its application in humanitarian responses. Comes and Goncalves both point to
the likelihood that bias will be a problem in humanitarian decision-making—that trusting to ‘rules of thumb’
For example, the ‘sunk cost fallacy’ is a bias whereby, if a cost has
already been incurred and cannot be recovered, this cost is given
undue recognition when considering future choices (Boardman et al.
2017; Comes 2016; Leigh 2016). The sunk cost fallacy may lead
decision-makers to choose to continue with a project which information suggests will not be worth additional investment. While the rational decision might be to cut one’s losses and not lose anything
further, this bias interferes with rational thought and leads decisionmakers to focus on the cost which has already been spent rather in
hopes of recouping their investment, even if this course of action is
not likely to maximise their return (Leigh 2016).
7
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may introduce systematic error (Goncalves 2009; Comes
2016). But the most troubling element of NDM, from a
humanitarian perspective, is the ‘pattern matching’ approach, whereby the decision-maker equates the context
to a similar situation in the past. There are three main
problems with this. Firstly, in order for the decisionmaker to match the present with the past, s/he needs to
have good situational awareness—a fairly accurate sense
of what is happening in the present. Comparing a situation with one which was not, in fact, similar can be
dangerous and lead to very poor decisions (Quarantelli
1988; Leigh 2016). We have already seen that situation
awareness is a consistent weakness in humanitarian
operations.
Secondly, the decision-maker needs to have past experiences which match the current situation. Intuition
and heuristics work well when applied to repetitive
tasks/situations (Lipshitz et al. 2001), where the
decision-maker has built up enough expertise they
can use to create useful models of situations and of
relevant responses (Campbell and Knox Clarke 2018:
54). However, if the decision-maker’s experience does
not match, they may ‘focus…on the wrong things’
(Klein 2009: 105). Even highly experienced decisionmakers ‘may frequently encounter decision situations
in which they are novices’ (Weingart and Sitkin 1995:
1588). Humanitarian literature and evaluations have
identified numerous examples of situations, such as
the 2014–2015 Ebola outbreak in West Africa and
the European migration ‘crisis’ resulting from it,
where previous experience was not relevant and
therefore not useful (ALNAP 2018). In fact, it could
be argued that, given the sociological, as well as the
technical, nature of humanitarian crisis, the realities
of an earthquake, or of displacement in one country
will always be different from those in another country. Expatriate workers will find it difficult to effectively apply experience to a new context (Kruke and
Olsen 2012). It should not be surprising, then, that a
number of evaluations give examples where attempts
to apply non-relevant experience has led to poor
decision-making (see for example Adams et al. 2015;
Aiken and Dewast 2015).
Thirdly, activity selection relies on memories of what
has worked in previous, ‘matched’ situations. However,
memory is not always ‘an objective record of events’
(Leigh 2016: 6) particularly in an emergency (ibid; Weick
1993). As a result, what decision-makers think they ‘know’
from past experience may not be correct (Goncalves
2009). It is not clear how good humanitarian individuals
or organisations are at learning, particularly about operational decisions, where the complexity of the situation
may render it impossible to ever know the outcome/impact of a specific decision (Danielsson and Ohlsson 1999).
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Beyond the challenges inherent in pattern matching,
NDM approaches are also weak on transparency: the decision is made in the ‘black box’ of the individual
decision-maker’s mind. Given the importance of accountability to humanitarian activity (Donini and Brown
2014; Knox Clarke 2018) and emergency response more
broadly (Lee et al. 2012), this is a concern. As Benini
suggests, non-analytical decisions require trust in the organisation (or decision-maker) rather than trust in the
numbers (Benini 1997).
And finally, the individualistic nature of NDM approaches would also appear to preclude the use of group
decision processes, which are a key element of much
successful humanitarian action (Knox Clarke 2014), and
to decrease the influence of crisis affected communities
on the decision process. However, very little attention
has been paid to studying the ways in which groups
might use NDM approaches: it is an area where further
research is warranted.
It would appear from this review, then, that NDM approaches may have potential for use in humanitarian response—but they are not a ‘magic bullet’. However, as is
the case with rational/analytical approaches, there is a
wide variety of specific methods under the NDM umbrella, and some of these may be more relevant to humanitarian contexts than others. Some variations of
NDM8 blend intuitive ‘pattern matching’ with an element of more structured analysis—and these may allow
greater accountability and decrease the risk of decisionmakers falsely assuming that the present is like the past.

Conclusions and next steps
This survey of humanitarian and emergency literature
aims to make tentative hypotheses related to the nature
and conditions for success of humanitarian decisionmaking, in the hope that these hypotheses can be tested
through further research. It also identifies gaps in our
collective understanding of humanitarian decisionmaking where primary research may be required.
On the basis of the literature considered in this survey,
we can outline a number of tentative conclusions:
Firstly, that humanitarian decision-makers are in many
cases (and particularly in situations which differ from
previous experience) failing to identify that decisions
and actions are required and/or are failing to identify
the priorities for decision-making. This is a result of
poor situational awareness, itself largely a result of structural problems in humanitarian organisations and the
broader humanitarian system.
8

For example, variations two and three of recognition-primed decisionmaking which test conclusions by modelling the situation or various
courses of action, or the recognition/metacognition model proposed by
Cohen et al (1996) which tests the understanding of situation and conclusions using critical thinking.
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Secondly, that a large proportion of humanitarian decisions take place in situations where there is limited
time or information to support the decision process; the
situation is dynamic and the future uncertain; the decision will have significant consequences on human life;
and the decision-maker(s) are likely to experience high
levels of stress.
Thirdly, that analytical approaches to decision-making
are poorly adapted to these conditions, and that they
could be expected to perform poorly in these situations.
Conversely, they should perform relatively well in situations where information and time are available and
stress is lower.
Fourthly, that ‘naturalistic’ approaches to decisionmaking are widely used in emergency management
organisations in conditions similar to these, may be
better adapted to these conditions, and could be expected to perform relatively well under these conditions. However, any effective use of naturalistic
approaches by humanitarians will rely on effective
situational awareness.
Fifthly, that humanitarian decision-makers should be
skilled in using both approaches and adapting their approach to decision-making based on the context in
which the decision is being made.
And sixthly, organisations can support effective
decision-making by decentralising decision-making authority for operations to those operations and by producing guidance for procedures that are conducted on a
regular basis.
It is important to recognise, however, that the literature considered in this survey contained almost no
detail on specific humanitarian decision-making processes: how individual decisions were made, under
which specific circumstances, and with what results.
As a result, these conclusions are based very largely
on generalised statements about the context of humanitarian decision-making and on the application of
emergency management research to the humanitarian
context. We would suggest that these tentative conclusions could form the basis of an important research agenda for humanitarian scholars. Future
research could usefully consider the specifics of humanitarian decision-making and interrogate the conclusions above: What proportion of decisions are
actually made under conditions of uncertainty, time
pressure and stress? How do decision-makers currently identify that decisions are required? How do
they make decisions—do they use analytical, naturalistic, or, perhaps, hybrid approaches—and how does the
process influence the quality of the decision? More
detailed consideration of these issues would,
hopefully, lead to better decision-making ‘at the sharp
end’.
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