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There is a growing recognition of the critical role information management can play in shaping 
effective humanitarian response, coordination and decision-making. Quality information, reach-
ing more humanitarian actors, will result in better coordination and better decision-making, thus 
improving the response to beneficiaries as well as accountability to donors. The humanitarian 
response to the 2010 Haiti earthquake marked a watershed moment for humanitarian informa-
tion management. Yet the fragmented nature of the response and the use of hierarchical models 
of information management, along with other factors, have led some observers to label the 
Haiti response a failure. Using an analytical framework often found in humanitarian emer-
gencies, this study analyses challenges to information flow in the Haiti case and the implications 
for effective humanitarian response. It concludes by offering possible paths for overcoming such 
challenges, and for restoring the value and utility of humanitarian information management and 
exchange in humanitarian relief settings.
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Introduction
On 12 January 2010 a 7.0-magnitude earthquake rocked Haiti, devastating the 
capital of Port-au-Prince and nearby municipalities, killing or injuring more than 
500,000 people, and displacing at least two million (IDMC, 2011). The Haitian 
government’s already fragile capacity to respond to this rapid-onset disaster was all 
but decimated. Consequently, international media coverage of the humanitarian crisis 
sent hundreds of humanitarian organisations scrambling to get on the ground in Haiti 
as quickly as possible. This created a massive imperative to act before gathering suf-
ficient information (DARA, 2010). 
  Three weeks after the earthquake, the United Nations Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) reported that 400 organisations and agencies were 
operating in Haiti; it later revised this number to 2,000 (IASC, 2010). Furthermore, 
the sheer influx of material resources far exceeded that of any other humanitarian 
response. OCHA estimated that by December 2010, more than $3.5 billion had been 
pledged for Haiti earthquake relief, making it the largest humanitarian response ever 
mounted, comparable only to the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami response (OCHA 2010).
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  From a humanitarian response perspective, Haiti demonstrated the critical impor-
tance of getting information flows ‘right’. In the quake’s immediate aftermath, the 
lack of readily available, highly qualified senior humanitarian leadership was glaring. 
This had a negative impact on coordination as well as on effective humanitarian infor-
mation management and exchange (HIME) at both the strategic and operational 
levels. At the operational level, information was not reinforced by local knowledge 
because many agencies started with the assumption that there was no data available;1 
moreover, the government, national non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and 
civil society groups were marginalised from most aspects of the humanitarian response, 
even within the cluster approach.2 Coordination arrangements between clusters 
were rigid, hierarchical and cumbersome. To the degree that HIME was practised 
among cluster partners, it was uneven and ad hoc while having a minimal effect on 
decision-making.
  Just over one month following the earthquake, a leaked e-mail to senior colleagues 
from then OCHA head, John Holmes, painted a stark picture of a humanitarian 
response system teetering on the edge of failure in spite of the unprecedented world-
wide outpouring of emergency relief and support. While noting that the UN pres-
ence in Haiti had saved lives, Holmes expressed disappointment that ‘only a few 
clusters have fully dedicated cluster coordinators, information management focal points 
and technical support capacity, all of which are basic requirements for the efficient 
management of a large scale emergency operation’ (Lynch, 2010, emphasis added). 
Some clusters had not yet established response strategies or identified response gaps, 
prompting doubt about OCHA’s response capacity.
  HIME is critical to inter-organisational coordination in humanitarian operations; 
many consider it a cornerstone of disaster response success or failure (Christopher 
and Tatham, 2011; Maitland, Ngamassi Tchouakeu and Tapia, 2009; Tomasini and 
Van Wassenhove, 2009). As the international focal point responsible for coordinating 
global humanitarian relief, OCHA values humanitarian information as the sine qua 
non of humanitarian response, enabling both agency programming and inter-agency 
cooperation (OCHA, 2006, p. 2). Alongside effectively managing the proliferation 
of actors within the humanitarian system, senior OCHA officials emphasise that 
humanitarian information management and technology will profoundly affect the 
form and content of future humanitarian action and response (OCHA, 2006, p. 7).3 
  HIME is not only a prerequisite for all other flows in a humanitarian response, 
but it is also the principal source of all situational awareness, crisis decision-making 
and coordination. It undergirds the humanitarian response in its entirety. Within the 
humanitarian sector, there is now consensus that better communication, data collec-
tion and information management will lead to better risk assessment, targeted preven-
tion and more effective preparedness activities in humanitarian action (OCHA, 2002; 
2007; Van de Walle, Van Den Eede and Muhren, 2009).
  Global humanitarian response to the 2010 Haiti earthquake may well have ushered 
in a new era for HIME. Yet the fragmented nature of the response system and its 
reliance on hierarchical models, along with other factors, have led some to label the 
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Haiti response ineffective and unable to meet expectations at many levels (Haver, 
2011; O’Hagan, 2010). 
  This paper analyses the implications of impediments to effective information flows 
in the Haiti case, using a framework centring on eight factors that characterise 
humanitarian emergencies (Day, Junglas and Silva, 2009). While HIME offers the 
promise of timely access to relevant information, how such information is dissemi-
nated and utilised by decision-makers through coordination mechanisms is constrained 
by their ability to recognise and mitigate information flow impediments. Insight into 
information flow impediments is therefore crucial to a solid understanding of the 
limits of the humanitarian response in the Haiti case; it helps to explain why account-
ability and coordination, as manifested through the cluster approach, seemed so elusive 
at precisely the time when they were most needed to serve beneficiary communities 
and save lives.
  This research focuses on the immediate aftermath of the Haiti earthquake—the 
emergency response phase of the disaster management cycle. The following sec-
tions provide an information-centric overview of the humanitarian system, introduc-
ing the authors’ analytical framework of information flow impediments. The analysis 
is informed by structured desk research of real-time and lessons learnt evaluations of 
the Haiti response. The findings indicate that humanitarian decision-making in the 
Haiti case was most affected by the technical aspects of HIME, including accessi-
bility, formatting inconsistency and storage media misalignment. In contrast, co-
ordination was hampered when information flows were assigned very low priority 
and because humanitarian actors were unwilling to share humanitarian information 
with one another. The paper concludes with recommendations to address humani-
tarian information flow challenges and points up the need for accommodative revi-
sions to the current structures and processes that guide HIME.

Information flows in humanitarian response
Information is a central element connecting all actors involved in humanitarian re-
sponse. Indeed, remarkable improvements have been made to the information technol-
ogy and communication infrastructure to facilitate better coordination and collabo-
ration among humanitarian actors. However, gaps remain concerning the generation, 
analysis and dissemination of quality information before, during and after disasters. 
These gaps may be attributed to the nature of humanitarian response, which can be 
ideally conceptualised as a complex system. It is this perspective that grounds this 
analysis of the conditions affecting HIME. 

Humanitarian response settings as complex systems

Complexity comprises the evolution of new structures and non-linear patterns aris-
ing from the inter-relationships and interconnectivity among and between elements 
located within a system and between that system and its environment (Prigogine, 
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1980). In complex systems, patterns of interaction are characterised by dynamism and 
are highly sensitive to initial prevailing conditions (Altay and Green, 2006; Celik and 
Corbacioglu, 2010). 
  Humanitarian response settings can be usefully understood as complex systems 
due to the fluidity of the post-crisis environment, the influx of actors producing an 
unregulated operating landscape, and the unpredictable impact of interactions between 
the complex system these actors come to constitute and the broader disaster response 
environment. Furthermore, the overarching trajectory established by humanitarian 
structures as they attempt to coordinate information flows between actors on the 
ground in a humanitarian emergency tends to crystallise around an initial set of con-
ditions experienced in the immediate response phase. In other words, if information 
flows are affected negatively by impediments early on in a humanitarian response, 
overcoming those impediments becomes more and more difficult during later phases 
of the disaster response cycle.
  Complex systems affect information flows within and among their units and sub-
units, as well as in unit-level decision-making. They also influence levels of coordi-
nation within and across the system. Moreover, they shape overall effectiveness of the 
system in a given setting. These dimensions of humanitarian settings as a complex 
system are elaborated in Table 1 and discussed below. The article then introduces a 
framework featuring the role of information flow impediments in humanitarian set-
tings, which grounds the analysis of the humanitarian response following the 2010 
Haiti earthquake.

Humanitarian decision-making 
Complexity creates an operational environment characterised by two central factors 
that affect decision-making: ambiguity and equivocality. In emergency response, 
information problems are common and generally involve assessing information qual-
ity, timeliness and relevance (Coyle and Meier, 2009). As uncertainty permeates 
complex humanitarian response systems, so too does the amount of information that 
must be processed by decision-makers to be effective (King, 2005; Rietjens, Voordijk 
and De Boer, 2007). When too much irrelevant or too little relevant information 
reaches humanitarian actors, decision-making is rendered extremely difficult if not 
impossible (OCHA, 2002). Moreover, while many emergency response settings feature 

Table 1. Humanitarian settings as complex systems

Response dimension Factors generated or affected by complexity

Humanitarian decision-making • Ambiguity
• Equivocality
• Uncertainty
• Sense-making

Humanitarian coordination • Actual planning and preparation
• Contingency and response scenario planning

Source: authors.
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both a shortage and an overload of information, it is the lack of comprehensive, cross-
functional, accurate and current information that most affects decision-making in 
disaster relief operations (Altay, 2008). 
  These factors can impede the development of operational and strategic frames of 
reference, which, in turn, diminish an actor’s ability to literally ‘make sense’ of her 
environment, establish situational awareness and undertake informed decision-
making (Muhren and Van de Walle, 2010; OCHA, 2006; Weick, 1985). In settings 
that lack frames of reference for sense-making, data and information are absolutely 
crucial to mitigate ambiguity and establish a clearer sense of the environment. In 
settings where too many frames of reference operate simultaneously, humanitarian 
actors will seek out more information to enable sense-making that reconciles con-
tradictory or competing frames of reference. These actions are aimed at reducing 
equivocality, which perpetuates multiple and conflicting interpretations of ‘what’s 
going on’ in a humanitarian response setting and thus impedes effective decision-
making (Muhren and Van de Walle, 2010).

Humanitarian coordination
Coordination in humanitarian settings rests on the systematic utilisation of policy 
instruments to deliver humanitarian assistance in a cohesive and effective manner. 
Intergovernmental organisations such as the United Nations generally promote 
coordination via unified, linear and hierarchical structures, also known as ‘systems’ 
models, whereas NGOs tend to focus instead on more flexible and horizontally 
oriented processes and structures, also known as ‘service’ models of coordination 
(Schofield, 2002). Yet both the complexity of humanitarian response systems and the 
prevalence of incomplete information in these settings can still inhibit effective coordi-
nation under either model. For example, in complex systems, the effects generated 
by a decision taken at time t may differ greatly from those produced by the same deci-
sion taken at time t+1 (Celik and Corbacioglu, 2010). 
  Hierarchical or ‘systems’ coordination structures generally do not channel infor-
mation flows effectively in complex settings because their rigid nature and lack of 
peripheral vision impede the ability of system actors to anticipate the unexpected 
(Marincioni, 2007). Rather, information flows vertically, not horizontally through 
this model, with field-level organisations: 

feeding a system with information at the local crisis level, desk officers distilling [it] at a 
national, regional or headquarters level, and donor officials responding with policy decisions 
and funding at the international level (Schofield, 2002, p. 30). 

  Both types of coordination structures may be prone to experiencing information 
flow impediments under these conditions, but the service coordination model may 
be more capable of adapting to these constraints because the actors participating in it 
tend to operate with greater autonomy, are not ‘contained within the system bound-
ary, and do not necessarily have to “buy in” to the system in a specific way’ (Schofield, 
2002, p. 30).
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  Utilising information technology may enable the sub-units operating within com-
plex systems to form communications networks that enhance information exchange 
and sense-making, while also facilitating decision-making and coordination (Celik 
and Corbacioglu, 2010; OCHA, 2007). At a minimum, the system’s overall per-
formance will be conditioned on whether and to what degree its sub-units have access 
to the same high-quality information (OCHA, 2006). When effective information flows 
among sub-units increase, the links between system components become stronger, 
which reduces ambiguity, equivocality and uncertainty.

Humanitarian system effectiveness

Humanitarian information flows generally operate via four related channels: within 
humanitarian organisations; between those organisations; from individuals to human-
itarian organisations; and from humanitarian organisations to individuals (Sagun, 
Bouchlaghem and Anumba, 2009). The challenges of managing information in 
coordinating humanitarian relief differ from those encountered in commercial 
environments. In particular, the need for urgent response in conditions marked by 
extreme uncertainty and short operational life cycles represent features that are 
unique to humanitarian relief settings (Beamon and Kotleba, 2006; Tomasini and 
Van Wassenhove, 2004).
  The inter-organisational flows of information in humanitarian relief networks 
are most closely associated with data collection (recording physical damage, needs, 
vulnerabilities and capacities); information processing (compiling data into a reposi-
tory for knowledge management and resource allocation decisions); and information 
sharing (via a range of platforms, technologies and structures, whether one-to-one, 
one-to-many or many-to-one). When an actor’s ability to carry out these operations 
is effective, actionable knowledge is created that consequently informs decision-
making about resource flows (Day, Junglas and Silva, 2009).
  Alongside these factors, humanitarian relief networks can be conceived of as tem-
porary organisations or systems. They become hubs for human and material resources, 
information and other dynamics, much like those that normally exist across commer-
cial organisations and forums (Smith and Dowell, 2000). In the case of an emergency 
setting, however, it is the disaster that establishes the specific configuration of a 
network. A case can be made, therefore, that the temporary nature of disaster relief 
increases the likelihood that special forms of information management are needed 
for them to function efficiently (Day, Junglas and Silva, 2009). In the immediate after-
math of a natural disaster, for example, new networks of organisations and structures 
emerge; the supply chains that undergird these networks are hastily established and 
are not typically comprehensive in scope or range (for example, they do not encom-
pass all humanitarian actors operating in country or even within a particular sector). 
This has the effect of prohibiting greater systematisation of organisational exchanges 
and relationships—including those related to HIME.
  Scholars have only lately begun to examine the effects of information flow impedi-
ments on humanitarian relief networks. Some studies identify information quality 
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Table 2. Information flow impediments and action/interaction strategies

Information flow  
impediment

Source Action/interaction strategy

Inaccessibility Inability to obtain data or information that 
is known or assumed to exist. Often caused 
by physical access constraints or when infor-
mation systems are unprepared.

Revert to physical (non-technical) means of 
data collection.

Inconsistent information 
and data formats

Occurs when multiple sources of similar 
data or information cannot be compared or 
aggregated because of inconsistent classifi-
cation, coding or definitions.

Collate dissimilar information, average or 
take the highest number in data range to 
ensure over- rather than under-compensa-
tion, and/or accept incongruent information.

Inadequate stream of 
information (shortage/
overload)

Too much or too little information is avail-
able. Large or clearinghouse relief organi-
sations have demonstrated capacity and 
need to absorb vast quantities of data and 
information to serve others; smaller, client-
based organisations tend to need less but 
more highly specialised information.

Rely on best assumptions if data or infor-
mation is in short supply; if a data overload 
exists, expedite information processing.

Low information priority Occurs when information flow processes 
are not taken into consideration by organi-
sations collecting and processing data and 
information.

Separate and clarify roles and expectations 
specifically for HIME versus other response 
duties.

Source identification 
difficulty

Occurs when organisations lack knowledge 
about what information is needed and where 
to find it (unlike inaccessibility, which is related 
to an absence of information channels).

Deploy extra resources and clarify roles and 
responsibilities. Distribute policy guidelines 
widely and convey where mutual obligations 
exist, including which actors should gather 
what data and how to disseminate it.

Storage media  
misalignment

Involves organisational decisions regarding 
data storage and management formats. 
Affects levels of interoperability and cross-
platform information retrieval. May be  
related to ‘low information priority’.

Advance planning to ensure IT can be used 
reliably and adds value; Take decisions about 
storage well before data is aggregated and 
analysed electronically. Revert to traditional 
data collection if it saves time or if data is 
inaccessible, but improve the use of IT to 
expedite information processing and sharing, 
if possible.

Unreliability Occurs when confidence levels about incom-
ing and outgoing data reliability, as well as 
perceptions of data value, are low. In many 
cases, information is self-reported and  
unverifiable (for example, regarding shelter 
registration).

Leverage meaningful information only, try 
to correlate it with reliable data and, in 
some cases, simply accept that the quality 
of information (such as self-reported or 
crowd-sourced data) is going to be difficult 
to verify.

Unwillingness Related to inaccessibility, but results mainly 
from lack of cooperation by other actors 
rather than the crisis operational environ-
ment itself. Information classified or restricted 
by an organisation can involve legal con-
straints (for example, data confidentiality 
for special populations such as minors,  
developmentally disabled persons or pris-
oners), or may simply be based on the pref-
erences of a particular organisation.

Cultivate personal relationships and high 
levels of trust and liking in order to facili-
tate information sharing.

Source: Day, Junglas and Silva (2009).
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(Fisher and Kingma, 2001), timeliness (De Bruijn, 2006) and an unwillingness to 
share (Ngamassi Tchouakeu et al., 2011), as well as misinterpretation, storage mismatch 
and information overload (Bui et al., 2000) as barriers to humanitarian information 
flows. Recent research, however, elaborates eight key information flow impediments 
commonly found in emergency settings (Day, Junglas and Silva, 2009). The impedi-
ments, their sources and possible solutions, are described in Table 2.
  By combining the effects of complexity on humanitarian systems and the infor-
mation flow impediments articulated by Day, Junglas and Silva (2009), the authors 
of this study have developed an integrated complexity–information flow impediment 
framework (see Figure 1). They argue that information flow impediments play a 
moderating role between HIME and the two response dimensions affected by humani-
tarian system complexity.
  The authors determined which impediments moderate which of the two dimen-
sions by inferring decision-making as being an action of a single agency while coordi-
nation involves synchronised actions of two or more agencies. Thus, a humanitarian 
agency that finds data inaccessible, inadequate or unreliable will have difficulty in 
decision-making. On the other hand, for two or more agencies to act together, they 
need to communicate clearly with each other. If, however, information sharing is 
accorded a low priority, or if agencies are not willing to share information or they 
cannot identify the source of the information, then they cannot synchronise their 
actions. Finally, inconsistent data formats and storage media misalignment would affect 

Figure 1. Integrated complexity–information flow impediment framework

Source: authors.
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both a single agency’s decisions as well as multiple agencies’ coordination, and there-
fore they are shared impediments between the two factors of system effectiveness. 
  Agency reports on response effectiveness, lessons learnt reports and research such 
as this study all provide feedback as to what works and what does not in HIME. 
The following sections utilise this integrated framework to analyse the humanitarian 
response to the 2010 Haiti earthquake and to draw conclusions related to humanitar-
ian decision-making, coordination and overall system effectiveness. 

Data and methodology
This examination of the impact of information flow impediments on the humanitarian 
response in Haiti is based on a fine-grained analysis and a desk review of 27 evalu-
ations, lessons learnt reports and mission reports, compiled between February 2010 
and May 2011 by the Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance 
in Humanitarian Action, or ALNAP.4 Many were conducted in ‘real time’ or within 
the first six months following the earthquake (see Annexe 1). This time frame is 
appropriate insofar as an analysis of information flows is concerned, given how the 
complexity created by symmetry-breaking events, such as earthquakes and the initial 
conditions they spawn, ultimately crystallise the trajectory of HIME. The reports 
were authored or commissioned by 25 different humanitarian actors, including UN 
agencies, international and national NGOs, government donors, private foundations 
and for-profit enterprises. They are rich in empirical evidence and statistical data, 
enabling a close analysis and identification of linkages between information flow 
impediments, their effects and, in some cases, how information impediment chal-
lenges were overcome. 
  The first step in this analysis involved ensuring author consensus on the meaning 
and content of the eight information flow impediments. The authors then independ-
ently read each report, identified every instance where one or more of the impedi-
ments listed in Table 1 were experienced and recorded their related consequences. 
These lists were exchanged between the authors and were reviewed closely for con-
sistency. In cases of conflicting views, the authors attempted to norm their findings 
by discussing how to record that particular impediment. If no consensus was reached 
that particular case was eliminated from the list of incidents. If evidence related to 
a particular information flow impediment was located across multiple reports, it was 
aggregated into a broader narrative. If evidence was slight or only confirmed through 
a single report or document, it was not deemed to be substantial enough to warrant 
full confirmation of an impact.
  Evaluations are defined as the ‘systematic and impartial examination of humani-
tarian action intended to draw lessons to improve policy and practice and enhanced 
accountability’ (Haver, 2011, p. 8). They are generally commissioned by or in conjunc-
tion with an organisation whose work is being evaluated. Evaluations are conducted 
by independent consultants or a mix of consultants and staff from the commissioning 
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organisation, the organisation being evaluated or both; use recognised criteria as the 
basis of the evaluation (such as the criteria developed by the Development Assistance 
Committee of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development); and 
establish findings, conclusions and recommendations that are disseminated widely.
  On the basis of the range of publicly available evaluations published during the 
period under study, the sample reflects both Western and international NGO bias. 
It may also reflect a self-selection effect, as only institutions willing or required 
(such as by external donors) to publish evaluations did so in the Haiti case. In addi-
tion, many evaluations were selective in scope, focusing on specific programmes and 
projects. Very few were undertaken jointly—the CARE–Save the Children evaluation 
being one exception—and only a handful were system-wide, such as evaluations by 
OCHA and the Inter-Agency Standing Committee.
  Moreover, it is important to note that the humanitarian system has not endorsed a 
common standard for assessing humanitarian performance (Haver, 2011). Thus, this 
analysis does not determine how effective the humanitarian community’s response 
was in Haiti. Rather, the goal is to assess whether and how information flows may 
have contributed to variations in effectiveness across sectors and clusters, along the 
two humanitarian response dimensions articulated in Figure 1. To do so, the authors 
pooled the information contained in the various evaluations to determine where 
information flow impediments operated across various sectors represented by humani-
tarian clusters. Adapting the empirical evidence to the analytical framework in 
Figure 1 yields a picture that highlights the implications of those impediments on 
decision-making and coordination—and, consequently, on system effectiveness. The 
following section utilises the information flow impediments identified by Day, Junglas 
and Silva (2009) to examine how these impediments affected the humanitarian 
response in the aftermath of the 2010 Haiti earthquake.

Information flow impediments in the disaster response
Within the first 48 hours following the 2010 Haiti earthquake, OCHA mobilised the 
cluster approach and, within three weeks, all clusters were functional.5 However, the 
quality and impact of cross-cluster response was limited by the vastness of the disaster 
setting; the influx of unregulated and often inexperienced humanitarian actors with 
little capacity; the failure to adapt to the urban context of the disaster or partner 
effectively with national and community-based actors; and ineffective leadership at 
the global level. Staff turnover was extremely high and leadership capacity remained 
low during the initial emergency response phase, including in the area of informa-
tion management (Taylor et al., 2010).
  OCHA expedited dedicated HIME staff and significant resources to Haiti.6 These 
had a range of impacts on the overall humanitarian response, both within and across 
clusters. Yet some of the cornerstone information management resources of the clus-
ter approach—such as the Who does What Where (3W) database and OneResponse 
(now Humanitarian Response)—were not effective, were not perceived as being value-
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added and were underutilised.7 Instead, humanitarian actors devised alternatives to 
capture the information and data needed for decision-making, coordination and 
implementation. OCHA did not revise its HIME strategy during the first year of the 
Haiti response, and over time its contribution in this area was diminished. Perhaps 
most importantly for the purposes of this analysis, the response to identified needs was 
often delayed—and, in some cases, inappropriate responses were undertaken—and 
decision-makers were frequently left in positions of having to act without vital infor-
mation (Bhattacharjee and Lossio, 2011; Grünewald and Binder, 2010; Taylor et al., 
2010). The following sections examine the ways in which information flow impedi-
ments affected humanitarian decision-making and coordination.

Impediments to humanitarian decision-making

Figure 1 identifies five impediments to information flow that hinder humanitarian 
decision-making: inaccessibility; inconsistent data formats; inadequate information 
streams; storage media misalignment; and unreliable information. The authors found 
that in the Haiti response no single factor emerged as having the most significant 
impact on decision-making. In general, decisions had to be made, even where ambi-
guity and equivocality prevailed. However, the evidence suggests that the quality 
and reliability of data being used for decision-making were closely linked to how 
they were gathered and stored as well as whether and to what degree they could be 
accessed by humanitarian actors on the ground.
  Access to relevant information was initially difficult simply because mobile phone 
systems stopped working immediately following the earthquake, although the Internet 
continued to be accessible, albeit intermittently. Consequently, information circulated 
mainly via international news networks such as CNN (Grünewald and Renaudin, 
2010). However, problems related to information access were also encountered in 
cluster meetings, which were conducted in English. This had the effect of exclud-
ing non-English speaking humanitarian actors, including many national NGOs. 
Moreover, access to these meetings, held at the logistics base of the UN Stabilization 
Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH), was tightly controlled and involved long and fre-
quently difficult travel from other parts of the city due to debris and road conditions. 
Many local humanitarian and civil society actors were thus unable to participate 
(Bhattacharjee and Lossio, 2011; DARA, 2010). 
  Similarly, the lack of access to areas outside the capital and even to areas within 
Port-au-Prince meant that data collection was stymied in the initial phase of the 
response. This affected decision-making in crucial clusters such as the water, sanita-
tion and hygiene (WASH) cluster, whose equipment acquisition was inadequate 
because ‘the Civil Protection bodies did not have information about access to water 
in Port-au-Prince, including its physical characteristics and the way it is managed’ 
(Grünewald and Renaudin, 2010, p. 24). 
  In situations where access to information was relatively unproblematic, decision-
makers were often presented with data that had not been collected, defined or com-
piled using uniform assessment standards or definitions (Taylor et al., 2010). For 
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example, key concepts such as ‘displacement’ and ‘affected/non-affected populations’ 
were subject to multiple interpretations depending on who was gathering the infor-
mation. This may have rendered the data less reliable and, therefore, less useful in 
decision-making (Rencoret et al., 2010).
  Inadequate information streams (including shortages and overloads) also affected 
humanitarian decision-making in the Haiti case. For example, mobile phone networks 
would go down for hours at a time as the result of the volume of SMS messages 
coming in from humanitarian staff. According to one estimate, SMS messages were 
‘flowing’ only 60–70% of the time and no back-up systems were in place (Nelson 
and Sigal, 2010). Thus, when a cellular network shifted to ‘sleep’ mode, SMS mes-
sages would be held in limbo, only to be unfrozen when the network returned to 
normal mode. This inevitably resulted in an overwhelming data rush, leaving humani-
tarian workers with a distorted sense of their environment, as well as ambiguity 
and equivocality. 
  Inadequate information streams also affected decision-making in specific clus-
ters. For example, the child protection sub-cluster lead agency, the United Nations 
Children’s Fund, noted that ‘underreporting’ was common among its partners and 
thus complicated effective decision-making and programming (UNICEF, 2010, p. 33). 
In the WASH cluster, the ability of the British Red Cross to take decisions was con-
strained by the lack of documentation justifying and explaining past decisions. This 
created challenges for ‘maintaining continuity between rotations, for the transition 
into the long-term response to sanitation needs, and for the evaluation’ (DRLA, 2011, 
p. 20; Fortune and Rasal, 2010, p. 26).
  Storage media misalignment also affected humanitarian decision-making. One 
such example concerns the dissemination range of emergency data compiled by the 
crowd-sourcing platform Ushahidi, which was delimited to humanitarian actors with 
the most up-to-date hardware and software. For some NGOs, Internet communication 
security policies prevented access to Ushahidi’s website and data streams (Morrow et 
al., 2011). As one informant from DARA, an independent humanitarian organisa-
tion committed to improving the effectiveness of humanitarian aid, described it, 
many information systems were Internet-based, which might be ‘sexy, but doesn’t 
necessarily work’ in an environment where the mismatch between the way data was 
stored and one’s ability to access it was so glaring (DARA, 2010, p. 164). 
  A final information flow impediment for decision-making in the Haiti case was 
unreliability. For example, Rapid Initial Needs Assessment for Haiti (RINAH) 
was the first of ten multi-sectoral needs assessments conducted. From 25 January to 
6 February 2010, information on shelter and non-food items; water, sanitation and 
hygiene; food security and nutrition; health and health facilities and cross-cutting 
issues was collected (Rencoret et al., 2010, p. 25). However, release of this informa-
tion was delayed due to a variety of reasons. Despite its $3 million price tag—which 
covered 128 staff, 23 helicopters and 51 vehicles—the data that was finally dissemi-
nated was outdated, had limited value and was thus deemed unreliable by humani-
tarian actors (Grünewald and Renaudin, 2010; Rencoret et al., 2010, p. 25). Following 
the RINAH debacle, each sector conducted its own needs assessments. 
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  A lack of timeliness was not the only reason agencies considered information 
unreliable. For example, the initial GPS coordinates provided to the US Air Force 
chief medical officer by the US Embassy turned out to be inaccurate (Nelson and 
Sigal, 2010). Other actors attempted to make decisions using data gathered through 
more innovative methods, such as crowd-sourcing, but they remained sceptical about 
levels of reliability since such information was almost entirely self-reported and non-
verifiable (Morrow et al., 2011). Similarly, many questioned the reliability of the 
data in OCHA’s 3W database precisely because it was not gathered independently 
by OCHA staff (DARA, 2010). Another widespread concern revolved around cor-
ruption among national and community actors who sought to co-opt humanitarian 
aid resources, with the result that many humanitarian organisations simply did not 
trust survey data that they had not gathered themselves (Rencoret et al., 2010).

Impediments to humanitarian coordination

Based on the integrated framework presented above (Figure 1), coordination among 
humanitarian agencies can be hindered by the following information flow impedi-
ments: inconsistent data formats; storage media misalignment; source identification 
difficulty, low priority and an unwillingness to share information. Across the Haiti 
response evaluations, the evidence suggests that coordination appears to have been 
most affected by a widespread unwillingness to share information—and by low infor-
mation priority.
  In a number of instances, potentially valuable information and data were not man-
aged sufficiently to facilitate effective coordination among humanitarian actors. All 
too often, different actors used different measurements and definitions in data col-
lection and analysis. This reinforced the hierarchical model of coordination, which 
enabled coordination between the country and global-level clusters, but did little to 
enhance coordination among or within clusters at the country level. For example, 
the Clinton Foundation collaborated with Haiti’s Ministry of Health to establish a 
national registration system, but it used different data gathering formats and stand-
ards than those used by the health cluster (DARA, 2010). Similarly, needs assess-
ment reports in the early stages of the Haiti response followed different standards, 
methods and focuses, thereby hampering efforts to create an overview of cross-cluster 
needs and coordination approaches (IASC, 2010). 
  Storage media misalignment also posed challenges to coordination, and no settled 
consensus emerged regarding how to manage it. The dynamic event data aggregated 
by groups like Ushahidi, for example, was not fully integrated into coordination mech-
anisms because it did not align with the specific and rigid information requirements 
of traditional organisations, including larger NGOs and the United Nations (Morrow 
et al., 2011; Nelson and Sigal, 2010). Certain clusters began utilising Google Groups 
and Google Docs to coordinate their programming, rather than using OCHA’s 
OneResponse website (DARA, 2010). Some humanitarian actors argued that the 
humanitarian response would have been more efficient had organisations simply relied 
on old-school coordination tools such as Excel spreadsheets rather than whistle and 
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bell-laden, Internet-based systems (DARA, 2010; Bhattacharjee and Lossio, 2011). 
Others faulted this approach, noting that tools such as geo-mapping—that is, data 
integrated into digital maps—could not aid in coordination because it was incapable 
of capturing the fluidity of population movements in and around Port-au-Prince 
(UNICEF, 2010).
  Evidence of unwillingness to share information also prevailed in the Haiti response. 
For example, OCHA developed a contingency planning process in March 2010 to 
identify all contingency stocks held by all agencies operating in the country. Yet agen-
cies complained that the surveys administered were complicated, required highly 
detailed knowledge and were difficult to complete and return. Very few participated 
in the assessment and, by September, the process was largely abandoned (Bhattacharjee 
and Lossio, 2011). Unwillingness of humanitarian actors to share information also 
caused overlaps and redundancies. Some organisations simply did not feel the need 
to coordinate or share information, especially those with their own unrestricted fund-
ing. Consequently, agencies and actors working on similar programmes remained 
largely unaware of what others were doing (O’Hagan, 2010). 
  Arguably, the most significant information flow impediment affecting coordina-
tion in the Haiti response was low information priority. The Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee, for example, found serious delays in:

compiling and sharing comprehensive data on the number, location, and activities of humani-
tarian organisations, and on sectoral needs, coverage and gaps. Delays can be attributed, 
in large part, to a lack of willingness by agencies to prioritize reporting on activities, par-
ticularly in the initial stages of the response (IASC, 2010, p. 24). 

  In specific clusters, such as WASH, many organisations lacked critical knowledge 
concerning traditional sanitation habits and the customs associated with drinking 
water procurement, reflecting low levels of engagement with local communities and 
the low priority given to this information. Thus, approaches to manage these issues 
were ineffective, including the building of standing latrines and the distribution of 
free water (Fortune and Rasal, 2010; Clayton and Davies, 2011). 
  Many organisations disregarded the imperative to gather key information in order 
to respond to the sheer scope of the disaster’s aftermath. For example, Médecins 
Sans Frontières noted that data collection had to take a backseat to immediate action 
to save lives (MSF, 2011). No records were kept of the type or nature of the injuries 
that characterised the 800-plus cases its staff managed in the first three days follow-
ing the quake. Similarly, British Red Cross staff claimed they did not have time to 
undertake monitoring activities and that the lack of baseline data rendered moni-
toring useless in any case (Fortune and Rasal, 2010). In some camps, humanitarian 
actors failed to carry out initial registration procedures for the displaced. Beneficiaries 
were not prioritised according to need, such that pregnant and breastfeeding women 
as well as the disabled were treated like everyone else, based on the argument that 
virtually everyone had similar needs. This approach rendered developing a targeted 
and coordinated response almost impossible. When registration was later conducted, 
no standard protocols were used ( Johnson, 2010).



Challenges in humanitarian information management and exchange: evidence from Haiti S15

  Similarly, some assessment teams simply assumed that no local capacity existed 
in Haiti, that security was tense and unstable, and that the displaced were mainly 
located in the camps. Yet none of these assumptions proved to be true (Grünewald 
and Binder, 2010; UNICEF, 2010). Moreover, the Haiti disaster was urban but little 
attention was paid at the outset to rural communities, which hosted most of those 
who had fled Port-au-Prince. The needs of many of these communities simply fell 
off the radar screens of many agencies, even those that had worked in rural Haiti on 
development projects prior to the earthquake (O’Hagan, 2010). 
  Because local institutional knowledge was accorded such low priority, valuable 
information was not integrated into decision-making or coordination (Grünewald 
and Binder, 2010). For example, early decisions about coordinating the displacement 
response were based on what humanitarian actors knew how to do, not what the best 
approach should be given the local context and the complexity of the humanitarian 
response environment (O’Hagan, 2010). Data and information were being gathered 
for a classic humanitarian response that was self-contained, with national authori-
ties on the margins, providing services that were imported and driven mainly by ex-
pat, international staff; an approach that prioritised community-based information 
might have yielded more effective coordination (Taylor et al., 2010). 
  The nutrition cluster, for instance, realised that the norm of breastfeeding was 
being negatively affected by the distribution of certain food and non-food items by 
other clusters and their implementing partners. It carried out a mapping exercise to 
determine the scope of breast milk substitutes that were forming part of relief pack-
ages, including infant formula, milk products, bottles and teats (UNICEF, 2010). 
Yet these items continued to be distributed to local populations despite the dissemi-
nation of new information and knowledge about the possible damaging impact of 
these programmes on local norms and behaviours.

Overcoming information flow impediments in 
humanitarian response settings
Three years after the Haiti earthquake, hundreds of thousands still live amid the 
rubble in Port-au-Prince and across the nearly 500 camps and settlements (Sontag, 
2012). A number of humanitarian organisations have scaled back their programmes 
and field presence, while many others have departed from Haiti altogether (Booth, 
2011). Despite numerous appeals for a more concerted leadership and coordination 
effort, the humanitarian response in Haiti has not turned out to be one of the humani-
tarian community’s proudest moments. 
  The Inter-Agency Standing Committee’s second-phase evaluation of the cluster 
approach concludes that information management remains a big problem (Steets et al., 
2010). Information flow impediments have played a role in the underperformance 
of the humanitarian system in Haiti. Ineffective HIME strategies affected decision-
making and impeded national and local capacity building. They obstructed coordina-
tion and obscured the interactive nature of decisions taken in complex humanitarian 
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systems. Indeed, a recurring theme throughout the evaluations used in this study was 
the unwillingness of international humanitarian actors to match rhetoric with real-
ity regarding participatory approaches to information sharing and exchange. Many 
Haitians felt that their local knowledge, initiatives and capacities were largely ignored 
by the international community. While difficult to demonstrate scientifically, there 
is ample anecdotal evidence to suggest that the lack of meaningful consultation 
with local stakeholders has negatively affected the humanitarian system’s effective-
ness in Haiti. By any stretch, the response was not tailored to local needs, leaving 
many communities deeply frustrated and marginalised (Grünewald and Binder, 2010; 
Johnson, 2010; O’Hagan, 2010; Rencoret et al, 2010). 
  In considering ways forward, this study offers three recommendations based on 
this analysis. Each of the three holds the potential to facilitate more effective HIME 
approaches in humanitarian emergency response.

Do not allow the perfect to be the enemy of the good

For OCHA to build a more effective HIME response, one that enhances decision-
making and coordination, it must remain agile and adaptive to changes on the 
ground in complex emergency settings such as Haiti (Bhattacharjee and Lossio, 2011). 
Coordination must centre on the knowledge that the setting is complex and pro-
duces interaction effects that should be studied carefully and for which contingency 
planning is key. Therefore, needs assessment tools should not be implemented if the 
process and dissemination is expected to take so long that the information value is 
diluted and considered unreliable by users. In other words, placing a premium on 
getting information flows ‘right’ may come at the expense of timeliness of dissemina-
tion so decisions can begin to be taken and opportunities for coordination can be 
explored. Some evaluators of the Haiti response have recommended, for example, 
that OCHA develop the capacity to conduct multi-sectoral (or cross-sectoral) analyses 
and distribute its results, even if imperfect, in a far more timely manner than was 
the case in Haiti as a means of improving the quality and effectiveness of informa-
tion sharing (Grünewald and Binder, 2010).

HIME must be perceived as value added or it will not be utilised

While hindsight may reveal that OCHA’s information in the Haiti response was 
only as good as the data it received, the findings of this study indicate that humani-
tarian actors did not accord high value to the data available to them. Moreover, when 
humanitarian actors go elsewhere to obtain information, it is a clear sign that the 
information OCHA is providing is not perceived as valuable. By following a supply-
driven orientation rather than a demand- or needs-driven orientation for information 
sharing, the cluster approach may not only be contributing to humanitarian under-
performance (thereby inhibiting decision-making), but may also be denigrating its 
ability to enhance humanitarian coordination among and within clusters. A number 
of Haiti observers have argued that OCHA information has been useful mainly to 
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international donors and the UN Secretariat, but not to field-level humanitarian 
staff or even the Humanitarian Coordinator (Bhattacharjee and Lossio, 2011).8
  In addition to being perceived as value added, humanitarian information can only 
enhance humanitarian response effectiveness if it is perceived as reliable. As this 
analysis demonstrates, information flow impediments associated with quality and 
validity can exacerbate ambiguity and equivocality in humanitarian settings and make 
effective decision-making highly difficult. The dimensions of information quality 
in the humanitarian context must be more fully understood in order to advance and 
evaluate effective information gathering and processing (DeLeone and McLean, 
1992; Wang and Strong, 1996).
  There are at least two ways to do this. First, HIME can and should be designed 
specifically to deal with incompatible and unverifiable data, especially if the use of 
metadata is streamlined into data collection during humanitarian emergencies (Day, 
Junglas and Silva, 2009). Second, HIME system design also needs to support ‘how 
people make sense of their environment’ and not simply be devoted to analysing 
and processing information for information’s sake. As noted by Weick (1985), with-
out capturing the social facet of sense-making, information systems and represen-
tations in the electronic world can foster more chaos than order. Often flawed and 
incomplete, electronic data tends to be managed by individuals who have a finite 
and limited processing capacity. Sensory information—such as context and emotive 
signals—are necessary for accurate perceptions of one’s environment and are forms 
of knowledge that cannot be captured by machines or data. In cases where HIME 
systems avoid integrating these woolly dimensions of data into broader repositories 
of knowledge, decision-making and coordination will be ineffective.

HIME should accommodate permeability, ownership and integrators
Technological advancements in HIME are not a panacea for generating effective 
humanitarian response. Corollary factors such as the professional culture of and reg-
ulatory behaviour among humanitarian organisations, donor structures, the role of 
the media and civil–military interaction are also relevant (Balcik et al., 2010). These 
factors all have an impact on information flows in humanitarian response; while they 
were not the direct focus of this analysis, the presented evidence points up these 
issues in an indirect, but nonetheless significant manner. Developing an accommo-
dative approach may well help raise the profile of humanitarian information and 
create positive buy-in to the process on the part of humanitarian actors, thus enhanc-
ing overall system effectiveness. It rests on three interrelated features: permeability, 
information ownership and information integrators.
  In humanitarian response settings defined by complexity, the system’s perform-
ance is dependent on the sum of interactions within and between its units and sub-
units; it can usefully be explored through the concept of ‘permeability’ (Brown, 1966). 
Referring to the flow of both people and information across organisational bound-
aries of the units that constitute a system, permeability is reflective of their norms, 
values and cultures. Humanitarian actors have highly permeable boundaries because 
there are few barriers to the movement of individuals and information in and out of 
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these organisations (Katz and Kahn, 1966). UN agencies, on the other hand, have 
highly impermeable boundaries, tend to be bureaucratised and follow elaborate norms 
and rules, as well as standardised operating procedures concerning HIME and per-
sonnel management. 
  While high permeability may be ideal for operational deployment flexibility and 
timely response, it can hinder organisational learning and institutional memory in 
complex systems. This is especially true of data collection and information analysis 
that are carried out by multiple actors with no common set of guidelines or principles 
to guide their work. If a closer balance between levels of permeability between the 
types of actors involved in humanitarian response cannot be attained, coordination 
will likely remain sub-optimal and its perceived value to humanitarian response will 
be fleeting (Maitland, Ngamassi Tchouakeu and Tapia, 2009; ICVA, 2010; Sagun, 
Bouchlaghem and Anumba, 2009).
  Related to permeability is the notion of information ownership. The humanitarian 
response landscape prior to the establishment of the cluster approach was character-
ised mainly by voluntary, informal, lateral modes of coordination, particularly among 
field-level actors. This has made establishing effective information flows, decision-
making and coordination extremely difficult. To help resolve this dilemma, OCHA 
has been assigned the role of ‘owner’ of humanitarian organisational memory. It is 
a fitting role for the organisation, as information owners should be ever present in 
every disaster and interact with the other units and sub-units, thus contributing to 
the system’s overall goals. To raise the priority given to HIME and positively induce 
information sharing in humanitarian settings, however, other corollary roles need to 
be established and accorded to other humanitarian actors. OCHA could, for example, 
experiment with officially designating cluster co-lead organisations as information co-
owners. To some degree this is already occurring on the ground, particularly where 
clusters organise their own information-sharing platforms outside the OCHA structure.
  Finally, the coordination modes that prevail among the sub-units of a humanitar-
ian response system may occur by default or design, but they are often facilitated by 
actors within the system who are known as ‘integrators’. Cultivating a visible role 
for integrators could well help humanitarian organisations overcome their unwilling-
ness to engage in HIME. Effective integrators (1) possess wide contacts in an organisa-
tion; (2) hold a reasonable understanding of the goals and orientations of different 
groups that constitute the organisation; (3) have a broad technical view to be able to 
talk the language of different sub-units; (4) are trusted by the sub-units; (5) exert 
influence on the basis of expertise rather than through formal power; and (6) possess 
conflict resolution skills (Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967). Integrators can be particularly 
helpful in complex systems where the units and sub-units have differing structures, 
missions, goals, capacities and experience.
  Complex emergencies such as the 2010 Haiti earthquake are likely to characterise 
the humanitarian response landscape for the foreseeable future, as are the information 
flow impediments examined in this study. Growing recognition of the importance 
of HIME in facilitating effective decision-making, coordination, and response is 
noteworthy, but there is considerable room for improvement in both the design and 
substance of its constitutive structures and processes.
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Annexe 1. 2010 Haiti earthquake evaluations (based on 27 reports as of 30 May 2011)

Commissioning organisation Title Date

Active Learning Network for Accountability and 
Performance in Humanitarian Action (ALNAP)

Haiti Earthquake Response: Mapping and  
Analysis of Gaps and Duplications in  
Evaluations 

Haiti Earthquake Response: Context Analysis

February 2011

 
 
July 2010

American Council for Voluntary International 
Action (InterAction)

Monday Developments Magazine—Haiti: One 
Year of Recovery

January 2011

British Red Cross Society British Red Cross–Mass Sanitation Module: 2010 
Haiti Earthquake Response—Post Development 
Learning Evaluation

August 2010

CARE International and Save the Children Fund An Independent Joint Evaluation of the Haiti 
Earthquake Humanitarian Response

October 2010

Catholic Relief Services (CRS) CRS Haiti Real-time Evaluation of the 2010 
Earthquake Response 

March 2011

Christian Aid Real-time Evaluation of Christian Aid’s Response 
to the Haiti Earthquake

July 2010

Communicating with Disaster Affected  
Communities (CDAC)/ John S. and James L. 
Knight Foundation

Media, Information Systems, and Communities: 
Lessons from Haiti

May 2010

DARA International DARA Crisis Reports: Haiti December 2010

Disasters Emergency Committee (DEC) Urban Disasters: Lessons from Haiti January 2011

European Community Humanitarian Office 
(ECHO) 

Beyond Emergency Relief in Haiti January 2011

French Ministry of Defence/Groupe URD Real-time Evaluation of the Response to the Haiti 
Earthquake of 12 January 2010

April 2010

Handicap International Nine Months of Action by Handicap International

Six months of Action by Handicap International

October 2010

July 2010

Médecins Sans Frontières Haiti: One Year After—A Review of Médecins 
sans Frontières’ Humanitarian Aid Operations

January 2011

Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation Norwegian Humanitarian Response to  
Natural Disasters: Case of Haiti Earthquake  
January 2010

March 2010

Oxfam International Haiti Progress Report 2010: An Overview of 
Oxfam’s Humanitarian Response to the Haitian 
Earthquake

January 2011

Tearfund Real-time Evaluation of Tearfund’s Haiti  
Earthquake Response

May 2010

Tulane University, University of Haiti Haiti Humanitarian Aid Evaluation January 2011

United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Children of Haiti: Three Months after the  
Earthquake

Children in Haiti: One Year After—The Long 
Road from Relief to Recovery

April 2010 

January 2011
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UN Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) Response to the Humanitarian Crisis in Haiti 
following the 12 January 2010 Earthquake

Inter-Agency Real-Time Evaluation in Haiti:  
3 Months after the Earthquake (carried out by 
Groupe URD and Global Public Policy Institute)

July 2010 

August 2010

UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (OCHA)

Evaluation of OCHA Emergency Response to the 
Haiti Earthquake

January 2011

Ushahidi Independent Evaluation of the Ushahidi Haiti 
Project 

January 2011

World Bank The World Bank Group Response to the Haiti 
Earthquake: Evaluative Lessons

January 2010

World Vision Haiti One Year On: Haiti Earthquake Response January 2011

Source: authors.
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Suite 7000, Chicago, IL 60604, United States.
Telephone: +1 312 362 8313.
E-mail: naltay@depaul.edu.

Endnotes
1	 For example, as one anonymous reviewer insightfully remarked, data from Haiti’s National Centre 

of Statistics, which had been rescued from the rubble and stored with the United Nations Popu-
lation Fund, was available for use. Yet newcomers to the humanitarian response assumed there was 
no data and did not attempt to look for any.

2	 The cluster approach is the UN’s humanitarian coordination and response structure. For more 
information on the approach in general as well as on individual clusters, see OCHA (n.d.a).

3	 This assertion paraphrases remarks made by Hansjoerg Strohmeyer, chief of OCHA’s Policy 
Development and Studies, to participants in the 34th International Diploma on Humanitarian 
Assistance in New York on 15 June 2011.

4	 ALNAP is one of the primary repositories for humanitarian evaluations as well as other resources 
pertaining to best practices, lessons learnt and accountability in humanitarian response.

5	 OCHA originally implemented the cluster approach in Haiti in 2008. The first clusters to be mobi-
lised following the 2010 earthquake were food; water, sanitation and hygiene; health; shelter and 
non-food items; and logistics. 

6	 Four of OCHA’s 22 staff and nine members of the United Nations Disaster Assessment and Coor-
dination (hailing from MapAction) worked solely on information management (Bhattacharjee and 
Lossio, 2011).

7	 For more information on 3W, see OCHA (n.d.b). Humanitarian Response is a collaborative inter-
agency website designed to enhance humanitarian coordination within the cluster approach. See 
HumanitarianResponse (n.d.).

8	 This point was also communicated to the co-authors during a telephone interview with senior 
humanitarian staff serving with a major international NGO in Haiti during 2010–11.



Challenges in humanitarian information management and exchange: evidence from Haiti S21

References
Altay, N. (2008) ‘Issues in Disaster-relief Logistics’. In M. Gad-el-Hak (ed.) Large-Scale Disasters: 

Prediction, Control and Mitigation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 120–46.
Altay, N. and W.G. Green (2006) ‘OR/MS Research in Disaster Operations Management’. European 

Journal of Operational Research. 175, pp. 475–93.
Balcik, B. et al. (2010) ‘Coordination in Humanitarian Relief Chains: Practices, Challenges, and 

Opportunities’. International Journal of Production Economics. 126, pp. 22–34.
Beamon, B.M. and S.A. Kotleba (2006) ‘Inventory Management Support Systems in Emergency 

Humanitarian Relief Operations in Southern Sudan’. International Journal of Logistics Management. 
17(2), pp. 187–212.

Bhattacharjee, A. and R. Lossio (2011) Evaluation of the OCHA Response to the Haiti Earthquake: Final 
Report. New York: United Nations.

Booth, W. (2011) ‘NGOs in Haiti Face New Questions About Effectiveness’. Washington Post. 1 February.
Brown, W.B. (1966) ‘Systems, Boundaries, and Information Flow’. Academy of Management Journal. 

9(4), pp. 318–27.
Bui, T. et al. (2000) ‘A framework for designing a global information network for multinational 

humanitarian assistance/disaster relief ’. Information Systems Frontiers. 1(4). pp. 427-442. 
Celik, S. and S. Corbacioglu (2010) ‘Role of Information in Collective Action in Dynamic Disaster 

Environments’. Disasters. 34(1), pp. 137–54.
Christopher, M. and P. Tatham (eds.) (2011) Humanitarian Logistics: Meeting the Challenge of Preparing 

for and Responding to Disasters. London: Kogan Page.
Clayton, E. and L. Davies (2011) Haiti Progress Report 2010. Oxford: Oxfam International.
Coyle, D. and P. Meier (2009) New Technologies in Emergencies and Conflicts: The Role of Information and 

Social Networks. Washington, DC: United Nations Foundation–Vodafone Foundation Partnership.
DARA (2010) ‘Crisis Reports: Haiti’. In Humanitarian Response Index 2010. Madrid: DARA. http://

daraint.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/12/Haiti-Crisis-Report_HRI-2010.pdf.
Day, J.M., I. Junglas and L. Silva (2009) ‘Information Flow Impediments in Disaster Relief Supply 

Chains’. Journal of the Association for Information Systems. 10(8), pp. 637–60.
De Bruijn, H. (2006) ‘One Fight, One Team: The 9/11 Commission Report on Intelligence, Frag-

mentation and Information’. Public Administration. 84(2), pp. 267–87.
DeLeone, W.H. and E.R. McLean (1992) ‘Information Systems Success: The Quest for the Dependent 

Variable’. Information Systems Research. 3(1), pp. 60–95.
DRLA (Disaster Resilience Leadership Academy) (2011) Haiti Humanitarian Aid Evaluation: Structured 

Analysis Summary Report. New Orleans, LA: DRLA, Tulane University.
Fisher, C.W. and D.R. Kingma (2001) ‘Criticality of Data Quality as Exemplified in Two Disasters’. 

Information & Management. 39, pp. 109–16.
Fortune, V. and P. Rasal (2010) British Red Cross–Mass Sanitation Module: 2010 Haiti Earthquake Response—

Post Development Learning Evaluation. London: British Red Cross.
Groupe URD (Groupe Urgence Réhabilitation Développement) (2011) Beyond Emergency Relief in 

Haiti. Plaisians, France: Groupe URD.
Grünewald, F. and A. Binder (2010) Inter-agency Real Time Evaluation in Haiti: 3 Months after the 

Earthquake. Plaisians, France: Groupe Urgence Réhabilitation Développement and Global Public 
Policy Institute.

Grünewald, F. and B. Renaudin (2010) Real-time Evaluation of the Response to the Haiti Earthquake of 
12 January 2010. Plaisians, France: Groupe Urgence Réhabilitation Développement.

Haver, K. (2011) Haiti Earthquake Response: Mapping and Analysis of Gaps and Duplications in Evaluations. 
London: Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance in Humanitarian Action.

HumanitarianResponse (n.d.) Website. https://www.humanitarianresponse.info.



Nezih Altay and Melissa Labonte S22 

IASC (Inter-Agency Standing Committee) (2010) IASC Guidelines on Common Operational Datasets 
(CODs) in Disaster Preparedness and Response. http://imwg.humanitarianresponse.info/document/
iasc-guidelines-common-operational-datasets-disaster-preparedness-and-response-1-nov-2010.

ICVA (2011) Strength in Numbers: A Review of NGO Coordination in the Field—Overview Report v. 1.0. 
Geneva: ICVA.

IDMC (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre) (2011) Displacement Due to Natural Hazard-induced 
Disasters: Global Estimates for 2009 and 2010. Geneva: IDMC. June.

Johnson, A. (2010) CRS Haiti Real Time Evaluation of the 2010 Earthquake Response: Findings, Recommen-
dations, and Suggested Follow Up. http://www.alnap.org/pool/files/crs-haiti-rte-summary-and-follow-
up-plan-march2011.pdf.

Katz, D. and R.L. Kahn (1966) The Social Psychology of Organizations. New York: Wiley & Sons.
King, D.J. (2005) ‘Humanitarian Knowledge Management’. In B. Carle and B. Van de Walle (eds.) 

Proceedings of the Second International ISCRAM Conference. Brussels, pp. 291–95.
Lawrence, P.R. and J.W. Lorsch (1967) Organization and Environment: Managing Differentiation and 

Integration. Boston: Harvard University.
Lynch, C. (2010) ‘Top U.N. Aid Official Critiques Haiti and Aid Efforts in Confidential Email’. 

Foreign Policy. 17 February. http://turtlebay.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2010/02/17/top_un_aid_
official_critiques_haiti_aid_efforts_in_confidential_email.

Maitland, C., L.M. Ngamassi Tchouakeu and A.H. Tapia (2009) ‘Information Management and 
Technology Issues Addressed by Humanitarian Relief Coordination Bodies’. In J. Landgren and 
S. Jul (eds.) Proceedings of the Sixth International Information Systems for Crisis Response and Management 
Conference. Gothenburg. May.

Marincioni, F. (2007) ‘Information Technologies and the Sharing of Disaster Knowledge: The Critical 
Role of Professional Culture’. Disasters. 31(4), pp. 459–76.

Morrow, N. et al. (2011) Independent Evaluation of the Ushahidi Haiti Project. Development Information 
Systems International Ushahidi Haiti Project. http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ 
1282.pdf.

MSF (Médecins Sans Frontières) (2011) Haiti: One Year After—A Review of Médecins sans Frontières’ 
Humanitarian Aid Operations. http://www.msf.org/msf/articles/2011/01/haiti-one-year-after.cfm.

Muhren, W.J. and B. Van de Walle (2010) ‘Sense-making and Information Management in Emergency 
Response’. Bulletin of the American Society for Information Science and Technology. 36(5), pp. 30–33.

Nelson, A. and I. Sigal (2010) Media, Information Systems and Communities: Lessons from Haiti. 
Miami, FL: Communicating with Disaster Affected Communities, Internews and John S. and 
James L. Knight Foundation.

Ngamassi Tchouakeu, L. et al. (2011) ‘Exploring Barriers to Coordination between Humanitarian 
NGOs: A Comparative Study of Two NGOs’ Information Technology Coordination Bodies’. 
International Journal of Information Systems and Social Change. 2(2), pp. 1–25.

OCHA (United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs) (2002) Symposium on 
Best Practices in Humanitarian Information Exchange: Final Report. 5–8 February.

OCHA (2006) Guidelines for OCHA Field Information Management. Version 1.1. New York: United Nations.
OCHA (2007) Operational Guidance on Responsibilities of Cluster/Sector Leads & OCHA in Information 

Management. New York: United Nations.
OCHA (2010) Financial Tracking Service Haiti Report December 2010. http://fts.unocha.org/reports/daily/

ocha_R10c_C91_Y2010_asof___1312180300.pdf.
OCHA (n.d.a) ‘Humanitarian Response Clusters’. https://clusters.humanitarianresponse.info.
OCHA (n.d.b) ‘3W: Who Does What Where/Contact Management Directory’. http://3w.unocha.

org/WhoWhatWhere/index.php.
O’Hagan, P. (2010) An Independent Joint Evaluation of the Haiti Earthquake Humanitarian Response. Report 

commissioned by CARE International and Save the Children Federation. http://www.alnap.org/
pool/files/1192.pdf.



Challenges in humanitarian information management and exchange: evidence from Haiti S23

Prigogine, I. (1980) From Being to Becoming: Time and Complexity in the Physical Sciences. San Francisco: 
W.H. Freeman.

Rencoret, N. et al. (2010) Haiti Earthquake Response: Context Analysis. London: Active Learning 
Network for Accountability and Performance in Humanitarian Action.

Rietjens, S.J.H., H. Voordijk and S.J. De Boer (2007) ‘Coordinating Humanitarian Operations in 
Peace Support Missions’. Disaster Prevention and Management. 16(1), pp. 56–69.

Sagun, A., D. Bouchlaghem and C.J. Anumba (2009) ‘A Scenario-based Study on Information Flow 
and Collaboration Patterns in Disaster Management’. Disasters. 33(2), pp. 214–38.

Schofield, R. (2002) ‘New Technologies, Information Management, Coordination and Agency Inde-
pendence’. Humanitarian Exchange Magazine. 21, pp. 29–31. http://www.odihpn.org/report.asp?id=2461.

Smith, W. and J. Dowell (2000) ‘A Case Study of Co-Ordinative Decision-Making in Disaster Man-
agement’. Ergonomics. 43(8), pp. 1153–66.

Sontag, D. (2012) ‘Rebuilding in Haiti Lags after Billions in Post-quake Aid’. The New York Times. 
23 December. http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/24/world/americas/in-aiding-quake-battered-
haiti-lofty-hopes-and-hard-truths.html?ref=haiti&_r=0.

Steets, J. et al. (2010) Cluster Approach Evaluation 2: Synthesis Report. Berlin and Plaisians, France: 
Global Public Policy Institute and Groupe Urgence Réhabilitation Développement.

Taylor, G. et al. (2010) Joint Monitoring Mission: Australian Government Response to the Haiti Earthquake of 
12 January 2010. Canberra: Government of Australia.

Tomasini, R. and L.N. Van Wassenhove (2004) ‘Pan-American Health Organization’s Humanitarian 
Supply Chain Management System: De-Politicization of the Humanitarian Supply Chain by Cre-
ating Accountability’. Journal of Public Procurement. 4(3), pp. 437–49.

Tomasini, R. and L.N. Van Wassenhove (2009) Humanitarian Logistics. London: Palgrave.
UNICEF (United Nations Children’s Fund) (2010) Children of Haiti: Three Months After the Earthquake, 

Progress, Gaps and Plans in Humanitarian Action Supporting and Transformative Agenda for Children. 
New York: UNICEF.

Van de Walle, B., G. Van Den Eede and W. Muhren (2009) ‘Humanitarian Information Management 
and Systems’. In J. Löffler and M. Klann (eds.) Mobile Response: 2nd International Workshop on Mobile 
Information Technology for Emergency Response. Heidelberg: Springer-Verlag.

Wang, R.W. and D.M. Strong (1996) ‘Beyond Accuracy: What Data Quality Means to Data Consumers’. 
Journal of Management Information Systems. 4, pp. 5–34.

Weick, K.E. (1985) ‘Cosmos vs. Chaos: Sense and Nonsense in Electronic Contexts’. Organizational 
Dynamics. 14(2), pp. 51–64.


