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Abstract  

The increasing volume of financial transactions handled by the humanitarian sector 

should by itself be a red flag for most humanitarian actors, including large state 

donors. Many observers describe the humanitarian sector as the third economy, in 

addition to the public and private sectors. Different sources such as the state 

development and aid agencies from Australia (AUSAID), the United Kingdom (DFID), 

Norway (NORAD) and the USA (USAID), as well as the World Bank, present different 

figures, depending on their definition of the humanitarian space and humanitarian 

assistance, but all of them agree on the scope of the expenditures in this sector. 

According to Integrated Regional Information Networks Humanitarian News and 

Analysis (IRIN, 2015), humanitarian financial transactions amount to USD 156 billion 

a year. Although the humanitarian sector is at high risk of corruption, unfortunately, 

most humanitarian actors fail to push for an explicit and public dialogue and to call for 

action in this area. State donors appear to be silent and the United Nations (UN) 

resolutions say very little about this subject. Neither the UN Millennium Development 

Goals nor the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) Report (UN, 2015) mention the 

notion of corruption even once. The 2016 World Humanitarian Summit could have 

been a great platform for such debate, yet its final report reflects the lack of 

commitment by the different parties on the corruption front.  

 

In this context, the purpose of this research is to explore corruption prevention and 

control in the humanitarian space. A review of the literature corroborates the view that 

only superficial findings are currently available, and there are very few academic 

publications on the subject. To complement the literature review, the author held 

structured interviews with 21 middle- and senior-level humanitarian actors as well as 

consultations with 227 persons in eight groups. To validate some findings, the author 

held an additional round of 21 ‘one-to-one’ consultations. The scope of the 

hypothesis presented in the research (ignorance and incompetence vs. conspiracy) 

has been validated and enriched with a third dimension, “those who know”, who 

maybe act upon deferred corruption in the corruption scheme. Finally, the author 

proposes a set of recommendations for further academic research along with 

recommendations for humanitarian workers on corruption prevention and control, 

paving the way from naivety to compliance.  

Key words: Humanitarian assistance, Aid, Anti-corruption, Corruption risk, 

Prevention, Control 
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1. Introduction 

This research explores the notion of corruption prevention and control in the 

humanitarian space. The Introductory chapter presents the context of the 

research (chapter 1.1.), a proposed scope of humanitarian space to focus on 

(chapter 1.2.), a rationale for this research (chapter 1.3.) and a research 

hypothesis (chapter 1.4.). Finally, the substantive chapters are briefly 

introduced. 

 

1.1. Context 

After an extensive review of the achievement of the 2015 Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs), the United Nations 2015 General Assembly 

finally adopted, on 25 September 2015, 17 Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) for 2030. Unfortunately, neither the MDGs nor the SDGs address 

seriously the delicate and essential question of corruption. Indeed, the MDGs 

Report, long awaited by a host of stakeholders (states, civil society, non-

governmental organizations, private sector, individuals), presents an 

impressive amount of data, knowledge and analysis. Yet the words 

“corruption” or “anti-corruption” do not appear a single time in its 75 pages. 

With regard to the SDGs, the corruption agenda is indirectly addressed 

through Goal 16: “Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 

development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable 

and inclusive institutions at all levels” (United Nations General Assembly, 

2015, p.14); with a focus on corruption and bribery as target 16.5: 

“Substantially reduce corruption and bribery in all its forms” (SDG Indicators, 

United Nations General Assembly, 2015, p.25/35). Dreamers and naive 

individuals might assume that the world of 2015 may have managed to 

eradicate corruption. Sceptics, however, tend to see a politically correct report, 

endorsed by states.  

In July 2012, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon announced at the session of 

the ECOSOC High-Level Panel on Accountability, Transparency and 

Sustainable Development that in 2011, “corruption prevented 30 per cent of all 



7 

 

development assistance from reaching its final destination” (United Nations 

Secretary-General, 2012, p.1). A few years later, mindful that the humanitarian 

sphere constitutes a key partner for the world’s peace and development, he 

convened the first ever World Humanitarian Summit (Istanbul, Turkey, May 

2016). In that context, a number of regional consultations, think tanks, position 

papers, civil society meetings and coalitions, states’ meetings, regional and 

sub-regional positions have been developed. Not a single one has identified 

the fight against corruption as a key issue. Questions linger as to whether this 

silence is due to ignorance, incompetence, fear or conspiracy. 

Although one can assume that the humanitarian funds are used properly and 

effectively, some might consider that USD 156 billion (IRIN, 2015) represents 

a potential USD 156 billion worth of risks of abuse, fraud, corruption and bad 

will. 

As a humanitarian worker for more than 30 years, with extensive experience in 

90 countries across continents and leadership responsibility in one of the 

world’s largest international humanitarian organizations (International 

Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies), the author of the 

present research decided to explore current practices, mapping the situation, 

analysing the roots and causes of wrong practices, and ultimately offering 

some sustainable recommendations in an effort to pave the way from naivety 

to compliance.  

 

1.2. Scope of the humanitarian space 

Depending on whether the interlocutor is of Latin or Anglo-Saxon origin, the 

notion of humanitarian space will differ. This is certainly due to different 

backgrounds and history in terms of humanitarian needs identification and 

humanitarian response. Even within these two groups (Latin and Anglo-

Saxon), “…the concept of humanitarian space means different things for 

different people. Despite over 20 years of use, it remains poorly defined and 

understood” (Collinson, S., & Elhawary, S., 2012, p.1). As a humanitarian 

worker, the author of this research would certainly prefer the common 
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definition which advocates for a community in the centre of the humanitarian 

context, namely the “humanitarian space as affected community space” 

definition (Collinson, S., & Elhawary, S., 2012, Box 1). Nevertheless, for the 

purposes of this research, the chosen reference definition is the one known as 

“Humanitarian space as a complex political, military and legal arena” 

(ibid).This approach recognizes that “most of the important aspects of 

humanitarian space are determined by the interplay of interests among a 

variety of political, military, economic and other actors, organisations and 

institutions (including legal institutions), in addition to humanitarian agencies 

and affected populations” (ibid, p.4). 

The reality of the humanitarian action within this given humanitarian space has 

produced different perceptions within communities and populations as to the 

real nature of the humanitarian response. Numerous examples of hostility 

against the humanitarian communities have occurred and have been reported 

through official and published Security Incident Reports. Hugo Slim, in his 

capacity of Chief Scholar at the Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue in Geneva, 

Switzerland (2003-2007), reminded the humanitarian community during the 

Global Humanitarian Coordination Meetings (known as the Montreux Process) 

that “…historically, there is a long tradition that sees humanitarian and 

development NGOs as neo-colonial vanguards – the missionaries of western 

neoliberalism. This critique has come from all parts of the world” (Slim, H., 

2004, p.6). In the same vein, the fight against corruption can also been 

perceived as a Western world agenda. The growing participation of 

humanitarian actors in military operations during (among others) the 

Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts has heightened the perception, in the different 

populations, that the humanitarian space is composed of different 

stakeholders with different open and hidden agendas, even though they claim 

that their intervention is value-based. 

In this context, the need for more explicit ethics has grown. As a recognized 

leader on international research in humanitarian studies, in 2015 Hugo Slim 

published a reference work on humanitarian ethics giving extensive 

descriptions of the “Ethical Origins of Humanitarian Action” (Slim, H., 2015, 
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pp.25-35) and the “Modern Elaboration of Humanitarian Principles” (Ibid, 

pp.39-124). Although a number of references are made to ethical dimensions 

such as “Humanity, Impartiality, Neutrality, Independence, Respect, 

Participation, Empowerment, Sustainability, Accountability” (ibid, p.vii), almost 

no substantive reference reflects on corruption risks, corruption dilemmas and 

corruption economics. Indeed, a number of references are made to 

humanitarian operations where corruption cases, bribery situations (in cash 

and/or in kind), sexual exploitation in the form of sextortion occur, but the 

corruption paradigm is taken as a contextual circumstance rather than the lead 

in the equation. This observation has led the author of this research to 

concentrate on the corruption paradigm in the context of humanitarian 

response programmes in the defined “humanitarian space.” 

 

1.3. Rationale for this study 

For a long time, both recipient populations of humanitarian responses and 

humanitarian actors viewed humanitarian operations as value-driven 

processes. Although since the mid-1980s (in reference to the so-called ‘Sahel 

84’ operation), the financial figures show a permanent increase in the financial 

volume of transactions (for instance, international humanitarian assistance on 

its own totalled USD 28 billion in 2015 (Global Humanitarian Assistance, 2016, 

p.6), the economic dimension of humanitarian intervention has for many years 

been addressed solely from a fund-raising perspective. 

More recently, humanitarian economics have been eliciting reflections on the 

humanitarian space in terms of “economy and political economy dimensions of 

humanitarian crisis and responses [focusing] on the (re)distribution of power, 

wealth, income and destitution in specific historical and crisis settings” 

(Carbonnier, G., 2015, p.4). At the crossroads of “political science, 

anthropology, sociology, the life of sciences, law and psychology” (ibid, p.6), 

Carbonnier presents the “humanitarian economics in the broader 

interdisciplinary field of humanitarian studies” (ibid).  
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In this context, addressing corruption in the humanitarian economics equation 

has become increasingly relevant. Some leading anti-corruption institutions 

such as Transparency International (TI) and the U4 Anti-Corruption Centre 

(U4) have conducted research on the corruption risks in the humanitarian 

sector. Among others, the 2006 TI, U4, ODI-HPG joint publication “Mapping 

the Risks of Corruption in Humanitarian Action” made public “the issue of 

corruption in emergency relief and rehabilitation [as] a key concern for 

practitioners, who invest considerable resources and energy in trying to 

minimise it” (Ewins, P., Harvey, P., Savage, K., & Jacobs, A., 2006, p.3). 

Indeed, the temptation felt by humanitarian actors to minimize the situation or, 

worse still, to deny it or the risk thereof, often stems from the apprehension of 

losing the trust of state donors. “Aid organisations fear that exposing 

corruption would cut their funding from the public…. Corruption poses a major 

risk to the reputation of aid NGOs in several ways: reputation with major 

donors; bribery prosecutions can lead to debarment from projects financed by 

major aid agencies such as the World Bank and DFID; reputation with the 

public; perception of corruption can reduce fund-raising capacity with the 

public; reputation with clients” (Oxford Analytica, 2016, p.3). 

Corruption is defined by some as “an economic crime of calculation” and 

presented as an economic equation where Corruption equals Monopoly plus 

Discretion minus Accountability: C=M+D-A (Klitgaard, R., 2014, p.18). Others 

would argue that corruption is “the abuse of public roles or resources for 

private benefit, … [emphasizing] that ‘abuse’, ‘public’, ‘private’ and even 

‘benefit are matters of contention in many societies and of varying degrees of 

ambiguity in most.” (Johnston, M. 2005, p.12). For the purposes of this 

research, Transparency International’s definition of corruption will be used, 

whereby corruption is “the abuse of entrusted power for private gain” 

(Transparency International, 2009, p.14). Corruption is typically classified as 

“grand, petty and political, depending on the amounts of money lost and the 

sector where it occurs” (Transparency International, 2009, p.14). 
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1.4. Hypothesis 

Given that the humanitarian space has to comply with international financial 

standards, business codes of ethics, and general national and international 

regulations (for instance, national labour laws and international labour 

jurisdiction) as much as public and/or private sector regulations, the time has 

come to demystify the corruption paradigm in the humanitarian context.  

The author of this research wishes to challenge current practices, mapping the 

situation in terms of humanitarian actors’ understanding of the corruption 

paradigm, and analysing the roots and causes of such wrong practices. 

Often, the argument of not being well informed or sufficiently qualified is 

presented as a rationale for not complying with legislation or internal rules and 

procedures. This approach would validate the fact that some humanitarian 

workers (staff or volunteers) may not be competent enough or simply ignorant 

of the law, rules, and procedures. This would explain some corruption 

practices (in procurement for instance) and may be used as an argument for 

justifying the aid diversion. Another set of arguments presents the non-

compliance rationale as a corruption scheme developed by an organized 

entity, in a conspiracy modality.  

The ambition of this research is to further analyse these opposing arguments. 

For this purpose, nine considerations (1. Commitment; 2. Transparency; 3. 

Implementation; 4. Norms and Procedures; 5. Prevention; 6. Control; 7. 

Sanctions; 8. Detection; 9. Risk Management) will be examined (see Guiding 

Questions for Interviewees, Appendix 8.1) as a grid for validating or 

invalidating the hypothesis whereby corruption in the humanitarian space is a 

consequence of either the ignorance and incompetence of the humanitarian 

actors, or the result of a conspiracy led by organized entities (family system 

based on nepotism; organized crime, etc.).  

Along with this hypothesis, and after discussing the nine considerations 

(mentioned here above), the question presented to interviewees is formulated 

as follows: “Is corruption in the humanitarian sphere a consequence of 

ignorance, incompetence, or conspiracy?” (ibid). 
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A literature review (chapter 2), a description of the chosen methodology 

(chapter 3) and the research as such along with its findings will follow (chapter 

4), whereas some recommendations will be presented in the final chapter 

(chapter 5). 
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2. Literature Review 

 

While scoping the research topic in terms of fraud and corruption prevention 

and control in the humanitarian sphere, ‘ignorance-incompetence versus 

conspiracy’, the author of the study selected a large variety of articles, 

publications, books and blogs for review. 

 

Disappointingly enough, although most of the publications indeed presented 

the complex nature of the business context in the humanitarian sphere and 

some even mentioned corruption as a serious concern, very few really 

addressed the corruption paradigm viewed through the humanitarian prism. 

Most often, the big intergovernmental institutions compartmentalize 

humanitarian concerns and corruption concerns. For instance, the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has 

published a number of position papers on the aid dilemma but does not 

address the corruption paradigm in the same set of positions (e.g.: “Reaching 

our development goals: Why does aid effectiveness matter?”, Erfkens, E., & 

Mandeep, B., 2017). 

 

Among the most disappointing position papers, the first and foremost is the 

UN Secretary-General’s report to the UN General Assembly regarding the 

2015 World Humanitarian Summit (WHS). Indeed, this major report for the 

humanitarian community (from donors to beneficiaries) does not present 

corruption as an issue. Rather, it lists it as an economic context and cites it 

only twice, in passing, in its 62 pages (Ki-moon, 2016). This is the same UN 

Secretary-General who announced in 2012 that 30% of aid was diverted to 

corruption (UN, SG, 2012). Although the “Grand Bargain” happened to be a 

key outcome of the World Humanitarian Summit, this new approach which 

built its commitment on “greater transparency” (The Grand Bargain, 2016, p.4) 

fails to mention the corruption paradigm or the anti-corruption agenda. In the 

same vein, as mentioned earlier, the UN SDGs for 2030 very indirectly 
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address the corruption paradigm through their target 16.5: “Substantially 

reduce corruption and bribery in all their forms” (UN GA, 2015). 

 

In terms of pivotal publications in the humanitarian sphere, the annual Global 

Humanitarian Assistance Report (Global Humanitarian Assistance, 2016) 

gives the financial figures relating to the humanitarian industry. Here as well, 

the corruption paradigm is absent. Sceptics would see in this silence a 

potential conspiracy where corruption becomes a non-issue in the 

humanitarian sphere.  

 

As is the case with the disappointing publications above, very few set out the 

corruption paradigm in the humanitarian sphere in an effective manner, based 

on legal references, facts and figures.  Among the few useful articles, “Non-

Governmental Organizations: Anticorruption Compliance Challenges and 

Risks” (Helmer, E., & Deming, S. H., 2011) presents the corruption paradigm 

in the international non-governmental organizations context from a compliance 

programme perspective. References to the FCPA and foreign bribery laws 

requirements position the NGOs in the same business environment as any 

private sector company. Although the authors demonstrate that at the time of 

publication (2011) NGOs were not a target of enforcement authorities, one 

could anticipate that the same NGOs “should be expected to be fully subject to 

investigations and enforcement actions. In general, NGOs can expect to face 

increasingly greater scrutiny” (ibid, p.13). Along the accountability line, NGOs 

are presented as targets of the donors who are justifiably awaiting greater 

“compliance programmes that adequately address their corruption risks. The 

key for the international NGO community is to be proactive and not reactive” 

(ibid, pp.13-14). 

 

Some publications in the form of research reports provide much relevant 

information in terms of organizational behaviour, risk mapping and practical 

recommendations. “Preventing Corruption in Humanitarian Assistance. Final 

research report. Berlin: Transparency International” (Maxwell, D., Walker, P., 

Church, C., Harvey, P., Savage, K., Bailey, S., 2008) is one of the first 
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generation of this kind of tools, preparing the humanitarian sector for a shift to 

more advanced position papers and practical anti-corruption tools. 

 

A number of Transparency International publications would be relevant to all 

humanitarian stakeholders, considering that the corruption risks of regular 

business may be of the same nature in the humanitarian context. But the 

institution has also published a series of very specific tools for the 

humanitarian sphere, among which is “Preventing Corruption in Humanitarian 

Operations. Pocket guide of good practices” (Transparency International, 

2010). This practical handbook sets out in a very pragmatic, accessible and 

factual manner the bulk of corruption risks that humanitarian stakeholders may 

face in their humanitarian work. For each identified corruption risk, a checklist 

of ‘watch out for” is proposed as well as a series of prevention measures, 

specific recommendation and potential challenges. The handbook has been 

also adapted via a pocket guide format to field staff of humanitarian 

organizations. Most of the humanitarian stakeholders should read, share and 

dispatch this book as an awareness-building, training and compliance support 

tool. 

 

As a milestone in the fight against corruption in the humanitarian sphere, 

“Corruption & Development Aid. Confronting the Challenges” (Cremer, G., 

2008) openly addresses the corruption taboo within the humanitarian sphere 

as an ecosystem, within the humanitarian organizations (challenging the grey 

zones in terms of internal accountability), and with regard to the rest of the 

world, in terms of public opinion, civil society and the political arena. 

 

Finally, as an unavoidable reference, the recently published (May 2016) book 

“Fighting Fraud and Corruption in the Humanitarian and Global Development 

Sector” (May, O., 2016) provides an extensive and accurate analysis of the 

fraud and corruption risk in the humanitarian sector. The specific background 

of the author, who spent his career in the Serious Organised Crime Agency in 

the UK before joining the anti-fraud office at OXFAM, gives this publication a 

business mindset when addressing fraud and corruption in the humanitarian 
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arena. “The thirty-two questions for an INGO about its holistic counter-fraud 

resilience” (ibid, pp.158-160) constitute a very effective checklist for any 

humanitarian anti-corruption advocate. 

 

A number of articles, books and publications debate humanitarian matters. If 

the corruption notion is mentioned, it is all too often presented as a side 

element.  

 

Humanitarian organizations are still reluctant to communicate openly on this 

matter, and fear of reputational damage still prevails. Consequently, current 

literature offers a large variety of reflections on integrity, accountability and 

transparency in the humanitarian sphere, but not enough facts and figures on 

the corruption paradigm, anti-corruption mechanisms and compliance 

obligations. These dilemmas will be examined in the research chapter. 
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3. Methodology 

This chapter sets out the methodological design selected to optimize the 

study. It presents the interlinkages between the research methods chosen for 

this research process (chapter 3.1.), then describes the different 

methodological articulations of each research method: qualitative research 

(chapter 3.2.), analytical and empirical research with secondary sources 

(chapter 3.3.), literature review process (chapter 3.4), and empirical research 

with primary sources (chapter 3.5). Finally, some research ethics 

considerations (chapter 3.6) are listed, while the research findings are laid out 

in chapter 4. 

 

3.1. Research methods 

As corruption issues and the anti-corruption agenda are rarely present in open 

debates in the humanitarian space apart from a few formal public statements 

and business commitments, the amount of reliable statistics and data 

available on the subject is meagre indeed. Benefiting from broad global 

business exposure (cross-continental network, across sectors and across 

management levels), the author of this study chose as a main research 

method ‘primary research with a primary source approach’ (Corlett, S., 2014) 

in the form of qualitative research (chapter 3.2.). Although very little academic 

research on the subject is in the public domain, a ‘primary research with a 

secondary sources approach’ (ibid) in the form of analytical and empirical 

research (chapter 3.3.) was also selected, building on other relevant 

publications available, such as case studies and human testimony. To 

complement the study, ‘secondary research’ in the form of literature review 

was conducted (chapter 3.4.).  

Although this was not envisaged in the primary phase of the research process 

(2015) or in the research proposal (March 2016), the author took advantage of 

an opportunity to cross-check findings through a field investigation (July 2016), 

selecting another methodological component in the form of empirical research 

- ‘primary research with primary sources’- (chapter 3.5.). As any research 
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entails some ethical limitations, ethical considerations were identified and 

integrated into the research process (chapter 3.6.) 

 

3.2. Qualitative research with primary sources 

While this chapter presents the qualitative research process with primary 

sources (chapters 3.2.1 to 3.2.4), the findings are described in the ‘Research 

chapter’ (chapter 4). 

In view of the easy access to different humanitarian actors across continents 

and at the operational, middle and senior levels, the author of the study opted 

for a qualitative research approach. Thus, 269 persons were consulted 

between September 2014 and October 2016. 

 

3.2.1. Individual interview modalities 

The first group of interviewees (21 persons) was identified, approached and 

sensitized to the subject of corruption, prevention and control in the 

humanitarian space. These persons were from 17 different countries, 

representing the five traditional humanitarian regions (Africa, Americas, Asia & 

Pacific, Europe, Middle East-North Africa) and came from both the middle 

management (six females and four males) and senior management level (six 

females, five males). The interviewees worked in different sectors in relation to 

the humanitarian space (private, public, academia, international organizations 

and international non-governmental organizations). Subject to an agreed 

interview framework, presented in the Information for Participants Form (see 

Appendix 8.2) or the Information for Participants and Consent Form” (see 

Appendix 8.3), ‘one-to-one’ semi-structured interviews lasting 60 to 90 minutes 

were conducted for a total of 30 hours. For this purpose, a set of 13 Guiding 

Questions and 27 detailed questions (see Appendix 8.1.) was systematically 

used. To facilitate the interviews, the Guiding Questions were sent to the 

interviewees in advance. Although all interviewees had the option of 

withdrawing from the process, none did so. Also, as a side note, three 
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interviews were performed via international telephone calls to overcome 

distance constraints. As videoconferencing technology is very effective for 

intercontinental calls, the quality of the interviews was not affected. Finally, the 

interviews were conducted in two languages (English, French) depending on 

the interviewees. 

 

3.2.2. Guiding Questions for individual interviews 

The set of Guiding Questions (see appendix 8.1.) was developed around nine 

considerations and along a business logic, starting from the notion of 

institutional commitment (1), addressing the question of effectiveness of 

transparency (2), questioning the potential disconnects between policies and 

implementation (3), visiting the set of norms and procedures (4), addressing 

the prevention duty (5), counterbalanced by the control mechanisms and 

procedures (6), considering as well the sanctions mechanisms (7), and 

detection options (8), and without forgetting the risk management component 

(9), usually addressed in the so-called first, second and third line of defence in 

fighting fraud and corruption risks in the business context. The natural flow of 

considerations goes to assumptions on the rationale for performing or not 

performing, that is, being exposed to corruption risks or not. At this point in the 

interviews, the question of the hypothesis could be raised in the form of an 

assumption: Is corruption in the humanitarian sphere a consequence of 

ignorance, incompetence or conspiracy? 

The final set of questions - questions 10 to 13 - (see Appendix 8.1.) gave 

interviewees an opportunity to complement their views with fact-based 

comments, case studies or known allegations. The possibility of rounding out 

the interview with further documentation or another meeting was proposed. In 

most cases, interviewees asked for the research outcomes as a form of 

interview follow-up. 
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3.2.3. Focus groups 

In addition to the individual interviews, the author took advantage of existing 

meetings or training events for humanitarian stakeholders to accommodate 

specific sessions for further consultations on the corruption paradigm in the 

humanitarian space. In this connection, a total of 227 persons were consulted 

between November 2015 and September 2016, including 83 persons working 

at the senior management level and 144 working at the middle management 

level. The eight events organized for the 227 interlocutors targeted persons 

from academia, private and public sectors as well as non-governmental 

organizations and international non-governmental organizations. All five 

traditional humanitarian regions were represented and gender representation 

was also balanced between 120 males and 107 females. A total of 18 hours of 

consultation made it possible to gather further information (see Appendix 8.5). 

A non-directive approach (open question on corruption definition and 

understanding; suggestions of golden rules, red flags; dos and don’ts) was the 

preferred working method for group consultation.  

In some specific group consultations where the questionnaire on behavioural 

standards (see example, Appendix 8.5.) was employed, immediate vote 

technology (Turning Technologies LLC) was used for polling. The group 

consultations were conducted in one of three different languages (French, 

English or Spanish) depending on the context. 

  

3.2.4. Individual consultations 

Finally, another set of 21 persons (9 males, 12 females,) from the five 

traditional humanitarian regions, working at senior (11 persons) or middle level 

(10 persons), were consulted for a total of 15 hours of dialogue between 

September 2014 and October 2016 in order to complement information 

gathered during the ‘one-to-one’ semi-structured interviews and the 

consultations conducted with the eight groups (see Appendix 6.5). 
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For the results of the qualitative research, see the Research chapter (chapter 

4). 

 

3.3. Analytical and empirical research with secondary sources 

Although very limited academic research on ‘Corruption, prevention and 

control in the humanitarian space’ is available in the public domain, thanks to 

an ‘effective learning mindset’, the humanitarian sphere has been actively 

involved since the mid-1990s (as a consequence of the Sahel ‘84 operation 

scandal1) in a number of research projects, evaluations, real-time evaluations, 

and alliance peer reviews (e.g. SCHR peer reviews). In addition, often 

triggered by big donors such as AUSAID, DFID, JICA, NORAD, SIDA, UAE 

Foreign Aid, USAID, themselves under the pressure of their respective 

taxpayers, the host of reports has been rationalized to the point that it has 

increased government funding, which amounted to USD 28 billion in 2015 

(Global Humanitarian Assistance, 2016, p. 6). In this respect, improved 

reporting positively impacted the volume of funding for humanitarian 

assistance. 

This, combined with targeted documents on reliable databases, such as 

EBSCO, Mendeley, the OECD library, and the IFRC data library, permitted an 

extensive selection of documents. Fortunately, most of the identified 

publications and articles are easily accessible, and the majority are available 

free of charge through the Internet, providing a training opportunity for 

humanitarian workers across the world. 

In addition to the identified documents for the literature review, the author 

selected for desk review, as secondary sources, some targeted publications 

from specialized humanitarian institutions (chapter 3.3.1), specialized 

                                            

1
 The mismanagement of public donations during the humanitarian response to the famine in 

Africa, in the Sahel region (in the south of the desert of Sahara and in the north of the 

Sudanian Savanna) in 1984 was at the origin of the so-called “Sahel ‘84 scandal”. A number 

of learning lessons have been drawn from this humanitarian operation. 
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corruption/anti-corruption institutions (chapter 3.3.2) and finally from a series 

of conferences attended during the study timeframe (chapter 3.3.3).  

 

3.3.1. Secondary sources from specialized humanitarian institutions 

Most of the relevant outcomes of aid researches have been made public and 

are available for further analysis. For the purpose of this specific study, the 

author selected for desk review the regular publications of the Tufts University 

Feinstein International Center (USA), the ODI-HPG regular briefing papers 

(UK), the ALNAP blog, webinars and reports, the Humanitarian Exchange 

Magazine produced by the Humanitarian Practice Network as a complement 

to the French publication ‘Alternatives Humanitaires,’ and the publications 

from the French think tank HATT known as the French Observatory 

Humanitarian Affairs Think Tank hosted by IRIS. 

Finally, a set of reference documents used by the humanitarian sectors for 

addressing accountability matters (and potentially anti-corruption issues) was 

reviewed, such as the Sphere Project Humanitarian Charter and Minimum 

Standards in Humanitarian Response known as the ‘Sphere Handbook’ (The 

Sphere Project, 2011), the Core Humanitarian Standard and the Sphere Core 

Standards Analysis and Comparison (The Sphere Project, 2015) and the 

Sphere Handbook Survey 2016 known as “Turning Humanitarian Principles 

into Action” Infographics (The Sphere Project, 2016). 

 

3.3.2. Secondary sources from specialized corruption/anti-corruption 

institutions and blogs 

In addition, a desk review of key publications from reliable and well-known 

institutions was conducted to serve as a secondary source for analytical and 

empirical research. Well-known anti-corruption organizations, such as the U4 

Anti-Corruption Centre and Transparency International, have published a 

number of field case studies, conducted public advocacy campaigns and 
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sometimes brought out an academic literature review edited in the form of 

material for practitioners (for instance, the help desk publication of TI, the U4 

Issues or the U4 Brief). Also, the Secretariat of the 2003 United Nations 

Convention against Corruption (UNCAC), UN Office on Drugs and Crime has 

published over the past decade a number of relevant guidelines and tool kits, 

such as “The Anti-Corruption Tool Kit” (United Nations Office of Drug Control 

and Crime Prevention, 2002), the “Anticorruption Ethics and Compliance 

Program for Business: A Practical Guide” (UNODC, 2013) and, in 

collaboration with the International Anti-Corruption Academy, a “Resource 

Guide on State Measures for Strengthening Corporate Integrity“ (UNODC & 

IACA, 2013). Finally, regular reports issued by the United Nations Joint 

Inspection Unit proved to be a substantive source. 

As private accounting and auditing firms constitute a valuable source of 

information, given their compliance expertise and privileged relations with their 

clients, including those from the humanitarian space, the author of the study 

selected some specific publications on NPOs (non-profit organizations) in 

relation to fraud matters from PWC, Ernst & Young and KPMG. Finally, 

because blogs also represent an excellent secondary source of information, 

the author registered on three of them (1. GAB - the Global Anti-Corruption 

Blog led by Professor Matthew Stephenson (Harvard Law School), 2. The 

FCPA Blog, and 3. The ACFE Insights blog) as a complement to regular 

information received via alerts based on key words (Humanitarian assistance, 

Aid, Corruption Risk, Prevention, Control,) from Google alert data mining. 

As a last methodological point, with regard to the specific “analytical and 

empirical research” method, documents used (see references in chapters 

3.3.1.; 3.3.2.) for the desk review have been incorporated in the bibliography 

for further academic research (see Appendix 8.6.). 

 



24 

 

3.3.3. Secondary sources from conferences  

As the time frame of this study made it possible to take advantage of key 

global conferences which may have addressed the topic of corruption, 

prevention and control in the humanitarian space, in addition to other sources 

of information, the author attended the Spring Meeting of the American Bar 

Association Section of International Law (28 April – 2 May 2015, Washington 

DC, USA), the Sixth Session of the Conference of States Party to the UN 

Convention against Corruption (2-5 November 2015, Saint Petersburg, 

Russian Federation), the 17th Conference of International Investigators (5-7 

October 2016, Vienna, Austria), and two cybersecurity conferences (27 April 

2016 and 12 October 2016, Geneva, Switzerland). The opportunity to meet 

with multiple stakeholders with potential exposure to the research parameters 

offered the author an additional set of insights. 

 

3.4. Literature review process 

Once the study context (“Corruption prevention and control in the 

humanitarian space: Paving the way from naivety to compliance”) had been 

configured through the qualitative research framework (mainly the set of 

Guiding Questions – see Appendix 8.1.) with a clear hypothesis (see chapter 

1.4.), the material for the literature review relevant to the research topic, the 

humanitarian industry and the selected methodology (cf. chapters 3.1 to 3.3.) 

was identified in a first round of research. At this stage (primary research 

proposal, March 2015), 108 publications were listed in the literature review. 

Additional research allowed for further selection of relevant material. 

Ultimately, 156 books and articles were selected. For the purposes of further 

academic research, some of these publications are listed in Appendix 8.6. 

The investigative component of the literature review process was very 

rewarding, considering the amount of focused information selected. The 

critical phase of the literature review was without any doubt the selection of 

relevant material for the specific scope of the study. In this context, the main 
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challenge was to examine and compare the analyses and findings of various 

actors from different circles (academia, the private and public sectors, think 

tanks, journalists, etc.). The findings of the literature review are presented in 

chapter 2. 

 

3.5. Empirical research with primary sources 

The author took advantage of a professional duty assignment as investigator 

for a field investigation (West Africa, July 2016) to add a new empirical 

research dimension with a primary source of information, even though this 

was not envisaged in the study’s initial methodological design. This 

investigation was conducted when the key research findings became 

available, allowing the author to use it as a cross-checking opportunity to 

validate certain findings. Neither the suspects nor the witnesses were 

interviewed on the research matter. It was primarily the two peer investigators 

who were consulted, using the corruption scheme identified in the operation as 

a reference. 

 

3.6. Research ethics consideration 

As a matter of principle, any research needs an ethical framework. In addition, 

owing to its specific nature, the notion of corruption/anti-corruption requires 

some type of security component. The principles of consent, proportionality, 

necessity and the right to withdraw, also known as the Nuremberg Code 

(European Commission, 2013, p.3), were applied in this study. The 

Information for Participants Form and the Consent Form (see Appendixes 8.2 

and 8.3) were developed with these principles in mind. Active and respectful 

listening and non-judgmental reactions were the rule during all interviews.  

Confidentiality was guaranteed, especially for the ‘one-to-one’ interviews. 

Consequently, no names appear on the research data presented in Appendix 

8.4. No audio recordings were made, and interview data were secured in an 

encrypted information technology facility. As described in the Information for 
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Participants Form, the saved text transcriptions will be deleted from the laptop 

and work PC folders at the end of the project’s ‘life’. 

For the focus group consultations, the polling exercises processed during the 

group consultations, using the Turning Technologies LLC facility, were deleted 

in the presence of the group participants, thereby ensuring the anonymity of 

the results. 

As mentioned previously, in the specific context of the field investigation, 

neither the suspects nor the witnesses were interviewed in relation to the 

study. Only peer investigators were given an explanation of the research 

context. 

Finally, some security facilities were applied, especially for the field 

investigation component (evidence room, encrypted information, debriefing 

location, double person deployment for each assignment, etc.). 

Overall, the author was able to collect sufficient and reliable information and 

data in a safe and secure environment along agreed working conditions with 

the relevant parties via individual interviews, focus groups, individual 

consultations, field investigation, and within a mutually agreed ethical 

framework. This research framework, although rather large, considering the 

multiple research methods utilized, contains its own limitation in terms of 

profiles of interviewees while offering opportunities for further research. 
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4. Research Chapter 

This chapter will present 28 findings. The research methodology chosen by 

the author focused first on a qualitative research with primary sources, 

covering both in-depth ‘one-to-one’ interviews, focus group discussions, and 

for validation purposes, one-to-one consultations and field investigation. The 

related findings are presented in chapter 4.1. In addition to the primary source 

of information approach, some analytical and empirical research with 

secondary sources of information was conducted, for which the related 

findings are presented in chapter 4.2.  

 

4.1. Findings from the qualitative research 

To facilitate understanding of the value framework of the humanitarian actors 

interviewed and consulted, this chapter presents first a short recent history of 

the humanitarian space value framework (chapter 4.1.1), then a mapping of 

the interlocutors’ understanding of the corruption issue (chapter 4.1.2.). In this 

context, the analysis of the data collected during the interviews and 

consultations along the first 10 Guiding questions (see Appendix 8.1) will be 

presented (chapter 4.1.3). Finally, general reflections are derived from the 

validation check conducted during the field investigation (chapter 4.1.4). 

Throughout the different chapters, findings are enumerated and numbered for 

further consolidation (see chapter 4.3) and referencing. 

 

4.1.1. Recent history of the humanitarian space value framework 

The humanitarian sector engaged an in-depth reflection on its value-based 

framework following the scandal triggered by the Sahel ’84 humanitarian 

response operation. Most of the Western and non-religious organizations 

developed codes of ethics, sets of values, codes of conduct, and minimum 

standards, alongside their respective mission and vision statements.  
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In 1994, the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and six 

NGOs operating in the disaster relief field (Caritas Internationalis, Catholic 

Relief Services, International Save the Children Alliance, Lutheran World 

Federation, Oxfam, and the World Council of Churches), all members of the 

Steering Committee for Humanitarian Response, published the first Code of 

Conduct for disasters, presenting the humanitarian imperative as a primary 

principle (ICRC & IFRC, 1994, Principle 1). A few years later, in 1997, the first 

handbook, “Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster 

Response,” was launched by the Sphere Project aimed at presenting 

minimum standards in humanitarian response, building on the lessons learned 

in the 1980s and on the 1994 ICRC & IFRC Code of Conduct in Disaster 

Relief, which also featured a humanitarian imperative perspective described in 

its humanitarian charter (the Sphere Project, 1998, p.15). 

Otherwise, as pragmatic business entities, the same organizations had to 

comply with legal rules at least in terms of labour law, financial regulations, 

international humanitarian law, and disaster law. Compliance mechanisms 

increasingly necessitated the expansion of management services within the 

different humanitarian organizations in the form of professional finance staff, 

qualified human resources teams and certified legal counsel. If and when a 

humanitarian organization was not in a position to offer such professional 

services, they had to be externalized. A host of specialized bodies (mainly 

audit firms such as PWC, KPMG and E&Y) started to provide specific services 

codified in partnership agreements.  

The increasing volume of financial transactions handled by the humanitarian 

organizations (see GHA reports over the past decade), combined with a 

growing trend towards real-time communication and the possibility for the 

beneficiaries to access global public opinion directly, have pushed the different 

humanitarian stakeholders to delve deeper into questions of ethics and 

behaviours. General conversations in the different organizations on integrity 

matters have taken place, along the development of the Humanitarian Charter. 
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The need for a greater and better coordinated humanitarian response to the 

increased number of mega disasters, with more and more man-made 

disasters alongside natural disasters (the Balkan crisis in Europe, the Great 

Lakes operation in Africa, the Hurricane Mitch disaster in the Americas, etc.) 

has obliged the humanitarian space to reflect further on its accountability 

towards the different humanitarian stakeholders (beneficiaries, donors, 

humanitarian workers, etc.). In 2003, the humanitarian space launched its first 

self-regulatory body, the Humanitarian Accountability Partnership 

International. The debate on accountability opened at the same time as the 

call from the humanitarian space for greater transparency  

The year 2005 marked a clear turning point in terms of the treatment of 

organizational behaviour. Indeed, the so-called “food-for-sex scandal” report, 

presented in March 2005 to the United Nations by Prince Zeid Ra'ad Al-

Hussein from Jordan, in his capacity as the UN Secretary-General's Adviser 

on Sexual Exploitation and Abuse by UN Peacekeeping Personnel, was a call 

for action aimed at the humanitarian space. The findings of this report 

presented sexual exploitation as gender-based violence acts when one would 

recognize pure sextortion as a variation of corruption perpetuation and 

consequently a criminal act. The UN Secretary-General led the necessary 

reaction to the 2005 report for the peacekeeping operations and UN agencies, 

whereas the international organizations engaged in their own self-analysis via 

the coordination mechanism of the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), 

allowing for pragmatic coordination between the United Nations and non-UN 

humanitarian actors.  

The “Zeid report” forced the different humanitarian stakeholders to uphold their 

behavioural standards and to move more openly and aggressively to the front 

of the accountability debate. 

During the past two decades, the humanitarian sector has moved from a non-

debate to a multi-level debate starting from the notion of humanitarian 

imperative, to organizational integrity and a humanitarian charter, with a duty 

of accountability and transparency. However, in this noble process, the notion 
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of corruption is rarely raised, if at all. Over the same period, the world adopted 

the UNCAC in 2003 and the World Bank moved from the famous “C” report 

(the World Bank, 1995) to a more open debate on corruption, even trying to 

provide the international community with some financial figures (an estimated 

USD 1 trillion) of the annual volume of bribery (The World Bank, 2015).  

 

4.1.2. Mapping the interviewees and focus group understanding of the 

corruption issue  

In this context, humanitarian actors were consulted on their understanding of 

corruption matters in the specific context of the humanitarian space, during 

different focus group consultations. To the author’s surprise, a very basic 

understanding of the corruption paradigm was reported. General references 

were made in terms of attitude (ethics, behaviour, lying, greed, selfishness, 

dishonesty, personal gain, partner in crime, temptation); a few references 

were made in terms of practices (fear, harassment, discrimination, gifts, 

bribes, robbery, nepotism, fraud, money laundering, conflicts of interest, 

kickbacks, cheating); very poor identification of potentially corrupt actors was 

proposed (government, governance, politicians, big businesses, lobbyists); a 

few references were made in terms of systems (risk, control, lack of control, 

chaos, inadequate resources); almost no references were made in terms of 

sanctions (allegation, prosecution, jail); almost no comments were made on 

the scope of corruption consequences (beneficiaries lose, corruption kills); and 

not a single concrete example was raised for discussion as a proactive 

contribution (perhaps due to the nature of the consultation). 

Finding No. 1: The poor understanding of the corruption paradigm in the 

humanitarian space can be explained by a business environment, the 

humanitarian cause, which is largely conditioned by value-driven organizations 

(as opposed to the private sector, for instance, that  is accustomed to a 

money-driven agenda). This profound culture of goodwill and good intentions 

can ultimately be assimilated to a certain level of naivety. 
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4.1.3. Analysis of the data collected during the interviews and 

consultations 

A group of 21 humanitarian workers was interviewed (see gender, regions and 

business representation on the research data presented in Appendix 8.4). This 

chapter presents the findings identified in this first round of interviews. 

 

Question 1 on commitment: Is the humanitarian sphere really committed 

to accountability and transparency? Are the accountability and 

transparency commitments a guarantee for preventing and controlling 

corruption? 

The notions of accountability and transparency have long served donors’ 

interests. Prioritization to the beneficiaries came very late in the process: due 

to greater access to communication forums (mobile phone technology, 

Internet access, television coverage and social media). In turn, this tendency 

has posed a more open and direct challenge to the humanitarian space. 

The unfortunate integration of humanitarian organizations into the military 

response to some humanitarian crises (for example, the Rwandan 

humanitarian crisis in the mid-1990s) has increased the scepticism of some 

recipients, whereas the whole debate on “neutral and independent 

humanitarian action” has revived suspicions regarding humanitarian actors. 

The evolving notion of accountability has certainly addressed the need for a 

multi-stakeholder approach (donor, beneficiaries, humanitarian workers, 

governments, and media). However, this concept of accountable commitment 

relates to groups (of donors, beneficiaries and humanitarian workers) rather 

than individuals. This humanitarian dilemma has been exacerbated through 

the open communication (storytelling approach) led by emotions, which is 

crucial for contexts where human nature is at the centre of the equation. 

The accountability issue also relates to the norms and standards issue (see 

The Sphere Project standards) and the evolving nature of these standards 

along with new humanitarian needs (for instance, “during the Kosovo 
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operation, new standards were implemented in terms of psychological 

support, authorizing the use of Diazepam® in medical kits”, in reference to 

Interviewee 2). 

The accountability debate cannot ignore the interests of the drivers of the 

accountability agenda (governments? NGOs? beneficiaries?). Along with 

these requirements, the humanitarian sector has evolved and created good-

hearted people – “a necessity that comes with the job” (Interviewee 3). 

The commitment is there but so is the naivety. Most humanitarian actors, 

including those interviewed in the course of this research, fail to grasp the 

financial volume of transactions handled by this specific industry and may 

underestimate the enormous demand for accountability it implies. The critical 

controls of big donors have forced the key humanitarian players to revisit their 

accountability and transparency plans of action and to update, upgrade and 

develop new norms, procedures and policies to ensure robust and effective 

systems of control. In some cases, alongside the donors’ zero-tolerance 

approach, some organizations had to reimburse non-justified or non-

documented expenses (see for instance the European Humanitarian Aid and 

Civil Protection procedures). This top-down approach has not yet reached all 

levels of the humanitarian actors’ leadership and operational layers, leaving 

room for corrupt actors to perpetrate their criminal offences. 

In terms of transparency, even though most of the humanitarian space actors 

claim that they are committed thereto, very few publish their internal audit 

reports. The Global Fund has been a pioneer in terms of transparency, 

whether by choice or by strategy. State donors share the international aid 

market (see the World Humanitarian Summit Grand Bargain), and the duty of 

transparency has become a must for major humanitarian actors. So far, the 

conversation has been driven by positive intentions (accountability, 

transparency). However, the bad actions such as corruption and its myriad of 

side effects are rarely referred to, to the point that the UN Secretary-General’s 

report to the General Assembly on the outcomes of the World Humanitarian 
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Summit makes absolutely no reference to corruption (United Nations General 

Assembly, 2016, A/71/353). 

Because of the perceived competition for funds, humanitarian actors seem to 

balance transparency between “not enough” and ”too much”, more as a 

resilient strategy to survive than as a conscious wish to hide bad practices, 

and certainly not because of corruption risks. 

Unless the humanitarian space accountability and transparency commitment 

is led by example (from the top down) and materialized by concrete actions 

(prevention, control, detection, sanction), the risk of reputational damage may 

arise. The accountability commitment is there, but there is a “gap between the 

stated intent and the ability to act” (Interviewee 14). 

Finding No. 2: The commitment to accountability is a behavioural good 

intention which does not systematically lead to effective compliance.  

 

The competition within the humanitarian space for funding will feed the 

accountability and transparency agenda. Consequently, the anti-corruption 

agenda may be driven more by funding pressure (and thus reporting 

requirement from donors, along with pressure from their taxpayers) than by 

the intention to fight the bad conduct of corrupt actors. 

Finding No. 3: The humanitarian space anti-corruption agenda may be driven 

more by the need for funds than by a genuine interest in fighting corruption as 

such. 

 

In terms of guarantees, an accountability and transparency commitment is by 

no means a guarantee for preventing and controlling corruption. It could create 

pressure and reinforce the intentional drive of “right-doing.” For effective 

results in terms of corruption prevention and control, any system would need 

strict and clear rules, procedures and control mechanisms, both for 

operational programmes and for the organization per se. If this is the case, the 
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organizational culture would also influence the materialization of corruption 

prevention and control. 

Finding No. 4: The commitment to accountability and transparency will only 

be effective, in terms of the anti-corruption paradigm, if it is based on effective 

compliance with rules, procedures, and related control mechanisms. 

 

Depending on which organization within the humanitarian space the 

interviewees are working for, this first question on accountability and 

transparency triggered either a lot of enthusiasm or deep scepticism. This 

emotional stance is certainly closely linked to the recent actions their 

respective organization took or failed to take with regard to corruption. The 

positive ones referred to recent initiatives implemented in their business 

context to follow up on received tips on corruption schemes in an effective 

investigatory process. The sceptical ones referred to perceived corrupt 

mechanisms their institution had put in place to hide corrupt practices by 

“promoting the perpetuators – case of nepotism – instead of protecting the 

victims” (Interviewee 9). With a certain degree of sadness, one person 

(Interviewee 12), currently Secretary General of a worldwide organization, 

reported, “I know I never practised corrupt acts, but I am not sure I did a good 

job”. 

Finding No. 5: Institutional and organizational accountability is also linked to 

people’s personal accountability, and hence their personal set of values. The 

articulation of institutional to personal accountability is rarely explicitly 

examined by organizations or even discussed within them. 

 

Question 2 on transparency: How far is transparency effective? Could 

the practice of transparency be counterproductive, including for 

transparency itself? 
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When interviewing high-level managers, the security argument has been put 

forward as a criterion for alleviating the level of transparency. The 

beneficiaries’ and victims’ right to dignity, combined with the need for 

protection of humanitarian workers, are presented as a rationale for “getting a 

low profile under the radar” (Interviewees 3, 10 and 12). One person even 

stated that the “naïve transparency for the sake of transparency is risky. By 

default, one has to be transparent, but if there is a strong risk and a rationale 

behind it, the level of transparency needs to be reconsidered…. For instance, 

in cross-border operations, we don’t like it, but if there is a need to get a low 

profile, we accept it…. We have to be realistic, there is a very grey zone where 

it is very risky to proceed with a full financial audit, the security of the auditors 

is at risk, even when you get Indian partners to do audits in Afghanistan. It’s a 

moral question: Are these auditors desperate to get these risky jobs? Use 

transparency as a default, look at it, [and] limit it for good reasons” 

(Interviewee 3). 

Finding No. 6: The security argument rationalizes the strategic decisions to 

alleviate the level of institutional transparency. 

 

In terms of transparency towards donors, all interviewees appreciated the 

need for effective transparency. Nowadays, most mature humanitarian 

organizations facilitate donor participation in evaluation, real-time evaluation 

processes, and sometimes even in internal audit field missions. A 

consequence of this advanced level of transparency is a trend whereby middle 

management and senior management try to become more secure (from an 

accountability and responsibility point of view) via complex bureaucratic 

systems. The example of the multiplication of signature requirements 

(Interviewees 5 and 9) as an “umbrella strategy” is the most current one. In 

fact, this multiplication of signatures layers dilutes a genuine feeling of 

accountability. Anyway, “making public internal audit reports doesn’t impact 

directly on management’s capability to address the problems. It’s more to give 
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insurance to back2 donors that things are monitored. [It does] improve the 

control system, not the compliance. As far as compliance, it is not making 

much difference. Those audited are fighting every single word. It is the only 

difference” (Interviewee 8) and appears to be yet another layer of smoke to 

hide the real risks. 

Another trend identified is linked to the publication of internal audits as a 

demonstration of total transparency. The immediate side effect of such an 

approach is certainly either the development of side management reports 

containing the real status of the audit portfolio or the dilution of real problems 

through a high-level report which does not present operational elements, 

thereby reducing the real impact of the internal audit. In this specific example, 

the transparency commitment is counterproductive in terms of business 

monitoring. Albeit committed to transparency, humanitarian organizations are 

still moving towards “the right level of information [they] want to disclose” 

(Interviewee 6). But who decides on what “right” means? 

Finding No. 7: The perceived risk to humanitarian workers that institutional 

transparency will impact their personal performance is a rationale for 

increasing the bureaucratic component of the transparency pattern. 

 

When transparency is effective, it creates “two sharp effects. It is very good, 

but it adds an adverse impact. Gradually, it will become just positive” 

(Interviewee 8). The head of the audit and control department of a global 

humanitarian organization reported that “in a specific operation investigation 

process, which was made transparent to the back donors, they had been very 

transparent from day one, they communicated with the donors about the case. 

Donors consistently pushed for transparency. But when they got transparency, 

donors became so “nervous” (Interviewee 8). It even happened that a 

                                            

2
 The notion of “back donors” primarily relates to state donors in the context where funds pass 

from one organization to another, the primary donor often being the state; the state donor is 

then called a “back donor”. 
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prestigious back donor asked to not receive the evidence in written form since 

that would force the organization to make it public. 

Finding No. 8: Donors’ demands for transparency can have an adverse 

impact on their own capacity to handle transparency. 

 

“Transparency is there and [the trend] to overregulate everything is not the 

right answer. Finding the right regulation is more important. Pretty much 

everybody in the humanitarian sector knows the right thing to do” (Interviewee 

15). To handle transparency and its potential adverse impact, humanitarian 

organizations are developing new mechanisms such as pre-audit processes, 

control self-assessment tools, control checklists and pre-audit risk 

assessments tools. “Hopefully, these tools will reduce some of the severity of 

the findings of the audit reports” (Interviewee 8). 

Finding No. 9: Advanced transparency may have adverse effects that are 

alleviated by humanitarian organizations with a new generation of risk 

management tools. 

 

From a theoretical point of view, interviewees seem to agree on the need for 

greater transparency while listing some of the adverse effects, among which is 

the potential lack of understanding by back donors or public opinion of the 

information rationale. To address this dilemma, transparency should be 

accompanied by fair and balanced information-education, with a view to 

contextualizing the information received. 

Mindful of the need for transparency, leaders of humanitarian organizations 

recognize that most reports destined for the public domain are somehow 

embellished, although the intent of such reports should be the need for 

learning lessons, self-constructive analysis and compliance effects. “This said, 

one has to accept that the notion of confidentiality may belong to another era, 
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ever since critical confidential information has been made public through 

WikiLeaks reports” (Interviewee 19).  

“In a results-based management system, the principle of transparency is 

[conditioned by] what you want to get. The problem in being transparent 

(transparency goes with accountability) [is that] people play with the system. 

The value of what you are producing gets minimized by the means to provide 

those outputs which need to be transparent and mean that you are 

accountable for success. Transparency is good, but the practice itself is 

questionable. Transparency enhances a certain learning culture [which] allows 

risk, and with honesty [one] can provide an explanation for it” (Interviewee 20). 

The middle managers interviewed are looking for more transparency, to avoid 

“feelings of suspicion. Can it be counterproductive? To be honest, it is part of 

the workload. Any commitment needs resources, this is a commitment as well. 

If we open to public dirty clothing it can be counterproductive in the short run. 

Then [there is a] need to have a good position to explain. We deal with that. It 

is important” (Interviewee 21). 

Along these lines, other middle managers interviewed argued that 

transparency “needs to be there because whoever you are, you sign a code of 

conduct, an anti-corruption clause. This is very important. It reinforces 

commitment. But would transparency be effective? I am not sure. This is 

where it takes to understand a person’s background, their capacity to handle 

stress in a crisis, to make sound judgments “(Interviewee 5). 

Most of the examples presented by the interviewees referred to reporting to 

donors on the use of funds. “The expectation that has been created out there 

should be geared to the people we serve. An excess of transparency becomes 

counterproductive. Some 90% of all donations reach the right person” 

(Interviewee 11); only one of them referred to corruption cases as such, in a 

context of nepotism. 

Finding No. 10: Middle managers interviewed demonstrated a greater 

appetite for further transparency as far as it relates to operation reporting. 
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Question 3 on implementation: Where are the disconnects between the 

right policies and the wrong implementation? Any examples? 

Most of the senior managers interviewed appreciated the risk of a disconnect 

between the right policies (such as staff codes of conduct; fraud and 

corruption prevention and control policies; compulsory training on fraud 

prevention; child protection policies; prevention of sexual exploitation and 

abuse policies) and implementation. “There is no quick fix, no single answer to 

this complexity. If I have to pick one, to make the tool box fit with the context; 

principle and context match; the first starting point is the management policy 

level” (Interviewee 3). The example of Anders Kompass, a UN aid worker who 

“passed confidential documents to French authorities because of the UN’s 

failure to stop abuse of children in the Central African Republic” (Laville, S., 

2015), is taken as a reference to an organizational situation where there is a 

disconnect between the political will (with the right policies) and the wrong 

implementation. The whistleblower’s stand sends a signal to an organization’s 

entire ecosystem and may contribute to transforming the way in which the next 

generation of humanitarian managers will enforce the right policies. This can 

facilitate cultural change and institutionalize the right attitude. 

Often courageous stands drive the reconnect between policy and 

implementation. For instance, when Médecins Sans Frontières3 (MSF), a 

famous French NGO, left Somalia in August 2013 after 22 years of 

humanitarian presence, they sent a signal to the humanitarian space, 

including to the beneficiaries and their respective authorities, as to the limits of 

humanitarian intervention. This is about being “realistic, politically advanced in 

our way of thinking, and being informed of front-line negotiation” (Interviewee 

3). The new generation of training for humanitarian workers such as the ATHA 

programme (Harvard Humanitarian Initiative's Humanitarian Academy at 

Harvard sponsored by the Swedish International Development Cooperation 

Agency) covers the field and front-line negotiation skills requirements, getting 

                                            

3
 Doctors Without Borders 
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different humanitarian space actors to look at specific questions (for example, 

the dilemma of being asked to pay a bribe at a checkpoint) and finding out 

how to negotiate access and act according to humanitarian principles. 

Finding No. 11: Whistleblowing is not the only way to reconnect right policies 

and effective implementation. Courageous leadership is also a fair 

expectation. 

 

Governance matters also enter into the equation. Some countries have 

adopted specific laws (such as the Singaporean Charity Act) which codify 

compliance with anti-corruption obligations as well as the duty of transparency 

and accountability. When problems occurred in Singapore in relation to 

“misappropriation of Buddhist charity welfare, the anti-corruption commission 

of charity took action” (Interviewee 5). The Charity Act grants broad authority 

to the Finance Commission, as a governance body, to oversee management 

decisions. This is certainly the right approach when international humanitarian 

appeals attract huge volume of money (“for instance, during the tsunami 

disaster relief operation, 88 million Singapore dollars in two weeks’ time” (ibid). 

The humanitarian dilemma emerges when the governance is itself corrupt in 

the sense of abuse of power, co-optation for re-election, informal deals in form 

or in-kind collaboration for humanitarian services. “Soft” abuse is tangible but 

is rarely addressed, as priority is given to operational concerns.  

Finding No. 12: Governance is part of the equilibrium. Abuse of governance 

authority is also a corrupt act which needs to be given more attention. 

 

Most of the global humanitarian organizations face the “headquarters versus 

field” dilemma, where policies are perceived to be drafted at headquarters 

level with a certain lack of understanding of the operational challenges. On the 

specific field of corruption risks to the humanitarian space, most of the 

headquarters managers interviewed had absolutely no idea of the corruption 
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risks. Most of the examples presented were from the public domain, from past 

cases. Even if the “tone from the top” is the modus operandi, the field 

operators are the first line of defence. Often, they do not see themselves in 

this role; rather, they expect their management or line of command to act upon 

policies and goals. A certain level of mutual misunderstanding grows when 

headquarters actors expect active participation of field operators in the anti-

corruption battle, whereas field actors perceive the headquarters and senior 

managers as de facto disconnected. This internal dilemma is a weak point that 

corrupt actors can easily identify and exploit. Humanitarian organizations may 

have developed and launched the right policies, standards, norms and 

procedures, but seem to be weak in getting them to evolve at the right speed, 

often waiting until serious fraud or corruption cases occur to revisit 

procedures, staff skills and competencies. The so-called “second line of 

defence” includes financial controls, which often take the form of decentralized 

finance units. “All the corruption cases which are coming across show that the 

second line of defence is weak, not only financial units and field office but also 

programme managers; people in general do not understand their role of 

overseeing what their team is doing. This may be the most critical weakness in 

the organization, when addressing the anti-corruption commitment” 

(Interviewee 8). 

Finding No. 13: Across the humanitarian space, the organizational dilemma 

of “headquarters versus field” is pivotal in the anti-corruption agenda. Corrupt 

actors easily identify this weak point as an opportunity for perpetrating corrupt 

acts and develop corruption schemes.  

 

Other interviewees tended to stress that the disconnect was due primarily to 

people, not systems. “In most cases, when the right gets wrongly 

implemented, it is because of people who have difficulty in implementing 

concrete plans and making vision a reality. Establishing execution requires 

different competencies. In most cases, there is a misunderstanding of the core 

essence of principles in the policy. Looking for an implementation à la lettre 
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gets a counter effect” (Interviewee 11). This disconnect may be due to the fact 

that, in the humanitarian space, policy-makers and implementation actors 

often do not share the same experiences and the same vision of the 

humanitarian space. In fact, frequently “policy-makers have a static nature, 

while the humanitarian space has a dynamic nature” (Interviewee 12). By the 

time a humanitarian organization has digested field feedback and translated it 

into a new set of policies, the humanitarian challenges have already changed. 

“This is a de facto disconnect” (ibid). Moreover, the proliferation of procedures 

does not prevent corrupt practices; it merely creates further confusion on the 

implementation side. The disconnect may arise from an absence of 

compliance due to a lack of systematic controls. 

Above and beyond the people dilemma, the question of getting the right 

people is also crucial. The set of policies may be right; the organizational 

operating model may be right; but the context may be challenging. “During the 

regional drought operation in 2001-2002 in Tajikistan, the country was super 

poor, in a post-Soviet context, but there were millions of cars. You sensed that 

there were things going on and you did not know what to do. In a criminal 

environment, with weapons everywhere, what do you do? You cannot call the 

police or call an audit company. When you are a foreigner, you cannot see. 

You don’t have insight and understanding” (Interviewee 14). 

This human limitation is also described from a behavioural angle. “I think that 

in the humanitarian sector in general, there is a sense of arrogance…in terms 

of knowledge and experience; when you think you know almost everything it is 

very hard to learn about things…people in this industry are such passionate, 

emotional people: they are thinking to themselves in terms of scarifying their 

lives…and don’t want to be told how to do something. Part of the disconnect is 

there. There is no joint effort by the donor community to set standards, above 

and beyond the reports. Reporting alone is not enough. The self-regulating 

agency mechanism may be a solution” (Interviewee 15). 

This issue has been extensively commented by a number of interviewees, with 

some balanced concerns. “Most of the policies are right … because the 
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policies are super strict and not forgiving, people avoid implementing them. 

People try to go through their own rationalization, which creates big 

disconnects between policy and implementation. Also, people don’t have 

enough tools and knowledge, and they don’t know how to implement a 

principles-based system. In Haiti, delegates paid bribes that they would never 

have paid in their own country. Policies are made by HQ, not in consultation 

with the field. Rules and policies are not implemented, which creates a vicious 

cycle” (Interviewee 18). 

The people dimension is crucial for leadership. The recruitment of new 

generations of humanitarian workers shows that “…the Y generation may not 

be ready to invest as much as expected to work in a difficult context. The 

goodwill may be there but not the professionalism stand. Most problems may 

arise from incompetency, not dishonesty” (Interviewee 19). 

“The time has come for people to understand that running a humanitarian 

operation means running a business operation. You are dealing with people, 

but it is a business entity, with money. You need a business operating model 

with the right people for that job, who know how to manage up and how to 

manage down” (Interviewee 15). 

Finding No. 14: When fighting corruption in the context of a disconnect 

between the right policies and the wrong implementation, people are pivotal, 

especially when there is a certain lack of systematic controls and hence a lack 

of compliance.  

 

As procurement is, in a humanitarian context, one of the portfolios most 

exposed to corruption risk, most of the humanitarian agencies have developed 

a number of advanced control mechanisms to ensure appropriate pre-tender, 

tender and tender follow-up phases. Some field operators see these 

procedures as corruption risk protection as much as potential obstacles to 

effective humanitarian delivery. “If we are not smart in the way we design the 

machinery, it does slow you down. For instance, during the tsunami disaster 
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response operation, when posted to the Maldives, I had to get a generator for 

distillation of water (drinking of water from the ocean), otherwise half of the 

capital was out of water. We had to fly in water from Sri Lanka which was very 

expensive. It was a humanitarian imperative. The machinery logistics were not 

helpful. If we would have gone through the machinery it would have come a 

week later. It can be counterproductive if rules are not smart enough” 

(Interviewee 21). This comment came in anticipation to the following question 

and the related conclusion is covered by the next finding. 

 

Question 4 on norms and procedures: Can the multiplication of norms 

and standards be an obstacle to effective anti-corruption? 

While most of the interviewees mentioned the risk of the profusion of norms 

and procedures, most of them insisted on the set of skills and competencies 

required to understand, integrate and implement these norms and procedures 

(procurement procedures and international financial standards). Recruitment 

processes based on a competency framework combined with a stretched 

labour market prevent humanitarian organizations from getting either enough 

qualified staff or the properly qualified staff. Therefore, especially on the front 

of combatting corruption, most of the humanitarian organizations have tried to 

develop their internal training curriculum, combining internal management 

debates and e-learning tools such as the Global Fund campaign “I Speak Out 

Now!” (The Global Fund, 2016), the IFRC-TI e-learning tool (IFRC-TI, 2015) or 

the UNODC e-learning “Fight against Corruption” certificate (UNODC, 2013b). 

Also, Transparency International advocacy and training tools are used, such 

as the “Preventing Corruption in Humanitarian Operations” pocket guide of 

good practices” (Transparency International, 2010). 

When non-compliance occurs, humanitarian workers’ rationalization uses the 

“saving lives” argument compared to “saving funds”. “If you have limited 

resources, you are wasting time in finding how people are not following the 

rules. Go for simplification and streamlining. Make sure that the right control is 

in place, for the right time. Usually, it comes from corruption cases. If you get 
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too many rules, it becomes too complex, creating mistrust and a vicious circle. 

For instance, if you need 15 signatures for procurement, it is really poor 

control” (Interviewee 18). 

None of the interviewees would challenge the risk of too many norms and 

procedures multiplication. Those from the leadership level rightly address as 

well the necessity for this profusion of norms and procedures in a fast-

changing environment. “In general, in a larger context, the UN seeks to work 

on a whole range of templates, norms, organizing frameworks, standards. It is 

important to get a framework that would guide people with a complete set of 

rules… People complain that there are so many of them and so many 

revisions, that you lose sight of it and that it could lead people in the wrong 

direction. When implementing the new norms and standards, change process, 

we do not take enough account of the human element. They are perceived as 

robots, but they go through awareness, and then routines, and then comfort 

zones…changing processes requires changing people as well. It is a 

development paradigm. We want to judge the change process at a point in 

time. But the transformative process requires more time…. In the end, people 

game the system” (Interviewee 20).  

Finding No. 15: The profusion of norms and procedures may be counter-

productive and consequently implies both more ad hoc and focused training to 

internalize the fight against corruption along with concrete examples, as well 

as more time for effective compliance. 

 

Question 5 on prevention: Are prevention programmes effective? Are 

they effectively monitored in terms of impact? 

Most of the organizations consulted have fraud and corruption prevention 

programmes encompassing multiple aspects such as training (in situ and 

distance learning); awareness-raising; introduction of an appropriate system 

for reporting; whistleblowing; and protection of whistle-blowers. 
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Almost none of them monitor the preventive component of their anti-corruption 

strategy/programme. Often, regular reporting mechanisms are considered as 

the monitoring programme, and no specific analysis is made, for instance, in 

terms of comparing data on allegations received, before and after a training 

awareness programme. 

Especially in a multicultural environment, prevention programmes have to be 

further developed, taking into consideration the fact that most humanitarian 

workers come from different countries, have different backgrounds, and work 

in different languages. The need for an explicit conversation is a must, and 

one can reflect on “what kind of investments are the most effective in 

generating fear or commitment?” (Interviewee 7). 

Prevention is not only a business step to develop as a reaction to bad results 

in response to corruption cases. “Prevention is a reactive stand. The 

effectiveness of the preventive element depends how it is built into the system, 

and if the right resource allocation is provided…the monitoring component of 

the preventive side doesn’t happen. People do not know how to measure it, it 

is complicated so people better go to trouble-shooting” (Interviewee16). Also, 

prevention is often perceived as a costly component of an anti-corruption 

programme for which return on investment is not captured, due to a lack of the 

right monitoring mechanism. As a consequence, when cost-saving targets are 

imposed, the training component is often the first one to be reduced. 

Finding No. 16: Everyone agrees on the need for corruption prevention 

programmes, but the absence of monitoring does not allow a clear impact 

identification, as a result of which resource allocation is based on beliefs and 

assumptions rather than agreed facts and figures. 

 

Question 6 on control: Is there enough investment in robust and 

effective compliance mechanisms and procedures? 

Most of the organizations in the humanitarian space have developed the right 

set of anti-corruption compliance mechanisms, with segregated functions 
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(finance, legal, human resources, procurement, internal audit, external audit, 

investigation) featuring different specific roles. Although the right systems 

seem to be in place, a certain lack of cross-function communication appears in 

the form of a silo syndrome, often due more to the heavy workload rather than 

deliberate segregation. The question of getting a specific compliance officer or 

a fraud officer position is raised in a couple of humanitarian organizations, 

which often ponder the right business environment for such a position (legal 

portfolio? audit and control portfolio? investigation office? CEO office?). 

Whereas for regular operations the systems are effective, in the emergency 

phase of a disaster response operation, for example, there are some specific 

risks identified. Humanitarian organizations easily deploy qualified emergency 

response staff, but rarely deploy controllers during the first emergency 

response phase. In such a specific context, Interviewee 21 reported, “In the 

operation I am heading, I suddenly get a 28 million euro allocation in a country 

where my organization does not have a status agreement. I lead a team of 

temporary staff (1, 2, 3 months). …I hesitate and get a temporary surge. We 

are deploying a security expert, maybe we should have a controller” 

(Interviewee 21). 

In terms of perception, some organizations are known for getting the right 

system. “For instance, World Vision and OXFAM have clear accountability 

frameworks with dedicated teams, learning lessons made public and annual 

reports. Some organizations are less transparent in this respect. Those which 

are the most accountable are the religious ones (Catholics, Muslims, 

Protestants and OXFAM)” (Interviewee 9).  

The self-satisfactory approach does not help the humanitarian space in being 

more compliant with the rule of law and especially the anti-corruption 

obligations. Most of the organizations consulted have utilized the anti-terrorist 

business framework as a de facto framework for their anti-corruption agenda. 

Ultimately, the external actors are those who judge the effectiveness of the 

humanitarian space. Business competition occurs in the humanitarian domain 

as much as in the private sector. “Reporting, compliance, everybody does it 
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and everybody hates it. It does not make the mechanism effective. [The 

humanitarian space] needs gold standard people with a corporate standard. 

[In the USA, there is] the Charity Navigator which gives stars to different 

charities [according to compliance criteria]. The more stars they get, the more 

money they get, people trust them” (Interviewee 15). 

Finding No. 17: An anti-corruption compliance mechanism may be 

appropriate, but it still requires the right people. 

 

Question 7 on sanctions: When violation or abuses are determined, what 

are the sanctions? 

As a matter of principle, in the corruption battle, everybody agrees on the need 

for sanction(s). The discussion points mainly relate to the nature of the 

sanction(s) (internal sanction, external sanction), the level of the sanction(s) 

(contract termination, court case) and the related communication modalities 

(Human Resources file for record, internal communication, external 

communication). 

From a donor point of view, “if we see that an organization shows willingness 

and capacity to do the utmost to avoid corruption, it will be difficult [to ask for 

getting the] funds back regardless what [has been] done, although it is what 

the corruption advisor will suggest to do. [On the contrary] if there is a lack of 

willingness, a lack of capacity, no true effort, there is not a micro-second of 

hesitation to ask for the resources back…One should be extraordinarily careful 

when using sanctions. Sanctions can be extraordinarily useful depending on 

the type of sanction: financial sanctions, publicity…” (Interviewee 3).  

From a governance point of view, interviewees tended to advocate for internal 

sanctions mechanisms through a set of ad hoc governance bodies (ethics 

commission, mediation committee…) and were reluctant to consider moving to 

formal prosecution. “We should not go to that extreme, but in between, getting 

corrective measures. We don’t do that because we think it is confidential and 
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do not wish others to know. Maybe we should make others know and it would 

help others” (Interviewee 5). 

From a legal standpoint, international humanitarian organizations, in cases 

involving serious corruption, after proceeding to internal sanctions (for 

instance immediate termination of contract), need to waive immunity in order 

to go to the court or to report to some authority. “Can we bring charges? What 

would this authority do? They might pass to someone else. Once you waive 

immunity, you don’t know what comes back to you. If your employee was 

involved, his or her bad behaviour may impact the entire reputation of the 

organization. Sometimes you know that there is something is wrong, but you 

cannot find the evidence. It’s effective, but we have limitations” (Interviewee 

6). 

From a training perspective, “…with good faith, the argument of creating a 

conducive environment for encouraging professional experience should permit 

the ability of failure. If not, it may create a culture of hiding” (Interviewee 7). 

When viewed through a private sector prism, the interviewees were very 

concerned about the culture of secrecy in the humanitarian space. “One of the 

biggest mistakes the humanitarian organizations make is ‘not to air their dirty 

laundry in public’. I think that this is a mistake. How do you deal with fraud? 

You basically introduce a directive…and when someone is fraudulent, go to 

termination right away…It is working people’s money…We have a fiduciary 

responsibility to these people. It is important to say zero tolerance for people 

who have taken that (corruption) road. There is a ‘but’ there and the ‘but’ is the 

hardest thing to stomach. Fraud is not only about money. There are other 

ways to abuse money…and as a manager you have virtually no power to fire 

people. If you don’t perform, you should be out of it” (Interviewee 15). 

From a humanitarian worker’s point of view, the conversation of sanction 

triggered a lot of sadness among the interviewees. “There are 170 million 

humanitarian workers and only 400 cases reported. This is impossible” 

(Interviewee 12). 
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So, in terms of communication, the identified trend is a real demand on 

information and internal communication. In a weak communication 

environment, sanctions are effective at the individual level (for instance 

through termination of contract) but ineffective at the organizational level. “We 

keep it too secret, and then when people leave, we do not make the link 

between the corruption case and the move of the person. Do you mean it 

should be made public? I do not know how we can make it public with the 

name of the person. We could report on the number of people dismissed due 

to corruption cases” (Interviewee 11). What came up systematically during the 

interviews is the notion of the “tone from the top”, and above and beyond the 

“tone,” the necessity to demonstrate that actions are taken and followed up. 

Along similar lines, a couple of senior leaders were consulted. They all 

maintained that sanctions were taken not in a disproportionate manner but 

rather in a strict manner, to prevent corruption from becoming endemic. In 

terms of the prosecution stand, the multiple jurisdiction elements were not 

perceived as an obstacle from a senior leadership point of view. However, 

legal entities of the same organizations claimed that they were not receiving 

the appropriate resources to adequately address the volume of business 

treatment required for such multiple jurisdiction cases. 

Finding No. 18: Whereas sanctions are perceived as necessary, the modus 

operandi for their execution varies from one organization to another. The 

communication component of the sanctions seems to be a critical issue for 

most humanitarian actors. 

 

Question 8 on detection: How far is whistle-blowing accepted in the 

humanitarian context? Are there appropriate protection mechanisms?  

Although most of the investigations led by the humanitarian organizations 

started with tips from insiders, the conversation on whistle-blowing triggered 

different reactions. As a policy framework, individual interviewees appreciated 

the need for both a whistle-blower policy combined with a whistle-blower 
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protection policy. However, most of the cases known by the interviewees 

happened to be cases where the protection component of the policy was not 

effective enough. Consequently, the whistle-blowers became outsiders and 

were often stigmatized by their peers or even their profession. In general, the 

interviewees raised the risk of retaliation as a real concern. So, in the place of 

a formal whistle-blowing procedure, rumours are used as a compensatory 

mechanism with all its side, sad and bad effects, in terms of individual 

reputation, institutional reputation, potential unfair accusations, personal 

vengeance and violation of the rights of the alleged person. 

In terms of protection, the humanitarian organizations generally appreciate the 

difficulty of implementing such a policy in the context of small organizations 

lacking the critical mass of staff is to create sufficient distance between the 

victims and the alleged stakeholders. Some use the “paid leave” approach, at 

least at the time of the investigation process, to protect the whistle-blowers. 

This measure is a temporary one and does not prove effective in the long run. 

In general, from the humanitarian worker’s point of view, there is a sense that 

a sort of tacit muteness exists at the leadership level, in the form of a 

conspiracy of silence. This kind of argument was mainly presented by 

humanitarian actors who work for organizations where transparency has been 

insufficient and where there is a rather strong suspicion that senior 

management is hiding information. In this specific context, where reporting 

mechanisms exist in the form of a safe call line, staff develops the assumption 

that calls received are for manipulative reasons “where people use it for a 

revenge for a failed relationship” (Interviewee 21). This perception seems to 

be unfortunate, since a proper internal communication plan, in terms of 

process and statistics, would easily debunk this assumption. 

From the private sector point of view (with regard to the humanitarian space), 

there is a sense that the whistle-blowing approach cannot be effective in the 

humanitarian environment where the mindset is perceived as protecting each 

other. 
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Mainly because the formal form of whistle-blowing is rather new in the 

humanitarian space, neither people nor organizations really know how to 

handle it. The growing access to technology (Internet, mobile telephony) by 

beneficiaries increases the trend towards reporting misbehaviour (safe call, 

hot lines, green lines) and will certainly help change relevant perceptions. 

In the UN component of the humanitarian space, it has been reported that 

“leaders lose sight of what is important…looking at being accountable and try 

to manage reputation” (Interviewee 20). 

Finding No. 19: Although whistle-blowing policies are well installed in the 

humanitarian space package of norms and procedures, there is still a long 

way to go before they become a regular practice. 

 

Question 9 on risk management: Is it true that humanitarian leaders 

commit more to reputational risk management than to driving effective 

change? If so, why? 

Certainly, because leaders of the humanitarian space act to protect their 

organization’s brand, mindful of the very competitive nature of their mission, 

most of the senior leaders interviewed wished to make sure that corruption 

cases, when detected, were treated in such a way that it did not affect either 

the reputation of their organization or the reputation of their leadership. 

Senior managers interviewed gently denied that there was an imbalance in 

investment in terms of risk management versus driving effective change. Most 

of them argued that the fight against corruption required both personal 

investment (in reference to the notion of “tone from the top”) and institutional 

investment. Owing to the increasing competition in terms of fund-raising and 

accountability, the humanitarian space now appears on a number of radars in 

terms of evaluations, indicators and benchmarking processes. Leadership 

attitudes are coming under increasingly close scrutiny by beneficiaries, public 

opinion and the media. Certainly, due to the complex conditions under which 

humanitarian actors operate, some grey zones may appear such as 



53 

 

addressing the dilemma of “paying the warlord or his treasurer. This may be 

wrong, but we do not have a choice” (Interviewee 2). Reputational risk 

management is a necessity. “Knowing what we do, getting a clear vision, a 

clear direction, a clear accountability…when you get such clarity, you do not 

need to worry about reputation, because you know what you are doing, and 

you know what to report” (Interviewee 5). 

The growing tendency towards accountability and transparency has allowed 

some organizations to trust public opinion to understand their institutional 

rationale. For instance, when MSF pulled out from Somalia operations after 

twenty years of presence or asked the population to suspend their donations 

during the tsunami disaster response operation, this had an extremely positive 

impact on their reputation. Trusting the humanitarian non-professional 

stakeholders (such as public opinion, the private sector, beneficiaries, and the 

media) generates positive effects and enhances trust over the long term. 

Business reputation, even in the humanitarian space, is one of the biggest 

assets. Consequently, business-minded reputational risk management is 

required, especially in a situation where corruption cases have been detected. 

The Global Fund and IFRC leaderships opened a new debate within the 

humanitarian circle when they decided to put on their website communication 

proactive lines about ongoing investigations into corruption cases (e.g. the 

corruption case in the Red Cross operation in Liberia (IFRC, 2016)). 

Finding No. 20: When dealing with a corruption case, reputation management 

is part of the risk management obligation, in the humanitarian space as in any 

business environment. 

 

Question 10 on the research assumption: Is corruption in the 

humanitarian sphere a consequence of “Ignorance”, “Incompetence” or 

“Conspiracy”? 

Appreciating the complexity of the humanitarian business environment – the 

equation of getting the right staff, at the right place, at the right moment – 
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seems difficult to achieve for every individual humanitarian response. The 

recent Ebola outbreak operation is an interesting example, where in the first 

place, most of the humanitarian organizations experienced huge difficulties in 

recruiting staff for deployment. In most of the cases, duty assignments, 

whatever the professional tasks (logisticians, health services or finance 

controllers) were accepted on a voluntary basis. A great many pre-positioned 

staff declined their field deployment under pressure from their family 

members. The life risk and death threat were so vigorous that humanitarian 

organizations without local branches had problems recruiting professional and 

qualified staff in accordance with their disaster response plans. The immediate 

consequence of such a situation was certainly an increase in corruption risk 

due to the business exposure. The corrupt actors could easily identify and 

exploit organizations’ weak points (due to unqualified staff on procurement 

processes for instance). The interesting example of having multiple 

humanitarian organizations using the services of the same third-party 

company for customs clearance is self-explanatory. In such a situation, where 

a total monopoly occurs with a high level of discretion and no level of 

accountability, the corruption equation as developed by Robert Klitgaard, is at 

its best level: “Corruption is a crime of calculation. Information and incentives 

alter patterns of corruption. Processes with strong monopoly power, wide 

discretion for officials and weak accountability are prone to corruption” 

(Klitgaard, R., 20015, p.7).  

Most of the interviewees, having reflected on the nine previous questions, 

tended to stress the ignorance-incompetency side of the question, denying the 

emotional effect of considering that conspiracy would be a realistic stand. 

However, considering the volumes of financial transactions they respectively 

lead on, in view of the public statements by the UN Secretary-General who 

announced in 2012 that 30% of all aid was diverted to corruption (United 

Nations Secretary-General, 2012), interviewees had to consider the corruption 

scheme resulting from a conspiracy as a potential and credible scenario. It 

was difficult to accept the uncomfortable assumption that the humanitarian 
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space would be abused by some ill-intentioned stakeholders, perhaps 

members of organized crime if not members of transnational organized crime.  

The entire interview process, covering step by step the key elements of an 

anti-corruption strategy (1. Commitment; 2. Transparency; 3. Implementation; 

4. Norms and Procedures; 5. Prevention; 6. Control; 7. Sanctions; 8. 

Detection; 9. Risk management - see Guiding Questions for interviewees, 

Appendix 8.1.), came as a kind of “wake-up call” for the majority of 

interviewees. With great reluctance, they began to see the conspiracy 

assumption as realistic. 

“The practices of covering up the shade of grey reflect the reality. The reality is 

not about the principles, the norms and procedures. It is about reality” 

(Interviewee 2). As a sad and emotional analysis, most of the interviewees 

then insisted on the limitations of human nature. “It is not because the 

organization does good that its people are good” (Interviewee 11). “No one is 

immune, everyone is exposed. It is about people. With the right environment, 

the right atmosphere, the right ingredients, one can do positive things. It is not 

being pessimistic. It is about reality” (Interviewee 3). 

Those interviewees who had been personally or professionally exposed to 

corruption cases were more balanced and clearly envisaged both dimensions 

(‘ignorance-incompetence’ and ‘conspiracy’). “Everything is possible. I have 

seen conspiracy in the past: well organised, done on purpose, with the goal of 

making money. Right now, what I see [relates to staff who] close their eyes, 

because they don’t want get into trouble, they want to keep their position…We 

have more and more cases where people plead ignorance, at the same time, 

the counterpart of ignorance is incompetence (if you think that you do not 

need to put your nose in the case, it’s because you are incompetent)” 

(Interviewee 6). 

Some of the interviewees, mainly at the senior management level, who had 

had a long humanitarian career and had been exposed potentially to more 

corruption cases, systematically brought up nepotism as a conspiracy 

corruption scheme.  
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Finally, the few examples presented in the context of humanitarian operations 

in the post-Soviet bloc all built on a conspiracy mechanism. 

The interviewees from the private sector, reflecting on corruption cases in the 

humanitarian context, seemed to be less naïve and envisaged conspiracy as a 

reliable option, without neglecting the ignorance-incompetence angle. 

“Humanitarian [action] is an operation with an income statement and balance 

sheet. Fraud has always been involved. There is always a bad apple. The key 

is how you deal with the bad apple and how you help other people identify the 

bad apple. There is not enough value put in the humanitarian industry on 

training, maybe because the funds are not there. Training leads to better 

results. Training is absolutely critical. …In the US system, there are political 

appointees. Lots of people do not understand the value of political appointees. 

What I learnt is that it is one of the best practices the US Government does. 

The humanitarian organizations are over-cautious (low risk, no court case, 

heads are down). In the US Government, political appointees are not there to 

be cautious. They make things happen. A typical employee would not do. This 

is not very similar to what is in the humanitarian industry” (Interviewee 15). 

Most of the interviewees who had personally been on humanitarian field 

operations balanced equally the ignorance-incompetence explanation for 

corruption cases with the conspiracy scheme. Often, poor performance in 

complex situations encourages incompetence. “It may be also naivety…and 

collective incompetence influences the others” (Interviewee 16). At the same 

time, a certain sense of “purposeful ignorance, [combined with] negligence, 

where [there is] no due diligence” (Interviewee 18), can be similar to 

conspiracy. 

Finding No. 21: Both the ‘ignorance-incompetence’ and ‘conspiracy’ 

paradigms are part of corruption schemes in the humanitarian context.  
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Question 11 on examples: Can you share some concrete examples of 

corruption you have been exposed to? You have heard about? You have 

read about? 

As a business context, the humanitarian space is exposed to the regular 

corruption practices that one would observe in the private or public sector, 

among which one can list procurement risks (with fake bids, pre-arranged 

tenders), customs clearance through intermediary services, facilitation 

payments, foreign exchange management, misappropriation of assets, 

deliberate accounting errors, fake expenditures in insurance cases, gifts, 

cyber criminality targeting ransomware, abuse of power in the form of sexual 

harassment, etc. In addition to this set of unfortunate but usual corruption 

risks, some are more specific to the humanitarian sector, such as ghost 

beneficiary lists; ghost volunteer lists; ghost emergency staff lists; bribery at 

checkpoints; nepotism; sextortion; double-dipping accounting systems; and 

the grey zone of the conflict-of-interest notion. 

Some forms of governmental corruption were mentioned. The political cases 

listed related to humanitarian operations in either a post mega-disaster context 

or in conflict and post-conflict situations, plus the specific context of the 

political transition in the post-Soviet bloc. 

On the front of specific cases of governance corruption targeting their own 

governance, interviewees attempted to address the issue by comparing it to 

the recent FIFA case. “No matter what we think we are, it has to be anchored 

outside to be credible” (Interviewee 14). 

The interviewees shared multiple examples reflecting this variety of corrupt 

practices. For most of the examples mentioned, interviewees had no 

information on either the investigation processes or the sanctions imposed. 

Finding No. 22: Over and above the corruption risks present in the public or 

private sector, some specific corruption risks occur in the humanitarian space, 

which may require some specific treatment. 
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4.1.4. A field investigation opportunity for a validation check 

José Ugaz, Chair of Transparency International, appealed to public opinion, 

states and humanitarian organizations to ensure that the Ebola outbreak did 

not lead to any corruption risk: “Weak public financial management systems 

coupled with high levels of corruption create many opportunities for the abuse 

of power, bribery and unethical actions that can limit the ability of donations to 

stop the Ebola outbreak. When so much money floods into the region in such 

a short period of time, accountability for those funds should shoot to the top of 

any list of priorities” (Transparency International, 2015). 

Most of the humanitarian actors engaging in the emergency response were 

aware of the financial exposure that such a humanitarian operation would 

create. World interest in containing the Ebola outbreak in the affected 

countries stimulated a very rapid fund-raising process. Most of the 

humanitarian actors, as institutions, knew about the corruption risks in such a 

context. 

Taking advantage of an assignment as an investigator on a field operation 

(Ebola outbreak, West Africa), the author consulted with her peer investigators 

on her research findings and their validity.  

Given the humanitarian context of the operation, behavioural findings 1 to 5 

were valid (see findings summary, chapter 4.3.). 

The security argument (Finding No. 6) was certainly crucial for most of the 

humanitarian organizations. Indeed, for security reasons, the main 

stakeholders tended to recruit some staff for emergency deployment from their 

existing human resources data. The fear-of-death risk was mentioned by a 

number of humanitarian workers met during this field visit. Some of them 

appreciated the opportunity they were given to be assigned to new tasks (out 

of the scope of their regular set of skills and competencies), while recognizing 

that for some business responsibilities, they themselves and/or some of their 

peers may have not been really qualified for the assigned tasks and positions. 
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The “headquarters versus field” organizational dilemma (Finding No. 13) was 

also validated. Indeed, it seems that whatever the professional background of 

the humanitarian workers (in terms of having experienced any headquarters 

assignment and now being on a field assignment, or having experienced a 

field assignment and now being on a headquarters assignment), during a 

humanitarian operation, regardless of the model of working collaboration, in 

terms of the “headquarters versus field” angle, interviewees reported a real 

feeling of not being understood by the other side of the organization. This 

situation encourages some parties (most often the ‘field’ component) to hide 

some information in order to expedite decision-making processes. This 

approach constitutes a real risk, break and gap in the process, and is a 

potential corruption opportunity for corrupt actors (both internal and external). 

In terms of the volume of institutional norms and procedures (Finding No. 15), 

field analysis shows that this is a major obstacle for most of the humanitarian 

workers who are recruited for immediate deployment without receiving a 

proper human resources induction process and a focus on corruption risks. De 

facto, they miss the opportunity to comply fully with at least the internal rules 

and procedures. Due to the ‘emergency’ operation, the internal control 

systems are somehow de facto complaisant. This situation also creates a gap 

in the system, thereby offering potentially corrupt actors a corruption 

opportunity. 

From the investigators’ point of view as well from some of the humanitarian 

workers’ standpoint, the skills limitation is identified as a real business risk and 

a potential business weakness that led to corruption opportunities for third 

party actors. 

On the specific angle of conspiracy, the investigation may reveal in the long 

run the participation of some of internal stakeholders who are party to a 

corruption scheme. So, both “ignorance-incompetence” and “conspiracy” 

angles are part of the corruption scheme in a humanitarian context, thus 

validating Finding No. 21. 
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In addition, the field validation check revealed a third dimension that may be 

added to the hypothesis: the “closed eyes” phenomenon, where two situations 

occur. On the one hand, the humanitarian actor opts for a “not see” attitude 

because he/she doesn’t see the big picture, doesn’t realize the corruption risks 

ahead and doesn’t understand the corruption scheme in force. In this situation, 

the ‘not see approach’ is due more to a lazy attitude; a lack of trust in 

management’s willingness to address the real problems; the feeling of being 

overwhelmed by too much bureaucracy; and little faith in the system to 

address a wrong process comprehensively. On the other hand, the 

humanitarian actor opts for a “not see” attitude with a full understanding of the 

corruption exposure, and even sometimes a clear knowledge of the corruption 

actors and the articulation or modality of the corruption scheme. However, the 

fact that he/she doesn’t see, and thus doesn’t act, allows the corruption 

scheme to be effective. De facto, the humanitarian worker is part of the 

corruption scheme. The modalities of being paid back differ from one place to 

another one. The risks of being caught impacts the payment modalities. The 

field observations show that the practice of deferred corruption is on the rise, 

since the corrupt actors inside the humanitarian scheme understand that their 

respective organizations now tend to criminalize the relevant offences (Finding 

No. 18). In this way, the perceived risks of internal and external sanctions 

influence the corruption mechanism. 

 

4.2. Findings from analytical and empirical research method with 

secondary sources 

Whether due to the belated open commitment from the humanitarian sector on 

the specific subject of the fight against corruption or to the systemic security 

constraints in the field of humanitarian operations, very little relevant analytical 

and empirical research on the anti-corruption agenda in the humanitarian 

sector is currently in the public domain. A number of humanitarian actors 

easily share stories of past cases, but when it comes to having the stories 

analysed, it is very difficult to trace the report, reviews, evaluation and audits. 



61 

 

For the purpose of this specific research, the author identified key reliable 

publications which reflect real empirical research. 

Chapter 4.2.1 presents the case of an Internally Displaced Person (IDP) camp 

in Afghanistan, while chapter 4.2.2 presents the case of humanitarian 

assistance in a post-conflict situation in Liberia. Finally, the case of the 2015 

Ebola outbreak is presented in chapter 4.2.3. 

 

4.2.1. IDP camp in Herat, Afghanistan, 2001-2003  

“Corruption Perceptions and Risks in Humanitarian Assistance: An 

Afghanistan Case Study” (Savage, K., Delesgues, L., Martin, E., & Ulfat, G.P., 

2007) is a famous field research published in 2007 by ODI in partnership with 

the ODI Humanitarian Policy Group and Integrity Watch Afghanistan. This 

case study addresses the delicate question of corruption risks in aid delivery in 

the context of the Herat IDP camp between 2001 and 2003. In addition to an 

in-depth description of the history of the Afghan humanitarian crisis, a number 

of corruption cases presented in detail are reported through interviews, both 

from the beneficiaries’ perspective and from the aid workers’ perspective. 

The phenomenon of a fake beneficiaries’ list is described in its modus 

operandi, in reference to the specific role of the Taliban leadership. The 

corruption scheme described in this case study is built around the primary 

registration of beneficiaries and then along the camp governance, based on 

the “block leaders” (mainly Taliban’s) system and the distribution 

management. Along this scheme, aid workers identified that 45% of the aid 

may have been diverted. All attempts to rectify the distribution mechanism in 

the different phases of the operation failed. Even at the ultimate phase of the 

IDPs’ return to their home city, the corruption scheme was still in full swing, 

leading to abuses in transport and logistics management. “The transporters 

were organised as a network under the control of the dominant commanders, 

they would, as a consequence, be able to impose very high transportation 

prices” (ibid, p.7).  
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The donor-driven dilemma, linked to the high speed of fund absorption, 

severely impacted the selection of local implementing partners, since they 

were selected “more on the estimated likelihood of them being able to expend 

funding quickly. This was cited by aid workers as an important factor in high-

level corruption” (ibid, p.8). This urgency to spend impacted the capacity to 

disburse and influenced compliance with procurement procedures. Where one 

would see waste in the contract management, another could see corruption, 

keeping in mind that “where waste is widespread, corruption is not far away” 

(ibid, p.11). 

In terms of staff recruitment, the speed and demand of the humanitarian 

operation pushed the different organizations to “rely on new staff, under-

qualified and inexperienced, which was perceived by many experienced aid 

workers to be an important factor in corruption risk” (ibid, p.9). 

With regard to corruption risks in procurement, the case study presents a 

detailed list of reported modus operandi, from the business practices built on 

nepotism, patronage and warlordism to the regular abuse of conflict of 

interests and collusion between key suppliers and humanitarian workers. All 

these factors, combined with poor or inappropriate control of procedures, 

failed audits – in a context where paper-based audit trails cannot be effective 

when any shopkeeper can provide fake invoices on demand, – have been 

contributing to the corruption scheme. 

All these corruption risks were certainly intensified due to the specific Afghan 

judicial, political and conflict environment, where “much trade and business is 

controlled by cartels led by ‘former’ warlords who still effectively run the 

governance of the province” (ibid, p.10). 

Also, as a consequence of the highly insecure operational context, most 

humanitarian operations had to be conducted via “remote control”, “a 

euphemism for no direct supervision or monitoring, with hugely increased risks 

of corruption” (ibid, p.13) 
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The corruption risks present in the Herat IDP camp in Afghanistan from 2001 

to 2003 reflect those identified during the qualitative research with primary 

sources of information (see chapter 4.1.). However, some specific corruption 

risks not identified in the qualitative research, such as warlordism, the 

“urgency to spend” and the grey zone between “waste” and “corruption,” are 

described and have to be listed in the map of the corruption risks in the 

humanitarian sector. 

Finding No. 23: In conflict and post-conflict situations, some specific 

corruption risks may occur such as “warlordism”, “urgency to spend” and “grey 

zone between waste and corruption”. 

 

4.2.2. Disaster-affected people in Liberia from mid-2003 to 2006 

As a complement to the case study in Afghanistan, the ODI Humanitarian 

Policy Group conducted a similar case study in Liberia: “Corruption 

perceptions and risks in humanitarian assistance: A Liberia case study” 

(Savage, K., Kumeh, D.M., & Dorbor, E., 2007). The focus of the case study is 

the corruption risks in the context of the humanitarian assistance, mainly in 

terms of food distribution to IDPs between mid-2003 to 2006, when the IDP 

camps were closed. 

As one can understand, humanitarian assistance was vital in the context of the 

civil war in Liberia, where “250 000 people were killed, millions were displaced 

and almost all the country’s infrastructure and basic services were destroyed” 

(ibid, p.9). 

Among all of the corruption risks and bribery situations to which humanitarian 

workers are exposed, very little literature or written reports exist on the 

monitoring of bribery at checkpoints. Moreover, a zero-tolerance policy on 

bribery, advocated by back donors, creates grey zones in the way potential 

bribes are documented. However, the Liberia case study presents an 

interesting argument listed in the “Joint Policy Operation, endorsed by 22 

International NGOs in October 2004. …For example, payments at checkpoints 

or bribes. This may result in delays and inconvenience. It may be necessary to 
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turn a vehicle or convoy around and abort the mission to avoid payment and 

return to negotiations. These demands should not be resisted where there is a 

threat of injury. However, such a situation should be treated as armed robbery 

and the incident reported to the police to take action. Other members of the 

humanitarian community should also be informed” (ibid pp. 10-11). 

In terms of food distribution per se, most beneficiaries reported 

mismanagement in the supply chain and corruption practices as well.  

As in the Afghan case, the camp leadership structure, the lack of reliable 

corrective mechanisms or appeal mechanisms (since it had to use the 

unreliable camp leadership structure), the beneficiaries’ registration 

mechanism (the registration card giving access to assistance), the sextortion, 

the fake list of beneficiaries, the skimming of food, the diversion of food, and 

the fee extortion for education (to be free) are listed as the regular corruption 

practices that beneficiaries faced in the camps. 

From the aid workers’ point of view, the interaction with the representatives of 

the authorities “was the predominant external corruption risk” (ibid, p.20) that 

they faced, humanitarian agencies being “regarded as a target for revenue-

raising by ministries” (ibid, p.20). Indeed, the inflated and unjustified prices for 

“licences, vehicle registration, visas, passports, customs clearance, and import 

duties [went] into the pockets of the officials who controlled each process” 

(ibid, p.20). As for corruption risks with officials, interestingly enough, larger 

agencies reported fewer corruption cases than the smaller organizations, 

based on their ability to access senior officials. However, it has been observed 

that when agencies refused to pay bribes, delivery processes were delayed 

due to slow bureaucratic processes. In this respect, the case study argues that 

“some managers suggested that early on in an emergency response, 

corruption had to be tolerated and seen as inevitable because avoiding it 

would lead to delays that would be too costly” (ibid, p.21). Of course, the 

authors then specify that “differing attitudes to corruption are [also discussed]” 

(ibid, p.21). 
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The specific practice of subcontracting local NGOs as local actors for whom 

business controls are almost non-existent has also been a major corruption 

risk in Liberia. This situation, combined with a very volatile environment where 

bribes and kickbacks were not unusual, created significant corruption 

exposure. In this context, a whole variety of corruption opportunities in the 

supply chain management may have occurred, demonstrating the need for 

tracking systems from the supplier to the beneficiary combined with an 

effective control mechanism. 

In terms of local staff versus international staff approaches, the same 

phenomenon of nepotism in hiring and firing local staff that was described as 

warlordism in Afghanistan happened in Liberia. However, the Liberian case 

study delves deeper into the corruption exposure risks depending on the 

status (local staff vs. international staff). For multiple reasons (such as the 

level in the hierarchy, number of years in the organization, potential social 

pressure, risks of coercion, no local debts or affiliation), international staff are 

less exposed to corruption and are thus more able to denounce corruption 

cases. “Conversely, the relative seniority of international staff members is felt 

to increase the risk of international staff being corrupt because they are in a 

better position to manipulate systems of control and hide their actions” (ibid, 

p.26). Ultimately, whatever the origin of the staff, (local or international), the 

need for better training on corruption risk is listed as important.  

In terms of donor pressures, whereas the Afghan case described a sense of 

“urgency to spend”, the Liberian case depicts a notion of reducing 

transactional costs by hiring fewer international staff. A direct consequence, as 

presented by the aid organization, is less effective control mechanisms and 

higher corruption risks.  

In addition to previous findings, the Liberian case highlighted the need for 

more research and dialogue across the humanitarian sector and between the 

humanitarian space and donors. 

Finding No. 24: Research and dialogue across the humanitarian sector and 

between the humanitarian sector and the donors need to be enhanced. 
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4.2.3. Ebola outbreak 2015, tracking the funds  

The 2014-2015 Ebola outbreak surprised the world with its violent and rapid 

spread. Millions of dollars were suddenly injected in what became a mega 

humanitarian cross-border operation. Unfortunately, as with most 

humanitarian programmes, the corruption opportunities were materialized in 

aid diversion and, more tragically, in the death of people. Transparency 

International announced in February 2015: “Systemic corruption in the health 

sector in West Africa hurt the response to the Ebola epidemic that has already 

killed more than 9,500 men, women and children. Poor risk monitoring in 

managing the aid funds has also led to claims of corruption and 

mismanagement” (Transparency International, 2015). 

The “Tracking Funds for Ebola Crisis in West Africa” report (Ebola Fund 

Watch, BudgIT, OSIWA, 2015) presents an extensive mapping of funds 

allocation in Guinea, Sierra Leone, Liberia, and Nigeria during the Ebola 

outbreak humanitarian crisis. In its quest for transparency in terms of funding 

sources and accountability in terms of fund allocation, the mapping process 

integrated in some places a specific question on corruption and leakages into 

different country cases.  

The report presents, in the form of quotes, the different modus operandi that 

may deserve further investigation. Thus, a certain “Ebola business” is 

described in Guinea (Camarou Aliou, p.24). In Sierra Leone, “a one-man 

system” occurred (Dr. Raymond Kabia, p.37), and “the staff lists [were 

bloated]” (ibid). Also “there [were] leakages from the National Ebola Response 

Center, especially in the verification of health workers. Some names were 

omitted and after verification, not everyone received the monthly hazard 

payment as the medium used—Airtel mobile money—had some challenges” 

(Tejan Kamara, p.37). In the same country, some survivors reported that some 

staff of the World Food Programme “diverted items for personal use and 

certain health workers’ names appeared multiple times on the payment list 

while others never came up” (ibid, p.45). 
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The Liberia's Anti-Corruption watchdog “reported that about $800,000 spent to 

curb Ebola at the height of the outbreak in 2014 through the Defence Ministry 

was not properly accounted for. The audit report shows variances in the 

allowances received by officials involved in containing Ebola, and the 

disbursed funds were without supporting documents” (ibid, p.49). 

In addition, some believe that “Liberian authorities deliberately downplayed the 

number of Ebola cases to mask the extent of the disease;” an example would 

be the journalist Sonorous Samura (ibid, p.58). 

Finding No.25: Real-time evaluation and observation by civil society during a 

humanitarian response phase contribute to raising awareness of the anti-

corruption agenda and to flagging corruption risks or corruption acts for further 

investigation. 

 

4.2.4 Complementary findings from analytical and empirical research 

with secondary sources, from specialized institutions’ blogs and 

conferences 

A number of specialized anti-corruption institutions nourish the anti-corruption 

debate through their regular blogs. Among the most well-known, the author of 

this study chose in particular the regular updates from the U4 Anti-Corruption 

Resource Centre (in the form of their U4 Expert Answer, U4 Issue, and U4 

Brief), the Transparency International Daily Corruption News (TI-DCN), the 

FCPA Blog, and the Global Anti-Corruption Blog led by Professor Matthew 

Stephenson.  

Although these blogs have played a pivotal role in tracing information (for 

instance, the Ebola Watch Funds study was identified through the TI-DCN), it 

has been more difficult to glean from these blogs advanced publications 

focusing on specific research into fraud and corruption prevention and control 

in the humanitarian space. However, the multiple articles and essays have 

been used to validate the findings. 
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The U4 Corruption and Aid website lists a number of publications, including 

“Confronting Corruption in Humanitarian Aid: Perspectives and Options” 

(Maxwell, D., 2009) which validates the findings listed in the previous 

chapters. Over and above the corruption risks listed in this analytical paper, a 

set of pragmatic recommendations for humanitarian agencies (eight 

recommendations) and donors (three recommendations) is proposed (Ibid, p. 

4). Humanitarian practitioners would certainly benefit from receiving this 

recommendation list in their business toolkits. 

Finding No. 26: The particular working relationship between the humanitarian 

space and donors requires specific modus operandi in the fight against 

corruption. 

 

By the end of the decade of the 2000s, the debate on corruption risks in the 

humanitarian sphere had become less of a taboo subject. Reliable institutions 

such as ODI, ALNAP, TI, and U4 published briefing papers, evaluation reports 

and case studies. Humanitarian sphere accountability was being increasingly 

challenged and back donors were looking for more advanced accountability 

frameworks endorsed by humanitarian actors. In this perspective, “Countering 

NGO Corruption. Rethinking the Conventional Approaches” (Trivunovic, M. 

2011) presents, in the form of a checklist, a series of internal governance 

indicators and financial management indicators relevant to the prevention of 

corruption risks. In this context, donors developed a two-tiered funding 

mechanisms: “one for more well-established organizations that can 

demonstrate institutional and governance capacity, and one for lower-capacity 

NGOs that cannot. The latter types of programmes typically involve 

significantly smaller amounts of funds, i.e., less financial risk. However, these 

measures do not address the fundamental capacity deficiencies that are the 

source of the dilemma” (ibid, p.7). 

Finding No. 27: The capacity-building agenda, especially for local 

humanitarian actors, is an open agenda. Corruption risks may be higher 

depending on the humanitarian actor’s level of institutional development. It 
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may be hypocritical to ignore this component, especially in the event of a 

disaster response operation which de facto necessitates the use of local 

organizations as implementing partners. 

 

As a final point on the accountability front, a number of parties distinguish 

between upward accountability (vis-à-vis donors) and downward accountability 

(vis-à-vis beneficiaries). In terms of the anti-corruption agenda, “investments 

should be made in the development and expansion of downward 

accountability measures in dialogue with NGO partners, not only to reduce 

risks of corruption but also to optimize development outcomes” (ibid, p.11). 

Finding No.28: A downward accountability approach benefits both the anti-

corruption agenda and the development impact. 

Finally, as the secondary source of information for analytical and empirical 

research, the author of the study took advantage of her participation in a 

couple of international conferences to validate the primary set of findings. 

Most of the relevant information was provided during the 6th Session of the 

Conference of States Party to the United Nations Convention against 

Corruption (2-5 November 2015, Saint Petersburg, Russian Federation), 

where UNODC dispatched a number of recent and less recent publications 

which may not target the humanitarian sphere as such but which are relevant 

to this specific industry as well as in terms of the fight against corruption. 

Among others, guidelines such as “Partnering in Anti-Corruption Knowledge. A 

Guidance Note for Development Partners” (UNDP, UNODC, 2013) or 

“National Anti-Corruption Strategies. A Practical Guide for Development and 

Implementation.” (UNODC, 2015) are relevant tools for humanitarian sphere 

practitioners.  
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4.3 Findings summary 

Finding No. 1: The poor understanding of the corruption paradigm in the 

humanitarian space can be explained by a business environment, the 

humanitarian cause, which is largely conditioned by value-driven organizations 

(in opposition to the private sector for instance that is assimilated to the 

money-driven agenda). This profound culture of goodwill and good intentions 

can ultimately be assimilated to a certain level of naivety. 

Finding No. 2: The commitment to accountability is a behavioural good 

intention which does not systematically lead to effective compliance.  

Finding No. 3: The humanitarian space anti-corruption agenda may be driven 

more by the need for funds than by a genuine interest in fighting corruption as 

such. 

Finding No. 4: The commitment to accountability and transparency will only 

be effective, in terms of the anti-corruption paradigm, if it is based on effective 

compliance with rules, procedures, and related control mechanisms. 

Finding No. 5: Institutional and organizational accountability is also linked to 

people’s personal accountability, and hence their personal set of values. The 

articulation of institutional to personal accountability is rarely explicitly 

examined by organizations or even discussed within them. 

Finding No. 6: The security argument rationalizes the strategic decisions to 

alleviate the level of institutional transparency. 

Finding No. 7: The perceived risk to humanitarian workers that institutional 

transparency will impact their personal performance is a rationale for 

increasing the bureaucratic component of the transparency pattern. 

Finding No. 8: Donors’ demands for transparency can have an adverse 

impact on their own capacity to handle transparency. 

Finding No. 9: Advanced transparency may have adverse effects that are 

alleviated by humanitarian organizations with a new generation of risk 

management tools. 
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Finding No. 10: Middle managers interviewed demonstrated a greater 

appetite for further transparency as far as it relates to operation reporting. 

Finding No. 11: Whistle-blowing is not the only way to reconnect right policies 

and effective implementation. Courageous leadership is also a fair 

expectation. 

Finding No. 12: Governance is part of the equilibrium. Abuse of governance 

authority is also a corrupt act which needs to be given more attention. 

Finding No. 13: Across the humanitarian space, the organizational dilemma 

of ‘headquarters versus field’ is pivotal in the anti-corruption agenda. Corrupt 

actors easily identify this weak point as an opportunity for perpetrating corrupt 

acts and developing corruption schemes.  

Finding No. 14: When fighting corruption in the context of a disconnect 

between the right policies and the wrong implementation, people are pivotal, 

especially when there is a certain lack of systematic controls and hence a lack 

of compliance.  

Finding No. 15: The profusion of norms and procedures may be counter-

productive and consequently implies both more ad hoc and focused training to 

internalize the fight against corruption along with concrete examples, as well 

as more time for effective compliance. 

Finding No. 16: Everyone agrees on the need for corruption prevention 

programmes, but the absence of monitoring does not allow a clear impact 

identification, as a result of which resource allocation is based on beliefs and 

assumptions rather than agreed facts and figures. 

Finding No. 17: An anti-corruption compliance mechanism may be   

appropriate, but it still requires the right people. 

Finding No. 18: Whereas sanctions are perceived as necessary, the modus 

operandi for their execution varies from one organization to another. The 

communication component of the sanctions issue seems to be a critical issue 

for most humanitarian actors. 
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Finding No. 19: Although whistle-blowing policies are well installed in the 

humanitarian space package of norms and procedures, there is still a long 

way to go before they become a regular practice. 

Finding No. 20: When dealing with a corruption case, reputation management 

is part of the risk management obligation, in the humanitarian space as in any 

business environment. 

Finding No. 21: Both the “ignorance-incompetence” and “conspiracy” 

paradigms are part of corruption schemes in the humanitarian context.  

Finding No. 22: Over and above the corruption risks present in the public or 

private sector, some specific corruption risks occur in the humanitarian space, 

which may require some specific treatment. 

Finding No. 23: In conflict, post-conflict situations, some specific corruption 

risks may occur such as “warlordism”, “urgency to spend” and “grey zone 

between waste and corruption.” 

Finding No. 24: Research and dialogue across the humanitarian sector and 

between the humanitarian sector and donors need to be enhanced. 

Finding No.25: Real-time evaluation and observation by civil society during a 

humanitarian response phase contribute to raising awareness on the anti-

corruption agenda and to flagging corruption risks or corruption acts for further 

investigation. 

Finding No. 26: The particular working relationship between the humanitarian 

space and donors requires specific modus operandi in the fight against 

corruption. 

Finding No. 27: The capacity-building agenda, especially for local   

humanitarian actors, is an open agenda. Corruption risks may be higher 

depending on the humanitarian actor’s level of institutional development. It 

may be hypocritical to ignore this component, especially in the event of a 

disaster response operation which de facto necessitates the use of local 

organizations as implementing partners. 



73 

 

Finding No. 28: A downward accountability approach benefits both the anti-

corruption agenda and the development impact. 
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5. Recommendations 

The research chapter presents a set of 28 findings (findings summary chapter 

4.3.) which offer a variety of learning lessons that can be transformed into 

positive actions. Each of the findings deserves a specific recommendation with 

regard to potentially actionable initiatives, related indicators, required 

implementation time frames, monitoring mechanisms, and evaluation of its 

relevance, in terms of impact. Above and beyond this conventional approach 

in setting recommendations, any humanitarian practitioner would expect some 

practical suggestions from such a list of findings. 

The first one would address the question of self-awareness. Indeed, Findings 

1 and 2 reflect (see chapter 4.3.) a real naivety with regard to corruption 

issues in the humanitarian sphere. Information, education, advocacy 

campaigns, awareness-building sessions, and conferences are key in 

developing stakeholder intelligence as to the fight against corruption in the 

humanitarian sphere. However, these initiatives will not overcome the myth 

whereby goodwill equals good action. The humanitarian imperative is 

perceived by more and more people as the rule above the rule, which should 

not be so. The emotional consequence of addressing human pain should not 

allow the principle of “doing bad while doing good” and any reform should 

respect the intention “to do no harm” (Johnston, M., 2014). 

Recommendation 1: Kill the myth and stand on ethical behaviour 

Although the transparency concept may be perceived as self-explanatory, it is 

described by humanitarian actors along a variety of levels of transparency, 

which subsequently induce deviant mechanisms, such as a pre-audit control 

system (Findings 8, 9 and 10). Transparency is simply about being 

transparent. 

Recommendation 2: Be explicit as to what transparency means and 

leads to, in a given context. 

As often described by the NGO community, the main asset of the 

humanitarian sphere is the richness of its people. Their dedication, 
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commitment and expertise are crucial components of humanitarian response 

capacity. However, getting people may not mean getting the right people. This 

parameter is rarely explicitly addressed, especially in the context of volunteer-

based humanitarian action, somehow creating institutional weaknesses 

(Findings 2, 5, 14 and 17) and opportunities for corrupt actors. 

Recommendation 3: Getting the right people, at the right place, at the 

right moment is not just a good intention; it is a strategic commitment to 

excellence. This deserves the right investment and support. 

Just as any business context requires a set of well-functioning criteria, the 

humanitarian sphere gets its own business model framework. Excellence and 

effectiveness are part of the humanitarian response equation. Consequently, 

well-functioning systems should be rewarded whereas non-functioning 

systems, which are open doors to corruption practices, should be corrected or 

remedied (Findings 4, 12, 13, 16, 20, 22 and 27). The monitoring of norms and 

procedures should not be perceived as a luxury but rather as a compulsory 

step for promoting effectiveness (Findings 11, 15 and 19) and should envisage 

a variety of options and mechanisms, including sanctions (Finding 18). 

Recommendation 4: As the humanitarian context is a business context 

like any business with its set of specificities, an effective humanitarian 

business model should count on business criteria and compliance 

obligations. 

The security parameter is certainly pivotal in many humanitarian contexts 

(Findings 6, 7 and 23). This should be addressed as a risk (risk for people’s 

lives, corruption risks), not as an excuse. 

Recommendation 5: Security constraints should not be used as an 

argument for non-compliance.  

The humanitarian sphere is a very competitive environment where 

stakeholders have to advocate for funding access (Finding 3). This requires an 

active dialogue firstly among humanitarian actors, then between humanitarian 

actors, beneficiaries and civil society (Finding 25), and finally between 



76 

 

humanitarian actors and donors (Findings 24 and 26). These different 

stakeholders are equally committed to the fight against corruption and their 

respective accountability framework (Findings 2 and 28). 

Recommendation 6: The complex humanitarian sphere environment 

should build on dialogue, cooperation and coordination. 

Since all these recommendations are mainly built on good judgment, they 

should also be actionable and materialized in concrete action plans.  
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6. Conclusion  

Although the world has been made aware of the devastating impact of 

corruption in the humanitarian sphere, it would appear that the fight against 

corruption is not yet at the top of the world leaders’ agenda. The 2016 World 

Humanitarian Summit showed just how reluctant stakeholders are to tackle 

corruption head on. A softer approach on enhancing accountability and 

transparency is the current focus of the humanitarian world debate around the 

Grand Bargain.  

Alleviating human suffering is a must for any humanitarian stakeholder, as it 

should be for any human being. Effective and dignified humanitarian aid 

cannot happen with deviant mechanisms where corrupt practices are 

perceived and accepted, by most stakeholders, as almost ‘business as usual’. 

A number of case studies, research contributions, audits and investigations 

have shown how corrupt actors abuse humanitarian aid, thereby abusing the 

most vulnerable and sometimes even killing. 

The whole spectrum of corrupt practices in the humanitarian context is now 

known and a variety of measures can be implemented to prevent, deter, 

detect, and sanction such practices. 

Some very reliable tools and checklists exist alongside practitioners’ platforms 

of exchange of experience and expertise. Extremely well-qualified activists 

and specialists, such as U4 Anti-Corruption Resource Center and 

Transparency International, offer their knowledge and services. 

This research and its 28 findings complement the existing set of intelligence 

on how to fight corruption in the humanitarian sector. The primary hypothesis, 

built on a binary approach where fraud and corruption in the humanitarian 

sphere were due to either ignorance-incompetence or conspiracy (external, 

internal or both), has been validated through a series of interviews (one to 

one), focus group discussions and individual consultations (as qualitative 

research with a primary source of information) as well as through the review of 

a couple of case studies – Afghanistan, Liberia and Ebola – (as analytical and 
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empirical research with a secondary source of information). The field 

validation offered a new angle to the binary approach with a third option, 

namely “the closed eyes approach with potential deferred corruption”. This 

new consideration merits further research since the deferred corruption 

mechanism in the humanitarian sphere has not been described so far.  

Corruption prevention and control in the humanitarian space is an ongoing 

challenge and must be given the right attention and the right investment, thus 

paving the way from naivety to compliance. 
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8. Appendixes 

Appendix 8.1. Interviews - Guiding Questions 

International Anti-Corruption Academy, MACS research project 
“Corruption prevention and control in the humanitarian space:  

Paving the way from naivety to compliance”  
Malika Aït-Mohamed Parent 

 
Interview Guiding Questions 

 
 
Interviewee: Name, current position, organization of the interviewee 
 
Introduction: Presentation of the research project and the “Information for 
Participants Form” or the “Information for Participants and Consent Form” 
 
1. Commitment: 

1.1. Is the humanitarian sphere really committed to accountability and 
transparency? 
1.2. Are the accountability and transparency commitments a guarantee 
for preventing and controlling corruption? 

 
2. Transparency:  

2.1. How far is transparency effective?  
2.2. Could the practice of transparency be counterproductive, including 
for transparency itself? 

 
3. Implementation:  

3.1. Where are the disconnects between the right policies and the 
wrong implementation? 
3.2. Any example? 

 
4. Norms and procedures:  

4.1. Can the multiplication of norms and standards be an obstacle to 
effective anti-corruption? 
4.2. Any examples? 

 
5. Prevention:  

5.1. Are prevention programmes effective? 
5.2. Are they effectively monitored in terms of impact? 

 
6. Control: 

6.1. Is there enough investment in robust and effective compliance 
mechanisms and procedures?  
6.2. Any examples? 
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7. Sanctions:  
7.1. When violation or abuses are determined, what are the sanctions? 
7.2. Are they effective? 
 

8. Detection:  
8.1. How far is whistle-blowing accepted in the humanitarian context?  
8.2. Are there appropriate protection mechanisms?  

 
9. Risk management (focus): 

9.1. Is it true that humanitarian leaders invest more in reputational risk 
management than in driving effective change?  
9.2. If so, why? 

 
10. Assumption:  

10.1. Is corruption in the humanitarian sphere a consequence of 
“Ignorance”, “Incompetence”, or “Conspiracy”? 

 
11. Examples:  

11.1. Can you share some concrete examples of corruption you have 
been exposed to?  
11.2. You have heard about? 
11.3. You have read about? 

 
12. Recommendation:  

12.1. What are the key obstacles to overcoming non-compliance and 
ensuring effective compliance? 
12.2. Any recommendations? 

 
13. Do you have any suggestions? 

13.1. Can you recommend specific reading materials (e.g. book, 
website or blog)? 
13.2. Can you recommend any contact person who could contribute to 
this research? 
13.3. Do you have any questions on the subject? On the research 
process? 
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Appendix 8.2. Information for Participants Form 

Information for Participants  

Title of the MACS Thesis  

 

Corruption prevention and control in the 

humanitarian space: Paving the way from 

naivety to compliance 

Person conducting the research Malika Aït-Mohamed Parent 

Programme of study MACS 2014-16, International Anti-Corruption 

Academy 

Address of the researcher for 

correspondence 

[Omitted from publication] 

Telephone [Omitted from publication] 

E-mail [Omitted from publication] 

Description of the broad nature of 

the research 

This research aims to explore the evolution and 

modus operandi of corruption prevention and 

control in the humanitarian space.  

Description of the involvement 

expected of the interviewees, 

including the broad nature of 

questions to be answered, the 

expected time commitment and 

potential interview follow-up 

mechanism 

 

The interviewees will be asked: 

- To be involved in a semi-structured 

interview, on a one-to-one basis (physically 

or by Skype); and/or in a focus group. The 

interview session may last 60-90 minutes 

maximum 

- To share their views, analysis on the subject  

- To share, if possible, the business tools, 

modus operandi, lessons learned from their 

institution on the subject matter 
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Description of how the data provided 

by the interviewee will be securely 

stored and/or destroyed upon 

completion of the project 

 

The recordings on the digital recorder, if used, will 

be deleted once they have been saved on the 

researcher’s password-protected laptop and work 

PC.  

This will be done within two weeks of the initial 

recording. The saved audio recordings and text 

transcriptions will be deleted from the laptop and 

work PC folders at the end of the project’s ‘life’.  

References to business cases will be presented in 

such a way that confidentiality of interviewees is 

protected. 

Other details Information obtained in this study, including this 

information form, will be kept strictly confidential 

(i.e. will not be passed to others) and anonymous 

(i.e. individuals and organizations will not be 

identified except for specific business references. If 

so, this will first be validated with the interviewee). 

Data obtained through this research may be 

reproduced and published in a variety of forms and 

for a variety of audiences related to the broad nature 

of the research detailed above. It may not be used 

for purposes other than those outlined above 

without interviewee permission.  

Participation is entirely voluntary and participants 

may withdraw at any time. 

 

Credit Consent Form: Northumbria University (2015) Individual Consent Form, accessed from personal 

correspondence with Dr Sandra Corlett, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK 

 

 

 

 

 

  



89 

 

Appendix 8.3. Information for Participants and Consent Form 

Information for Participants and Consent Form 

Title of the MACS Thesis  

 

Corruption prevention and control in the 

humanitarian space: Paving the way from naivety 

to compliance 

Person conducting the research Malika Aït-Mohamed Parent 

Programme of study MACS 2014-16, International Anti-Corruption 

Academy 

Address of the researcher for 

correspondence 

[Omitted from publication] 

Telephone [Omitted from publication] 

E-mail [Omitted from publication] 

Description of the broad nature of the 

research 

This research aims to explore the evolution and 

modus operandi of corruption prevention and control 

in the humanitarian space.  

Description of the involvement expected of 

the interviewees, including the broad nature 

of questions to be answered, the expected 

time commitment and potential interview 

follow-up mechanism 

 

The interviewees will be asked: 

- To participate in a semi-structured interview, 

on a one-to-one basis (physically or by 

Skype); and/or in a focus group. The 

interview session may last 60-90 minutes 

maximum 

- To share their views, analysis on the subject  

- To share , if possible, the business tools, 

modus operandi, lessons learned from their 

institution on the subject matter 
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Description of how the data provided by the 

interviewee will be securely stored and/or 

destroyed upon completion of the project 

 

The recordings on the digital recorder, if used, will 

be deleted once they have been saved on the 

researcher’s password-protected laptop and work PC.  

This will be done within two weeks of the initial 

recording. The saved audio recordings and text 

transcriptions will be deleted from the laptop and 

work PC folders at the end of the project’s ‘life’.  

References to business cases will be presented in 

such a way that confidentiality of interviewees is 

protected. 

Other details Information obtained in this study, including this 

information form, will be kept strictly confidential 

(i.e. will not be passed to others) and anonymous 

(i.e. individuals and organizations will not be 

identified except for specific business references. If 

so, this will first be validated with the 

interviewee). 

Data obtained through this research may be 

reproduced and published in a variety of forms 

and for a variety of audiences related to the broad 

nature of the research detailed above. It may not 

be used for purposes other than those outlined 

above without interviewee permission.  

Participation is entirely voluntary and 

participants may withdraw at any time. 

By signing this consent form, the interviewee is indicating that he/she fully 

understands the above information and agrees to participate in this study on the basis 

of the above information. 

Interviewee’s signature: 
Please keep one copy of this form for your own records. 

 

Date: 

 

By signing this Consent Form, the researcher indicates that she fully understands the 

above information and commits to confidentiality on the basis of the above 

information. 

Researcher’s signature:  

Date:  

Credit Consent Form: Northumbria University (2015) Individual Consent Form, accessed from 

personal correspondence with Dr Sandra Corlett, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK 
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Appendix 8.4. Research Data 

 

Ref. Gender Region Sector Position Level Mtg date Length Modality

1 M Europe Private Partner Senior 11.12.15 1h 1 to 1 

2 F Americas Academic Manager Senior 29.01.16 2h 1 to 1 

3 M Europe Gvt Head, International devt. Aid Ministry Senior 02.02.16 1h30 1 to 1 

4 M Midlle East INGO CFO Middle 04.02.16 1h 1 to 1 

5 F Asia INGO Manager Middle 10.02.16 1h30 1 to 1 

6 F Americas INGO Head of department Middle 10.02.16 1h 1 to 1 

7 F Americas INGO Director Senior 15.02.16 1h30 1 to 1 

8 M Middle East INGO Head of department Senior 18.02.16 1h30 1 to 1 

9 F Europe INGO Senior officer Middle 18.02.16 1h30 1 to 1 

10 M Asia INGO Senior Officer Middle 18.02.16 1h30 1to1

11 M Americas INGO Head of department Middle 23.02.16 1h 1 to 1 

12 M Middle East INGO CEO Senior 23.02.16 2h 1 to 1 

13 M Europe INGO Coordinator , Former NS Gov. board mb Middle 24.02.16 1h30 1 to 1 

14 F Europe INGO Head of division Middle 11.03.16 1h30 1to1

15 F Middle East Private CEO Senior 15.03.16 1h30 1 to 1 

16 F Europe Academic Director Senior 16.03.16 2h 1 to 1 

17 F Europe INGO Head of department Middle 17.03.16 1h 1 to 1 

18 F Americas Gvt Manager, External Relations Midlle 18.03.16 1h30 1 to 1 

19 F Europe INGO Vice President Senior 19.04.16 1h 1 to 1 

20 F Africa IGO Senior Investigator Senior 21.04.16 2h 1 to 1 

21 M Europe INGO Regional director Senior 27.04.16 1h 1to1

9M 12F 11 Senior 30h

10 Midle

1 9 M 13 F Across cont. Academic MACS in Humanitarian Action Middle 12.11.15 1h30 Focus group

2 2M 9F Europe Private Networking session Middle 19.11.15 1h30 Focus group

3 24M 10F Across cont. INGO Annual Global Finance Mgt meeting Middle 11.05.16 1h30 Focus group

4 5M 5F Europe NGO Matinales Senior 01.06.16 2h Focus group

5 34M 16F Across cont. NGOs&INGO NPO meeting Senior 14.06.16 30' Focus group

6 26M 29F Across cont. Gvt Human Rights Com° - Side event Middle 24.06.16 1h30 Focus group

7 8m 15F Across cont. NGO Conference Senior 22.09.16 1h30 Focus group

8 12M 10F South Americas INGO Continental tng for finance Delegates Middle 28.09.16 8h Focus Group

120 M - 107F 83 Senior 18h

144 Middle

1 M Europe IGO Coordinator Cyber Security Middle 22.09.14 1h 1to2

2 F Asia IGO Officer, cyber security Middle 22.09.14 with n°1 1to2

3 M Europe INGO Internal Auditor Middle 21.10.14 15' 1to1

4 F Europe INGO Senior Research Officer Middle 17.12.14 1h 1to1

5 M Europe Academic Director Senior 10.03.16 1h 1to1

6 M Europe Private Partner, Assurance Senior 27.04.16 10' 1to1

7 M Americas Private Director, Cyber Threat Detection & Resp Senior 11.05.16 20' 1to1

8 F Europe INGO Head , Principles and Values Middle 13.06.16 1h 1to1

9 M Americas INGO Manager, Policy and Diplomacy Middle 22.06.16 1h 1to1

10 M Europe INGO Coordinator, Socila Inclusion & Protection Middle 22.06.16 1h 1to1

11 M Europe INGO Human rights and corruption Middle 22.06.16 1h 1to1

12 M Africa INGO Secretary general Senior 22.06.16 1h 1to1

13 M Europe NFP Editor Senior 22.09.16 30' 1to1

14 F Americas INGO Chair, Audit & risk committee Senior 28.09.16 2h 1to1

15 M Europe INGO Senior Investigator Middle 04.10.16 1h 1to1

16 M Europe IGO Senior Investigator Middle 04.10.16 1h 1to1

17 M Europe Private Security Specialist Middle 05.10.16 30' 1to1

18 M Africa Gvt Ambassador Senior 12.10.16 15' 1to1

19 M Africa NFP Researcher Senior 12.10.16 15' 1to1

20 M Europe Private Managing Partner Senior 12.10.16 30' 1to1

21 M Europe Private Director Senior 14.10.16 15' 1to1

17M 4F 10 Senior 15h

11 Middle

Grand total

146M  123F 104 Senior 63h 

269 persons 165 Middle

Formal interviews

Groups

Consultations 
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Appendix 8.5. Questionnaire for Focus Groups 

What is your opinion? 

You will find customized questions below. These will be used to get an idea of the 

perceptions and individual behaviour within this specific group. 

This questionnaire is anonymous. Data collected via Turning Technologies LLC 

are not kept either electronically or manually  

 

1 This is the first time that I 

have attended a training 

session on fraud, corruption 

and anti-corruption. 

Yes No   

2 I have completed the e-

learning course 101: 

Corruption Prevention. 

    

3 I can easily explain the 

difference between active 

fraud and passive fraud. 

Yes No   

4 I can say that I am familiar 

with the IFRC Fraud and 

Corruption Prevention and 

Control Policy. 

Yes No   

5 The IFRC has a Whistle-

blower Protection Policy. 

Yes No   

6 A colleague exaggerates 

his/her travel expenses. It is 

… 

A bit 

wrong 

Very 

seriously 

wrong 

  

7 Colleagues from the 

Procurement team accept - 

as a team- a Christmas gift 

(USD 260) from a company 

from which they buy 

products. It is … 

A bit 

wrong 

Very 

seriously 

wrong 

  

8 Colleagues from the 

Procurement Team accept - 

as individuals - a Christmas 

gift (USD 95) from a 

company from which they 

A bit 

wrong 

Very 

seriously 

wrong 

  



93 

 

buy products. It is… 

9 In making an insurance 

claim, a homeowner whose 

house has been flooded 

exaggerates the loss by USD 

5000. It is… 

A bit 

wrong 

Very 

seriously 

wrong 

  

10 In making an insurance 

claim, the same homeowner 

whose house has been 

burgled exaggerates the loss 

by USD 1000. It is… 

A bit 

wrong 

Very 

seriously 

wrong 

  

11 I find a wallet with USD 100. 

There is no witness … 

I leave it 

there 

I keep it   

12 I process a procurement 

tender from my brother-in-

law… 

I process 

as usual 

 

I disqualify 

his 

submission  

 

I report 

to my 

hierarc

hy 

 

I hand over the 

file to a 

colleague of 

mine 

13 In a recovery operation, there 

is some custom clearance 

requiring intermediary 

services. 

I do not 

need to 

know 

details  

 

I need to 

understand 

the 

transaction 

 

I do not 

know 

the 

proced

ure 

 

14 During a food distribution 

operation, trucks have to 

process through checkpoints 

where some donation is 

expected. 

I report 

orally 

 

I document 

my report 

 

I do not 

report  

 

I do not know 

what to do 

15 At this point in the process, I 

can say that I am well 

prepared to fight fraud and 

corruption in my organization. 

Yes 

 

No 

 

Don’t 

know 

 

 

 

 

Credit: The questionnaire is inspired by an academic session led by Professor Michael 

Johnston at the International Anti-Corruption Academy, MACS 2014-2016, Module 1, 

01.11.2014. 
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