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Abstract  

Humanitarian operations often take place in fragile, high-complexity 

environments that are rife with corruption risks.  

This paper examines how robust integrity systems can be embedded within 

the humanitarian aid architecture to mitigate fraud and corruption, thereby 

safeguarding vital resources for crisis-affected populations. We draw on 

international anti-corruption frameworks – including the United Nations 

Convention against Corruption (UNCAC) and OECD integrity standards – to 

outline best practices for enhancing accountability in aid delivery. Using the 

Fraud Diamond model as an analytic lens, we explore the pressures, 

opportunities, capabilities, and rationalisations that drive fraudulent behavior 

in humanitarian contexts, moving beyond the traditional fraud triangle to 

consider the critical role of perpetrators’ skill and intent. The analysis 

highlights the evolving nature of fraud risks in humanitarian operations, from 

procurement fraud and aid diversion to emerging challenges posed by remote 

management and digitization. 

Recognizing the limits of purely reactive investigations, the paper underscores 

the value of proactive approaches.  

In particular, we discuss the role of Proactive Integrity Reviews (PIRs) – early-

warning audits targeting high-risk operations – and the structural integration 

of advisory and prevention functions alongside investigative units. The 

discussion illustrates how such measures can identify control weaknesses and 

deter misconduct before they escalate.  

Key themes include the need for cross-organisational harmonization of anti-

corruption tools and terminology, ethical leadership’s impact on 

organisational culture, and mechanisms for institutional learning from past 

incidents.  

The paper concludes with systemic recommendations aimed at embedding 

integrity into the core of humanitarian operations, arguing that only through 

collective action, strong leadership, and continuous improvement can the 

humanitarian sector build trust under pressure and ensure aid effectiveness. 
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Introduction  

Humanitarian aid operates in some of the most challenging environments in 

the world, often characterized by conflict, natural disasters, political 

instability, and weak governance.  

In these high-complexity operations, the risk of fraud and corruption is a 

critical concern – not only because of financial losses, but because corruption 

literally costs lives by diverting lifesaving resources away from the most 

vulnerable. 

Corruption in humanitarian response takes away lifesaving resources, 

damages aid organizations’ reputation, and can have a negative impact on 

employee morale, particularly if perceived as going unpunished. Indeed, the 

countries requiring humanitarian assistance frequently already suffer from 

high baseline levels of corruption, meaning aid agencies must deliver relief 

amid environments rife with graft, patronage, and rent-seeking. Ensuring aid 

reaches its intended recipients thus demands extraordinary vigilance and 

robust integrity systems. 

Over the past two decades, the international community has developed 

extensive anti-corruption frameworks that provide a backdrop for integrity in 

humanitarian operations. At the state level, the United Nations Convention 

against Corruption (UNCAC) (2003) codified a comprehensive set of preventive 

measures, criminalization mandates, and international cooperation 

mechanisms, reflecting global consensus on the imperative to combat 

corruption in all its forms. Although UNCAC’s provisions apply primarily to 

state actors, its ethos of transparency, accountability, and prevention is highly 

relevant to humanitarian actors who often work in partnership with 

governments or manage funds provided by donor states. Similarly, the 

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

championed the concept of “public integrity systems” – the coordinated set of 

policies, controls, and norms within institutions that promote ethical conduct 

and resist corruption. The OECD emphasizes that fighting corruption and 



 7  
 

promoting integrity are critical to fostering trust, accountability and 

sustainable development, and that anti-corruption efforts must constantly 

adapt to new risks in a changing world. Humanitarian organizations, though 

not government bodies, operate in the same global context and face the same 

imperative to uphold integrity amid evolving challenges. 

Within the humanitarian sector itself, recent years have seen a growing 

recognition that anti-corruption and integrity must be embedded into the aid 

architecture as a matter of priority.  

In 2014, major international NGOs and UN agencies endorsed the Core 

Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability (CHS), which explicitly 

includes commitments related to good stewardship of resources, 

transparency, and prevention of abuse. The CHS’s Commitment 9, for 

example, requires that “resources are managed responsibly for their intended 

purpose”, and its guidance urges organizations to assess and mitigate 

corruption risks in their programmes. It has become evident that no single 

agency can address these risks alone in such complex operating environments 

– collective action and inter-agency coordination are essential. Multi-

stakeholder initiatives like the Collective Resolution to Enhance Accountability 

and Transparency in Emergencies (CREATE) project led by Transparency 

International underlined the need for joint strategies, sharing of best 

practices, and harmonization of standards to tackle corruption during 

emergency responses. In effect, building integrity in humanitarian operations 

must be a collaborative effort across the sector, aligning NGOs, UN agencies, 

donors, and local partners around common principles and approaches.  

This paper, under the joint authorship of practitioners Andrea De Tommaso 

and Duncan Smith, originates from a presentation at the 2025 IACA Annual 

Conference on anti-corruption trends and focuses specifically on how to 

strengthen integrity systems in humanitarian operations. We take an academic 

approach to mirror and expand upon that presentation’s structure and 

insights. Following this introduction, we first examine what constitutes 

effective integrity systems in the context of humanitarian aid, including 

governance frameworks, policies, and the role of leadership and culture. Next, 
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we delve into fraud risks in humanitarian operations, using the Fraud Diamond 

model to analyze the factors that enable corrupt acts and how these manifest 

in field settings. We then turn to proactive integrity reviews and related 

mechanisms as innovative tools to move beyond the limits of reactive 

investigations, illustrating how some organizations have implemented early-

warning and prevention-oriented measures. The subsequent section provides 

systemic recommendations, tying together our analysis into proposals for 

embedding integrity at every level: from operational practices to sector-wide 

harmonization and learning. Throughout, we reference relevant academic and 

professional sources to ground our arguments in established anti-corruption 

theory and evidence-based practice.  

Ultimately, the aim of this paper is to demonstrate that reinforcing integrity in 

humanitarian operations is both urgently necessary and eminently feasible 

through a combination of robust systems, enlightened leadership, and cross-

organisational commitment. By examining both the pitfalls of current 

approaches (such as over-reliance on after-the-fact investigations) and the 

promise of emerging practices (like proactive reviews and stronger 

preventative frameworks), we seek to contribute to an ongoing discussion on 

how humanitarian agencies can better safeguard aid from corruption. In doing 

so, we underscore a central thesis: that integrity and effectiveness in 

humanitarian action go hand in hand – protecting aid from fraud and abuse is 

integral to protecting lives and rights in crises.  

1. Integrity Systems in Humanitarian Aid  

a. Embedding Integrity in the Humanitarian Architecture  

In the humanitarian sector, an integrity system refers to the constellation of 

policies, processes, and institutional norms that work together to ensure an 

organization and its operations uphold the highest standards of honesty, 

accountability, and ethical conduct. Embedding integrity within the 

humanitarian aid architecture means that anti-corruption measures are not 

treated as an afterthought or external imposition but are woven into the fabric 

of how aid is delivered – from the headquarters level down to field distribution 
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points, and across the network of actors including donors, international 

agencies, and local partners.  

This holistic approach is necessary because humanitarian operations often 

involve multiple layers of implementation (e.g. a donor funding a UN agency 

which sub-grants to local NGOs) where each layer presents opportunities for 

funds or materials to be siphoned or misused. If any link in this chain has 

weak integrity controls, the entire operation is at risk. Therefore, a systemic 

approach is required, aligning every actor and every stage of the programme 

cycle with common integrity principles and standards. One important step 

toward embedding integrity has been the development of sector-wide 

standards and self-regulatory frameworks. The Core Humanitarian Standard 

(CHS) is a prime example. As noted, CHS Commitment 9 explicitly focuses on 

the responsible use of resources and the need to put in place anti-corruption 

measures. The CHS and its guidance materials encourage organizations to 

adopt a proactive stance: conducting risk assessments, implementing anti-

bribery policies and financial controls, and establishing clear procedures to 

prevent and detect corruption. Notably, the CHS guidance warns that agencies 

which fail to systematically tackle corruption – both internally and through 

collective action – increase corruption risks for other actors. In other words, if 

one major NGO neglects anti-corruption, it can undermine the integrity of the 

broader humanitarian response (for example, by creating gaps that illicit 

actors can exploit, or by damaging donor confidence for all agencies). 

The CHS’s emphasis on collective accountability thus reinforces the idea that 

integrity is a shared responsibility of the humanitarian system as a whole. No 

single agency can handle corruption risks in isolation given the complex, inter-

agency environments of emergency operations, hence “inter-agency dialogue 

is more than needed to ensure collective action” against corruption obstacles. 

Embedding integrity also involves integrating anti-corruption considerations 

into humanitarian programme design and decision-making from the outset. 

This means that in needs assessments, programme planning, and strategy 

setting, leaders should weigh how choices might affect exposure to fraud or 

abuse. For instance, choosing to deliver aid in cash versus in-kind, partnering 
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with a new local organization, or bypassing certain government systems are 

strategic decisions that carry different risk profiles. A truly integrity-driven 

architecture encourages scenario planning: asking how corrupt actors might 

seek to exploit a given aid operation and preemptively plugging those gaps. 

Some humanitarian organizations have developed specialized risk assessment 

tools for this purpose. 

A critical aspect of embedding integrity is transparency – both internal and 

external.  

Internally, agencies must foster an environment where information on aid 

delivery and financial flows is available to those who need it for oversight. 

Externally, transparency means being open with stakeholders about how aid 

is managed and what challenges are encountered.  

Unfortunately, non-transparent practices persist in some contexts, where data 

on aid distribution or procurement is withheld from public scrutiny or even 

from donors and oversight bodies. Such opacity in aid delivery undermines 

the efficiency of delivered aid as well as efforts for civil society to monitor if 

and how funds reach the affected communities. The withholding of 

information – whether due to bureaucratic habit or fear of reputational 

damage – can enable corruption to fester unchallenged and robs affected 

communities of their right to accountability. Therefore, an integrity-centered 

approach to humanitarian aid stresses maximum disclosure and promotes 

accountability: publishing funding allocations, tender awards, and aid 

distribution data wherever possible, and ensuring affected populations have 

access to information about what aid they are entitled to. Communicating 

transparently with disaster-affected people and inviting their feedback builds 

trust and can serve as a grassroots check on corruption (e.g. communities will 

speak up if promised aid does not arrive, or if they observe favoritism). 
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In summary, embedding integrity in the humanitarian architecture requires 

both top-down measures (strong frameworks, policies, and leadership 

commitment) and bottom-up measures (community accountability and 

transparency), creating a multi-layered defense against corruption. 

b. Cross - Organisational Standards and Harmonization  

Humanitarian operations frequently involve collaboration among numerous 

organizations – UN agencies, international NGOs, local NGOs, Red 

Cross/Crescent societies, contractors, and host government entities. Each of 

these actors may have its own terminology, policies, and tools for addressing 

fraud and corruption. One organization might speak of “misuse of resources”, 

another of “fraud and abuse”; thresholds for what constitutes a major incident 

can vary; whistleblowing channels and investigation procedures differ widely. 

Such divergence can impede coordination and create confusion, especially in 

joint operations or when multiple agencies respond in the same emergency. It 

can also be exploited by wrongdoers: inconsistency might allow a staff 

member dismissed from one agency for misconduct to be hired by another 

that was unaware of the issue, or enable fraudulent vendors banned by one 

organization to continue doing business with others. Thus, there is a growing 

argument for cross-organisational harmonization of anti-corruption standards 

and terminology in the humanitarian sector. 

Historical precedent for harmonization exists in other domains of 

international aid and development. In the multilateral development banking 

sector, Duncan Smith (co-author of this paper) was involved in drafting the 

Uniform Framework for Preventing and Combating Fraud and Corruption 

adopted by major development banks in 2006. That framework successfully 

harmonized key definitions (such as what constitutes fraud, corruption, 

collusion, coercion, etc.) and set common principles for investigations and 

sanctions across institutions like the World Bank, Asian Development Bank, 

European Investment Bank (EIB), and others. The result was greater 

consistency and mutual recognition of debarment actions – a company 

blacklisted by one bank for corruption could not simply turn around and bid 

on another bank’s projects. A similar concept could be highly beneficial in the 
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humanitarian sphere. Indeed, some UN agencies and NGOs have begun 

sharing information on suspended suppliers or individuals, but a formalized 

common framework is not yet in place.  

A unified humanitarian integrity framework might outline standard definitions 

of misconduct, joint investigative protocols for inter-agency cases, and shared 

tools such as a common risk assessment methodology or a pooled 

whistleblower hotline accessible to any aid worker regardless of employer. 

Efforts by coordination bodies hint at movement in this direction. The CHS, as 

discussed, provides a baseline set of commitments that organizations can 

jointly adhere to. Additionally, various donor coordination fora have pushed 

for standardized reporting on fraud cases and losses, aiming to ensure donors 

receive comparable information from all partners. Some donors (e.g. certain 

government aid agencies) are now requiring that their grantees have specific 

anti-corruption measures and may encourage or mandate fraud reporting in a 

unified way. However, true harmonization goes beyond compliance checklists; 

it involves agencies actively aligning their internal integrity infrastructure. For 

example, harmonization could mean developing a common lexicon for 

different types of fraud schemes encountered in humanitarian work or 

agreeing on a standard set of red flags for field operations that all agencies 

train their staff to watch for. 

It could also extend to shared technological platforms – imagine if multiple 

NGOs used a single, secure platform to log and track allegations of 

misconduct, which authorized oversight bodies could review, thereby 

improving collective intelligence on corruption patterns in a crisis response. 

Cross-organisational harmonization is not without challenges. Each 

organization has its own mandate and governance, and achieving consensus 

can be slow. Yet, the cost of not harmonizing is evident. Major aid diversion 

scandals have prompted heated discussions among agencies and donors 

about inconsistent responses. International actors get disparate treatment 

when fraud is revealed: a local NGO might be harshly penalized and defunded 

for a single fraud incident, whereas a large international NGO or UN agency 
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might quietly weather a similar incident. This double standard undermines the 

collective integrity of the sector and points to the need for a common approach 

where all organizations are held to high and equal standards.  

In light of the above, this paper advocates for renewed efforts to push 

harmonization forward. Possible actions include developing an inter-agency 

code of conduct on integrity in humanitarian operations, establishing a joint 

integrity support unit that smaller NGOs can consult, and agreeing on 

protocols for sharing information about confirmed fraud cases (balancing 

confidentiality with the need to prevent recurrences).  

The Basel Institute on Governance has long promoted multi-stakeholder 

Collective Action initiatives in other sectors as a way to raise integrity 

standards across the board; a similar collective action approach could unify 

humanitarian actors.  

By presenting a united front with harmonized tools and language, the 

humanitarian sector can better close loopholes, reduce duplication of effort 

(e.g. conduct separate fraud trainings when they could be done jointly), and 

send a strong message that any form of corruption will be uniformly identified 

and addressed regardless of where it occurs.  

c. Ethical Leadership and Organisational Culture  

While formal systems and standards are indispensable, integrity in 

humanitarian operations ultimately hinges on people – particularly those in 

leadership positions who set the tone and culture of their organizations.  

Ethical leadership is the cornerstone of an effective integrity system. Leaders 

who demonstrate zero tolerance for corruption, model transparency in their 

decisions, and actively promote accountability can imbue their organization 

with those same values. Conversely, leaders who turn a blind eye to 

misconduct or engage in questionable practices themselves will signal that 

integrity is not truly a priority, no matter what policies exist on paper.  

Leadership has a profound influence on an organization’s moral norms; if 

leaders either engage in or tacitly tolerate corrupt acts, it communicates to all 
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staff that such behavior is acceptable, whereas leaders who actively champion 

a culture of integrity, transparency, and accountability can erect formidable 

barriers against corruption. In humanitarian agencies, which often operate in 

dispersed field settings, the example set by headquarters and country 

directors is especially critical. 

Field staff frequently face ethical dilemmas or pressure in their day-to-day 

work (such as being asked for bribes at checkpoints or witnessing nepotism 

in aid distribution); if they know their leadership stands firmly for integrity, 

they are more likely to resist corrupt pressures and report problems. 

One area where ethical leadership manifests is in the encouragement (or 

discouragement) of whistleblowing. Leaders who truly prioritize integrity will 

ensure that staff are empowered to speak up about fraud or abuse without 

fear of retaliation. This involves not only establishing confidential reporting 

channels and whistleblower protection policies, but also championing those 

mechanisms in public forums, reassuring employees that raising concerns is 

a service to the mission, not a betrayal. If employees believe that reporting 

misconduct will lead to ostracism or career damage, they are likely to stay 

quiet, allowing bad actors to continue their schemes. Ethical leadership must 

proactively counter this by rewarding ethical courage.  

High-level managers also need to consistently communicate that “speaking 

up” about problems is expected. Building a culture of transparency and 

speaking up about corruption concerns is a key element of organisational 

integrity. Leaders should borrow this insight – making it clear that integrity is 

everyone’s responsibility and that even uncomfortable truths must be brought 

forward to make the organization stronger. 

Another aspect of culture is whether integrity and anti-corruption are 

integrated into everyday management and training or treated as a niche topic. 

Ethical leadership will insist that every staff member, regardless of role, 

understands the basics of preventing fraud and corruption.  

All managers, whatever their discipline, should know about preventing sexual 

abuse, financial fraud and corrupt HR practices, and all field staff need to 
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understand organisational anti-corruption policies. In practice, this means 

regular training sessions on code of conduct, scenario-based discussions of 

ethical dilemmas, and inclusion of integrity objectives in performance 

evaluations. It also means that senior leaders should be conversant in anti-

corruption strategies – not leaving it solely to compliance specialists. 

When the head of an organization frequently asks about fraud risk in project 

reviews or demands updates on implementation of audit recommendations, it 

sends a message down the line that these issues matter. On the other hand, 

if anti-fraud measures are only discussed in the aftermath of a scandal, staff 

get the message that leadership’s real concerns lie elsewhere (e.g. only 

delivery metrics or fundraising). 

Ethical leadership in humanitarian operations also extends beyond one’s own 

organization to the broader ecosystem. Leaders should engage in peer 

discussions and collective advocacy for integrity. This can involve sharing 

lessons from fraud incidents with other agencies (rather than concealing them 

out of shame), pushing for sector improvements and ensuring that their 

organization contributes to collective mechanisms like joint investigative 

bodies or inter-agency task forces when needed. A leader who takes initiative 

in these forums helps raise the bar for everyone. For instance, a country 

director who convenes all NGOs in an operation to agree on common 

community accountability practices is providing ethical leadership at a sector 

level, not just within one agency.  

Finally, ethical leadership is crucial in times of crisis or pressure, when the 

temptation to cut corners can be greatest. Humanitarian responses are often 

urgent, “all-hands-on-deck” affairs where normal controls might be stretched. 

Leaders under intense pressure to demonstrate results might be inclined to 

overlook red flags or to rationalize questionable practices for the sake of 

speed. It is precisely in these moments that adhering to integrity is both 

hardest and most essential. Humanitarian actors must resist rationalizing 

corruption even when under political or media pressure to disburse aid quickly 

– because once trust is broken by a scandal, the backlash can undermine the 

aid effort for years. Ethical leaders navigate this by refusing false trade-offs: 
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they make clear to donors and the public that aid will be delivered swiftly and 

cleanly, not one or the other. In scenarios where time pressures conflict with 

due diligence (for example, vetting a local partner in a famine response), the 

ethical leader will seek creative solutions such as deploying extra compliance 

staff rather than waving checks altogether.  

In sum, the role of ethical leadership and a supportive organisational culture 

cannot be overstated. They are the living force that animates the formal 

integrity system. 

Policies on paper did not prevent the high-profile fraud and exploitation 

scandals that have rocked the aid sector in the past decade – but in their wake, 

many agencies realized the need to change “the way we do things,” from the 

boardroom to the field tent. Cultivating a culture of integrity means that 

accountability and honesty become ingrained values, championed by leaders, 

internalized by staff, and reinforced through daily practice. 

When that culture exists, an organization can better withstand the corrupting 

pressures of high-risk environments. When it is absent, even the best-laid 

controls may be subverted by individuals who feel the organization’s true 

priorities lie elsewhere. 

Addressing corruption hinges on instilling ethical standards within the codes 

of humanitarian organizations and strong leadership is essential to make 

those standards more than just words on paper.  

2. Fraud Risks in High - Complexity Operations  

a. Applying the Fraud Diamond Model  

To comprehensively understand fraud risks in humanitarian operations, it is 

useful to employ a theoretical model that captures the full spectrum of factors 

contributing to fraudulent behavior. Traditionally, many organizations have 

referenced the Fraud Triangle (pressure, opportunity, rationalisation) to frame 

anti-fraud efforts. However, this model omits a crucial element: the personal 

capability of the perpetrator. In this paper we explicitly refer to the Fraud 

Diamond model, as proposed by Wolfe and Hermanson (2004), which adds 
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capability as the fourth element alongside the other three factors. The Fraud 

Diamond posits that four elements must converge for serious fraud to occur:  

(1) Pressure/Incentive – some driving need or desire that motivates an 

individual to commit fraud; (2) Opportunity – a favorable situation or weakness 

in the system that enables the fraud to be perpetrated (with low risk of 

detection); (3) Rationalisation – the internal justification the individual uses to 

convince themselves that the fraudulent act is acceptable or excusable; and 

(4) Capability – the perpetrator’s personal traits and skills that enable them to 

exploit the opportunity, circumvent controls, and sustain the fraudulent act 

without detection. We apply this framework to the humanitarian context to 

analyze how each element manifests in high-complexity operations. 

Pressure. Humanitarian workers and officials can face numerous pressures 

that might incentivize corrupt behavior. Financial pressure is one common 

aspect: national staff in crisis zones may have low salaries while supporting 

extended families, creating temptation when large sums of aid pass through 

their hands. There might also be situational pressures – for example, an 

employee might incur personal debts due to a crisis (medical emergency, 

displacement, etc.) and see fraud as a way out. Beyond personal financial need, 

pressure can be organizational or political. In some cases, field managers feel 

pressured to achieve targets under difficult conditions; a logistics officer 

might resort to paying bribes to local militias to get convoys through, or an 

aid distributor might inflate beneficiary numbers to meet donor expectations.  

While these actions are improper, the individuals justify them as responding 

to overwhelming pressure to deliver results or maintain security. Political and 

social pressures are also significant: local staff might be pressured by 

community or clan networks to favor certain groups, or by superiors to “look 

the other way” in exchange for peace with power brokers. In conflict settings, 

the threat of violence can directly pressure aid staff into colluding with armed 

groups (e.g. diverting aid to them) as a self-preservation tactic. The Fraud 

Diamond’s pressure element thus can take many forms in humanitarian 

operations, ranging from economic hardship to coercion. Recognizing these 

pressures is important for designing mitigation – e.g., ensuring staff are paid 
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a fair wage, rotating staff out of their home areas to reduce nepotism pressure, 

and backing staff who refuse to bend rules under local political demands. 

Opportunity. Opportunity in the Fraud Diamond refers to the situations that 

allow fraud to occur – essentially the weaknesses or gaps in controls. 

Humanitarian operations, especially in emergency onset, unfortunately 

present a rich environment of opportunity for fraudsters. Multiple factors 

contribute to this: the volume of resources moves quickly, oversight 

mechanisms (like audits or monitoring visits) might lag behind disbursements, 

and the urgency to save lives can mean that normal checks are bypassed. Some 

common opportunity areas in humanitarian contexts include: procurement 

(local purchases of relief goods under time pressure may bypass competitive 

bidding, enabling kickbacks or inflated pricing); cash handling (in 

emergencies, significant cash is sometimes used for purchases or as direct 

aid, creating opportunities for skimming or theft if not properly safeguarded); 

and beneficiary selection (the creation of beneficiary lists often relies on local 

leaders or staff who can insert “ghost” recipients or demand bribes from 

genuine beneficiaries to include them).  

Corruption risks can be identified at virtually every stage of the humanitarian 

programme cycle – for example, in needs assessment, officials might inflate 

numbers to attract more aid; during implementation, staff might accept bribes 

to divert relief items; in monitoring and reporting, data might be manipulated 

to conceal diversions. All these are concrete illustrations of opportunity. As an 

example, if powerful individuals in a community manipulate beneficiary lists, 

it indicates an opportunity created by weak verification processes or an over-

reliance on local gatekeepers. Similarly, if sub-standard goods are delivered 

by a supplier because procurement staff colluded through bribes, it reflects 

an opportunity arising from poor procurement oversight and possibly lack of 

technical inspection.  

Humanitarian agencies try to plug these gaps by instituting financial controls, 

segregation of duties, verification missions, etc., but in many high-complexity 

environments, oversight is inherently difficult – field sites may be remote or 

insecure, communications are unreliable, and the pressure to spend funds 



 19  
 

quickly is intense. It is worth noting that technology (like digital cash transfers) 

is increasingly employed to reduce opportunities for fraud, though technology 

brings its own new risks (e.g. hacking, digital fraud) which require vigilance. 

Rationalisation. Even when a motivated individual sees an opportunity, most 

people need to morally rationalize a fraudulent act to overcome their 

conscience. In humanitarian operations, common rationalisations might 

include: “I am underpaid for working in such tough conditions, I deserve this 

extra.” Many aid workers make personal sacrifices, and some may feel justified 

in taking a “cut” as compensation. Or they might think, “This organization 

wastes so much money on overhead, a little diversion to help my relatives 

won’t hurt.” Others rationalize corruption as culturally acceptable or necessary 

– “everyone local does it, it’s how things get done here.” A particularly 

dangerous rationalization in conflict zones is the idea that diverting some aid 

to armed groups or authorities is acceptable as the “cost of doing business” 

to reach those in need. There is also the Robin Hood-esque rationalization: 

“The donor is rich, but my community is poor – I’ll redirect some aid to those 

whom I judge need it more (even if not in the plan).” This blurs into corruption 

when done for personal or political agenda rather than the agreed criteria.  

The rationalisation element is deeply tied to organisational culture. If an 

agency’s culture strongly emphasizes ethics and condemns corruption, 

potential fraudsters have a harder time rationalizing their acts as normal or 

benign. If the culture is lax or leadership signals that results matter more than 

methods, it implicitly provides rationalisation fodder: “As long as we hit our 

targets, HQ doesn’t care how.” Rationalisation is also combated by clear codes 

of conduct and ethical training that confront common excuses. For example, 

training can debunk the notion that “everyone does it” by showing the harm 

even small corruption does to operations and reputation. Encouraging a sense 

of accountability to beneficiaries (e.g. through direct interaction and hearing 

their stories) can also undercut the psychological distance that fraudsters 

create when they tell themselves their act is victimless. In sum, humanitarian 

agencies must anticipate and counter the likely rationalisations their staff or 

partners might use. This includes ensuring that when misdeeds are 
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discovered, there are consequences – seeing peers face discipline helps dispel 

the rationalisation that rules won’t be enforced or that corruption is low-risk. 

Capability. The addition of capability in the Fraud Diamond draws attention to 

the perpetrator’s personal ability to carry out fraud and keep it hidden. In a 

humanitarian context, who are the people capable of significant fraud? They 

are often individuals in positions of trust and technical expertise: finance 

officers, logistic managers, procurement specialists, or heads of sub-offices. 

These individuals have access and know-how to manipulate records, override 

controls, or influence others. Capability includes traits like being adept at 

deception, being able to remain calm under pressure (to avoid raising 

suspicion), and having the authority or technical skill to exploit systems. A 

notable example is when a head of finance in a field mission embezzles funds 

by creating fake vendor accounts; to do this and not be caught immediately, 

they need knowledge of the finance system, perhaps the ability to forge 

documents, and the confidence to carry out the scheme over time. Capability 

also often means the person is in the right position or has accumulated 

enough influence. Wolfe and Hermanson famously noted that a fraud 

perpetrator often must be the “right person” with the necessary traits and in 

the right role to bring a large fraud to fruition. In humanitarian operations, 

this could mean a logistician who realizes they can divert fuel deliveries 

because they control the transport paperwork, or an ICT officer who finds they 

can manipulate a beneficiary database to create fake entries for cash aid.  

Not everyone could do these things – the average field worker wouldn’t know 

how to engineer such frauds – so those who do are leveraging a combination 

of role-specific knowledge and personal ingenuity. 

Recognizing capability as a factor has implications for risk management: 

agencies should pay special attention to positions of trust and ensure robust 

vetting, rotation, and oversight for those roles. It also means building internal 

controls that do not over-rely on any single individual’s honesty or skill. For 

instance, critical tasks might require dual authorization (to prevent one 

capable rogue actor from acting alone). Capacity building and certification of 

key staff can be double-edged: one wants competent staff, but also must 
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ensure they are trustworthy, as increased capability could facilitate larger 

fraud if paired with ill intent. Therefore, integrity assessments, background 

checks, and creating a culture where high-capability staff are also high-

integrity staff are essential. 

In applying the Fraud Diamond model, an organization can perform a 

structured risk analysis: consider each element in the specific operational 

context. For example, take a large refugee assistance project: What pressures 

exist on our staff (financial or political)? What opportunities are present 

(perhaps weak inventory controls in the warehouse)? How might someone 

rationalize theft (maybe by claiming refugees won’t miss a few items for 

themselves)? Who has the capability to orchestrate a theft (warehouse 

manager, possibly in collusion with guards)? By asking these questions, we 

cover more ground than the Fraud Triangle alone would. Notably, the Fraud 

Diamond’s focus on capability reminds managers not to become complacent 

simply because pressures and opportunities are addressed; one must also 

consider the human element of who might attempt to game even a mostly 

well-controlled system. Using the Fraud Diamond leads to a heightened 

perception of risk. In humanitarian settings, this could translate to more 

vigorous checks on powerful field managers or more skepticism of “too good 

to be true” performance that might indicate hidden manipulation. The goal, of 

course, is not paranoia but preparedness: by understanding the interplay of 

pressure, opportunity, rationalisation, and capability, humanitarian 

organizations can tailor their integrity systems to address all four – reducing 

incentives for fraud, closing off avenues of opportunity, undermining potential 

rationalisations through a strong ethical culture, and carefully monitoring 

those individuals in a position to exploit the system. 

b. Evolving Risk Factors in Humanitarian Contexts  

The landscape of humanitarian operations is continuously evolving, and with 

it, the nature of fraud and corruption risks also changes. New operational 

modalities, technologies, and approaches to aid have brought great benefits 

but also introduced novel vulnerabilities. In this section, we discuss some of 



 22  
 

the key evolving risk factors in high-complexity humanitarian operations, 

building on current trends and recent experiences. 

A prominent trend in the last decade is the push for “localization” – shifting 

more power and funding to local humanitarian actors (national NGOs, 

community-based organizations, local governments). This is a positive 

movement for empowerment and sustainability, but it also complicates 

integrity oversight. Where previously a donor might deal with one international 

NGO, now the funds may be channeled through that NGO to several local 

partners, each with varying capacity for financial management and corruption 

prevention. Local NGOs often operate in the same fragile environment but with 

fewer resources to dedicate to robust anti-fraud controls, and they may face 

intense local pressures (from clan leaders, for example) that international staff 

are somewhat insulated from. 

Local organizations sometimes feel held to a “higher standard” by donors – a 

single fraud case can lead to blacklisting – whereas larger international 

agencies might weather similar issues more smoothly. This discrepancy can 

create tensions and potentially disincentivize transparency (a local NGO might 

be fearful of coming forward about a fraud for fear of severe punishment). The 

risk here is twofold: on one hand, inadequate controls at some local partners 

might allow more leakage; on the other hand, over-zealous punitive 

approaches by donors might drive problems underground. Balancing support 

and oversight is crucial. Donors and international intermediaries need to 

invest in capacity-building for local partners on integrity (training in financial 

controls, providing tools like accounting software or guidelines on preventing 

corruption). Moreover, the playing field of accountability needs leveling: 

developing harmonized standards (as discussed earlier) that apply to all 

implementers and scaling consequences to be fair and remedial rather than 

disproportionately punishing smaller actors. 

Humanitarian operations in conflict zones or areas controlled by non-state 

armed groups continue to be among the highest risk for corruption. These 

environments present what might be called “systemic corruption risks” – it is 

not just individuals, but structures, such as armed factions or local power 
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brokers, that actively seek to capture aid resources. In Syria, Yemen, parts of 

Somalia, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and other complex emergencies, 

aid diversion by elites or combatants has been a recurring issue. For example, 

in Somalia, certain gatekeepers have historically manipulated refugee camp 

registrations to create ghost beneficiaries, diverting food aid, while 

demanding cuts from cooperating staff. In Yemen, both Houthi authorities in 

the north and patronage networks in the south have at times tried to control 

aid distribution lists and demand bribes or “taxes” on aid goods. These are 

not isolated fraud events but rather endemic risks that require a strategic 

response. The Fraud Diamond still applies – local officials might feel pressure 

to support their militia, see opportunity in weak oversight, rationalize that aid 

is a resource to which they are entitled, and certainly have capability by virtue 

of their power – but beyond individuals, the risk is entrenched in political 

economy. Humanitarian actors have started to respond through better context 

analysis (e.g. mapping stakeholders who might try to capture aid), negotiating 

access agreements that include clauses on not interfering with distribution, 

and increasing community monitoring to spot diversion. Yet, in some cases, 

they face ethical quandaries: if the only way to operate is to acquiesce to some 

diversion, is it acceptable to proceed if 80% of aid gets through? The principle 

of impartiality and accountability would suggest agencies should resist such 

diversion, but that can mean halting aid – a lose-lose. There is no easy answer, 

but recognizing evolving risks means openly acknowledging these dilemmas 

and seeking collective solutions, like joint donor stance to back agencies that 

halt programs due to corruption (so the agency isn’t punished financially for 

doing the right thing). 

Technology is rapidly changing humanitarian aid delivery, with widespread 

adoption of digital tools such as electronic cash transfers (via mobile money 

or prepaid cards), biometrics for beneficiary identification, and data 

management systems for tracking aid in real time. These advancements can 

reduce certain traditional risks – for instance, digital cash transfers can 

eliminate the need for handling physical cash (reducing theft) and biometric 

verification can curb ghost beneficiary schemes by tying aid to unique 
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individuals. However, they also introduce new fraud and cybersecurity risks. 

Hackers or colluding insiders could manipulate digital beneficiary databases, 

diverting payments to dummy accounts. There have been cases of fraudsters 

exploiting weaknesses in mobile money distribution platforms or stealing SIM 

cards designated for beneficiaries.  

The volume of data collected (e.g. fingerprints, iris scans) also raises issues of 

data integrity and confidentiality – corruption could occur if someone sells 

beneficiary data for profit. Aid agencies now must consider IT security as part 

of their integrity system, requiring new skill sets. The risk of “tech-savvy” fraud 

is on the rise; for example, the emergence of new technologies necessitates 

stronger controls and oversight since fraudsters adapt to these tools. A future 

scenario might involve AI: perhaps automated decision systems for aid 

targeting could be tampered with by those who understand the algorithms. 

Thus, evolving risk management now overlaps with cybersecurity and digital 

governance. Agencies need to invest in secure systems, regular audits of 

digital processes, and upskilling staff to detect anomalies (like unusual 

patterns in electronic distributions that could signal manipulation). The 

humanitarian sector is indeed exploring some solutions like blockchain for 

supply chain transparency, though those come with their own questions of 

feasibility and oversight. 

Humanitarian logistics and supply chains have grown more elaborate, often 

involving international procurement, local procurement, long storage, and 

transport over difficult terrain. With that complexity comes risk in every link. 

New risk factors in supply chains include the involvement of local transport 

militias or cartels (who may demand fees or steal portions of cargo), difficulty 

in tracking goods end-to-end in real time, and challenges in conducting 

monitoring visits due to insecurity (inspectors can’t easily travel to check 

warehouses in active conflict). To combat this, some agencies employ satellite 

tracking for shipments or require GPS logs for trucks. Those technologies can 

indeed flag deviations (a truck taking an odd detour, or a distribution site 

where reported numbers don’t match expected patterns), enabling proactive 

inquiry. However, technology is a tool, not a panacea; it must be 
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complemented by human verification and robust response protocols when 

anomalies arise. 

On the external side, donors themselves face political and public pressures 

that indirectly affect fraud risk management. In an era of budget austerity and 

increased skepticism of foreign aid in some countries, donors are extremely 

sensitive to reports of corruption in aid – even relatively small cases can 

become political flashpoints. This heightens the stakes for humanitarian 

organizations: the scrutiny is intense, and fear of funding cuts or reputational 

damage might paradoxically encourage some to hide problems rather than 

address them openly. The evolving risk here is reputational risk turning into 

operational risk: if agencies fail to manage fraud properly, they may face 

funding withdrawals that cripple their programs. But if they swing to the other 

extreme, spending an outsized share of resources on bureaucratic controls to 

appease donor audits, they could become less effective in their mission. The 

solution advocated by many experts is balance and transparency. Aid groups 

should be candid with donors about the real risks and the incidents that occur, 

treating them as a common problem to solve rather than a shameful secret. 

Some donors have shown willingness to support corrective action plans if 

agencies come forward transparently.  

Humanitarian action is expanding into areas like anticipatory action (releasing 

aid based on forecasted disasters) and integrating with climate change 

adaptation projects. These bring new stakeholders and funding streams, such 

as parametric insurance payouts or multi-donor trust funds for climate-related 

disasters. The complexity of triggers and the urgency to act before a disaster 

can create opportunities for gaming the system – for instance, if a certain 

trigger (like a metric of drought) releases funds, there could be pressure on 

data or reporting to hit that trigger. Additionally, coordination between 

humanitarian and development funding in protracted crises can blur 

accountability lines. For example, a program might have a humanitarian 

component delivering relief and a longer-term component building 

infrastructure.  
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Overlap of funding sources can make tracing money harder and might allow 

double-funding schemes if not careful (an unscrupulous actor could charge 

expenses to two different donors). Keeping fraud defences strong in these 

innovative approaches is an evolving challenge. It calls for building anti-

corruption considerations into new programme designs from the ground up, 

rather than retrofitting them later. 

In conclusion, as humanitarian operations evolve, so do corruption risks. The 

fundamental drivers explained by the Fraud Diamond remain, but the context 

in which they play out is ever-changing. This demands that risk assessments 

be continually updated and that integrity systems remain agile. Humanitarian 

organizations must stay ahead of fraudsters by anticipating how changes in 

their work – whether it’s partnering more locally, using new tech, or 

responding to new types of crises – might open doors for malfeasance. The 

next section will discuss how moving beyond reactive investigations to 

proactive integrity measures is one keyway to manage these complex and 

shifting risks. By investing in forward-looking reviews and adaptive advisory 

functions, agencies can catch problems early and adjust controls in near-real-

time to the changing risk environment.  

3. From Reactive Investigations to Proactive Integrity  

a. Limits of Reactive Investigations  

Traditionally, many humanitarian organizations have relied on a reactive 

posture to combat fraud and corruption. This typically involves waiting for red 

flags or allegations to surface – often via whistleblower reports, audits, or 

media exposés – and then launching investigations to confirm the misconduct 

and sanction the perpetrators. While investigative capacity is undoubtedly an 

essential component of any integrity system, a purely reactive approach has 

significant limitations in the humanitarian context. One major limitation is 

timing: by the time a fraud is detected and investigated, the damage is usually 

already done – funds may be long gone, aid not delivered, and trust eroded. 

Investigations, especially large complex ones, take time, during which the 



 27  
 

affected project might be suspended or compromised. In an emergency relief 

operation, delays or losses directly translate to human impact (e.g. a pause in 

food distribution because of a corruption probe could mean hunger for 

thousands). Reactive investigations are fundamentally after-the-fact, 

addressing the symptoms of integrity failure rather than its root causes. 

Another limitation is that investigations tend to focus on individual culpability 

(“who did it?”) more than systemic weaknesses. They often result in firing or 

disciplining wrongdoers – which is necessary – but may not always result in 

holistic fixes if not coupled with broader analysis. There can be a false sense 

of resolution after punishing a corrupt staff member, while the underlying 

control environment that allowed the fraud might remain deficient. In 

humanitarian organizations that handle dozens of projects across countries, 

chasing cases one by one can become a game of “whack-a-mole” unless 

lessons are aggregated and fed into prevention. Moreover, investigations are 

typically resource-intensive and can overwhelm an organization’s capacity if 

incidents are frequent. 

For example, a mid-sized NGO might only have one or two investigators; if 

multiple fraud cases erupt simultaneously in different field offices, they simply 

cannot address all promptly, leading to backlog and prolonged exposure. 

A notable insight into the limits of reactive detection is how most fraud is 

initially discovered. Studies consistently show that whistleblower tips are the 

leading method by which fraud comes to light, far outpacing discovery by 

audits or controls. Humanitarian agencies mirror this trend: many corruption 

cases in the UN or NGOs have been uncovered because an insider had the 

courage to report, or occasionally due to investigative journalism. While tips 

are invaluable, relying on them is inherently reactive and somewhat passive; 

it assumes someone will notice and speak up. If an organization’s culture 

discourages speaking up (as discussed earlier), many incidents might never 

be reported at all. This implies that a reactive system could be catching only 

the tip of the iceberg – cases where someone happened to report or an 

egregious error was spotted – while more subtle or collusive fraud schemes 

remain hidden. 
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Reactive investigations also struggle in environments with limited oversight 

reach, such as conflict zones. 

If investigators cannot safely travel to a field site to examine records or 

interview people due to security constraints, their work is impeded. There have 

been instances in which aid organizations suspected something was amiss but 

could not deploy an investigation team until months later when the situation 

permitted – by then evidence might be lost or tampered with. Additionally, the 

mere act of investigation in volatile areas can have serious repercussions: it 

might tip off power brokers, putting staff at risk of retaliation, or create 

community unrest if not handled discreetly. In such cases, quietly preventing 

or detecting issues before they balloon (through remote monitoring or 

proactive checks) may avoid the need for a large visible investigation that 

could destabilize local relationships. 

An organisational consequence of focusing predominantly on reactive 

investigations is a potential culture of fear or cover-up. Field managers, 

knowing they will be held to account only when something comes to light, 

might feel incentivized to hide problems rather than confront them. A cycle 

can ensue where issues are swept under the rug until they explode, at which 

point the reaction is drastic (funding suspensions, mass firings), which in turn 

reinforces the next generation of managers to conceal problems. This cycle is 

clearly unhealthy and ultimately undermines humanitarian objectives by 

allowing corruption to persist in the shadows.  

In summary, while reactive investigations are a vital tool for accountability 

(and will always be needed for enforcement and deterrence), they are 

insufficient as the primary strategy for ensuring integrity in humanitarian 

operations. The sector has learned that to truly protect aid resources and 

maintain donor and public trust, a shift toward proactive and preventive 

measures is necessary. The next sub-sections will explore how some 

organizations are making this shift – through Proactive Integrity Reviews (PIRs) 

and through integrating advisory and preventive functions alongside 

investigative ones – and how these approaches address the shortcomings 

outlined here. 
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b. Proactive Integrity Reviews (PIRs)  

Proactive Integrity Reviews (PIRs) represent a forward-looking approach to 

fraud risk management that several leading multilateral organizations have 

adopted in recent years. Unlike a reactive investigation triggered by a known 

allegation, a PIR is an initiated review of operations or programmes that are 

not (yet) under suspicion, with the aim of proactively detecting any signs of 

fraud, corruption or control weaknesses that could lead to wrongdoing. 

In essence, PIRs serve as a kind of “anti-fraud audit” focused on prevention 

and early detection rather than on building a case for sanctions. 

Proactive Integrity Reviews can be undertaken to proactively detect the risk of 

fraud, corruption and wrongdoings, test preventive and detective anti-fraud 

controls, and mitigate possible financial and reputational risks. In practice, 

this means an oversight office identifies certain operations – perhaps a high-

value emergency program, or a country office with known challenging context 

– and conducts a deep dive review even if no specific fraud has been reported 

there. They assess how well controls are functioning on the ground, perform 

targeted testing (for example, surprise inventory checks, cross-verification of 

distribution lists with community feedback, data analytics on transactions to 

spot anomalies), and then provide management with findings. If they discover 

suspicious transactions or patterns, those might be referred to a formal 

investigation. But equally important, even if no outright fraud is found, the PIR 

might reveal gaps (say, that staff are not following procurement rules, or that 

record-keeping is inconsistent) which are red flags for potential fraud. 

Management can then immediately act on these “weak signals” to tighten 

procedures before they enable a large loss.  

First, PIRs are risk-based – an organization should deploy them in areas with 

higher inherent risk (due to volume of aid, known corruption in local context, 

complexity of operation, etc.). Second, PIRs look at controls – they are 

diagnostic on whether anti-fraud measures are working. For example, a PIR 

might look at a cash assistance program and verify if beneficiary identities are 

properly authenticated and whether any patterns of duplicate payments exist. 
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Or a PIR in a logistics operation might simulate a procurement and see if any 

staff solicit kickbacks or might trace a sample of deliveries to ensure no 

diversion. This goes beyond what standard internal audits do, as audits look 

broadly at compliance and efficiency, whereas PIRs zero in on fraud scenarios. 

Several international institutions have embraced similar concepts. The World 

Bank’s Integrity Vice Presidency historically focused on investigations, but the 

global anti-fraud community (including bodies like the European Investment 

Bank’s Inspectorate General where an author worked) has increasingly 

discussed proactive “fraud detection reviews”. The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, 

Tuberculosis and Malaria – an organization heavily reliant on local 

implementers – also initiated an approach to proactively review high-risk 

grants to detect fraud early, learning from peers about models for PIRs as 

noted in their annual reports.  

In the UN system, besides WFP, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) 

and others have reported undertaking proactive reviews. 

PIRs are not about catching thieves in the act (though that may happen), but 

about giving management actionable insights to shore up integrity in a timely 

manner, ideally avoiding a scandal. The methodology of a PIR often involves a 

multi-disciplinary team – individuals with investigative experience, internal 

auditors, and subject-matter experts. They may use data analytics, sifting 

through transaction datasets for patterns like rounding of invoices, repetitive 

winners of bids, or unusual concentrations of aid distribution in certain areas 

(which might suggest ghost beneficiaries). They also frequently involve field 

visits to do verifications on-site. For instance, in a PIR of a shelter 

reconstruction project, the team might physically inspect a sample of houses 

to see if they were built to spec (ensuring no materials were diverted), cross-

check beneficiary identities against the list, and interview some recipients to 

confirm they received the intended aid without extortion or favoritism. This 

proactive fieldwork can uncover issues that paper reviews miss, such as 

noticing that multiple reconstructed houses are owned by relatives of a local 

official (hinting at nepotism), or that community members report having to 

pay a “fee” to get on the beneficiary list (indicating bribery).  
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When a PIR identifies potential wrongdoing, it usually triggers a referral. This 

ensures that any concrete suspicions are pursued with the rigor of a formal 

investigation process, including due process for accused individuals. But 

crucially, even if no cases are identified, the findings of a PIR still feed into 

strengthening the system. It might recommend, for example, that the 

programme implement segregation of duties in cash distribution (because the 

PIR found one person was both approving and disbursing), or that the partner 

NGO’s staff get additional training on procurement rules. 

An illustrative outcome from a proactive review could be the identification of 

a vulnerability like weak inventory management that hadn’t yet resulted in 

theft but clearly could. Management can treat that as a near-miss and act. In 

a reactive world, they would only act after an inventory loss happened and was 

investigated; PIRs accelerate the correction cycle. Some humanitarian 

organizations have reported that proactive audits/reviews have saved 

substantial amounts by detecting anomalies early. While much of this is 

internal and confidential, anecdotal evidence includes finding dormant bank 

accounts with donor funds that a field office hadn’t reported or discovering 

that a supplier’s documents were forged before a contract was paid out.  

One of the strengths of PIRs is also in building a culture of vigilance. When 

staff know that such reviews occur, even randomly, they are likely to be more 

scrupulous in following procedures (the same logic as random spot-checks 

improving compliance). It also sends a message that the organization cares 

not just about punishing fraud, but about preventing it and helping staff do 

the right thing. Some staff, initially wary of PIRs (viewing them as surprise 

inspections), come to appreciate that the reviewers often help them identify 

inefficiencies or risks they themselves were concerned about. For example, a 

country director might request a PIR because they feel uncomfortable about 

some processes but lack evidence – the PIR provides an independent check 

and concrete recommendations to strengthen processes. 

There are challenges to implementing PIRs. They require resources and skilled 

personnel who can be spared from urgent workloads to do these reviews. Not 

every NGO can afford a dedicated anti-fraud unit; donors and large agencies 
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might need to assist smaller partners in this area. There’s also the risk of “false 

positives” – a proactive review might flag something suspicious that turns out 

innocuous, potentially causing undue alarm. Careful calibration and 

professionalism are needed to handle such cases discreetly.  

Additionally, PIRs should not be seen as a panacea; they work best as part of 

a broader risk management strategy. They complement but do not replace 

strong internal controls or the need for reactive investigations when issues do 

surface. 

Overall, Proactive Integrity Reviews mark a significant evolution in integrity 

systems, reflecting a shift from being merely reactive to being anticipatory and 

preventive. The concept aligns well with the humanitarian principle of “do no 

harm” – in this case, do no harm to the aid itself by catching problems before 

they can do harm to the beneficiaries or the organization’s mission. As 

proactive approaches mature, we may see them become standard practice, 

much like regular financial audits. In fact, one could envisage a future where 

major humanitarian operations have embedded “real-time integrity 

monitoring” akin to PIRs continuously running in the background. The next 

subsection will consider how organizations are structurally integrating such 

preventative efforts with their investigative and advisory functions to create a 

robust, all-around integrity system. 

c. Integrating Advisory and Preventative Functions  

A recurring theme in modernizing integrity systems is the need to break down 

silos and integrate the various functions that collectively uphold integrity: 

investigations, audits, risk management, compliance advisory, and training. 

Historically, many organizations treated investigations as a standalone, after-

the-fact unit – an office that steps in only when things go wrong. However, 

leading practice now suggests that the investigative function should closely 

interface with advisory and preventative roles to form a more holistic integrity 

ecosystem. 

One way to achieve this is structurally. Some organizations have their Office 

of Inspector General encompassing internal audit, investigations, and advisory 
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services under one roof, facilitating information flow between them. In such 

an arrangement, lessons from investigations feed into audits and advisories: 

for example, if multiple investigations reveal procurement fraud in different 

countries, the audit side can incorporate a focus on procurement controls in 

upcoming audits, and the advisory side can develop new guidance or training 

on procurement integrity. Conversely, issues spotted in audits or proactive 

reviews can tip off investigators to potential wrongdoing. 

This integration prevents the common failure where auditors see something 

suspicious but don’t flag it as an investigation lead, or investigators close a 

case without anyone extracting and disseminating the preventive lesson from 

it. 

Advisory functions in the context of integrity typically mean experts who help 

management design and implement anti-fraud and corruption measures, 

provide input on policies, and advise on specific risk questions. For instance, 

if a country office is about to roll out a large cash transfer program, an 

integrity advisor might help ensure appropriate controls are built in from the 

start (e.g. due diligence on financial service providers, robust reconciliation 

processes, etc.). Similarly, advisory services might entail crafting 

improvements like conflict of interest policies or whistleblower procedures 

and training staff in their use. Integrating this advisory capacity with 

investigations ensures that advice is grounded in real-world vulnerabilities 

that investigations have uncovered. Duncan Smith’s experience at the 

European Investment Bank (EIB) highlighted this synergy: at EIB he advised on 

prevention and settlements while also dealing with investigations, allowing 

him to see both where controls failed and how to negotiate systemic 

improvements as part of resolving cases. 

Another facet of integration is in decision-making processes. In a well-

integrated system, when serious misconduct is found, it triggers not only 

disciplinary action but also a requirement for a management response plan to 

address any control failures revealed. Many organizations now have oversight 

committees that review investigation findings and then task relevant units (HR, 

operations, finance) to implement recommendations (for example, tightening 
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vendor vetting, or improving staff screening if nepotism was an issue). By 

formalizing this loop, the organization treats every incident as an opportunity 

to strengthen itself. Some even require a follow-up audit after a major fraud 

to ensure recommendations were implemented – a practice that blurs the line 

between investigation and audit in a productive way. 

There is also a strong argument for integrating integrity risk management into 

general organisational risk management frameworks. For instance, many 

humanitarian NGOs maintain a risk register for each project or country, 

covering risks from security to financial to reputational. If corruption risks are 

systematically included in those registers and updated with input from both 

compliance advisors and investigators (who know where issues have arisen 

before), then integrity risk management becomes part and parcel of everyday 

management, rather than a separate silo. 

This also can elevate the profile of integrity issues – a country director 

discussing overall risks will consider corruption alongside other risks, instead 

of only reacting once it becomes a crisis. 

One practical example of structural integration can be found in some 

multilateral development banks and UN agencies that have started issuing not 

just investigation reports but also advisory notes to management on 

improving controls. The offices handling this may be the same that do 

investigations but wearing a different hat. For instance, after an investigation 

into misuse of funds in a livelihood project, an integrity office might issue an 

advisory note on how to better structure cash-for-work programs, benefitting 

all country offices, not just the one investigated. This transforms isolated 

knowledge into institutional learning. 

Another aspect is training and awareness – often managed by ethics or training 

departments but ideally informed by investigators and auditors’ experience. 

When advisory, audit, and investigation teams coordinate, they can identify 

trends and target training accordingly. Say a spike in cases of collusion with 

vendors is noted; an integrated approach would develop a training module for 

procurement staff on how to spot and prevent collusion, incorporating real 



 35  
 

case anecdotes (anonymized) to drive the point home. Ethical leadership (as 

discussed earlier) then plays a role in mandating and championing such 

training. 

Whistleblower protection is worth highlighting here as a preventive-advisory 

matter that intersects with investigations. A robust system encourages reports 

and protects reporters, which directly feeds the investigative function with 

information. If the advisory arm of an integrity system ensures whistleblower 

policies are strong and known to staff, and maybe even provides advice on 

how to handle reports (for instance, advising field managers on how to 

respond when a staff member comes to them with a concern), it leads to more 

effective case detection. Investigators rely on that, and in turn can advise if 

they see gaps (like if reporters often remain anonymous out of fear, it indicates 

trust needs building; the advisory function might then focus on 

communication to staff about protections). 

One progressive idea some organizations consider is embedding integrity 

advisors within operational teams (especially during major emergency 

responses) similarly to how security advisors or gender advisors are 

embedded. For example, in a large sudden-onset disaster response, along with 

surge teams for logistics and medical care, an organization might deploy an 

integrity advisor to the field coordination, whose sole job is to continuously 

scan for risks, advise decision-makers in real time, and liaise with 

headquarters if any proactive review or immediate investigation is warranted. 

This idea reflects a maturing understanding that integrity is as important to 

mission success as technical expertise. 

Integrating advisory and preventative functions also helps address what we 

noted as a limitation of reactive investigations: the tendency for punitive 

measures without systemic fixes. If the same department (or at least the same 

framework of governance) that handles investigations also issues 

recommendations and supports management to implement them, there is 

continuity from finding to fixing. This can be reinforced by oversight from 

senior governance bodies – for instance, many organizations have audit or 

oversight committees on their boards that now expect to see not just 
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investigation statistics, but also how management is preventing future 

occurrences. 

The integration approach is not without difficulties. It requires a collaborative 

culture; traditionally, investigators might have been ex-law enforcement with 

a mindset of secrecy, while auditors and advisors might be more collaborative. 

Bridging these differences requires clear mandates and leadership support. It 

also requires ensuring that the preventive side has sufficient clout – in some 

bureaucracies, the “real” action was seen in enforcement, and advisory roles 

might be sidelined unless actively empowered. Modern integrity professionals 

need a blend of skills: investigative acumen and the ability to communicate 

and advise on improvements.  

In conclusion, integrating advisory and preventative functions with reactive 

investigations creates a virtuous cycle: investigations identify what went 

wrong; preventive/advisory folks help make it right going forward; P.I.R.s 

confirm improvements or spot new issues; and all sides learn from each other. 

Such a 360-degree integrity system is better equipped to adapt and respond 

to the dynamic challenges in humanitarian operations. It treats corruption risk 

management as a continuous process rather than a series of fire-fights. In the 

next section, we build upon these ideas to present broader systemic 

recommendations – effectively synthesizing our analysis into concrete steps 

humanitarian organizations and the sector at large can take to embed integrity 

more deeply and ensure institutional learning. 

4. Systemic Recommendations and Institutional Learning  

a. Strengthening Preventative Frameworks  

The first set of recommendations focuses on bolstering the preventative 

aspects of integrity systems in humanitarian operations. Prevention is widely 

regarded as the most cost-effective and impact-maximizing strategy in anti-

corruption: it is better to prevent fraud before it happens than to deal with the 

aftermath. Based on our analysis, humanitarian organizations should develop 

comprehensive preventative frameworks that are context-specific and 

dynamic. This begins with conducting regular fraud risk assessments for each 
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major operation or country program. Such risk assessments should employ 

the Fraud Diamond model as a tool – explicitly considering pressures, 

opportunities, rationalisations, and capabilities. By doing so, organizations 

can map out likely schemes (e.g., in a food distribution program, one might 

foresee risks like diversion by staff (opportunity) motivated by economic 

hardship (pressure) and rationalized by local norms of patronage, potentially 

executed by a well-placed logistics officer (capability). Once identified, risks 

should have corresponding mitigation measures documented in a fraud risk 

management plan. A preventative framework also means having robust 

internal controls that are suited to the field reality. Basic controls like 

segregation of duties, proper authorizations, verified record-keeping, and 

physical safeguards of assets (e.g., secure warehouses, fuel locks) must be 

adapted even to austere environments. Where staffing is thin, creative 

measures like cross-program peer reviews (staff from one project checking 

another’s inventories) or engaging community observers can supplement 

internal controls. Donors have a role in supporting this – they should fund 

administrative overheads sufficiently to allow strong controls, rather than 

pressuring agencies to cut “back-office” costs at the expense of oversight 

capacity. 

Another preventative element is awareness and training. We recommend that 

all humanitarian workers, from senior managers to field assistants, receive 

regular training on identifying and preventing fraud and corruption. 

This training should be practical and scenario-based, reflecting real challenges 

staff might face (such as being asked for bribes at checkpoints, or noticing a 

colleague falsifying timesheets). Emphasis must be on personal responsibility 

and the message that integrity is everyone’s business. Codes of Conduct need 

to be not only signed but understood; case studies of breaches and their 

consequences can drive lessons home. Moreover, linking integrity to 

humanitarian outcomes in training (explaining, for example, how corruption 

in an emergency can cost lives) helps staff see it as part of their core mission, 

not a bureaucratic add-on. 
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Organizations should also invest in technology for prevention. Simple 

management information systems that track aid flows can flag discrepancies 

early. Beneficiary management systems that prevent duplicate entries or flag 

unusual registration patterns (like many beneficiaries sharing a phone 

number) can nip fraud in the bud. Inventory management tools using barcodes 

and regular reconciliations can quickly highlight losses. Some agencies are 

exploring blockchain to create immutable records of transactions accessible 

to stakeholders; if widely adopted, this could deter tampering. Nevertheless, 

technology is a complement, not a substitute, and should be part of a larger 

framework including human oversight and review. 

Crucially, a preventative approach must be responsive to early warnings. We 

recommend establishing integrity early warning mechanisms. This could 

include hotlines not just for whistleblowers but for any stakeholder (including 

beneficiaries and contractors) to voice concerns or suspicions. Community 

feedback mechanisms – an increasingly common feature in humanitarian 

programs – should include specific prompts about corruption or unfair 

practices, and agencies should monitor this feedback for patterns. For 

example, multiple complaints from beneficiaries about having to pay for aid 

are an early warning that needs immediate action. In this vein, organizations 

might benefit from forming small integrity action teams that can be rapidly 

deployed to investigate and resolve early warning signs on the ground before 

they escalate. A rapid deployment could be something short of a formal 

investigation but more than routine monitoring, to understand and respond 

to issues. 

Finally, on prevention, we recommend that donors and oversight bodies 

measure and incentivize prevention efforts, not just reactive metrics. 

Currently, success in anti-corruption is often measured by number of 

investigations done or sanctions applied. While those are important, equally 

important is measuring reductions in incidents over time, increased staff and 

beneficiary trust (perhaps measured via surveys), and improved risk ratings of 

operations due to strengthened controls. Donors could require a section in 
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reports about preventative actions taken, which would push agencies to 

prioritize these actions.  

The overall shift needed is cultural: seeing anti-corruption not as catching 

thieves, but as building systems where thievery is hard to do and easy to 

detect, thereby dissuading it in the first place. 

b. Harmonizing Terminology and Tools Across Agencies  

As discussed earlier, a harmonized approach across humanitarian 

organizations can significantly strengthen integrity efforts. We therefore 

recommend that the major humanitarian actors convene a working group or 

task force on Integrity in Humanitarian Operations to develop a common set 

of terminology, standards, and possibly shared tools. This could take 

inspiration from the multilateral development banks’ Uniform Framework, 

tailoring it to humanitarian specifics.  

A key output should be a glossary of terms defining fraud, corruption, 

collusion, coercion, embezzlement, etc., in ways that all agencies agree upon. 

It might seem semantic, but clarity in language ensures everyone is on the 

same page about what constitutes a reportable incident. For instance, if one 

NGO calls theft of aid “misappropriation” and another “fraud,” staff might be 

confused about what to report. A common lexicon, disseminated widely, 

would help. This glossary can be incorporated into each organization’s 

internal policies. 

Beyond terminology, harmonization can extend to shared training curricula 

and certification. Humanitarian networks could establish integrity training 

modules that all partners take, possibly with accreditation. 

Another tool is shared supplier and staff vetting systems. There have been 

proposals for an aid sector-wide blacklist/whitelist database, where suppliers 

or individuals terminated for fraud in one organization can be flagged to 

others (with due process and legal considerations in mind). Some progress 

has been made (e.g., the UN has an internal vendor sanction list accessible to 

agencies) but expanding this collaboration to NGOs and possibly to donors 
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(so that if a local NGO is found to be corrupt by one donor, others are alerted) 

could prevent recycling of bad actors. 

Harmonization would also benefit from common assessment tools. Donors 

often require organizations to conduct fraud risk assessments or capacity 

assessments of partners. If there were a standard tool or checklist, it could 

save time and ensure consistency. One could imagine, for instance, an 

Integrity Module for partner capacity assessment that multiple agencies use, 

meaning a local partner doesn’t have to be assessed separately by each NGO 

they work with – one robust assessment could suffice if shared, which also 

encourages trust and reduces gaps. 

A further recommendation is that major humanitarian conferences and forums 

(like the IACA Annual Conference where this topic was presented, or 

humanitarian networks) regularly include sessions specifically for sharing 

integrity best practices and updates on harmonization efforts. Keeping the 

issue visible on the collective agenda will drive momentum. 

We also propose exploring the feasibility of a document that agencies could 

voluntarily sign, committing to certain principles and mutual cooperation on 

anti-corruption. This could include commitments like zero tolerance for fraud 

(with a common definition of zero tolerance to mean all allegations are duly 

investigated, not necessarily zero incidents because incidents can happen), 

commitment to transparency with donors and the public about incidents 

(maybe agreeing on thresholds and protocols for disclosure), and commitment 

to support each other (for example, allowing cross-agency investigative 

support if one agency lacks capacity in a country). Such an accord would signal 

unified resolve and might reassure donors and the public that the sector is 

taking a cohesive stance. 

Implementing harmonization will require overcoming competitive and 

proprietary instincts – organizations may worry about reputational risk in 

sharing their issues, or about losing donor favor if they admit problems. 

However, given that corruption in one agency can tarnish trust in all (the public 

often doesn’t distinguish which agency had the scandal – they hear “aid money 
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stolen” and confidence drops broadly), agencies have a collective interest in 

raising standards and being open about it. It is analogous to safety standards 

in the airline industry: airlines compete fiercely, but they cooperate on safety, 

knowing one crash affects confidence in all. The humanitarian sector, one 

could argue, should treat integrity failures as “crashes” to be prevented 

collectively. 

c. Promoting Transparency and Accountability  

Transparency and accountability are both means to and ends of greater 

integrity. We recommend a proactive transparency agenda to accompany 

internal integrity measures. Specifically, humanitarian organizations should 

increase public reporting on their integrity efforts and results. This might 

involve publishing annual summaries of fraud cases detected and handled 

(many NGOs and UN agencies already do in their annual reports to varying 

degrees, but more detail and analysis would help). Such reporting should 

include number of cases, types of fraud, amounts involved, and actions taken 

(while respecting confidentiality and legal constraints on personal data). The 

very act of transparent reporting builds credibility – it shows an organization 

is not sweeping issues under the rug. It can also be a deterrent: if staff and 

partners know that results of fraud (even anonymized) will be reported 

publicly, it underlines seriousness. 

Donors can encourage this by harmonizing their requirements for incident 

reporting. Rather than each donor having separate thresholds and formats, a 

unified approach could establish how and when agencies must inform donors 

of fraud and how that information could be shared among donors. If agencies 

know that honesty will not lead to punitive knee-jerk reactions but to 

constructive support, they are more likely to be transparent. Donors in turn 

must uphold their end by indeed reacting proportionately. For example, if an 

agency self-reports a 1% loss of funds due to fraud but shows they managed 

it and improved controls, donors should acknowledge this positively rather 

than respond by cutting funds (which would discourage such honesty). 
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Transparency towards affected populations is equally important. 

Organizations should inform communities about what aid is due and have 

feedback and complaints mechanisms available and accessible. Our 

recommendation is to further integrate anti-corruption messages into 

community engagement: for example, tell beneficiaries during aid 

orientations that all assistance is free, no one should ask for favours or 

payments, and provide them multiple channels to report any abuse (phone, 

help desk, trusted community focal point, etc.). In some settings, literacy or 

phone access is limited, so innovative methods like participatory monitoring 

(community members joining distribution monitoring teams) can improve 

downward accountability. Additionally, where feasible, organizations might 

publicly post project budgets or summaries in local areas (some NGOs have 

posted “billboards” with project entitlements, so people know what’s 

supposed to happen). While full budget transparency can be sensitive, even a 

simplified version – like “this village will get X tons of food for Y households, 

delivered by Z agency” – allows the public to be an ally in integrity, because 

they can question if they see less food than stated. 

Another dimension of accountability is to strengthen external oversight. 

Humanitarian organizations often have internal audit and donor audits, but 

independent scrutiny can add trust. We recommend supporting the role of 

bodies like the UN’s Joint Inspection Unit or independent commissions where 

they exist, to look into systemic issues of corruption in humanitarian 

operations and make recommendations across agencies. Embracing civil 

society’s oversight (for instance, inviting local transparency NGOs to be 

observers in aid distribution or to review aid tracking data) could amplify 

detection of problems. This may feel uncomfortable to agencies but 

partnering with anti-corruption NGOs can improve credibility and provide 

additional channels for accountability. 

In conflict environments, transparency is tricky – too much information may 

jeopardize staff or operations. But even there, principles of humanitarian 

diplomacy and negotiation can emphasize to all parties that corruption and 

fraud impacting aid delivery will not be tolerated. For example, if aid is paused 
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due to diversion, agencies should jointly announce why. This public 

accountability creates pressure on local authorities to cooperate in solutions. 

Finally, the sector should cultivate an open learning culture where failures 

(including corruption incidents) are analyzed objectively and shared for 

improvement. Mechanisms like after-action reviews or lessons-learned 

workshops after a major integrity failure can benefit others. Transparency 

internally – letting staff know what went wrong – is as vital as external 

transparency. If a field office suffered a fraud, headquarters should 

disseminate a case study internally so that other offices can tighten their 

systems and avoid a repeat, effectively turning a negative event into a learning 

opportunity. 

d. Fostering Ethical Leadership and Learning Culture  

The last cluster of recommendations revolves around people and culture – 

arguably the hardest but most impactful area to change.  

To foster ethical leadership, organizations must be deliberate in their 

recruitment, training, and performance management of leaders. We 

recommend integrating integrity criteria into hiring and promotion decisions 

for managerial roles. This could mean requiring reference checks specifically 

regarding a candidate’s ethical conduct and reputation, including perhaps 

consultations with previous colleagues about their tone and actions on 

integrity. Some organizations have started using psychological profiling or 

integrity tests for key positions; while not foolproof, these can flag risk 

tendencies. Once in position, leaders should receive tailored ethics leadership 

training. This is different from general staff training; it focuses on how to 

create an ethical climate, how to respond to ethical dilemmas publicly, and 

how to handle reports of misconduct in a way that encourages trust. Leaders 

may benefit from mentorship or coaching in this area – for example, pairing a 

new country director with a veteran known for high integrity to discuss real 

scenarios. The message from the top must consistently be that integrity is 

fundamental. Leaders should regularly include integrity topics in their staff 

meetings: asking about any concerns, emphasizing that results are never to 
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be achieved at the expense of ethics, etc. These “soft signals” accumulate into 

a strong tone at the top (and middle-management tone, which is equally 

important as they translate policies to practice). 

To reinforce ethical leadership, accountability of leaders themselves must be 

evident. If a senior manager is found to have ignored corruption or worse, 

participated in it, the consequences should be decisive and made known. 

There have been cases in the past where lower-level staff were fired for theft 

but their managers, who might have been negligent, were untouched – this 

can breed cynicism. Holding managers accountable for the integrity of their 

teams (within reason) incentivizes them to proactively manage those issues. 

Some agencies include an objective in managers’ performance plans related 

to maintaining a culture of integrity or implementing compliance measures. 

Institutional learning ties closely with leadership. We recommend establishing 

formal channels for lesson learning from integrity incidents. This might be an 

internal board or committee that reviews every significant case after closure 

to extract what went wrong in the system and what to change. The output 

could be a short memo or briefing sent across the organization. In a sector-

wide sense, perhaps an anonymized lessons database could be maintained by 

a consortium, where organizations contribute scenarios and lessons learned 

(like “Lesson: inadequate separation of finance duties in emergency X led to Y 

fraud; fix: ensure emergency admin surge includes more finance officers”). 

This would be a resource to all practitioners. 

Ethical leadership also involves modelling a no-blame approach for reporters. 

Leaders should praise whistleblowers (within confidentiality bounds). Possibly, 

institutionalize recognition – not necessarily as explicit as giving awards 

(though some do so carefully), but at least privately thanking those who come 

forward and ensuring their careers do not suffer. Conversely, leaders must 

avoid shooting the messenger. There is a saying that in some organizations, 

bringing up bad news can be career suicide; to invert that, leaders should treat 

the surfacing of a corruption issue as a sign the system is working (someone 

had courage) and focus on solving it, not punishing those who brought it up 
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or allowed it inadvertently. This constructive response is observed and will 

encourage a learning culture rather than a fear culture. 

We also propose the idea of Ethical Leadership benchmarks in humanitarian 

organizations. Tools like staff surveys (including questions about trust in 

leadership’s integrity) can provide metrics. If surveys indicate a lack of 

confidence that management lives the values, that is a red flag requiring 

leadership development interventions. On the flip side, celebrating examples 

of positive ethical decisions (like a manager who refused a corrupt demand 

even if it meant program delay) can reinforce norms. These stories can be 

shared in newsletters or town halls to show integrity in action.  

Finally, institutional learning often benefits from external input. We 

recommend periodically bringing in independent experts or peer reviewers to 

assess an organization’s integrity system and culture. Much like some 

companies invite external ethics reviews, a humanitarian agency could engage 

a panel (including perhaps someone from another NGO, a donor, and an 

academic) to conduct an “integrity health check” and suggest improvements. 

This not only provides fresh perspectives but signals that the organization is 

not complacent. In conclusion, our recommendations aim to weave integrity 

into the DNA of humanitarian operations: through preventive frameworks that 

anticipate and block fraud, through harmonized standards that unite the 

sector, through transparency that builds trust and accountability, and through 

leadership and culture that make doing the right thing the norm even under 

pressure. Implementing these is undoubtedly challenging, especially in the 

chaotic environments where humanitarians operate. However, as we have 

argued, the cost of not doing so is unacceptable – measured in wasted 

resources, tarnished reputations, and most tragically, unmet needs of people 

in crisis. By making integrity a collective, proactive pursuit, the humanitarian 

community can significantly mitigate corruption risks and thereby enhance the 

effectiveness and legitimacy of aid. 
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Conclusion  

Integrity systems are not just bureaucratic niceties; they are foundational to 

the success and legitimacy of humanitarian operations. In this paper, we have 

examined the role of integrity systems in humanitarian aid through multiple 

lenses: theoretical, by applying the Fraud Diamond model; practical, by 

reviewing mechanisms like Proactive Integrity Reviews; and strategic, by 

considering sector-wide harmonization and cultural change. The analysis 

confirms that corruption in humanitarian contexts is a multifaceted problem 

– it stems from individual deviance, systemic weaknesses, and environmental 

pressures – and thus requires an equally multifaceted response. 

We began by highlighting that humanitarian aid often takes place in 

environments of endemic corruption where the stakes are extraordinarily high. 

In such settings, the old adage “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of 

cure” holds particularly true. Reactive investigations alone, while essential for 

accountability, cannot shoulder the entire burden of safeguarding aid. They 

catch issues after harm has occurred and often pinpoint the “who” more than 

the “why” or “how”.  

Through the concept of proactive integrity systems – such as PIRs and 

integrated advisory functions – we illustrated a shift in focus towards 

anticipating and pre-empting fraud risks. This shift represents a maturation in 

the sector’s approach, treating integrity as a continuous management concern 

rather than a sporadic investigative concern. One of the key insights from 

using the Fraud Diamond framework is the importance of the human factor. 

Pressure, opportunity, rationalisation, and capability each remind us that 

humanitarian workers and their environment must be understood to manage 

risks. It is not enough to have strict rules (to limit opportunity) if, for example, 

extreme pressures and easy rationalisations persist unaddressed among staff. 

The inclusion of capability in our analysis underscores that watchdogs must 

pay attention to who has power and skills that could be misused and ensure 

that those individuals are both trustworthy and appropriately overseen. In 

sum, technical fixes and checklists will fall short unless the people aspect – 

from hiring to training to nurturing an ethical climate – is front and center. 
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Ethical leadership, therefore, emerged in our discussion not as a vague ideal 

but as a concrete determinant of whether integrity systems thrive or falter. 

The paper also underscores that integrity is a collective enterprise. No 

organization can fully insulate itself if the broader aid effort around it is 

compromised.  

The call for cross-organisational harmonization, shared standards, and joint 

initiatives reflects both moral and practical logic. Morally, aid actors have a 

duty to the same beneficiaries and taxpayers to ensure every possible 

safeguard is in place. Practically, they operate side by side and often face the 

same corrupt interlocutors; one weak link can undermine others. 

Encouragingly, we found that platforms for collaboration on anti-corruption in 

aid are gaining traction – whether through UNCAC fora, donor coordination 

groups, or NGO alliances. The recommendations we offered aim to build on 

that momentum, pushing towards a humanitarian integrity regime that might 

one day mirror the successes seen in other sectors like international finance 

(e.g., the unified sanctions by MDBs). 

Another major theme is transparency. Building trust under pressure is 

fundamentally about being trustworthy and being seen to be trustworthy. 

Humanitarian organizations cannot prevent every instance of fraud, but they 

can control how they respond to and learn from it. If they respond decisively, 

openly, and improve each time, trust can be maintained even in adversity. 

Conversely, secrecy and denial breed cynicism and invite external skepticism 

and heavy-handed interference. The cost of reactive, opaque handling is loss 

of donor confidence and punitive sector-wide repercussions. 

In contrast, a culture that brings problems to light, addresses victims or 

losses, and fixes underlying issues represents accountability in action – which 

ultimately should bolster donor and public support because it shows 

responsibility. 

We also acknowledged challenges. Implementing robust integrity systems in 

war zones or disaster areas is inherently difficult. Staff are stretched thin; 

urgent needs can conflict with meticulous process; local power structures can 



 48  
 

coerce or co-opt despite policies. There will always be a need for judgment 

calls and balancing acts – for example, when does zero tolerance mean 

stopping aid to save aid, and what human cost does that entail? These are 

dilemmas that require ethical judgment, hence why ethical leadership is so 

crucial. A wise leadership can navigate gray areas, for instance, negotiating 

temporary measures with donors to continue life-saving aid while a corruption 

issue is addressed, rather than an abrupt cutoff. 

In reflecting on our joint authorship perspective, combining years of field 

investigations and policy work, one clear conclusion is that integrity must be 

viewed not as an external requirement but as intrinsic to humanitarian 

principles. Just as the principle of humanity drives aid to relieve suffering, the 

principle of integrity ensures that aid actually reaches its intended purpose.  

If corruption is allowed to undermine humanitarian operations, it not only 

wastes resources but betrays the fundamental promise to affected 

communities and donors alike. Integrity systems are therefore enablers of 

principled humanitarian action, enhancing impartiality (by removing bias and 

corruption from targeting), neutrality (by resisting corrupt political capture of 

aid), and accountability (to both beneficiaries and donors). 

Finally, we circle back to institutional learning. The humanitarian sector has, 

unfortunately, a long history of repeating certain mistakes – often because 

knowledge of past failures wasn’t effectively retained or shared. In corruption 

prevention, this is painfully evident when similar fraud schemes recur across 

different emergencies and decades. This paper advocates for a stronger 

institutional memory on integrity issues: through documentation, cross-

pollination of ideas, and continuous improvement ethos. If the 

recommendations for lesson-sharing, peer reviews, and collective agreements 

are taken up, we are optimistic that the next generation of humanitarian 

practitioners will be better equipped and less likely to face the same pitfalls. 

In conclusion, building robust integrity systems in humanitarian operations is 

challenging but indispensable. By embedding integrity at every level – 

individual, organisational, inter-agency, and system-wide – humanitarian 

actors can significantly reduce fraud and corruption, thereby protecting the 



 49  
 

efficacy and reputation of life-saving aid. The effort to do so will require 

courage and commitment: courage to confront uncomfortable truths and 

vested interests, and commitment to invest in preventative measures that may 

not always be immediately visible in outcome statistics but are nevertheless 

safeguarding the foundation of humanitarian work. In an era of constrained 

resources and intense scrutiny, such investment is not optional; it is essential 

to honor the trust that communities and donors place in humanitarians to 

deliver relief with integrity and respect. The journey towards that goal is 

ongoing, but with concerted action guided by the insights outlined here, the 

humanitarian sector can indeed “build trust under pressure” and continue its 

vital mission with credibility and honor. 
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