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Humanitarian aid addresses the victims of crises and disas-
ters, aiming to save lives and mitigate human suffering, and 
is provided independently of the victims’ ethnic, religious 
and political affiliations (VENRO 2003b:2). Over the last few 
years, the framework conditions of humanitarian aid have 
changed considerably. For one thing, the environment that 
humanitarian aid operates in has become more complex 
and complicated. For instance, during the last few years, 
the numbers of humanitarian actors have grown several 
times in the last few years. Also, since the end of the 1990s, 
and especially in the wake of the terrorist attacks of the 11th 
September 2001, humanitarian aid has increasingly been ex-
posed to political pressure to contribute to the resolution of 
armed conflicts and to peace-building or to take sides with 
political factions in conflicts. In addition, the rising number 
of disaster events and the damage they cause have resulted 
in a steady increase in demands on the actors. Against this 
background, there are more and more calls on the part of 
governments and the public at large for effectiveness and 
efficiency in humanitarian aid measures. What can humani-
tarian aid achieve, and where are its limits, what professional 
standards are of central importance to efficient humanitarian 
aid and how can the success of project measures be meas-
ured? 

The issue of quality in humanitarian aid is being discussed 
in international expert circles, and during the last few years, 
compliance with internationally recognised quality stand-
ards, such as those formulated in the “Code of Conduct for 
the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in 
Disaster Relief” or in the framework of the “Sphere Project”, 
have increasingly been gaining significance. The VENRO 
Working Group on Humanitarian Aid has intensively dis-
cussed the topic of quality in humanitarian aid, setting out 
from a convention of the Humanitarian Aid Co-ordinating 

Committee held in 2001 of which the Foreign Office was in 
charge. Government and non-governmental organisations 
in humanitarian aid work together in the Co-ordinating 
Committee. This Working Paper explains principles as qual-
ity characteristics, states quality criteria for each principle 
and defines one or more indicators for each quality criterion 
that operationalise the respective criterion, enabling it to be 
monitored. The text contains references to methodical aids, 
while a detailed list of further reading is given in the final 
chapter.

This working paper is meant primarily for the humani-
tarian aid organisations and serves as a practical manual or 
reference frame to monitor aid measures. It also represents 
a contribution of German non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) to the debate on quality assurance in humanitar-
ian aid, so that it addresses the specialist public as well. 
The document shows what quality standards look like and 
provides recommendations on how to attain them. However, 
given the plurality of German humanitarian aid organisations, 
the recommendations are not regarded as an imperative or as 
a blueprint.

1. Introduction
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The following eleven principles1 that the work of humanitar-
ian actors is based on have been adopted to assess the qual-
ity of humanitarian aid. 

 1. Humanitarian imperative

 2. Neutrality 

 3. Independence

 4. Competence

 5. Co-ordination

 6. Coherence

 7. Effectiveness

 8. Efficiency

 9. Relevance/Appropriateness

 10. Participation

 11. Avoidance of negative side-effects

The principles themselves are in turn based on:

> the “Code of Conduct for the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief”, which has 
been signed by 307 humanitarian organisations (status as of 
August 2004), cf. www.ifrc.org/publicat/conduct;

> International Humanitarian Law (IHL), cf. www.icrc.org;

> the “Sphere Project” (Humanitarian Charter and 
Minimum Standards in Disaster Response), which was pre-
pared in a joint process of consultation involving 228 organi-
sations from 60 countries, cf. www.sphereproject.org;

> and various elaborations of “ALNAP – Active Learning 
Network for Accountability and Performance in Humanitarian 
Action”, cf. www.alnap.org.

On the following pages, these principles will be presented 
and explained in detail as quality characteristics. For each 
principle, one or more quality criteria are referred to and 
described that contribute to applying or complying with the 
respective humanitarian principle in a concrete humanitarian 
aid project. One or several indicators operationalise a quality 
criterion, thus enabling it to be checked. Here, no claim is 
laid to checking the complete implementation of a quality 
criterion with the aid of the indicator(s) referred to. Rather, 
as a rule, only individual aspects are covered.

2. Approach and system

1  Sustainability has not been adopted as a quality principle in its 
own right, since this demand has only been raised to a limited 
degree in the field of humanitarian aid, and especially in that 
of emergency relief. Nevertheless, orienting humanitarian aid 
projects on sustainability is desirable. Cf. “VENRO Working 
Paper titled “Sustainability in humanitarian aid” for more on this 
aspect. In this Working Paper, the issue of sustainability is con-
sidered in the context of the principles of effectiveness and the 
avoidance of negative side-effects.

 Neither has neutrality been adopted as a quality principle in 
its own right since it is not referred to in the above-mentioned 
“Code of Conduct” and since there are different political assess-
ments of neutrality as a humanitarian principle; cf. Humanitarian 
Exchange 2003:2pp.
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1st Principle The humanitarian imperative

The majority of non-governmental humanitarian aid organi-
sations operating internationally have signed the “Code of 
Conduct (CoC) of the International Red Cross and the Red 
Crescent and the Non-governmental Organisations”. The 
first and most important guiding principle of this CoC is 
the humanitarian imperative: “The humanitarian imperative 
comes first”. What is meant is that all people in all parts of 
the world who are in an emergency situation have a right 
to obtain humanitarian aid and the responsibility to provide 
such aid. For the humanitarian aid organisations, it is a moral 
obligation to provide humanitarian aid wherever it may be 
needed.

Mitigating human suffering among those who are least 
able to overcome the adversities triggered by disasters is the 
basic motivation in this context. 

The principle of the humanitarian imperative represents 
a fundamental quality characteristic for humanitarian aid 
organisations. In practice however, it is difficult to opera-
tionalise its assessment. In fact, often enough, the situation 
occurs that the humanitarian imperative is resorted to as a 
basic argument to justify any type of humanitarian aid. This 
renders impossible any conclusion regarding the quality of 
humanitarian aid performed. Such a conclusion can only be 
made when further quality principles and criteria that are re-
ferred to on the following pages have been applied in detail.

2nd Principle Neutrality

The principle of all people being equal is central to the 
humanitarian principle of neutrality. Regarding an emergency 
situation, this results in the demand for equal treatment of 
all people in need. Especially in the context of anthropogenic 
disasters and “complex emergencies” there is an increasing 
requirement to provide protection in addition to caring for 
those affected.

The running of humanitarian activities depends con-
siderably on acceptance of the aid organisation among the 
population in need and the local authorities and parties, with 
neutrality being a fundamental element of the whole exer-
cise. In conflict situations in particular, neutrality is the key to 
gaining access to the target population in the first place; in 
addition, it performs a defence role for the staff assigned.

2.1 Quality criterion
Humanitarian mandate of the actors

Indicators: 
1. Humanitarian mandate established in the organisation’s 

statutes and/or guiding principle
2. Orienting the aid organisation’s work on the “Code of 

Conduct” or the “Humanitarian Charter” of the “Sphere 
Project” and International Humanitarian Law

Notes on the criterion and indicators:
Humanitarian actors are civil, national or international 
organisations. They may be non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs), government organisations or UN organisations that 
are obliged to conduct humanitarian activities and have 
committed themselves to complying with the humanitarian 
principles (as defined e.g. in the “Code of Conduct”).

Other actors, such as the military or commercial compa-
nies that are (increasingly) involved in running humanitarian 
measures have a fundamentally different approach and oper-
ate in an entirely different manner, so that they are unable to 
ensure or fulfil the principle of neutrality (as well as that of 
independence).

Counter-indications and limitations:
None

2.2 Quality criterion
Need as the basis of selecting target groups

Indicator: 
Orienting the aid measures and the target group to receive 
support on the degree of neediness among the people af-
fected in the disaster or conflict area, regardless of their 
origin, race, nationality, political convictions, sex or faith

Notes on the criterion and indicators:
Neutrality and thus the equal treatment of all people in 
situations of need results in the criterion that the selection 
of the target group and, therefore, also the support offered 
subsequently is oriented exclusively on the neediness of 
these people.

Counter-indications and limitations:
Considering all people in need in aid measures, which is de-
fined in the indicator, can of course only be fulfilled if the aid 
organisation has sufficient resources at its disposal and there 
is unrestricted access to those affected in the entire disaster 
area.

3. Principles, criteria and indicators of quality in humanitarian aid
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2.3  Quality criterion
“Rights Based Approach”

Indicator:
The rights deduced from International Humanitarian Law 
of the groups affected by the disaster or the conflict in the 
project are actively supported.

Notes on the criterion and indicator:
Treating all people equally in emergency situations requires, 
to the same degree, the active support of the rights of all 
those in need deduced from International Humanitarian Law. 
This may entail demands for “free access” and “equal rights” 
in order to provide aid corresponding to the actual need.

Key questions:
On 2.1: > Is a humanitarian mandate established in the 

organisation’s statutes/guiding principle?
 > Are the organisation’s activities oriented on 

the Code of Conduct or the Humanitarian 
Charter of the Sphere Project and International 
Humanitarian Law?

On 2.2: > Which criterion was applied in selecting the 
target group? 

 > Could all sections of society be covered when 
establishing the data?

 > Is the target group and its neediness clearly de-
fined and documented?

3rd Principle Independence 

In accordance with the humanitarian imperative, humanitar-
ian aid has to be provided independently of race, religion, 
faith, culture and political or party influence and be oriented 
exclusively on the needs of the people hit by a disaster. 

3.1 Quality criterion
Needs assessment as a decision-making basis 
to conduct humanitarian aid measures

Indicators: 
1. A needs assessment is on hand.
2. The reliability and sufficient quality of the needs assess-

ment (source, data gathering method) can be assumed.

Notes on the criterion and indicators:
The only checkable basis of ensuring that a humanitar-
ian measure really is needs-oriented is a needs assessment 
conducted in a manner ensuring an optimum of objective-
ness. The project decisions deduced from this analysis have 
to be taken independently of political pressure. It is gener-
ally the case that the more directly and comprehensively the 

local demand has been established, if possible among those 
affected themselves, the greater the probability of a reliable 
and quantitatively high-value needs estimate will be. Various 
international aid organisations such as the United Nations 
High Commissioner on Refugees, the United Nations Office 
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Aid, the World Food 
Programme or the International Committee of the Red Cross 
can provide templates for such analyses. 

Counter-indications and limitations:
Particularly in the event of a disaster situation developing 
suddenly, the criterion’s demand, i.e. conducting a sound 
needs assessment ahead of planning and taking decisions on 
a humanitarian project, may clash with the quality principle 
of the measure’s effectiveness and efficiency later on, espe-
cially with the demand for a timely response. The short-term, 
swift commencement of aid measures, e.g. in a flooded area 
that is difficult to access, will often rule out any quantitative 
and qualitative needs assessment or only allow a very rough 
survey. 

3.2 Quality criterion
Independence of decision-making regarding 
project design and implementation

Indicator: 
Decisions on project design and implementation are based 
on the needs of people in an emergency situation.

Notes on the criterion and the indicator:
Humanitarian aid is increasingly being exposed to the danger 
of being used to assert political, military or strategic objec-
tives. Via funding provided on various conditions, the control 
and restriction (including denial) of access to sections of the 
population or regions in need or more or less direct inter-
vention in planning and implementing aid projects, donors, 
national governments, armed forces and local authorities will 
seek to influence humanitarian measures. Thus a strict orien-
tation on the demands of the population in need represents 
an important criterion for the independence of humanitarian 
aid not only for taking decision on and initiating emergency 
relief measures but also for their planning and implementa-
tion. 

Counter-indications and limitations:
Humanitarian organisations are morally obliged (humanitar-
ian imperative) to help people in emergency situations in 
accordance with their needs. Situations in which aid meas-
ures may only be conducted via the influencing and condi-
tioning of third parties, so that they contradict the principle 
of neediness and independence, result in a dilemma for the 
aid organisations. In this case, a consistent application of the 
principle of independence may result in the aid measures 
being terminated.
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Key questions:
On 3.1: > Is a needs assessment on hand? 
 > Who conducted the needs assessment?
 > Which methods were used to establish and ana-

lyse the data?
How was the needs assessment documented?

On 3.2: > Is there a logical link between the result of the 
needs assessment and the project design?

 > Were there any other factors that influenced 
project design? 

4th Principle Competence

People hit by crises and disasters have to be able to rely on 
the provision of support for them being needs appropriate, 
competent and adapted to the respective context. Financiers 
have to be able to rely on their funds being used in a profes-
sional manner, and to this end, they need an insight into the 
organisation’s work.

4.1. Quality criterion
Sectoral and regional strategies of aid organisation

Indicators: 
1. Existence of and communication among sectoral and 

regional strategies at all levels of the organisation
2. Oriented on generally recognised guidelines and stand-

ards to conduct humanitarian aid, such as the Sphere 
Standards

3. Local knowledge (knowledge of country and local frame-
work conditions – political, social, cultural, economic)

Notes on criterion and indicators:
Corresponding regional and sectoral strategies, priorities as 
well as data based on experience ought to be available and 
presented in a straightforward manner so as to enable the 
assessment of an organisation’s competence. They provide 
a framework for action and an important orientation for 
the organisation and its staff and partners as well as those 
affected. Here, in planning and implementing humanitarian 
measures, an orientation on generally recognised standards 
and guidelines has to be ensured in a comprehensible man-
ner. 

Counter-indications and limitations:
None

4.2. Quality criteria
Briefing and preparatory measures for staff, 
staff care

Indicators: 
1. Guidelines in place on the selection, briefing and prepar-

ing and care of the staff assigned and the local staff
2. Training of staff regarding Code of Conduct, minimum 

standards (Sphere Project), International Humanitarian 
Law and its application as well as security training for as-
signed specialists

3. Are the staff informed about measures to prevent sexual 
abuse? (Also see UNHCR guideline on “Sexual and gender 
based violence against refugees, returnees and internally 
displaced persons”, May 2003 and “Prävention von sexu-
ellem Missbrauch von Abhängigen in der Projektarbeit”, 
DWHH July 2004.)

4. Descriptions of workplaces for assigned and local staff are 
available

5. Sufficient health and accident insurance for assigned and 
local staff tailored to the respective situation

6. Orientation on guidelines and standards on staff care 
such as the People in Aid Code of Good Practice, cf. 
www.peopleinaid.org and VENRO’s “Minimum Standards 
for Staff Security in Humanitarian Aid” and “Criteria for 
Staff Planning in Humanitarian Aid”, cf. www.venro.org.

Notes on criterion and indicators:
An organisation’s competence is reflected in the profession-
ality and experience of its staff, who in turn require appro-
priate care to professionally implement the organisation’s 
strategies and measures. Purposeful and professional selec-
tion, preparation, care and support of the assigned and local 
staff thus represent important pillars for quality assurance 
in humanitarian aid to rest on. To sharpen an organisation’s 
profile and clearly delimitate responsibilities, the structures, 
roles and responsibilities of assigned and local staff have to 
be defined by workplace descriptions. 
Humanitarian aid staff frequently work in extreme framework 
conditions and are exposed to a high personal security and 
health risk. As employers, humanitarian organisations are 
obliged to provide welfare services for their staff and have a 
duty to minimise these high risks with appropriate training, 
equipment and insurance cover arrangements. In addition, 
the type and extent of staff ought to be oriented on recog-
nised standards.

Counter-indications and limitations:
None
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4.3. Quality criterion
Subject competence of staff 

Indicators: 
1. Staff are sufficiently qualified and suitable to fill the posi-

tions defined by the workplace or position descriptions. 
2. Skills and qualifications of local staff are made use of.
3. Assigned and local staff are upgraded and promoted.

Notes on criterion and indicators:
Staff are the most important asset of an organisation, also in 
humanitarian aid when it comes to professionally handling 
aid measures. This is why it is in the interest of an organisa-
tion to brief and prepare its staff appropriately. Staff devel-
opment measures such as training courses and training and 
upgrading measures raise the professionality and continuity 
of work. Training, upgrading and employment of local staff 
contribute to developing the self-help capacities of the 
population affected and boost local structures. 

Counter-indications and limitations:
Staff fluctuation is high in humanitarian aid. There are a large 
number of reasons for this. Of course, one important factor 
is planning insecurity, i.e. the unpredictability of many crises 
and disasters and the resulting changing demand for quali-
fied staff. As a rule, making use of “disaster-free” intervals 
to improve qualifications and capacities fails because of the 
limited availability of funds among humanitarian organisa-
tions and donors. So in many cases, there is only limited 
scope to make use of staff development measures to make a 
significant contribution to improving quality in the medium 
and long term.

4.4. Quality criterion
Accountability and transparency in the 
employment of resources

Indicators:
1. A transparent system of accounting is in place
2. Guidelines for the practice and documentation of the 

placing of orders
3. Regular external checks on how financial affairs are han-

dled
4. Publishing the relevant financial statistics

Notes on criterion and indicators:
Professional handling of resources is a precondition for their 
acquisition and an optimum cost-benefit ratio in their use. 
Accountability towards the public in the employment of 
resources demonstrates proficiency in financial matters.

4.5. Quality criterion
Developing competencies and the ability 
to learn in an organisation

Indicators: 
1. Systematised planning and reporting is practised 
2. An analysing and evaluating system is in place
3. A quality development strategy is in place
4. Checkable implementation of insights gained through 

analysis in operational practice

Notes on criterion and indicators:
Humanitarian aid has to be performed in insecure and con-
stantly changing framework conditions. For this reason, it is 
necessary to systematically document and analyse experience 
and feed it back into operational practice in the framework 
of a systematic learning process. Under this quality criterion, 
this demand is made both for the contents aspect and the 
financial aspect of a project.

Counter-indications and limitations:
None

Key questions: 
On 4.1: > Are the organisation’s strategy, content and 

regional priorities documented e.g. in Internet 
presentations, activity reports and profiles?

 > Are all the organisation’s levels aware of the 
strategy and sectoral and regional orientation?

 > Does knowledge of regional dangers and risk fac-
tors exist, and is it considered in the concept of 
the measure with a view to reducing the target 
group’s vulnerability?

 > Are there concepts to integrate preventive com-
ponents vis-à-vis existing local and regional risk 
factors into project development and implemen-
tation?

On 4.2: > Are guidelines on staff care in place?
 > Do workplace descriptions exist for the various 

positions?
 > How is the security and the safeguarding of staff 

seen to?
 > Do recognised standards form the basis of staff 

care?
 > Are the conditions of assignment considered in 

social security arrangements (insurances, etc.)?
On 4.3: > In selecting staff, is intercultural competence and 

experience with emergency and development aid 
considered in addition to subject qualifications?

 > What is the ratio of local to assigned staff like in 
filling posts?

 > Does the profile of the staff assigned correspond 
to the defined requirements?
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 > Are there regular (several times a year) upgrading 
and further education programmes?

 > Are local partners and their staff considered 
when applications are reviewed?

On 4.4: > Is there a consistent accounting system?
 > Are calls for tenders made according to the 

requirements of the financiers when material is 
procured, and is it documented?

 > Is the handling of financial affairs subject to regu-
lar external checking?

 > Is the financial situation made public?
On 4.5: > Are there guidelines on the compilation of re-

ports?
 > Are all missions documented and evaluated in a 

uniform manner?
 > Which instruments are used for impact monitor-

ing?
 > How are indicators analysed in the context of 

monitoring and in evaluations?
 > Is the implementation of the evaluation results in 

the organisation’s project practice still compre-
hensible?

5th Principle Co-ordination

Co-ordination relates to local authorities and other actors as 
well as the systematic use and application of structures and 
instruments to conduct humanitarian aid in a coherent and 
effective manner. The aim is the optimum employment of 
existing resources. It is essential to avoid, on the one hand, 
the duplication of measures at one location or in one sector, 
and on the other, an absence of or insufficient supplies to an 
area or a sector. Approaches need to be co-ordinated. For 
instance, the exchange of information and arrangements for 
security issues have to be settled. 

5.1 Quality criterion
Humanitarian aid measures are co-ordinated 
with other actors

Indicators: 
1. Presence and participation in co-ordinating structures
2. The organisation’s planning and its activities are known 

to the co-ordinating structures 
3. Effects of the co-ordinating process on planning and run-

ning the programmes and projects

Notes on criterion and indicators:
In order to avoid inefficiency, it is necessary for general, sec-
toral or regional information, planning and approaches to be 
communicated and co-ordinated in the course of a co-ordi-
nating process. Arrangements and guidelines that have been 

agreed must be respected by the organisations participating 
and have to be reflected in their planning and implement-
ing of measures. If co-ordination arrangements and agreed 
guidelines are consciously not observed by an organisation, it 
has to give convincing reasons why this is the case and docu-
ment them.

Counter-indications and limitations:
None2 

5.2 Quality criterion
Local structures to co-ordinate humanitarian aid 
measures are made use of.

Indicator: 
Civil structures to co-ordinate the running of humanitarian 
aid measures recognised by the local humanitarian actors are 
in place and are made use of.

Notes on criterion and indicator:
With a view to co-ordinated action among the humanitarian 
actors involved, the establishment and recognition of local 
co-ordinating structures is essential. In principle, responsibil-
ity for the co-ordination and steering of humanitarian aid 
measures and the setting up of corresponding structures lies 
with the local government or the local authorities which, 
should the need arise, ought to be supported in perform-
ing this duty. In cases in which the local government/local 
authorities cannot perform this task, aid organisations ought 
to become actively involved in initiating and supporting a 
co-ordinating process, e.g. under the direction of the United 
Nations.

Counter-indications and limitations:
In the case of co-ordination being complicated by a sov-
ereign state or, in place of it, a local authority resulting in 
access to the population affected being blocked or restricted 
or if the principles of independence and neutrality of the 
aid organisations are violated, it may become necessary to 
circumvent the local co-ordinating structures in order to fulfil 
the humanitarian imperative, i.e. to satisfy the right of those 
affected to adequate support.

2  In the co-ordination of humanitarian aid in conflict areas, it 
has become increasingly difficult to delimitate humanitarian 
measures from the political and military objectives of the United 
Nations, e.g. in the context of so-called integrated missions. 
Nevertheless, it remains an imperative from the angle of humani-
tarian aid organisations.
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5.3 Quality criterion
Supra-regional/international structures are made 
use of to co-ordinate humanitarian aid and 
enhance its quality.

Indicator: 
Participation in or use of continuous and temporary co-ordi-
nating structures related to the specific emergency situation 
that belong to the field of humanitarian aid in Germany and 
Europe and to the framework of the United Nations, e.g. the 
Humanitarian Aid Co-ordinating Committee (KAHH), the 
VENRO Working Group on organisations providing humani-
tarian aid, VOICE and UN conferences.

Notes on criterion and indicator:
The ability to respond appropriately to crises and disasters 
also presupposes co-ordination among the actors in ad-
vance. In an ongoing dialogue, the framework conditions of 
humanitarian aid, objectives, methods and approaches are 
constantly being developed and the formation of consen-
sus, e.g. on the implementation of recognised standards, 
is promoted. Thus participation and active use of networks 
and co-ordinating structures, e.g. the Humanitarian Aid Co-
 ordinating Committee, VENRO, Voluntary Organisations in 
Cooperation in Emergencies (VOICE) or in the framework of 
the United Nations, is a contribution to steady improvements 
in the quality of humanitarian aid.

Counter-indications and limitations:
None

Key questions on quality criteria 
On 5.1: > Are there local co-ordinating structures?
On 5.2: > Does the organisation participate in co-ordinat-

ing meetings and structures?
 > Is the organisation actively involved in co-ordina-

tion?
 > Which tasks has the organisation performed to 

promote co-ordination?
 > How has the organisation co-ordinated its activi-

ties with other organisations and local authori-
ties?

 > Has the organisation been recognised as a 
constructive and reliable partner by the organisa-
tions responsible for co-ordination (“co-ordinat-
ing organisations”)?

 > What impact has co-ordination had on the 
programmes of the organisation in question and 
those of other organisations? 

 > What were the reasons not to take part in co-
ordinating or to do so only marginally?

On 5.3: > Is the organisation integrated into international 
co-ordinating committees at home or at regional 
or international level, and does it participate 
actively in these committees?

6th Principle Coherence

In this context, coherence means the co-ordination of aid 
measures with overarching foreign and development policy 
strategies at the different levels, i.e. of the international aid 
organisations, local government/local authorities and the 
international community. Coherence is a result of co-ordi-
nated action. Ideally, the necessary measures are based on 
a strategy that all the actors have agreed on. To this end, 
commonly accepted standards have to be used as guidelines 
and local peculiarities and framework conditions have to be 
considered. Coherence contributes to enhancing efficiency 
and integrating the measure into the local context.

6.1 Quality criterion
Considering overarching strategies and programmes 
of international aid organisations, local government/
local authorities and the international community

Indicators: 
1. Aid measures of the aid organisations are in harmony 

with their humanitarian mandate and their own strategies 
and programmes. 

2. The strategy and the objectives of the organisation’s 
aid measures are in harmony with those of the local 
government/local authorities.

3. The strategy and objectives of the aid organisation are in 
harmony with those of the international community.

Notes on criterion and indicators:
The integration of a humanitarian aid organisation’s meas-
ures into the strategies and programmes at the different 
levels ought to be taken into consideration correspondingly 
both in planning and in the implementation of activities 
(and ought to be entered in the respective documentation). 
Ideally, all actors involved are commonly working towards 
the same goals.

Counter-indications and limitations:
The violation of super-ordinate principles (e.g. the inde-
pendence and neutrality of the aid activities) by locally or 
internationally prescribed strategies and programmes that 
run contrary to state of the art knowledge and experience 
may restrict their acceptance among the organisations. In 
this case, the reasons to circumvent such principles ought 
to be documented by the organisation in a comprehensible 
manner.

Key questions on the quality criterion 
On 6.1: > Are the actors working towards the same goal?
 > Do the strategies presented take the local and 

regional conditions into consideration (ethnic 
tension, existing dangers and risk potentials)?
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 > Are the organisation’s mandate and strategy 
known and comprehensible at all levels?

 > Are the strategies, objectives and plans of the 
local authorities or the responsible actors at local 
level known to the aid organisation, and does it 
orient its activities on them?

 > Is the work of the aid organisation oriented on 
the objectives of the international community?

7th Principle Effectiveness

Effectiveness is the degree to which a measure attains its 
prescribed goals. The aim of humanitarian aid is to secure the 
survival of a large number of people in extreme emergency 
situations and mitigate human suffering. In the medium 
term, the effectiveness of a humanitarian aid measure has 
to be judged according to whether the causes of a disaster 
have been established and whether, based on this, the goals 
set contribute to reducing the vulnerability of those hit by 
the disaster or conflict. In the context of natural disasters, 
disaster prevention measures make a crucial contribution 
to increasing the effectiveness of a project in a medium and 
long-term timeframe. Integrating them into the context of 
humanitarian aid sets the course for important aspects of 
future project approaches.

7.1 Quality criterion
Attaining the goals set

Indicators:
1. Unambiguousness of the defined goal
2. Level of attainment of the goal (target group, timeframe, 

quality/quantity of delivery)
3. Establishing and considering existing dangers and the risk
4. Contribution to the target group’s vulnerability

Notes on criterion and indicators:
An unambiguous definition of the goals is a fundamental 
prerequisite for determining whether a project has attained 
the goals prescribed (and thus for determining whether it has 
been effective). Setting out from the definition of the goal, it 
is possible to establish the degree to which the various goals 
have been attained regarding the various aspects mentioned 
above. A detailed analysis of the effectiveness of aid meas-
ures with respect to its different aspects and taking the 
framework conditions into consideration is an important fac-
tor in raising the effectiveness of projects and programmes. 

Counter-indications and limitations:
The unpredictability of the framework conditions influences 
the scope to plan the running of a project.

Key questions on the quality criterion 
On 7.1: > Was there a needs assessment?
 > Did the needs assessment establish the causes 

of the present disaster and existing risk factors 
(hazards and vulnerability)?

 > Were the goals sufficiently unambiguously for-
mulated (SMART), and were appropriate indica-
tors defined and applied to measure attainment 
of the goal?

 > To what degree was the defined goal attained?
 > What were the essential framework conditions 

that influenced the attainment of the goal?
 > Were deviations from the objective explained in 

a comprehensible manner?
 > Were the causes established and was a risk as-

sessment made? Were these aspects considered 
in the project concept, and were preventive 
measures integrated into the project design?

 > Has the project contributed to boosting the tar-
get group’s self-help potential to face new risks?

 > Did the measures reach the target population? 
Who was reached? Who was not reached?

8th Principle Efficiency

In this context, efficiency is understood as an optimised 
cost-benefit ratio in attaining the goals. In humanitarian aid, 
the issue of efficiency, which is easy to establish in a purely 
technical environment, also has to cover framework condi-
tions and is influenced by ethical values and other aspects. 

8.1 Quality criterion
Cost-benefit ratio of humanitarian measures 
that is appropriate to the situation

Indicators: 
1. Options for action at the time of decision-making are as-

sessed (availability, risks, time, staff).
2. On the basis of the information available at the point 

of decision-making, the selection was the best option 
regarding the cost-benefit ratio.

Notes on criterion and indicators:
An assessment of the cost-benefit ratio sets out from the 
needs assessment. But in addition, other factors such as the 
availability of goods to cover demand, the availability of staff, 
the accessibility of the target group and the risks that may 
exist in the area of assignment are established. The urgency 
of the need for humanitarian aid determines the time avail-
able and therefore has a direct impact on the costs. 
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The degree to which the second indicator is fulfilled can 
only be assessed in an overall context of neediness, avail-
ability of resources and available funds. In addition to the 
short-term aspects of immediately meeting demand, in the 
medium to long term, the enhancement of self-help capaci-
ties among the target group thanks to the aid provided can 
also be applied as a factor to assess a project’s efficiency (see 
Principle 7 “Effectiveness”).

Counter-indicators and limitations:
As the supreme guideline for the activities of aid organisa-
tions, the humanitarian imperative runs contrary to cost-
efficient project implementation given the need to cover 
demand swiftly. 

Key questions:
> Were the options for action at the point of decision-

making assessed comprehensively and in a comprehensi-
ble manner?

> Does the selection of goods correspond to the result of 
the check?

> Setting out from risk analyses, was it possible to inte-
grate medium-term and long-term aspects of a reduction 
of vulnerability or an enhancement of self-help capacities 
into the selection?

> Has the measure contributed to lessening the possibility 
of a repetition of the disaster event?

9th Principle Relevance/appropriateness

Disasters and crises occur in a regionally restricted area 
that is characterised by certain framework conditions of 
a geographical, economic, political and social nature. 
Humanitarian aid measures have to consider these frame-
work conditions and the resulting need in terms of an area’s 
respective local peculiarities.

9.1 Quality criterion
Appropriateness of activities in terms of the context 
of humanitarian needs

Indicators: 
1. Integration and use of local resources and capacities
2. Aid deliveries and support measures correspond to local 

habits and needs.
3. The project running period has been adapted to the 

needs.
4. Instruments are in place and are used for an ongoing 

checking and, should the need arise, adapting to chang-
ing framework conditions.

Notes on criterion and indicator:
The basis for the fulfilment of the quality criterion is 
the existence of a needs assessment (see Principle 2 
“Independence”). The relevance of measures is measured 
against the established needs, local habits and existing risk 
factors. Additionally, positive effects on the local environ-
ment, such as the promotion of local resources and the 
enhancement of self-help capacities, are taken into consid-
eration. In the unstable working environment of humanitar-
ian aid, options for continuous monitoring and steering of 
projects are of eminent importance to the steering of the 
project as a whole.

Counter-indications and limitations:
None

Questions:
> Have local resources and capacities been made use of to 

an optimum degree?
> Have local resources and capacities been strengthened 

(self-help capacity) in order to prevent or lessen the like-
lihood of disasters in future in the sense of prevention 
measures?

> Was project progress continuously monitored?
> Were the monitoring results integrated into the course 

of the project via steering mechanisms?
> Were aid deliveries, concepts and methods of aid 

adapted to the local conditions?
> Could the measures be integrated into existing local sup-

ply structures or were they complementary to them? 
> Is an “exit strategy” considered in the planning of the aid 

measures in a comprehensible manner?
> Were options for a transformation of measures into 

structural assistance and development aid measures as-
sessed and, if necessary, pursued?

> Did the length of the aid measures meet humanitarian 
demands, and were they carried out long enough or did 
they take too long?

> Could the measures contribute to crisis and disaster pre-
vention by reducing the vulnerability of the population 
affected?

10th Principle Participation

Integrating local partners into programmes and projects and 
promoting local partners by offering upgrading and train-
ing measures, an aspect that is commonplace among NGOs 
working in development co-operation, has also become 
established as an important instrument among many of the 
NGOs active in humanitarian aid. This type of co-operation 
has a number of fundamental advantages. Responsibility for 
the type and volume of aid is assumed in partnership with 
local organisations that are permanently present at local level 



Humanitarian aid put to the test 12

and are more familiar with the specific social and cultural 
conditions than aid workers from abroad (cf. Cremer 1998). 
Thanks to this know-how, they are usually in a better posi-
tion to assess the long-term impact of their aid. The partici-
pation of partner organisations also constitutes an important 
contribution to disaster prevention.

10.1 Quality criterion
Orienting measures on partners

Indicator:
1. Promoting participation in project development and 

implementation
2. Strengthening local structures with capacity building 

measures

Orientation on partners also always stands for capacity build-
ing among the local partners. In accordance with the needs 
of the local partners, conducting capacity-building measures 
means boosting their abilities to cope with and prevent crises 
and disasters as well. Such measures may already be taken at 
the beginning of an emergency situation, but it also makes 
sense to continue them when the immediate emergency 
situation is over in order to be able to better establish their 
long-term impact. In addition to the subject and personal 
qualification of local staff, capacity building can mean setting 
up an appropriate and efficient infrastructure (e.g. setting 
up storage capacities or upgrading for medical staff for basic 
health care in emergency situations), too.

In addition, working out planning processes jointly can 
counter the paternalistic behaviour of the humanitarian ac-
tors.

10.2 Quality criterion
Promoting self-help capacities

Indicator:
1. Promoting self-help activities developed by the target 

group

In addition to an orientation on partners, the self-help aspect 
of humanitarian aid in the sense of promoting self-help 
initiatives is of considerable importance (cf. VENRO 1999). 
With a minimum of purposeful support, such initiatives can 
evolve into informal social networks that may, for instance, 
be indispensable to rehabilitating small-scale industries and 
agriculture or to the reintegration of refugees.

Key questions:
On 10.1: > Was project planning and implementation devel-

oped in a participatory manner?
 > Were there any local partners, and if so, were 

they taken into consideration?
 > Were local partners sought?
On 10.2: > Were self-help initiatives considered and meas-

ures undertaken to enhance existing capacities?

11th Principle Avoiding negative impacts

Organisers of humanitarian aid are aware that, in addition to 
the intended positive effects, every measure can also have 
non-intentional negative effects in the area of assignment. 
Is dependence created, are local structures interfered with 
or destroyed, are conflicts aggravated or is the vulnerability 
of target groups to disasters, crises and conflicts increased? 
Assessing and integrating such impacts and risks, care-
ful project design and appropriate steering mechanisms in 
project implementation can lessen this danger albeit not rule 
it out completely (cf. Anderson 1999).

11.1 Quality criterion
Only a very slight or no occurrence of negative 
impacts of project activities

Indicator: 
1. Occurrence of negative impacts on economy, environ-

ment, politics, society as a result of the project activities
2. Conducting a risk assessment for the preventive develop-

ment of possible counter-measures in the framework of 
planning and implementation 

3. Monitoring the occurrence of unpredictable negative 
side-effects and introducing corresponding counter-meas-
ures to mitigate and check them

Notes on criterion and indicators:
The basis for an avoidance of negative impacts of projects is 
an independently conducted needs assessment (see Principle 
3 “Independence”) and the subject competence of the aid or-
ganisation (see Principle 4 “Competence”). Making use of ex-
isting structures is a major contribution to this (see Principle 
9 “Relevance/Appropriateness”). Optimum consideration and 
integration into the project’s concept and its implementation 
of causes and effect contexts is an important basis to develop 
counter-measures to avoid negative impacts. In addition, the 
aspects of prevention are to be integrated into humanitar-
ian aid measures right from their inception – with the aim 
of boosting the self-help capacity of those affected (see 
Principle 7 “Effectiveness”). 
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Counter-indicators and limitations:
In an extreme emergency situation, the humanitarian impera-
tive may result in medium and long-term negative effects of 
a project being accepted in order to ensure the short-term 
securing of survival.

Key questions:
> What would have happened if the project had not been 

run?
> Were the framework conditions (e.g. political, eco-

nomic, environmental, conflict potential) established and 
analysed with regard to possible interaction with the aid 
measures?

> Were such assumptions and risks sufficiently represented 
and considered in planning?

> Were possible negative impacts considered in designing 
the concept?

> Was there a monitoring system to ensure that negative 
impacts could be established and counter-measures 
could be initiated as early as possible?

> Were local risk factors established and considered?
> Were there special plans to enhance the target group’s 

self-help capacity vis-à-vis the risk factors or was the 
development of dependence accepted?

> Have the project results raised or reduced the target 
group’s vulnerability?

> Were measures to reduce the risks integrated into plan-
ning?
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und Siedlungswesen 
Deutsche Kommission Justitia et Pax
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