
SUFFICIENCY
As in previous editions of The State of the Humanitarian System, resources 

were not sufficient to meet needs.
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Sufficiency

In brief
Despite concerns that economic and political conditions in major donor 
countries may lead to a fall in humanitarian funding, the period saw funding 
continue to rise (albeit at a much slower rate than in previous periods), 
reaching a new record of $27.3 billion in 2017. However, requests for funding 
also increased significantly over this period, and as a result there was no 
improvement in sufficiency: available resources were still not adequate to 
meet needs. Increased funding requests appear to reflect an increase in the 
number of people around the world needing humanitarian assistance. It 
may also reflect the increased costs of providing a greater variety of services 
to people in crisis, and the higher costs of providing services to urban and 
middle income populations. The degree to which funding was sufficient 
to meet needs also varied by country and activity – some sectors were 
consistently better-funded than others. Despite funding constraints, the 
recipient survey for this report suggested that levels of satisfaction with the 
quantity of aid received were fairly high.

To what degree are available resources sufficient to meet needs?
All of the sources used to compile this edition of The State of the 
Humanitarian System indicate that financial resources are insufficient to 
cover humanitarian needs. Over the three-year period, UN coordinated 
appeals were, on average, only 58% funded.1 Almost three-quarters (72%) 
of respondents to the practitioner survey felt that funding was insufficient 
or far below needs, and evaluations often reported that programmes were 
under-funded (generally by 30% to 50%). In most of the case studies, and 
particularly Yemen, Kenya, the Lake Chad basin and Mali, humanitarians 
complained of inadequate funding, and suggested that this had negative 
effects on humanitarian programming. Key informants at HQ echoed these 
findings. As one said: ‘I don’t think anybody in the sector would name any 
single crisis that we could say we feel is adequately covered’. 

The perception that humanitarian action is under-funded is not new. 
The results of the practitioner survey have been more-or-less consistent in 
2012, 2015 and 2018, with over 70% of respondents believing that funding is 
below needs. The proportion of appeals funded has declined slightly – from 
62.5% in 2010–11 to 62% in 2012–14 to 58% in the current reporting period 
(2015–17). This sustained inadequacy of funding may seem surprising given 
that, over the period, humanitarian funding continued to rise, and the 
system has never been better resourced. The problem – as figure 9 shows 
– is that, while funding has risen significantly over the last decade, the 
amounts requested for humanitarian activities have grown even faster: this 
was particularly evident in 2016–17, when UN appeals rose by 21% in a year 
when total funding increased by around 3% (Development Initiatives, 2018).
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While inadequate funding is a problem across the sector, interviewees and 
survey respondents also suggested that resourcing was uneven, and that certain 
crises, and certain sectors, were less well-resourced than others. Figures for UN 
coordinated appeals bear this out: in all three years, some appeals received less 
than 20% of funding requested, while others received over 80% (see chapter 
on needs and funding). With respect to funding disparities between sectors, 
interviewees generally felt that education and protection in particular tended 
to be poorly funded (although there were some situations where this was not 
the case: in Lebanon, for example, interviewees suggested that a large amount 
of funding was going to the education sector). Again, available data bears this 
out: in the reporting period, education elements of UN appeals were between 
30% and 36% funded, and protection 35% to 38% funded. These figures were 
lower than for most other sectors (although shelter tended to fare even worse, 
at between 26% and 32% funded).

In terms of the impact of insufficient resources on people in need, the 
picture was slightly confused. Overall, 43% of respondents in the aid recipient 
survey said that they were satisfied with the amount of aid they received, 
another 43% said that they were partially satisfied and 15% said that they 
were not satisfied. Women and men tended to respond in the same way.2 This 
overall response is less negative than one would expect, given the figures 
around funding shortfalls, the findings of numerous evaluations and the views 
of many aid professionals. It may be partially a result of the countries where 
the survey was conducted: Iraq and Afghanistan were both well-funded at the 
time of the survey (although in Iraq the number of people who responded 
‘no’ was far higher, at 26%, than in DRC, which was much less well-funded). 
It may also reflect how agencies deal with a lack of funding: by cutting where 
they work, rather than the amount they provide to people in areas covered. 
The respondents to the survey are, after all, people who have received or are 
receiving assistance. Or agencies may be cutting back on certain services and 
types of assistance that are not as highly valued by recipients, and so do not 
greatly affect their perception of sufficiency. At the same time, insufficient aid 
was mentioned as a problem by a number of recipients who spoke to the teams 
conducting country studies. Overall, 23% of respondents to the recipient survey 
said that the main challenge for people receiving aid in their area was not 
enough aid, and 16% said that the greatest improvement that aid organisations 
could make would be to provide more. 

Factors affecting sufficiency

Funding availability
The two key factors affecting sufficiency are the amount of available funding 
and the scale of needs. Funding continued to increase over the period 
(albeit at a much slower rate than in the past), and in 2017 was estimated 
at a record $27.3 billion.3 However, this did not meet needs as reflected in 
appeals. In addition, there are important questions as to how this funding 
was distributed. Both HQ and field staff often said that they believed money 
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was going to crises which were more strategically important for donors 
or more visible in the Western media. This political aspect of funding 
was mentioned particularly by those working on refugee and migration 
crises. The importance of political interests and the media in the allocation 
of aid has been underscored by research in the past (see for example 
Moeller, 2010; Van Belle, 2010). While a thorough review of the correlation 
between these factors and funding was beyond the scope of the SOHS, it is 
striking that the best-funded responses in 2015–17 were in countries where 
responses were both large and well publicised, such as Iraq, Afghanistan, 
South Sudan and Bangladesh. The least well-funded responses were smaller, 
and disproportionately in Central and Latin America and West Africa.4

A number of interviewees felt that donors were increasingly moving 
funding away from responses in Africa to crises in the Middle East: HQ 
interviewees mentioned DRC and CAR particularly as having suffered 
from a shift in donor attention to the Syrian regional response. Over the 
last decade, while there has certainly been a trend for the proportion of 
humanitarian expenditure in Africa to decrease and the proportion in the 
Middle East to increase (see figure 14), the actual amounts allocated to both 
Africa and the Middle East have increased. In some cases, the proportions 
going to particular African emergencies have also increased: in 2015, 2016 
and 2017, DRC received a higher proportion of funds requested than it did in 
2014.5 At the same time, field staff in Chad and Mali also said that they had 
seen funding decrease, and that the funding that was available was focused 
on areas from where migrants might come.

Interviewees explained disparities in funding by sector in a number of 
ways. First, donors differ on where they draw the boundary around life-
saving activities. The less well-funded sectors were considered outside 
this boundary by some donors, and so were not prioritised for resources. 
Second, less well-funded activities were often difficult to do well, requiring 
more complex, systemic interventions than other forms of humanitarian 
action. Third, results were often visible only in the long term and could be 
hard to measure, making activities difficult for agencies to ‘sell’ to donors. A 
number of interviewees felt that the sectoral nature of the system itself was 
a problem – if donors and agencies thought less about sectoral interventions 
and more about the whole package of inter-connected needs, the disparities 
between, say, funding for food security and for education would probably 
be reduced. During the study period, there has been increased interest and 
efforts towards building multi-sectoral responses, as well as a rise in the use 
of multi-purpose cash, which is inherently multi-sectoral.

The number of people in need 
Estimates of the number of people requiring humanitarian assistance showed 
an increase in humanitarian need over the period (OCHA, 2016b; 2017c).6 
Interviewees offered a number of good reasons to explain this trend, and why 
it might be expected to continue. The increasingly protracted nature of many 
responses – particularly for refugees and IDPs – means that there is a large 
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and growing volume of chronic need. While the number of armed conflicts 
appears to have slightly decreased over the period (OCHA, 2016b; 2017c), some 
interviewees felt that the tactics of many combatants are increasingly geared 
towards inflicting violence on, and denying services to, civilians (UN Secretary-
General, 2017: 1; 2018: 3). An increasing number of responses are occurring 
in cities (Boano and Martén, 2017; GAUC, 2016), which have high population 
densities and will tend to have higher caseloads in times of crisis. And climate 
change is increasingly undermining people’s ability to cope, making them more 
vulnerable and more likely to become displaced. 

Expectations of humanitarian action
A number of key informants suggested that our understanding of need, 
and so of sufficiency, is also conditioned by knowledge of needs and level of 
ambition. In other words, the more humanitarian actors know about needs, 
and the more needs they aim to address, the greater the strain on available 
funds. A few interviewees suggested that the issue was as much about 
the visibility of need as absolute numbers: the number of people in need 
globally may not have increased appreciably over the past decade, but better 
communications technology has made us more aware of them. In effect, the 
numbers in appeals have increased because humanitarians are aware of, and 
aiming to assist, a greater proportion of global need. Unfortunately, it is not 
possible either to prove or disprove this with the data available.

A related point, made by a number of interviewees, was that the 
humanitarian system has become more ambitious, and that increased 
requests for funding are – at least partially – a result of trying to do more. 
Humanitarian appeals continued to increase over the period 2015–17 
because humanitarian budgets were expected to address both short-term 
needs and longer-term, structural challenges. Concerns were repeatedly 
raised about the widening scope of humanitarian action, and interviewees 
who discussed this saw it as an extremely serious problem: ‘humanitarian 
aid will never be sufficient’; ‘the needs are just too great’. For their part, field 
staff tended to focus less on perceived issues of mandate creep and more 
on the increased costs caused by developments in technology and practice. 
Several mentioned the increased importance of mental health activities and 
of protection around gender-based violence, and explained that these are 
both more expensive than ‘traditional’ activities and also more difficult to 
fund. Others spoke of the increased costs of providing advanced healthcare. 
This is also, potentially, a consequence of the location of humanitarian 
activities: as more responses take place in middle income countries, there 
are likely to be higher requirements for care for conditions such as diabetes 
and heart disease (Drummod et al., 2015). Responding to needs in urban 
contexts, in middle income countries or in economies in transition is often 
more complex and costly than in low-income agrarian societies (Grünewald 
et al., 2017). Similarly, responding to needs in areas with access constraints 
– particularly areas which are besieged or cut off – can be extremely 
expensive (Stoddard et al., 2016).
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If humanitarian action was growing in ambition and working in 
more expensive locations, we would expect to see an increase in the 
cost per person assisted. Over the period there was, in fact, an increase 
of 6% overall in the amount of funding requested per person assisted. 
Moreover, this (fairly small) increase hides massive disparities between 
locations: to give one example, planned expenditure per recipient 
in Europe and Syria (areas which are growing as a proportion of 
humanitarian activity) were much higher than in most responses in Sub-
Saharan Africa (see figure 10) and almost ten times that in the CAR. The 
figures appear to provide some support to the idea that humanitarian 
action is becoming more expensive.

Box / Financing in crisis settings
In the run-up to and following the WHS, there have been growing calls for 
reform of the humanitarian system, particularly in relation to responses 
to protracted and complex crises. Whether due to growing needs or to an 
insufficient and inefficient response, new sources of funding and finance 
have emerged, broadening the ‘traditional’ resource base of humanitarian 
assistance.  Two main provider types have become more prominent since 
the previous SOHS study period: multilateral development banks and 
Islamic social giving.  While not new in themselves, both are often referred 
to as ‘innovative’ in crisis contexts, either because they generate additional 
funds or because they make existing funds more efficient. Several 
multilateral development banks introduced concessional-like financing 
in crisis contexts  between 2015 and 2017, focused on resilience and 
displacement. While no reporting tool exists to track contributions 
from these institutions in a timely manner, their own reports provide a 
starting-point for compiling estimates based on annual disbursements. 
Likewise, no single tracking mechanism currently measures volumes 
of Islamic finance, including zakat. It is estimated that at least $600 
billion of zakat from Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) 
countries is potentially available annually, including for humanitarian 
response.  Most notably, the IFRC is exploring the development of 
Sukuk social impact bonds, waqf  and zakat endowment in partnership 
with the Global University of Islamic Finance (INCEIF) to understand 
the extent to which these instruments could support the RCRC 
Movement’s activities in crisis settings, alongside existing resources.
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Contributions to countries with UN-coordinated appeals, 2017 
(US$ million)

World Bank Colombia

Nigeria

Iraq

Tanzania

Bangladesh

Pakistan

1,687

1,511

1,485

1,205

1,152

1,126

European Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development

Turkey

Ukraine

Greece

Serbia

Jordan

FYROM

1,735

834

692

430

178

55

Asian Development Bank Pakistan

Bangladesh

Sri Lanka

Nepal

Myanmar

Afghanistan

3,339

3,197

1,015

864

592

486

African Development Bank Cameroon

Kenya

Senegal

Rwanda

Uganda

Ethiopia

199

183

172

144

110

102

European Investment Bank Greece

Turkey

Serbia

Ukraine

Lebanon

Jordan

18,108

17,984

2,690

1,139

406

356

Inter-American Development Bank Colombia

Peru

Haiti

Dominican Republic

Bahamas

1,060

151

123

115

16
 
Source: Development Initiatives, based on institutions’ annual reports. 
Notes: Data in current prices. For IAB, EIB, AfDB and EBRD, amounts are disbursements for projects. 
World Bank and AsDB amounts are project approvals.
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More funding instruments are also becoming available. In the current 
study period a number of tools were introduced, borrowed from the 
financial sector and redesigned to suit particular types of crisis. The 
majority were developed in isolation from existing mechanisms, 
and specifically for responses deemed less risky and more accessible 
to agencies that tend not to have an established presence in crisis 
environments. An emerging bundle of instruments can be deployed for 
responses to disasters associated with natural hazards and refugees, 
but far fewer are available for use in responses to conflict-driven crises.

One notable innovation is Forecast-based Financing (FbF). As part of 
the IFRC’s Disaster Relief Emergency Fund (DREF), these mechanisms 
are used to forecast recurrent natural hazards. When a threshold is 
met, pre-positioned funds are released to support pre-agreed activities. 
Contingency funds are supplementary to core programming, and are 
tied to organisations with existing field operations and demonstrated 
contextual understanding. Warnings have been used to release funds 
for early action in Bangladesh, Mongolia, Peru, Togo and Uganda, and a 
further 17 countries are developing FbF protocols.  FbF had an anticipated 
turnover of CHF1 million (approximately $1 million) in 2018. This is 
expected to increase in coming years. 

Many refugee-hosting states, particularly more recent host states in the 
Middle East, are middle income countries (MICs) (see chapter on needs 
and funding). This can provide a foundation on which to build sovereign 
partnerships that can support government programmes for both refugees 
and host communities. Pledging conferences for Syria and the region saw 
a number of institutions scale up their responses, including the World 
Bank, the European Investment Bank (EIB), the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) and the Islamic Development 
Bank (IsDB).
The EIB launched the Economic Resilience Initiative in 2016 to 
support host communities and displaced populations in the ‘Southern 
Neighbourhood’ countries and the Western Balkans.  The initiative, which 
focuses on stimulating growth, creating jobs and improving infrastructure, 
aims to supplement existing 2020 lending targets of €7.5 billion by another 
€6 billion. Mechanisms include funding through existing channels, such 
as local banks; investment for infrastructure projects (essentially grants 
alongside loans); and lending to the private sector, including through 
grant-supported ‘Impact Finance’ instruments, such as private equity 
funds, local currency lending, risk-sharing instruments (where the 
EIB shares risks with local banks to encourage them to lend to small 
enterprises) and direct financing through debt or equity investments (as 
loans or through buying stocks). 
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It is still difficult to create incentives to bring in non-traditional 
partners such as multilateral development banks and the private sector 
into conflict-driven crises. Although the World Bank has increased 
operations in conflict-affected states (see box on the World Bank in 
humanitarian contexts), no mechanisms specific to these contexts have 
emerged since the last SOHS report. One initiative that suggests there 
is space to increase the range of financing options for humanitarian 
responses in conflict settings is the World Bank’s partnership with the 
ICRC and FAO in developing the Humanitarian Impact Bond (HIB). 
The HIB aims to encourage up-front private investment for ICRC 
services for people with disabilities in conflict-affected countries. 
The ‘bond’ is in fact a ‘private placement’, through which private 
investors provide funding for new rehabilitation centres, with donor 
‘outcome funders’ committing to pay back investments after five years 
at rates dependent on ICRC services meeting outcome targets. As of 
September 2017, ICRC reports that $27.6 million had been raised via 
the bond to fund new physical rehabilitation centres in DRC, Nigeria 
and Mali over a five-year period. This figure is the amount pledged by 
the ‘outcome funders’ – Belgium (€8.6 million), Switzerland (CHF10 
million), Italy (€3.2 million), the UK (£2.5 million) and the La Caixa 
Banking Foundation (€1.1 million), proportions of which they will 
make available in five years’ time depending on performance. Amounts 
committed by social investors – which constitute actual operational 
funds – have not been disclosed. 

Most of these instruments are still being trialled, and little is known 
about their scalability or adaptability. Each will provide its share 
of lessons, which should be captured and disseminated to promote 
further research, development and refinement. More work is also 
needed to overcome the insular manner in which these tools are 
being developed to identify the right combination of instruments to 
respond to multi-dimensional crises, bringing together preparedness, 
humanitarian response and longer-term investments, both public and 
private. • LUMINITA TUCHEL, DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVES 
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Endnotes for this criterion 

1. See chapter on needs and funding. Note that UN coordinated appeals 
are not an exact measure of need, and the level of funding is not an exact 
measure of sufficiency. Similarly, UN coordinated appeals are not the 
only appeals made for humanitarian relief, or the only appeals to which 
donors respond – and so additional funding is being channelled (for 
example through the Red Cross/Crescent Movement) to humanitarian 
crises. Nevertheless, the degree to which UN appeals are funded can be 
used to try to understand overall sufficiency, in combination with other 
sources.

2. Displaced people in the survey were more likely to be satisfied with the 
amount of aid they received – 51% to 38%.

3. This figure does not fully represent funding from diasporas, Islamic 
giving and other sources that are not easily captured at a global level.

4. In 2016, the best-funded responses were Burundi, Iraq, South Sudan, 
Afghanistan and the Mosul flash appeal (Iraq). The least well-funded 
were the Libya flash appeal, Gambia, Honduras, the Sahel and North 
Korea. In 2017, the best-funded were Kenya, Iraq, Niger, Afghanistan and 
Bangladesh, and the least well-funded Hurricane Irma (the Caribbean), 
Senegal, Cuba, Djibouti and Peru. The better-funded responses generally 
had far higher numbers of page views on ReliefWeb than the least well-
funded (OCHA, 2016b).

5. In 2014: 46%; 2015: 55%; 2016: 60%; 2017: 57%. All figures from 
Development Initiatives Global Humanitarian Assistance reports.

6. Although these estimates should be used with some caution (see box 
on Information gaps), country-level estimates of people in need have 
improved significantly over the past five years, with clear distinctions 
between those in need and the (generally smaller number of ) people 
to whom humanitarian agencies aim to provide assistance. However, 
the calculation and aggregation of these figures is still problematic 
and ‘there are many gaps and inconsistencies’; ‘the data should only be 
interpreted to indicate major trends and characterize major differences 
between emergencies’ (OCHA, 2016b: 55, 62; see also ACAPS, 2016; 
Latimer and Swithern, 2017; OCHA, 2016b).


