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FOREWORD

In a world with mounting and complex humanitarian challenges, 
research and innovation (R&I) can play a pivotal role in identifying, 
prioritising, and addressing humanitarian needs. 

The role of R&I at multiple – global, regional, national, and local – levels is crucial to developing 
culturally and contextually appropriate responses to humanitarian crises. The region of Southern 
and Eastern Africa (SEA) is facing several key issues, including a multitude of humanitarian and 
development challenges, spanning from food insecurity and health crises to climate change 
impacts, political conflict, displacement, and socioeconomic inequalities. 

The region demonstrates strong research and innovation capacities and has developed 
coordination mechanisms between government, civil society, and the international system that 
are unique. The experience and perspectives of the actors involved in humanitarian action and 
R&I provide invaluable learning that should drive action in the region, but that can also shape the 
global conversation on how our global humanitarian R&I ecosystem can evolve. 

Elrha’s Global Prioritisation Exercise (GPE) is a global research and consultation effort that seeks 
to improve outcomes for people affected by crises by amplifying the impact of investments 
into humanitarian R&I. The process aims to build an improved understanding of the strengths 
and weaknesses of the global humanitarian R&I ecosystem and deepen our understanding of 
priorities at all levels. 

As part of the GPE, we have gained invaluable insights through a series of stakeholder interviews 
conducted across six geographic regions and three national settings. These consultations share 
the perceptions of regional and national humanitarian actors, and shed light on priority topics and 
areas that need humanitarian R&I attention. This exercise extends further, delving into how the 
humanitarian R&I ecosystem functions (and occasionally dysfunctions) in complex environments. 
It also explores how the ecosystem can be improved. 

Humanitarian crises are varied and so are the landscapes they unfold in. The scale, type, 
magnitude, drivers, and impacts of these crises vary within and between geographic regions, and 
as such, so do the associated areas requiring HRI attention. The views of regional and national 
actors are, therefore, important to improve the way the humanitarian ecosystem functions and 
how the system in turn responds. This consultation examines the differing perspectives of those 
international and national actors engaged within SEA’s humanitarian R&I context. 

This work is also fundamental to informing priority-setting processes to optimally guide R&I 
investment, improving coordination and donor-funding allocations. Key recommendations, based 
on the challenges and learning reported, to improve the regional R&I ecosystem are proposed at 
national, regional, global, and donor levels. By valuing regional voices, these consultations aim to 
ensure that regional perspectives inform and influence the global, humanitarian R&I agenda.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

BACKGROUND

The Southern and Eastern Africa (SEA) region confronts a multitude of humanitarian and 
development challenges, spanning from food insecurity and health crises to climate change 
impacts, conflict, displacement, and socioeconomic inequalities. Tackling these complex 
challenges demands a comprehensive approach that seamlessly integrates research and 
innovation (R&I) into response strategies.

R&I can help forecast and characterise humanitarian crises, 
understand the scale, distribution and types of needs arising, develop 
and scale potential solutions, inform humanitarian action, and 
monitor progress. The ultimate objective of humanitarian R&I is to 
help improve the ways in which the humanitarian sector mitigates 
and responds to crises and serves populations in need. 

This SEA consultation, one of a series for Elrha’s landmark Global Prioritisation Exercise (GPE) for 
humanitarian R&I, examines perspectives of regional actors engaged with the humanitarian R&I 
space. It aims to understand how these ecosystems in the SEA region function, how decisions 
are made, who has a seat at the priority-setting table, and glean perspectives on R&I topics and 
priority topics requiring attention in the region.

METHODS 

Key informant interviews (KIIs) were conducted with 15 regional stakeholders, nearly half of 
whom were based in Kenya, while the rest were located elsewhere in Africa or beyond (though 
all focused on the SEA region). The majority of participants were affiliated with an international 
non-governmental organisation (INGO), with two exceptions from the private sector and 
academia. Approximately half of the interviewees indicated that their organisation is involved in 
both humanitarian research and innovation, with the remainder focusing on either humanitarian 
research or humanitarian innovation. 

While participants varied in tenure, most held mid to senior-level positions, boasting five or 
more years of experience in the sector, with five possessing over two decades of expertise. No 
participants reported having a donor function. 

Interviews were conducted remotely between November 2022 and February 2023. Interviews 
were conducted in English, transcribed, and analysed thematically using NVivo software. 
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KEY FINDINGS 

The role of R&I in humanitarian crises

•	 Many respondents reported that R&I plays a crucial role during a humanitarian crisis. 
Reported functions of R&I during humanitarian crises included improving how the 
humanitarian sector functions (most frequently cited), identifying gaps, adapting responses, 
understanding context, informing evidence-based decisions, informing future programmes and 
early warning, and anticipatory action.

•	 Additionally, some respondents noted that R&I contributes across different phases of a 
humanitarian crisis. In the emergency preparedness phase, R&I reportedly helps to anticipate 
and predict events and provide an understanding of the root causes of humanitarian crises. 
During the response phase, R&I facilitate a deeper understanding of community needs and 
more effective programme design. In the recovery phase, R&I helps glean lessons from 
response to inform future interventions. Many participants emphasised that R&I enables 
better outcomes only when driven by the needs of the affected people, involving local 
actors and communities, measuring value and accountability, and incorporating anticipatory 
actions. However, some participants argued that there is no role for R&I during a humanitarian 
crisis, as the primary focus should be to save lives. 

•	 Reported barriers to production of R&I include limited capacity for R&I, research culture or 
practice, bureaucratic hurdles, and the sensitivity in research.

•	 Additionally, challenges in implementing findings due to resource constraints, time limitations, 
limited awareness, and organisational culture were all reported as being barriers to the 
uptake and utilisation of R&I. 

•	 The majority of respondents indicated opportunities for enhancing the utilisation of R&I. 
These include engaging affected communities and key stakeholders, tailoring approaches 
to end-users, refining dissemination and implementation, fostering collaboration across 
sectors, ensuring reliability in the processes, enhancing knowledge management, designing 
intervention effectively, documenting crisis factors, flexible funding, and ensuring contextual 
relevance of R&I initiatives. Some participants suggested additional improvements needed for 
effective functioning of the R&I system in the region. These included strategically integrating 
technological advancements into the research process, establishing a dedicated research 
institution or framework for regular crisis preparedness assessment as well as monitoring and 
involving impacted communities in co-creating cost-effective solutions to their needs among 
others.  
 
Several topics requiring additional R&I attention were reported, such as climate change, 
the humanitarian-development nexus, localisation, anticipatory action, how the humanitarian 
sector functions, health, and innovations. Among those participants who identified priority 
themes and topics, key areas reported included the humanitarian-development nexus (such 
as improving livelihoods to reduce poverty, resilience, and food security), and health (sexual 
reproductive health rights and emergencies). Addressing these topics through R&I was 
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deemed to have significant practical importance, such as enhancing resilience and livelihoods 
through improved food security and agriculture, combating communicable disease through 
health and disease prevention strategies, and building resilience to environmental challenges 
through climate change and adaptation measures. 

•	 It was noted that certain topics in the region have not received sufficient attention to 
date largely due to funding constraints, geopolitical factors, limitations within academic and 
humanitarian sectors, and donor fatigue arising from protracted crises. 

•	 Whilst some participants indicated that investments in R&I align with areas needing attention, 
others reported a mismatch. Reported reasons for the perceived misalignment of 
R&I investments with needs included limited R&I funding and investments as donors 
prioritise funding for operational activity over R&I, political factors, a focus on other immediate 
priorities, and the under-appreciation of the role of R&I.

•	 The findings of this consultation indicate that regional and national actors are fairly 
engaged in R&I efforts. A range of strategies have helped foster this engagement, including 
the creation of collaborative networks and partnerships with a range of actors including 
government and academics. However, there is still room for improvement, as several key 
barriers hinder the involvement of regional and national actors in the humanitarian 
sphere. These barriers include biases against researchers in the Global South, limited and 
unequal distribution of resources, and a range of systemic issues such as lack of coordination 
and lengthy bureaucratic processes that preclude engagement, among others. It was reported 
that priority-setting and decision-making processes involve various stakeholder 
groups, including national actors such as governments, the private sector, academics, funding 
partners, beneficiary community, INGOs, and UN agencies. There were different views on the 
engagement of representatives from populations affected by crisis, with some participants 
reporting they have a role and others listing them as being absent from decision-making 
forums. Other groups reported as missing from the decision-making table include 
the private sector, beneficiary communities, academic institutions, and people living with 
disabilities. 

•	 Several factors that facilitate the timely responsiveness of the R&I system to 
emerging issues were reported, such as having adequate research infrastructure, leveraging 
existing partnerships, securing research funding, governments’ support, robust technological 
systems, and sufficient information on the region. Conversely, factors impeding timely 
responsiveness included the inability to access the crisis zone, inadequate funding, lack 
of political will and interest in research, short project life cycles, use of unreliable data, 
unwillingness to do research, and lack of coordination.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the findings of this consultation, the following recommendations are suggested:

	 Adopt a holistic and integrated approach to R&I

•	 Addressing cross-cutting issues is critical for effective humanitarian response. This approach 
involves recognising the interconnectedness of various challenges and ensuring that 
humanitarian interventions consider multiple factors simultaneously. 

	 Ensure needs-driven R&I with local determination of priority themes

•	 Conducting a formal, inclusive R&I prioritisation exercise that involves a diverse range of 
stakeholders from across the region, to identify and rank priority topics requiring attention 
in the region. This process ensures that R&I efforts are directly responsive to the needs of 
affected communities. 

	 Support localisation of R&I through strong regional leadership 

•	 By making regional leadership and engagement a requirement for funding, the localisation 
of R&I can be promoted. This approach ensures that solutions are contextually relevant and 
sustainable as they are developed and implemented by local actors who understand the 
nuances of the region.

	 Foster capacity building for local researchers and innovators 

•	 Empowering local talent to lead and contribute to the R&I initiatives is essential for sustainable 
development. Capacity-building efforts should focus on enhancing technical skills, fostering 
innovation, and providing opportunities for networking and collaboration.

	 Strengthen data collection and analysis on humanitarian needs

•	 Access to reliable data is crucial for inform decision-making in humanitarian contexts. 

•	 Efforts should be made to improve data collection methods, enhance data quality, and ensure 
that data analysis informs action effectively.
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	 Facilitate collaborations among humanitarian stakeholders

•	 Collaboration among humanitarian organisations, research institutions, local communities, and 
governments is vital for sharing knowledge, resources, and best practices. Creating platforms 
for dialogue, such as conferences, workshops, and online forums can foster cross-sectoral 
learning and innovation.

	 Engage local communities throughout the research process

•	 Respecting cultural values and prioritising the needs and aspirations of local communities is 
essential for the success of R&I initiatives. Meaningful engagement ensures that interventions 
are culturally appropriate, sustainable, and inclusive.

To achieve these goals, it is essential to strengthen research capacity, facilitate knowledge 
sharing, and provide funding and technical support. By aligning R&I with the unique challenges of 
the region, transformative change can be fostered, improving the well-being of communities and 
building a more resilient and inclusive future.

By improving the humanitarian R&I architecture and identifying key issues requiring attention, 
stakeholders can focus their efforts and resources on addressing the most pressing humanitarian 
R&I in the SEA region, informing efforts to alleviate suffering and leading to sustainable 
development and improved quality of life for the region’s population.

	 The findings of this consultation indicate that regional and 
national actors are fairly engaged in R&I efforts. A range of 
strategies have helped foster this engagement, including the 
creation of collaborative networks and partnerships with a range 
of actors including government and academics.  
 
However, there is still room for improvement, as several key 
barriers hinder the involvement of regional and national actors 
in the humanitarian sphere. These barriers include biases against 
researchers in the Global South, limited and unequal distribution 
of resources, and a range of systemic issues such as lack of 
coordination and lengthy bureaucratic processes that preclude 
engagement, among others.
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SECTION 1: BACKGROUND

WHY A GLOBAL PRIORITISATION EXERCISE (GPE) ON 
HUMANITARIAN RESEARCH AND INNOVATION (R&I)

In recent years, the number of people affected by humanitarian crises and in need of 
humanitarian assistance and protection globally reached unprecedented levels. According to 
the Global Humanitarian Overview,1 almost 300 million people globally will require humanitarian 
aid in 2024, driven largely by increasing conflicts, impacts of the climate crisis, and economic 
issues. Displacement is at the highest level since the beginning of the century, with 1 in 73 
people worldwide being forcibly displaced and this ratio has almost doubled in the last decade. 
Additionally, around one in five children is living in, or fleeing from, a conflict-affected setting. 
Notably, the scale, type, magnitude, drivers, and impacts of humanitarian crises vary within and 
between geographic regions across the globe. 

Research can help forecast and characterise humanitarian crises, 
understand the scale, distribution and types of needs arising, inform 
humanitarian action and monitor progress. Research has a crucial role 
to play in helping improve the ways in which the humanitarian sector 
mitigates and responds to crises and serves populations in need. 

Innovation can play a critical role in humanitarian crises by providing new and more effective 
solutions to the complex problems that arise during such emergencies. Strategic investments 
in R&I and appropriate utilisation and uptake of R&I findings can help improve the way the 
humanitarian sector uses evidence and identifies and scales solutions and, in turn, contribute to 
improving efficiency of the humanitarian response.

Despite the importance of R&I in the humanitarian space, the allocation of resources and 
the focus of humanitarian R&I are not equitable. Preliminary results from the 2021/22 Global 
Prioritisation Exercise Mapping Report,2 which captured humanitarian literature published 
during the period January 2017 to June 2021, indicate that there was a steady increase in the 
number of humanitarian R&I publications over the five-year period, but there are considerable 
inequities of attention, with some crises, population subgroups, and geographic areas receiving 
disproportionately more R&I attention than others. Additionally, R&I actors and institutions 
remain heavily Global North-based, and institutions in the Global North continue to receive the 
largest share of R&I funding.3 

Differential attention matters: What gets measured gets discussed, and what gets discussed gets 
addressed. Therefore, it is imperative to understand how the humanitarian R&I ecosystem is 
structured and functions, including understanding where and to whom R&I funding is directed, 
how R&I priorities are set, who is involved in these decision-making processes and how, if at 
all, coordination mechanisms operate. Reflecting the variable nature and impact of crises across 
the globe, understanding how humanitarian R&I priorities and topics requiring attention vary 
by geographic region is also crucial to better inform investment decisions and ultimately, help 
improve evidence-driven and efficient humanitarian action. 
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Latin America and 
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West and 
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Oceania, East Asia 
and South-East Asia

ABOUT THE GPE

The Global Prioritisation Exercise (GPE) for humanitarian R&I is a landmark, multi-pronged 
initiative that seeks to improve outcomes for people affected by humanitarian crises by 
characterising the existing humanitarian R&I landscape (including thematic and crisis focus areas, 
funding, actor engagement, and impact of investments), and identifying priorities for future 
investment. Commissioned by Elrha, the GPE comprises two distinct research phases:

Global mapping of humanitarian R&I outputs and investments: Detailed mapping 
of humanitarian R&I actors, investments and thematic and crisis focus areas 
over the period January 2017 to June 2021,4 and financial flow analysis tracking 
humanitarian R&I funding allocations from a range of donor types over this 
period.5 This builds upon the previous mapping of research, innovation, and 
outputs undertaken in 2017 for the period January 2016 to April 2017.6

Stakeholder consultations: A series of consultations with diverse stakeholder 
groups operating at each of the global, regional, national, and community levels, 
and exploring a range of issues regarding R&I investments, needs, and priority-
setting and decision-making processes.

This report is one of a series for the regional and national consultations. Led by Deakin University 
(Australia) in collaboration with partners in each region, the regional consultations have 
explored stakeholder perspectives on the humanitarian R&I ecosystem in six geographic regions, 
demarcated according to the United Nations (UN) Statistics Division Regional Classifications:7

Central and South Asia8

Three national consultations have also been conducted:

Indonesia Kenya Lebanon

The overarching aim of the regional and national consultations is to understand how the 
humanitarian R&I ecosystem functions, how decisions are made, who has a seat at the priority-
setting table, and to gauge perceptions of regional R&I needs.
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ABOUT THIS REPORT

This report presents key findings from consultations in Southern and Eastern Africa. This work 
was undertaken by Passion Africa and Deakin University.

THE HUMANITARIAN LANDSCAPE IN SOUTHERN AND 
EASTERN AFRICA (SEA) 

Geography and Demogaphy

The SEA region is a vast and varied region characterised by its diversity and dynamism, 
encompassing multiple countries and landscapes (see Fig. 1). It stretches from the eastern 
coast of the continent, including countries such as Kenya, Tanzania, and Mozambique, to 
the southernmost parts, including South Africa, Zimbabwe, and Madagascar. Additionally, it 
encompasses nations from the Horn of Africa in the North, including Djibouti, Ethiopia, Eritrea, 
and South Sudan. This geographic expanse reflects a rich tapestry of cultures, ecosystems, and 
socioeconomic dynamics, shaping the region’s distinct identity and challenges.

Fig. 1. Map of Southern and Eastern Africa
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SEA is characterised by its rich cultural heritage, natural resources, a mix of urban centres and 
rural communities, and diverse ecosystems. The region is home to a significant population, 
comprising numerous ethnic groups, languages, and religions, which contribute to its cultural 
richness and diversity. Furthermore, it showcases a blend of traditional practices and modern 
influences, enhancing its vibrant cultural tapestry. 

However, the region has been plagued by recurring food crises and challenges, particularly in 
terms of food security. Recurring food crises are exacerbated by factors such as drought, conflict, 
economic instability, and agricultural pests or diseases. These crises result in widespread hunger, 
malnutrition, and the looming threat of famine which then affects vulnerable demographics, such 
as children, women, and the elderly. 

Armed conflicts and civil unrest have inflicted severe humanitarian crises in several countries 
across SEA, notably in South Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Somalia, and 
Mozambique. These conflicts have resulted in forced displacement, refugee influxes, and internal 
migration, resulting in the loss of life, destruction of infrastructure, and disruption of basic 
services such as healthcare and education. The protracted nature of these conflicts exacerbates 
humanitarian needs and hampers any efforts to achieve sustainable peace and development.

In addition to armed conflicts, the region grapples with the profound impact of climate change. 
Erratic rainfall patterns, rising temperatures, and heightened frequency and intensity of droughts 
and floods are among the climate-related challenges confronting the region. These climate-
related challenges pose significant risks to agriculture, water resources, food security, and human 
settlements.

The region has also faced several disease outbreaks, including HIV / AIDS, malaria, tuberculosis, 
cholera, Ebola, and more recently, the COVID-19 pandemic. These epidemics place immense 
strain on healthcare systems, require emergency response measures, and pose a threat to public 
health and well-being. 

Addressing these humanitarian crises requires 
coordinated efforts from governments, humanitarian 
organisations, civil society, and the international 
community. It involves providing emergency 
assistance, protecting the rights and safety of 
populations affected by crisis, promoting sustainable 
development, and investing in resilience-building 
measures to mitigate the impacts of future crises.
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SECTION 2: METHODS

STUDY OVERVIEW

Detailed methodological information is available online.

Study participants and recruitment

This study sought to include regional actors engaged with the humanitarian research and 
innovation (R&I) space in any of the following capacities:

•	 Researcher, innovator.

•	 Donor.

•	 End user of R&I findings and outputs (eg, humanitarian operational practitioner, policymaker).

•	 R&I commissioner / administrator.

The final interview guide used in this consultation is available online in English.

Regional actors were defined as those with a portfolio, mandate, or focus spanning two or more 
countries across the region.

Data collection

A standardised key informant interview (KII) guide was developed for use across all regions and 
modified by regional partners to ensure cultural sensitivity and regional relevance. The interview 
guide covered perceptions of:

•	 Demographics.

•	 The role of R&I in humanitarian crises.

•	 Humanitarian R&I topics requiring attention in the region and priority topics.

•	 Alignment of investments with humanitarian R&I topics requiring attention.

•	 Regional and national stakeholder engagement with humanitarian R&I.

•	 Decision-making and coordination processes.

•	 Responsiveness of the humanitarian R&I system.

•	 Barriers to, and enablers of, investment in R&I and donor coordination approaches. 

All interviews were conducted online in English using a secure Zoom platform and the audio / 
video was recorded. Interviews were auto-transcribed, manually reviewed, cleaned, and de-
identified before analysis. 
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Data management and analysis

An initial coding framework was developed for use across all regions. Coding was conducted both 
inductively and deductively using NVivo software and transcripts were analysed thematically. 

Not all participants answered all questions or responded to all questions addressing the issues 
they were intended to cover. Where participants referred to issues outside the region, these 
excerpts were not used in the current analysis. Any instances where the question phrasing or 
interviewer statements may potentially have been considered leading were also excluded. 

Ethics and project oversight

Ethics approval to conduct this study was obtained from the Deakin University Human Research 
Ethics Committee (ref 2022-163) and approval to conduct the Southern and Eastern Africa (SEA) 
regional and Kenya national consultations were also obtained from the Strathmore University 
Institutional Ethics Review Committee (SU-ISERC1445/22). 

Additionally, a research licence and clearance from the National Commission for Science, 
Technology, and Innovation (Kenya) was obtained. Informed consent was obtained from all study 
participants. 

LIMITATIONS OF THIS WORK

This report presents perspectives of a small number of interviewees, who were purposively 
sampled. Whilst attempts were made to ensure broad sectoral and disciplinary engagement and 
representation from diverse organisation types and from across the region, this small sample 
cannot be considered representative of the entire humanitarian R&I sector in SEA. The report 
acknowledges the presence of a higher proportion of INGOs in the sample which may impact the 
generalisability of the findings.

This study is also subject to the limitations inherent in all qualitative analysis, namely that coding 
is subject to interpretation. This was minimised through an iterative coding process, including 
re-analysis and recoding as required by team members to resolve any disagreements or review 
specific transcripts. In some instances, participants did not address the question as intended 
or the question as presented by the interviewer may have been considered leading – any such 
excerpts were excluded from the analysis.
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CONSULTATION PARTICIPANTS

Seventeen interviews were conducted with eighteen participants (one interview involved two 
participants from the same organisation) between November 2022 and February 2023. All 
interviews were conducted remotely using Zoom and in English.

Tables 1 and 2 present summary characteristics of the interview participants. Not all participants 
were based in the region, but all have a specific work focus on the SEA region.

Almost half the participants were based in Kenya, with the remainder based elsewhere inside 
/ ouside Africa. Notably, this refers to the country where the participant is based and does not 
necessarily reflect the country where the organisation is headquartered or the geographic focus 
of the individual’s or organisation’s work. All but two participants were affiliated with an INGO. 
Participants in around half of the interviews reported that their organisation is involved in both 
humanitarian research and innovation.

Whilst participants had been in their current roles for varying periods of time, the vast majority 
were mid to senior level personnel, with all for whom this information was reported having five or 
more years of experience in the sector and five having 20 or more years of experience. 

Table 1: Summary characteristics of participants 

Participant and organisational characteristics
Number of 
participants*

Organisation type:

Academic 
Donor
International non-governmental organisation (INGO) (including NGOs 
that had a presence in more than one country in the region)
Private sector

2
1
13

1

Participant country base^:

Kenya
Ethiopia
Somalia
South Africa
Uganda
United Kingdom
United States

8
2
1
2
2
2
1
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Participant years of experience in the sector:

Less than five years
Between five and ten years
More than ten years
Not reported

4
4
3
7

Participant years of experience in current role:

Less than five years
Between five and ten years
More than ten years
Not reported

1
3
10
4

Organisational involvement with R&I:

Humanitarian research only
Humanitarian innovation only
Both humanitarian research and innovation

6
3
7

*One interview involved two participants from the same organisation. The organisation is counted only once. 

^This refers to the country where the participant is based and does not necessarily reflect the country where the 
institution is headquartered or the geographic focus of the organisation’s or individual’s work. Total sums to more than 
the total number of interviews as one participant was based between two countries.
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SECTION 3: THE ROLE OF RESEARCH AND 
INNOVATION (R&I) IN HUMANITARIAN 
CRISES

KEY MESSAGES 

While some participants believe R&I has no role in humanitarian crises, many 
emphasise its critical importance. R&I aids in identifying gaps, adjusting responses, 
and improving sector functionality, with a focus on evidence-based decision-making 
and early warning systems (EWSs).

Some respondents highlighted R&I’s role across crisis phases: From anticipating 
events and understanding root causes during preparedness, to informing response 
strategies based on community needs, and utilising lessons learned for future 
recovery efforts. 

Many participants indicated that effective R&I outcomes are contingent on aligning 
efforts with the needs of populations affected by crisis, engaging local actors, 
measuring accountability, and implementing anticipatory actions. 

Reported barriers to the production of R&I are limited capacity and funding,  
as well as challenges related to research culture and sensitivity.

Reported barriers to uptake and utilisation of R&I include lack of resources to 
implement findings, time constraints, limited awareness, and organisational culture.

The majority of respondents indicated various avenues for optimising the 
utilisation of R&I. These include robust engagement of affected communities 
and key stakeholders, streamlining strategies for effective dissemination and 
implementation through improved collaboration within and between various sectors, 
focus on processes for reliability, better knowledge management, design interventions, 
sufficient documentation of crisis factors, flexible funding, accounting for end  
user-specific needs, and when R&I is contextually relevant.

Participants also suggested ideas of what else the system needs to function 
effectively and these include technological advancements, developing a research 
institution or framework dedicated to assessing and monitoring preparedness, and 
creating a platform for collaboration.
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IS THERE A ROLE FOR R&I DURING 
HUMANITARIAN CRISES?

Some participants expressed mixed opinions, with a combination of both affirmative and negative 
responses when asked about the role of humanitarian R&I. While some acknowledged its 
significance in aiding humanitarian responses, others emphasised its potential drawbacks if not 
well-coordinated with immediate aid efforts (see Table 2 below). Certain respondents argued that 
during acute crises, the primary focus should be on saving lives, making it impractical to engage 
in research activities due to time constraints and biases in data collection. They asserted that R&I 
should be deferred to the later stages of crises once the immediate humanitarian needs have 
been addressed. 

Moreover, in many developing countries within the region, emergency responses are often driven 
by situational assessments rather than informed by R&I findings. Consequently, conducting 
research solely for knowledge acquisition during acute crises was deemed inappropriate by 
some participants. This underscores the importance of ensuring that R&I efforts align with the 
immediate needs of affected populations and are effectively integrated with humanitarian aid 
interventions. Strategic coordination and timing are crucial to maximising the utility of R&I in 
addressing humanitarian crises.
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Table 2: Roles of R&I during humanitarian crises

Role of R&I Reported Examples 

Identify gaps and 
needs to inform 
humanitarian action / 
advocacy

•	 Helps in decision-making processes at local and international 
levels, which then informs development. 

•	 Identifies gaps in policy and governance structures. 

•	 Informs timely understanding of existing gaps and priority 
needs. 

•	 Specifies the priority needs to be addressed and informs the 
strategies that could be adopted to address those priorities. 

•	 Aids organisations to implement evidence-based interventions 
through learning. 

•	 Allows researchers to identify the needs of vulnerable 
groups like refugees and listen to their lived experiences and 
challenges to inform better solutions. 

•	 Ensures that aid reaches the right people using appropriate 
methods and at the right time. 

•	 Helps in mapping and highlighting the voices of marginalised 
groups. 

•	 Integrating research and learning methods to ensure that the 
actions taken are well-informed and minimise the potential for 
harm. 

Identify how to adjust 
responses and solve 
immediate problems

•	 Understanding and prioritising community needs such as cash 
transfers. 

•	 Help generate and analyse information to inform relevant 
responses. 

•	 Embedding research into emergency interventions (eg, causes 
of the crisis, solutions, and resources needed). 

•	 Inform changes in the interventions and ensuring that they 
respond to the indicated crises and their drivers. 

•	 Crises have become more complex and intensive, hence they 
demand timely responses aided by R&I.

Understand the context 
and holistic factors 
around the crisis 

•	 Illuminate more about the context to inform the appropriate 
response interventions. 

•	 Help improve and understand communities better.

•	 Ensures that the efforts being put into place are better 
contextualised. 

•	 Inform on packages of interventions that are the most 
appropriate for a particular context.
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Inform evidence-based 
decisions

•	 Informs advocacy and influencing donors to shift their funding 
model.

•	 Supports donors, beneficiaries, and organisations to have a 
strategic direction in their efforts to solve problems based on 
evidence. 

•	 Generates information used in evidence-based decision-making 
processes during crises. 

•	 Generates evidence to help provide lasting solutions. 

•	 Also, it can inform people about the packages of interventions 
and the ones most appropriate for a particular context. 

Improve the way the 
sector functions

•	 Allows the use of innovative mechanisms during responses to 
alleviate the burden on responders, such as remote sensing, AI, 
and Blockchain. 

•	 Help define the efficient ways of reaching the vulnerable groups 
through innovative ways such as cash transfers, food drops, 
and mobile phone monitoring. 

•	 Understand the trends to improve the quality of response. 

•	 Bring sector players together in a coordinated manner. 

•	 Acquire new lessons learned and adapt new skill sets and 
practices. 

•	 Helps towards creating a more inclusive and globally 
representative platform for research and discourse, aiming 
to address the existing imbalance and lack of diversity in the 
academic space. 

•	 Allow researchers to find the right solution by being effective 
and efficient in meeting the needs of the people. 

•	 Informs different ways of doing things and promotes growth in 
operations. 

•	 When humanitarian R&I efforts are well coordinated, they can 
effectively address the pressing needs of communities, fostering 
innovation that enhances the functionality of the sector.

Inform future 
programmes or 
responses

•	 Documentation of promising practices to improve crisis-
management strategies in the future based on lessons learned 
from past crises. 

•	 Great storytelling tool through the impact of humanitarian 
actions.

•	 Helps with better preparation by informing subsequent or future 
crises and providing lasting response solutions having learned 
from previous crises.

Early warning and 
anticipatory action

•	 Provision of EWSs that are acted on before emergencies strike.
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WHAT ROLE CAN R&I PLAY DURING THE 
VARIOUS PHASES OF A HUMANITARIAN CRISIS?

Respondents underscored the critical role of R&I throughout the different phases of a 
humanitarian crisis, spanning from the emergency preparedness, response, and eventual 
recovery phases. In the preparedness phase, R&I serves as proactive tool, aiding in the 
anticipation and predication of impending events. By leveraging data-driven insights, R&I 
facilitates the identification of potential risks and vulnerabilities, enabling preemptive measures 
to prevent or mitigate the adverse impacts of crises before they escalate. Additionally, R&I 
contributes to a deeper understanding of the root causes of humanitarian crises, informing 
effective interventions, and strategising interventions across sectors. 

In the response phase, R&I can help better understand community 
needs / behaviours and inform humanitarian response by 
understanding the gaps that exist in early responses to make 
sure that it targets the right group. This is primarily done through 
accountability to populations affected by crisis, catering to their 
specific needs, and collecting meaningful feedback from them. 

R&I is also essential in identifying better ways of working / better programming by 
understanding the trends and interventions that are working to improve the quality 
of responses through documentation of the experiences, the dynamics of the humanitarian 
context that are used as evidence to inform better intervention and better programming, and 
allow sustainable solutions. The empirical evidence informs decision-making about strategies and 
the optimal use of resources. Humanitarian R&I is also crucial in creating data-monitoring tools to 
inform response. By so doing, humanitarian workers can not only figure out how best to deliver 
both from an efficiency point of view, but also to address the needs of the affected populations in 
the most appropriate ways. 

In the recovery phase, R&I uses the early stages of recovery to identify lessons learnt 
during response to inform future responses by generating evidence around lessons learnt 
and best practices to inform interventions at recovery and subsequently informing developments 
through learning and adjusting to much better responses in subsequent and long-term crisis 
management. 

27

SECTION 3: THE ROLE OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION (R&I) IN HUMANITARIAN CRISES



IS HUMANITARIAN R&I ENABLING BETTER 
OUTCOMES, AND IF SO, HOW?

Numerous participants highlighted that humanitarian R&I enables better outcomes – when driven 
by needs rather than supply, when engaging local actors and communities, and when focused 
on anticipatory actions and the nexus (see Table 3 below). Findings suggest that organisations 
have made steps toward ensuring that projects, policies, and interventions remain accountable to 
funding agencies and affected populations. 

Table 3: Reported ways in which humanitarian R&I is enabling better outcomes 

Role of R&I Reported Examples 

When driven by needs 
rather than supply

•	 Helping broaden responses to suit the needs of the community 
because humanitarian R&I has recently struggled to close the 
loop. 

•	 Helping define the best modalities of interventions with the 
maximum impact. 

•	 Improving accountability to the people and to donors by 
informing understanding of what has or has not worked. 

•	 Enables humanitarian actors to identify the special and specific 
needs of different beneficiaries which can lead to offering 
sustainable solutions. 

•	 Enables faster disaster response by improving quick access to 
information. 

•	 Generates evidence that informs solutions to humanitarian 
situations. 

When engaging local 
actors and communities

•	 Shifting into an ecosystem-thinking perspective to embrace 
interdependency and contextualise interventions. 

•	 Improved working relationships with national and locally-based 
research institutions. 

•	 Ensuring that no one is left behind by striving to reach the most 
vulnerable populations.

When it involves 
anticipatory actions and 
the nexus

•	 Enhancing conceptualisation of anticipatory actions especially 
on climate change and adaptation.

•	 To provide predictive models and EWSs in the form of 
participatory funding. 

When it measures 
value and 
accountability

•	 Ensure maximum and effective use of the available limited 
resources. 
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•	 Barriers to the production of R&I: Limited capacity and funding hinder R&I production, lacking 
staffing, readiness, and investment will. Boosting research capacity is crucial for swift progress  
in expertise and response efficacy. Donor and implementer perception of R&I distractions  
overlook its importance in activity plans and budgets.

•	 Research culture barriers include academic institutions’ slow agility due to ethics committees  
and limited innovation support structures. Social science research often yields intangible  
innovations overlooked in discussions, thus, hindering R&I production. Bureaucratic hurdles  
in obtaining approvals and political boundaries limit cross-regional humanitarian R&I access, 
therefore, exacerbating delays. 

•	 Sensitivity in research, especially regarding protection issues or current events, hampers  
government cooperation due to potential negative portrayals.

BARRIERS TO THE UPTAKE AND UTILISATION OF R&I

•	 Lack of resources

◊	 Insufficient funding for humanitarian R&I, short-term funding cycles (6-12 months),  
hindering long-term commitment and progress.

•	 Time constraints and limited awareness

◊	 Many lack the time, skills, or awareness to find and understand the relevant research  
materials, despite recognising their importance.

•	 Organisational culture

◊	 Limited capacity to absorb and utilise data due to time constraints and lack of skills,  
hindering the effective use of research findings.

•	 Utility of research

◊	 Academic language barriers limit understanding and engagement with research  
findings, leading to limited utility and dissemination channels that often exclude  
broader community involvement.

WAYS RESEARCH CAN BE BETTER USED

Many respondents outlined the various ways research can be used during humanitarian crises, including:

•	 Involve affected people or key stakeholders

◊	 Research can amplify the voices of marginalised communities in remote areas, fostering 
collaboration and coordination among stakeholders. Engaging passionate individuals with  
shared goals facilitates stakeholder alignment.

•	 Accounting for end-user-specific needs

◊	 Research plays a crucial role in ensuring accountability to affected communities by  
identifying gaps in emergency responses through evidence-based findings.
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•	 Contextually relevant

◊	 Research ensures interventions are tailored to specific crises and boost effectiveness, 
but there is a risk of applying solutions across contexts without addressing cultural 
differences; humanitarian R&I must bridge this gap.

•	 Streamlining strategies for effective dissemination and implementation

◊	 To enhance intervention impact, diverse approaches can be employed to implement 
acceptable solutions. Engaging research beyond scientific channels broadens community 
involvement, while simplifying intervention complexity through streamlined products aids 
effectiveness.

•	 Improved collaboration within, and between, various sectors

◊	 Collaboration and coordination between the humanitarian sector, governments, and 
researchers such as economists and anthropologists would allow a better humanitarian 
response. Stakeholder mapping is another crucial element where research can be used 
to ensure strategic and comprehensive stakeholder-uptake analysis and understand the 
relevant stakeholders for a project. 

•	 Focus on process for reliability

◊	 It would be strategic and impactful if stakeholders learned to institutionalise research 
before undertaking any interventions as this would maximise results. Otherwise, the 
wrong priorities may be addressed. Additionally, adopting elements of R&I to the needs to 
be able to get immediate results would be advantageous. 

•	 Better knowledge management

◊	 Research can be used to document past activities and interventions conducted in a 
given area to avoid duplication. Participants noted insufficient information on many 
humanitarian crises in the SEA region. The resulting materials could be crucial in 
informing the body of knowledge on a given topic. Also, finding ways to get the evidence 
to communities as they are the most important in terms of getting to know what this 
evidence is and how best to address responses. 

•	 Design interventions

◊	 This is an essential element of any humanitarian assistance, which can be achieved by 
employing different models to suit the needs of the population in question. 

•	 Sufficient documentation of crisis factors

◊	 Crisis factors can be documented through field-based models, approaches, and 
procedures instead of relying on primary data whenever a crisis arises. Secondary data 
on such factors should be available through research activities, including enhanced 
coordination, stakeholder mapping, and collaboration which play crucial roles in delivering 
essential information. 

•	 Flexible funding

◊	 Availability of flexible funding that can be stretched over a longer period of time to enable 
rapid tests on a small scale to provide evidence and ensure better ways of working. 
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WHAT ELSE THE SYSTEM NEEDS TO FUNCTION 
EFFECTIVELY

Some participants provided additional suggestions for what else the R&I system in the region 
requires to function effectively. These included:

•	 Strategic integration of technological advancements into the research process to achieve 
optimal results. This involves leveraging technology to facilitate data collection and 
communication in areas where traditional methods may be limited. 

•	 Establishing a dedicated research institution or framework to regularly assess and monitor 
crisis preparedness.

•	 Emphasise the importance of conducting R&I within local communities affected by crisis, 
rather than relying solely on overseas perspectives.

•	 Strengthen and involve impacted communities in co-creating cost-effective solutions to their 
needs.

•	 Create opportunities for dialogue among humanitarian R&I actors, including academics, public 
sector representatives, and policymakers to co-create responses and share evidence.

 

Respondents underscored the critical role of 
R&I throughout the different phases of a 
humanitarian crisis, spanning from the 
emergency preparedness, response, and  
eventual recovery phases.
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SECTION 4: HUMANITARIAN RESEARCH AND 
INNOVATION (R&I) TOPICS AND PRIORITY 
TOPICS

KEY MESSAGES

A spectrum of pressing topics was reported as requiring additional R&I attention in the 
region. These related to multifaceted challenges, such as climate change, the imperative of 
localisation, the necessity for anticipatory action, the intricate humanitarian-development 
nexus, how the humanitarian sector functions, and fostering innovation and health.

R&I topics reported as being priorities notably centred on key thematic areas such as 
the humanitarian-development nexus, particularly the urgency of livelihoods to address 
poverty and food security. Additionally, resilience-building initiatives and endeavours to 
safeguard sexual and reproductive health rights in emergency settings were underscored 
as imperative priorities.

Some respondents acknowledged that R&I needs differ across the region, attributing 
divergence to diverse production modes, climatic conditions, and the different nature 
of crises across the region. However, some participants argued for a unified approach, 
asserting that common challenges, including armed conflicts, climate vulnerabilities, 
displacement, and food insecurity, transcend national borders within the region.

Reported reasons why these issues have not received sufficient attention to date 
encompassed:

•	 funding constraints

•	 the geopolitical factors at play

•	 humanitarian sector limitations

•	 academic sector limitations

•	 donor fatigue

•	 lack of contextualised research.

Participants reported a number of problems that R&I on these needs / areas 
could solve. These included providing evidence for action, informing the development 
of useful tools for decision-making by local actors, helping identify how to prioritise 
support, informing actions to better identify where, when, and how to target the intended 
populations, and solving the lack of relevant technologies and their usage.
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WHAT ARE THE HUMANITARIAN TOPICS AND PRIORITY 
ISSUES REQUIRING ADDITIONAL R&I ATTENTION IN THE 
REGION?

A range of thematic areas and specific topics were reported as requiring additional R&I attention 
in Southern and Eastern Africa (SEA), including:

CLIMATE CHANGE

Participant indicated that urgent R&I focus is needed on the impacts, resilience, and forecasting 
tools in relation to the issue of climate change. Investment is crucial for effective advocacy 
and interventions due to the region’s vulnerability. Innovative models and tech are essential for 
understanding causes and assessing frameworks. See Table 4 below for details.

Table 4: Priority humanitarian R&I topics in the SEA region: Climate change

HRI topics and 
priority topics

Reasons these are needs

Climate change impact 
on communities

•	 Most countries are affected by environmentally-instigated 
disasters including floods, droughts, and locust invasions.

•	 Sits central to issues of food security and displacement.

•	 To design appropriate solutions that policymakers can use 
to tackle the increasing number of man-made and natural 
disasters. 

•	 There is insufficient information on climate change impacts in 
the region. 

Climate adaptation

•	 To avoid causing harm to the environment, given its fragility, 
while also leveraging humanitarian interventions to lay the 
groundwork for future adaptation and mitigation efforts towards 
sustainability.

Climate emergency
•	 Communities, economies, and livelihoods are forced to operate 

within the chronic situation caused by climate emergency.
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LOCALISATION 

Emphasise empowering local entities to address research needs like conflicts, with stable Global 
North organisations providing backup support.

Table 5: Priority humanitarian R&I topics in the SEA region: Localisation

HRI topics and 
priority topics

Reasons these are needs

Operationalising 
localisation 

•	 To ensure local organisations, communities, and individuals 
take up the role of addressing some of the research needs like 
conflicts and food systems.

ANTICIPATORY ACTION 

Participants called for data-driven approaches, exploring models’ applicability and investment 
impact. Urgency in clarifying anticipatory action and enhancing early warning systems, 
transitioning from manual to efficient digital systems through R&I efforts.

Table 6: Priority humanitarian R&I topics in the SEA region: Anticipatory action

HRI topics and priority 
topics

Reasons these are needs

Data to inform anticipatory 
action – provide the impact 
of pilot projects conducted 
while outlining their 
strengths and weaknesses. 
Also include the anticipatory 
models and how they can be 
adopted in the region 

•	 Create appropriate predictive models and show the 
vulnerability and long-terms effects on people. 

•	 Predict risks, take early action, and not rely solely on 
obvious signs. 

•	 To generate data for anticipatory action and early warning 
systems (EWSs).

•	 To address the failure in activating the various existing 
systems in different countries to respond to climate 
issues. 

Impact of investment in 
anticipatory action

•	 EWSs are currently based on manual / analogue 
approaches and, therefore, R&I should create better, 
more effective and efficient systems. 

•	 To clarify the concept of anticipatory action to gain a 
comprehensive understanding of how to operate within a 
continuum rather than in isolated compartments. 

•	 To outline the kind of financing modalities that would 
support anticipatory action. 
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HUMANITARIAN-DEVELOPMENT NEXUS 

Urgent call to scale collaborations on poverty alleviation, tech transformation, food security, 
gender equality, conflict resolution, and employment. R&I priorities: Cash transfers via M-Pesa, 
food accessibility, and addressing food security and drought challenges.

Table 7: Priority humanitarian R&I topics in the SEA region: The Humanitarian-Development 
nexus

HRI topics and priority topics Reasons these are needs

Impact of conflicts and resolution 
– conduct needs assessment and 
specific sector learning in conflict 
sensitivity

Investigate resource-based 
conflicts among neighbouring 
communities 

•	 To understand how many people are impacted by 
conflicts in the region and the need for safe places. 

•	 The ever-rising number of displaced people due to 
conflicts in the region. 

•	 There is a need for cross-country research to 
address conflicts and displacement more effectively. 

Food security* – to understand the 
drivers of the need, financing, and 
how best to address food security 
issues

The need to conduct needs 
assessment to unravel the causes 
of food insecurity and how to 
resolve them 

•	 The issues of food security and food systems 
are perennial problems in the region while some 
countries are producing a surplus. 

Poverty alleviation* – coming up 
with sustainable ways of how 
populations can live well without 
waiting for hand-outs from donors 
or other potential stakeholders and 
actors

•	 To improve community accessibility to aid through 
initiatives like cash transfers and reduce the costs 
incurred in the process. 

Gender transformative approaches 
– conduct monitoring and 
evaluation in gender analysis to 
protect pregnant and lactating 
mothers in the community and 
households with children aged 
under five

•	 To allow social and gender inclusion for safe 
programming.
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Unemployment – research on 
alternative sources of income

•	 Inadequate livelihood sources.

Education
•	 Need to improve access to education and 

enrolment rate in refugee settings.

Resilience* – understanding 
community resilience in a specific 
context

To understand what made Africa 
resilient after being hit by the 
COVID-19 pandemic

•	 This would make the continent ready for future 
crises.

Exploring innovative and affordable 
solutions for sustainable nutrition

•	 Inadequate research in the field of nutrition and 
addressing malnutrition.

‘Do no harm’ principle in 
humanitarian R&I

•	 To ensure a comprehensive approach to the ‘do 
no harm’ principle encompassing aspects such as 
safe programming, response effectiveness, and 
socioeconomic dynamics.

*Participants were asked to name the top three R&I priority topics for the region. Topics marked with an *asterisk 
denote that they were identified as priorities.

HUMANITARIAN SECTOR FUNCTIONING 

Priority R&I focus cited, emphasising institutional learning, strategy, and funding. Specific 
topics include financing models and the role of institutions like the World Bank in humanitarian 
response.

Table 8: Priority humanitarian R&I topics in the SEA region: How the humanitarian sector 
functions

HRI topics and priority topics Reasons these are needs

Institutional learning and 
research – to understand the 
interplay between findings or 
recommendations with different 
power dimensions

Evaluate the current humanitarian 
system and examine if it is fit for 
purpose

•	 There is a need for more humanitarian R&I to 
provide better contextualisation and understanding 
of humanitarian needs.

•	 The current methods may not always provide the 
best insight into peoples’ perceptions and priorities. 
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Coordination between 
humanitarian R&I and development 
efforts. Capacity assessment of 
humanitarian workers’ ability to 
situate humanitarian research 
in the humanitarian work being 
undertaken

•	 To help policymakers and local authorities conduct 
cost-effective research and identify humanitarian 
needs effectively. 

•	 To understand trends, identify effective strategies, 
and enhance the quality of response efforts. 

INNOVATION

Participants highlighted the need for new data and tools to drive humanitarian R&I in the 
region. Emphasis was placed on technology and modern solutions to support communities and 
integrating traditional knowledge for local solutions, including nature-based approaches.

Table 9: Priority humanitarian R&I topics in the SEA region: Innovation

HRI topics and priority topics Reasons these are needs

Local understanding of what 
innovation means

•	 To establish the available traditional and local 
knowledge and then use it to support communities 
in finding local solutions, including nature-based 
solutions.

HEALTH 

Research on emerging diseases, reproductive health during emergencies, and addressing the 
impact of COVID-19 were all identified as priority areas. Emphasis was also put on providing 
comprehensive health services including WASH, nutrition, and shelter.

Table 10: Priority humanitarian R&I topics in the SEA region: Health

HRI topics and priority topics Reasons these are needs

Sexual reproductive health* rights 
in emergencies

•	 Provision of protection services for women, girls, 
and children who are always on the verge of being 
exploited or violated. 

Research on emerging diseases 
and outbreaks – provision of health 
services including WASH, nutrition, 
and proper shelter 

•	 Prepare for cross-border pandemics and COVID-
19-related crises in the region, including its future 
impact on society. 

*Participants were asked to name the top three R&I priority topics for the region. Topics marked with an *asterisk 
denote that they were identified as priorities.
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DO R&I NEEDS DIFFER ACROSS THE REGION?

Some respondents highlighted regional differences in R&I needs, citing diverse production 
methods and climate conditions, such as Kenya’s climate change challenges versus Somalia’s 
armed conflicts. Therefore, tailored interventions were emphasised for specific community 
needs, with the crisis magnitude depending on economic factors. Conversely, other respondents 
advocated for uniform R&I needs across the region, pointing to recurring crises like hunger and 
conflict in countries such as Somalia, Rwanda, and South Sudan.

PROBLEMS THAT R&I ON THESE TOPICS COULD SOLVE

Respondents identified four problems that R&I on the mentioned topics and priority issues could 
solve.

•	 Provides evidence for action – R&I can allow individuals to learn from previous activities 
and identify what has worked or needs improvement. This can support organisations to use 
their scarce resources adequately and efficiently.

•	 Identify how to prioritise support, and know where, when, and how to target 
the intended populations – R&I will help avoid harm that humanitarian interventions 
and responses have done to communities in the region through the implementation of safe 
programming and use of innovative approaches to know who to support, their location, and 
the nature of support needed. R&I will also help in identifying the needs and how to better 
assess these needs. Additionally, R&I is crucial in highlighting the effectiveness, successes, 
and weaknesses of particular projects, thus ensuring the appropriate use of resources and 
availing locally-dynamic responses. Lastly, we are able to understand the impact of different 
interventions and projected outcomes / impacts. 

•	 Provide useful tools for decision-making by local actors – decision-making is a critical 
component in meeting R&I needs in the region. This can be achieved by collecting the 
right data which will ultimately build evidence. Therefore, the solutions provided by R&I are 
determined by the problems to be solved, which all require accurate assessment tools. 

•	 Lack of relevant technologies and their usage – R&I will be effective in developing 
predictive models supported by investment in anticipatory actions and EWSs. These tools can 
then be used to tackle various R&I needs and priority issues. 
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SECTION 5: (MIS)ALIGNMENT OF RESEARCH 
AND INNOVATION (R&I) INVESTMENTS WITH 
TOPICS REQUIRING ATTENTION

KEY MESSAGES 

The majority of participants reported a mismatch between the investments and 
thematic needs in R&I, attributing it to factors such as limited funding prioritisation 
for operational activities over R&I, political considerations, and competing immediate 
priorities.

Reported reasons for the misalignment included donors preferences which 
prioritise funding for immediate operational activity, alongside political factors and the 
underestimating of the significance of R&I in addressing humanitarian challenges. 

DO R&I INVESTMENTS AND R&I THEMATIC NEEDS 
MATCH?

All participants except one reported a mismatch between R&I investments and humanitarian 
topics requiring R&I attention. One participant reported that R&I investments and humanitarian 
topics requiring R&I attention match, but need optimisation. In particular, this was reported for 
food security, where one participant indicated that most of the investments directed to food 
distribution or water retention for household food consumption do match, but there is still a need 
for more investment.
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REASONS FOR MISALIGNMENT OR GAPS

Table 11 presents reported reasons for the perceived misalignment of humanitarian R&I topics 
needing attention with investment.

Table 11: Reported reasons for misalignment between investments and humanitarian R&I topics 
requiring attention.

Reasons Reasons these are needs

Limited R&I funding 
and investment

•	 Donors’ priorities drive funding decisions.

•	 Limited funding allocation due to competing interests and 
needs.

•	 Dominance of aid power dynamics restricts humanitarian 
funding.

•	 Insufficient investment in humanitarian R&I.

•	 Lack of interest in funding research / preference for mainstream 
media attention.

•	 R&I demands significant resources with delayed impact 
compared to direct aid.

Under appreciation of 
research

•	 Research lacks priority compared to immediate relief efforts like 
food aid.

•	 Academic institutions face resource competition, hindering their 
involvement in humanitarian R&I.

•	 Resources are underutilised, limiting the potential benefits of 
research.

•	 R&I is not perceived as critical for humanitarian action and is 
primarily seen as a means of monitoring and evaluation.

Immediate priorities
•	 More pressing issues receive more funding and attention at the 

cost of other needs.

Political factors 
•	 Political considerations play a key role in determining where 

research investment and attention are channelled.
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SECTION 6: REGIONAL AND NATIONAL 
STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT 

KEY MESSAGES 

While the majority acknowledged engagement of national and regional actors in 
humanitarian research and innovation (R&I), there is a consensus that more efforts 
are needed to enhance this involvement. The main barriers to the engagement 
of national and regional actors included biases towards existing / established 
partners and known entities, a tendency to overlook researchers in the Global South, 
limited research capacity, limited and unequal distribution of resources, sociocultural 
factors, infrastructure limitations, lack of coordination among organisations, and 
lengthy bureaucratic hurdles.

Reported strategies for improved engagement encompass creating networks, 
adopting participatory methodologies, partnering with academic institutions and with 
local / national governments, conducting needs assessments, and partnering with 
local and national stakeholders.

A number of strategies to engagement were suggested and these include: Promoting regional 
and national actor engagement over their international counterparts, integrating R&I into project 
design, and employing multisectoral approaches within consortia were suggested as effective 
strategies.

HOW WELL ARE REGIONAL AND NATIONAL 
STAKEHOLDERS ENGAGED IN R&I? 

The majority of respondents indicated that there is an engagement of national and regional 
actors in humanitarian R&I activities. However, some suggested that more needs to be done in 
order to improve on such engagement.

The importance of regional and national stakeholder engagement was well recognised, 
including the need to ensure that research is contextualised. Such engagement is facilitated 
because, in most cases, it is a requirement from donors to have a national partner who could 
be an academic institution to help ensure that any research is contextualised. Additionally, it is 
important to influence government policies and ensure that the gains that have been made are 
not reversed to ensure greater investment into engagement. A respondent reported that national 
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and regional actors are quite involved and there is increasing sharing of resources not only in 
those regional research institutes across the country, but also the region. Individuals are keen 
to maintain an innovative image and actively seek association with innovation, even in cases 
where they may not fully comprehend its nature. There is a widespread enthusiasm surrounding 
innovation, with a strong desire for inclusion and participation among individuals. 

The importance of partnerships was also highlighted, and the need to redefine the role of 
national and international actors. The role of both national and international actors is 
crucial in R&I and redefining their roles by looking at coordination and building synergies to help 
maximise their contribution to R&I and also foster greater engagement. This comes in handy 
where there is a global project and the designated researcher consults directly with the country 
teams or through the regions based on the consultation. 

The need to build local capacity in order to improve engagement was also noted. One 
respondent reported the importance of introducing methodologies that develop local capacities, 
strengthen curricula and share tools on different topics, ensuring more innovative learning 
mechanisms for local participants. R&I needs to make sure that the local population is engaged 
in order to build their local capacity through innovative solutions. However, some respondents 
reported that national actors are not leading research as the engagement of national actors 
is always very limited and that there is limited interaction at a community level. More often, 
research is driven by the US- or Western-based academic institutions rather than partners based 
in the country whose role is likely limited to data collection, and therefore, national actors are not 
engaged that well in humanitarian research. Lastly, one respondent reported a lack of knowledge 
regarding the visibility of how much research is being undertaken, or what is the scope of 
regional and national engagement with R&I and priority setting. 

	 R&I needs to make sure that the local population is engaged  
in order to build their local capacity through innovative solutions. 
However, some respondents reported that national actors are  
not leading research as the engagement of national actors is 
always very limited and that there is limited interaction at a 
community level.
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STRATEGIES PROMOTING GREATER REGIONAL AND 
NATIONAL STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT

Participants identified a range of strategies used to promote greater regional and national 
stakeholder engagement (see Table 12 below).

Table 12: Reported strategies promoting greater regional and national stakeholder engagement

Reported strategies Explanation / examples

Creating networks 
to foster greater 
engagement

•	 Coordination among donors to come together to leverage on 
each other.

•	 Collaboration of different organisations, including the private 
sector to develop contextualised tools of engagement. 

•	 Collaborations to work with evidence-driving organisations. 

•	 Creation of local-level and community networks that have more 
understanding of the community’s needs. 

•	 Embrace strategic networking at both national and regional 
level to attract more collaborators.

•	 Identification of potential partners with whom they can 
establish beneficial collaborations since some organisations do 
not directly implement projects. 

•	 Successfully introducing a new innovation during a crisis is 
facilitated by a foundation of established relationships and trust. 

Adopting participatory 
approaches to the local 
context 

•	 Promote participatory research and evaluation involving regional 
and national actors.

•	 Establish local innovation hubs and digital community centres.

•	 Forge strong networks and partnerships with local communities 
for effective programme implementation and contextual 
understanding.

Partnerships with 
academic institutions

•	 Partnership with local academic institutions from the design 
of the study to increase the voice of local actors since they 
understand the context of local issues. 

•	 Understanding cultural dynamics between local and 
international universities, and local stakeholders and 
communities to foster engagement. 
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Conduct needs 
assessments

•	 The needs assessments which involve communities provide 
valuable insights to inform programme design and interventions 
effectively. As such, organisations can tailor their programmes 
to address the most pressing issues and support communities 
more efficiently.

Partnership with 
local and national 
stakeholders

•	 There is an increased involvement of local stakeholders and an 
emphasis on participatory approaches throughout the research 
process. Also, donors are now requiring collaboration with local 
partners to ensure interventions are contextually relevant. 

•	 Allow the streamlining and optimisation of resources, peer 
learning, and capacity building among entities.

Partnership with 
local and national 
governments

•	 There are national coordination mechanisms and advocacy in 
place although they have not been as effective compared to 
previous instances. However, at the county level, there are 
county steering committees, particularly in the northern part of 
the country which have proven helpful.

SUGGESTED STRATEGIES

Respondents recommended promoting engagement with regional and national actors over 
international ones, emphasising participatory approaches led by the affected communities and 
piloting initiatives to ensure tangible results. Furthermore, they stressed the importance of 
contextualising responses to suit the specific circumstances of each situation. This approach 
should ensure that humanitarian R&I is conducted in an interdisciplinary manner. Organisations 
are also advised to market their research and advocate for value to attract more engagement 
with national actors. 

A respondent suggested that there should be a space in the project design to build meaningful 
flexibility to adapt and address components that might not be useful to national partners. Another 
suggested that employing multisectoral approaches within consortia, where various partners 
focus on different aspects such as capacity building, advocacy, and engagement strategies, can 
enhance effectiveness. 

The participants again stressed the importance of closer collaboration between NGOs, 
government, academia, and the private sector. They proposed increased engagement and 
debate to develop contextually-relevant models and evidence-based approaches, particularly in 
addressing humanitarian crises and informing policy priorities. 
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BARRIERS TO THE ENGAGEMENT OF REGIONAL AND 
NATIONAL ACTORS IN R&I

The majority of participants responded to this question and identified a number of barriers to R&I 
(see Table 13 below).

Table 13: Barriers to the engagement of regional and national actors.

Reasons Explanation / examples

Limited and unequal 
distribution of 
resources

•	 Limited funding is a challenge to regional and national 
engagement. 

•	 The allocation of resources to organisations, particularly in 
terms of how much funding actually reaches the community 
level was reported as a barrier. 

•	 Stringent requirements for accessing research funding. 

•	 Limited investments in research within academic institutions. 

•	 Limited timelines and tools to engage and analyse. 

•	 Unequal collaboration due to one actor having limited resources 
to bring to the table. 

Tendency to overlook 
researchers in the 
Global South

•	 Limited engagement of national actors to lead research. 

•	 Power dynamics in which responses are primarily led by 
international organisations often result in the dominance of 
voices from Global North-based researchers over those from the 
Global South. 

Sociocultural factors

•	 Challenges in comprehending the sociocultural factors of remote 
illiterate groups, including their language and practices, serve 
as barriers to effective engagement even when translation is 
used.

Lack of coordination 
among organisations

•	 Researchers tend to desire independence in their operations.

•	 The lack of local connections poses challenges, highlighting 
the need to improve operational structures to enable better 
collaboration with researchers and actors from the Global 
South.

•	 Coordinating research needs in humanitarian actions proves 
challenging, as accessing the relevant information often 
requires searching through databases. 

Limited research 
capacity 

•	 Most humanitarian organisations lack the research capacity 
to engage meaningfully in the design and implementation of 
research.

•	 There is a lack of expertise in some of the humanitarian R&I 
which further complicates effective engagement. 
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Bias toward existing 
partners and known 
entities 

•	 There are biases against existing partners in favour of 
organisations with strong profiles, as their reputation is often 
equated with greater acceptability or quality, despite this not 
always being the case.

•	 Prioritisation of researchers from Western-based academic 
institutions over national academic institutions with local actors 
taking junior roles. 

•	 National actors, such as local universities or organisations, are 
rarely engaged in the research process. Instead, they might 
have limited involvement, often restricted to tasks like data 
collection, rather than being integral to the study’s conception, 
prioritisation, and design. 

Infra-structural 
limitations

•	 Limited physical access to some areas which are inaccessible, 
therefore, it is hard to get data from such places. 

•	 Lack of communication in terms of internet or even telephone 
access. 

Bureaucratic processes
•	 Challenges in accessing certain areas in the region, obtaining 

work permits, and political boundaries have all hindered R&I.

Respondents recommended promoting 
engagement with regional and national 
actors over international ones, emphasising 
participatory approaches led by the affected 
communities and piloting initiatives to 
ensure tangible results. Furthermore, they 
stressed the importance of contextualising 
responses to suit the specific circumstances 
of each situation.
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SECTION 7: PRIORITY-SETTING AND 
DECISION-MAKING PROCESSES 

KEY MESSAGES

Organisations reportedly consider different factors in determining research and 
innovation (R&I) needs and priorities, including alignment with organisational 
strategy and goals, the ability to meet a need / gap, availability of funding, scale 
and location of the need, meeting the donor need or priority, and the likelihood of 
improving effectiveness or impact.

Some organisations take a top-down approach, using formal and informal 
consultations while others use a combination of top-down and bottom-up 
approaches in priority-setting processes.

Individuals /organisations involved in determining priorities include national 
government and institutions, INGOs or UN staff, the private sector, academics, funding 
partners, and representatives of the beneficiary community.

Some particular groups such as beneficiary communities, persons with 
disabilities, academic institutions, and private sector actors are reported as 
still missing from the priority-setting table.

HOW DO ORGANISATIONS IDENTIFY AND PRIORITISE 
THE FOCUS OF HUMANITARIAN R&I?

FACTORS CONSIDERED IN DETERMINING R&I FOCUS AND PRIORITIES

Numerous factors were reported as considerations before organisations engage in R&I on a 
given topic (see Table 14 below). The majority of respondents stated that the proposed R&I 
must match the strategies and goals of the organisation, and because many organisations are 
engaged in initiatives aimed at alleviating immediate suffering, their activities need to align with 
that. Additionally, partnerships are key elements in ensuring the R&I meets a need / gap and is 
likely to improve effectiveness. One participant noted that there are a series of metrics in their 
organisation that measure the criteria applied, including the complexity, capacity to respond, and 
the scale and severity of the crisis. 
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Table 14: Factors identified in determining R&I needs / priorities

Factors identified Explanation / examples

Alignment with 
organisational strategy 
and goals

•	 Organisations align R&I with their activities, considering factors 
like their organisational mandate.

•	 Humanitarian R&I priorities often mirror organisational 
priorities, with government focus influenced by electoral cycles.

•	 Operations shape humanitarian R&I, aiming to understand 
context and enhance interventions.

•	 Annual plans detail needs, affected people, and required 
interventions.

Meets a need or gap

•	 Flexibility and adaptability are key aspects in designing 
programmes that meet humanitarian needs and gaps. 

•	 Organisations have partnerships with sector players to identify 
needs and gaps, which then inform R&I priorities. 

•	 Ad hoc identification of needs in addition to resource availability.

•	 Academic institutions identify priority areas for R&I in 
humanitarian efforts by examining ongoing, emerging, or 
recurring humanitarian issues that manifest as global, national, 
or local challenges deemed worthy of investigation, aiming to 
generate solutions for these researchable problems.

Likelihood of improving 
effectiveness or impact

•	 Adequate time is spent defining challenges and establishing 
processes to ensure that the R&I focus areas identified are 
effective and create impact. 

•	 Collaborations with local communities are identified through 
mapping to ensure effectiveness and impact. 

•	 Engage in extensive partnerships with organisations such as 
Mastercard and renowned universities emphasising innovation. 

Availability of funding

•	 The source of funding in terms of how best to access the funds 
and collaboration to do R&I work.

•	 Funding availability to interrogate a certain aspect of 
humanitarian R&I also leads to the prioritisation and then 
conceptualisation of research that will generate innovation that 
subsequently informs that sector. 

Scale and location of 
the need

•	 Crises are categorised depending on where they take place, the 
people affected, and the urgency level. 

Meets a donor need or 
priority

•	 Donors are sometimes interested in a particular issue, such as 
neglected crises in the region and seek R&I on such topics. 
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EXTENT TO WHICH REGIONAL, NATIONAL, AND LOCAL 
ACTORS ARE INVOLVED WITH THE PRIORITY-SETTING 
PROCESS

A range of approaches to priority setting were reported, with varying degrees of engagement of 
regional, national, and local actors: 

•	 Top-down approach using formal and informal consultations

◊	 Consultations are carried out between humanitarian agencies and government bodies to 
deliberate on crises at hand. Also, decision-making processes involve senior officials before 
they are taken to the communities. For example, decision-makers often lack a nuanced 
understanding of how specific situations impact individuals and populations, leading to 
potentially uninformed or disconnected decision-making. 

•	 Combination of top-down and bottom-up approaches

◊	 A combination of top-down and bottom-up approaches is used by some organisations to 
determine priority-setting processes. Mostly, these occur through knowledge innovation 
hubs – these have become popular in the region and have allowed agencies to constitute 
framework approaches and form strategic partnerships with research institutions and the 
community.

INDIVIDUALS OR ORGANISATIONS INVOLVED IN 
DETERMINING PRIORITIES 

Many participants stated that organisations such as the national government and institutions, 
regional bodies like INGOs, beneficiary communities, academics, and funding partners are involved 
in determining priorities. This ensures that the right R&I topics and priorities are targeted.

National government and institutions

•	 Organisations normally engage with the government, national level stakeholders, and 
coordination bodies as they are the representatives of the population and part of their 
programme teams to determine R&I priorities.

Regional INGOs or UN staff

•	 The direction of humanitarian R&I is guided by the programme needs identified by staff 
and common themes across different countries that require further exploration.

Beneficiary community

•	 Adoption of participatory methods to determine the prioritisation of issues and shift 
resources to local communities and organisations. 

•	 The need to avoid top-down approaches in priority settings since some ideas conceptulised 
at the top may not fit the needs of the community.
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Private sector

•	 They have the capabilities and aptitude to innovate, hence they attract partnerships.

Academics                            

•	 In recent years, academics are also beginning to be considered as necessary stakeholders 
who inform the priority-setting table.

Funding partners

•	 A representation from funding partners who are also stakeholders in the priority-setting 
process.

GROUPS MISSING FROM THE PRIORITY-SETTING TABLE

Numerous participants argued certain groups are still neglected in decision-making and priority-
setting meetings. In particular, there is limited interaction at the community level, with the private 
sector, persons with disabilities, and academic institutions. However, some organisations have 
strived to involve all stakeholders in priority-setting sessions.

•	 Beneficiary communities

◊	 Beneficiary communities, including youth women and local leaders in remote areas 
have not been engaged in decision-making processes. Communities that are actually 
experiencing the crises are often left out and are consulted only after the project is 
finished. Participants stated that the voices of community members and local agencies 
regarding such matters as drought and climate change are rarely heard, and instead, 
this is left to national and international actors. However, they also noted that there are 
deliberate efforts to ensure that the voices of the communities are heard. It was also 
stated that connections should be strengthened with locally-based leaders and actors so 
as to give them a role in decision-making. 

•	 Persons with disabilities

◊	 One participant noted that persons with disabilities have been neglected in priority 
setting.

•	 Private sector

◊	 The private sector is important in sustaining markets and different economic dynamics 
and, hence, can contribute significantly to the humanitarian and R&I space, but this group 
has not been fully engaged in the region.

•	 Academic institutions

◊	 One participant mentioned that academic institutions have always been left behind in 
decision-making processes, yet they are sufficiently well equipped and knowledgeable to 
conduct R&I.
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SECTION 8: RESPONSIVENESS OF THE 
RESEARCH AND INNOVATION (R&I) ECOSYSTEM 
TO EMERGING HUMANITARIAN NEEDS

 KEY MESSAGES

Numerous factors that support timely responsiveness were reported, including 
having sufficient and supportive research infrastructure, utilising existing partnerships, 
research funding, support from the government, adequate technological systems, and 
sufficient information on the region.

Some of the factors impeding timely responsiveness included the ability to access 
the crisis zone, inadequate funding, lack of political will and interest in research, short 
project life-cycles, use of unreliable data, donor priorities, unwillingness to do research, 
media silence and delayed acknowledgement, and a lack of coordination.

Participants were asked to consider factors that may support and those that may impede the timely 
responsiveness of the R&I system to emerging humanitarian issues.i

FACTORS SUPPORTING TIMELY R&I RESPONSIVENESS TO 
EMERGING ISSUES

Participants addressed this issue and reported a range of factors that are important in supporting 
timely response. Participants indicated that for greater efficiency in solving humanitarian crises, 
organisations must at least have these following elements: 

•	 Utilising existing partnerships: Three participants indicated that this ensures that R&I 
is done within the local context and that the needs are identified at the local level using the 
available indigenous knowledge. Therefore, leveraging such partnerships is crucial in supporting 

i.	 Notably, the question stem provided some examples in order to clearly illustrate what was meant by the question. 
Many factors may impact the ability of the research and innovation sector to respond to priorities as they emerge 
(for example, these may include national capacity, funding availability, short project cycles etc.). What factors 
support and what factors impede the timely responsiveness to emerging priorities in the region? In total, 16 out of 
17 participants contributed to this question.

56

SECTION 8: RESPONSIVENESS OF THE R&I ECOSYSTEM TO EMERGING HUMANITARIAN NEEDS



timely responsiveness. One respondent also noted that they collaborate directly with the 
community at the local level, particularly when it is essential to engage with grassroots 
organisations or individuals. Also, partnerships with academic institutions, the private sector, 
and civil society organisations ensure that they are involved in humanitarian work, and 
thus, key for timely responsiveness. As a result of this, Nairobi has become a research hub, 
therefore, increasing responsiveness.

•	 Research infrastructure: Participants noted that elements such as research capacity and 
human resources are essential supporting factors for timely responsiveness.

•	 Research funding: Respondents indicated that funds, including long-term humanitarian 
financing models are required for timely responsiveness to humanitarian R&I needs. 
Additionally, the increased investment in long-term resilience work has led to a change in 
financing strategies, favouring longer-duration projects spanning three to five years rather 
than shorter ones lasting only six to twelve months.

•	 Government support: Government support in the form of providing enabling environments 
and investment in research is considered important to enable timely responsiveness during 
humanitarian crises. 

•	 Sufficient information on the region: Four participants indicated that this is crucial for 
timely responsiveness. This includes having clear knowledge of fragility across Southern and 
Eastern Africa and the ability to identify which locations are hotspots, including the people 
affected, how to access them, and their needs. Also, adequate information on the nature of 
crises that are prone to a given region, such as hunger, food insecurity, and related issues, is 
important.

•	 Adequate technological systems: Advancement in technology, especially in communication 
systems, has increased the accessibility to research findings. This has led to greater timeliness 
and effectiveness of humanitarian R&I in responding to various situations. Technology plays an 
important role in forecasting crises and providing early warning signs (EWSs) that then inform 
R&I priority areas. Organisations, therefore, need to have platforms and frameworks that use 
current technological systems to facilitate cross-border response.
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FACTORS IMPEDING TIMELY RESPONSIVENESS

Different factors hindering timely responsiveness to humanitarian crises and R&I were mentioned 
by 14 participants (see Table 15 below).

Table 15: Factors impeding timely response

Impeding factors Reported examples

Inadequate funding

•	 Limited funding (few people willing to fund) to support strategic 
R&I in the region. 

•	 Budgetary allocation from donors and governments to facilitate 
R&I has been low.

•	 Poses a challenge in mobilising a response to develop and 
implement research.

•	 There is a need to have the right financing architecture that 
will allow quicker, flexible, and more appropriate styles of 
responses.

Lack of political will and 
interest in research

•	 Bureaucratic requirements imposed by governments present 
barriers to timely response.

•	 Individuals may attempt to initiate actions or transactions, 
only to be informed that they must go through a particular 
intermediary who demands a kickback or bribe in return for 
facilitating the process. 

Ability to access the 
crisis zone

•	 Insecurity issues in some areas can prevent researchers from 
accessing a given location.

•	 Poor infrastructural facilities in the region, for instance, when 
responding to the people in South Sudan.

Short project life cycle

•	 The extent to which one can thoroughly investigate and analyse 
phenomena over an extended duration is often limited by the 
willingness of investors to support short-term endeavours, 
posing a significant obstacle. 

•	 Absence of the right information and financial framework being 
in place hinders prompt and effective humanitarian R&I.

Lack of coordination

•	 Unwillingness to invest in scientific research has left people with 
unreliable information taken from social media sites and the 
mainstream media. 

•	 Use of outdated data leading to imperfect decision-making 
processes. 
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Donor priorities

•	 Misalignment between donor perspectives and the needs of 
populations affected by crisis. 

•	 There is donor fatigue wherein donors become weary when the 
situation they are assisting does not demonstrate significant 
progress over time. 

Media silence 
and delayed 
acknowledgment

•	 The delayed acknowledgement of crises impedes the response 
time.

Unwillingness to do 
research

•	 An organisation’s unwillingness to commit to undertake 
research was cited as a barrier. 

•	 Most of the R&I seems to be ad hoc and appears to be driven 
primarily by the availability of resources rather than being 
consistently timely. 

	 Technology plays an important role in forecasting 
crises and providing early warning signs (EWSs) 
that then inform R&I priority areas. Organisations, 
therefore, need to have platforms and frameworks 
that use current technological systems to facilitate 
cross-border response.
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SECTION 9: RECOMMENDATIONS AND 
CONCLUSIONS

This Southern and Eastern Africa (SEA) consultation has highlighted a range of topics that 
participants believe warrant further research and innovation (R&I) attention. It has showcased 
both the strengths and areas for improvement regarding how the humanitarian R&I system 
functions.

Participants in this consultation reported that priority focus areas for R&I include issues related 
to the humanitarian-development nexus, protection, and health. A range of other thematic areas 
were also identified as needing more R&I in order to help solve the pressing problems facing the 
region. These included specific topics related to climate change, localisation, anticipatory action, 
how the humanitarian sector functions, and specific innovations. It was reported that these topics 
have not received sufficient attention in the region to date largely because of funding constraints, 
geopolitical factors, limitations within both the academic and humanitarian sectors, and donor 
fatigue arising from protracted crises. 

Overall, the key findings of this consultation suggest that regional and national actors are 
reasonably well engaged in R&I. A range of strategies have helped foster this engagement, 
including the creation of collaborative networks and partnerships with a range of actors including 
government, academics, and the media. Whilst there is some regional and national engagement, 
more can, and should be, done to improve this as there remains a number of key barriers to 
the involvement of regional and national actors in the humanitarian space. These include biases 
against researchers in the Global South, tendencies to fund large and well-known entities over 
smaller players, and a range of systemic issues such as a lack of coordination and lengthy 
bureaucratic processes that preclude engagement.

Encouragingly, it was reported that national actors (in particular, governments and other national 
institutions) do have a seat at the R&I decision-making table, alongside actors such as regional 
INGOs and UN agencies. There were conflicting views on the engagement of representatives 
from populations affected by crisis, with some participants reporting that they have a role and 
others listing them as being absent from decision-making forums. The private sector was among 
other stakeholder groups reported as missing from the table, despite the considerable resourcing 
and support that they could bring to the humanitarian R&I space across the region. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the findings of this consultation, the following recommendations are suggested:

	 Adopt a holistic and integrated approach to R&I

R&I must be multi-sectoral, multi-disciplinary, and incorporate cross-cutting themes like climate 
justice, the COVID-19 pandemic, and gender. When addressing topics such as climate change, 
for example, integrated approaches should be used to ensure that projects and interventions 
not only focus on a single issue, but rather are holistic and examine the suite of inter-related 
considerations.

To also enable better sustainable outcomes in the humanitarian sector, R&I needs to be situated 
strategically and intentionally to make it fully beneficial.

	 Ensure that R&I is needs driven and priority themes and topics are 
locally determined 

Conduct a formal R&I prioritisation exercise that involves a diverse range of stakeholders from 
across the region, to identify and rank priority topics requiring attention in the region. This 
process should be transparent and inclusive, adopting an approach that ensures that all who 
want to add to an initial list of possible topics and themes have the opportunity to do so. The 
emerging priorities should inform the development of a regional humanitarian research agenda. 

	 Support the localisation of R&I through a range of measures 

R&I should be contextual with stakeholders promoting the localisation of concepts and producing 
localised data. Humanitarian efforts must use participatory research techniques to incorporate 
local knowledge and address any pressing needs. Donors can also further support localisation by 
making it a requirement of funding that R&I project not only involve a partner from the region, 
but rather are led, or co-led, from the region in question or have at least half of the investigator 
team comprised of individuals from the region. 

	 Strengthen data collection and analysis

Enhance efforts to gather accurate, comprehensive, and contemporary data on humanitarian 
needs in the region. Actors must invest in empirical research to have an influence on policies.
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	 Partnerships and knowledge sharing 

Facilitate collaboration among humanitarian organisations, research institutions, local 
communities, and governments to share knowledge, resources, and best practices. Encourage 
platforms for dialogue, such as conferences, workshops, and online forums, to foster cross-
sectoral learning and innovation in the region.

Academic institutions such as universities and research institutes should have the opportunity 
to successfully contribute to humanitarian R&I. Universities may support the expansion of this 
industry by bringing in their own research knowledge.

	 Ensure a participatory, culturally-sensitive approach to R&I 

Engage local communities throughout the research process, respect cultural values, and prioritise 
their needs and aspirations. Ensure vulnerable populations are not left behind in humanitarian 
R&I-related tech systems.

CONCLUSIONS

Addressing the humanitarian challenges in SEA requires a multi-faceted approach that integrates 
R&I into the response strategies. The region faces a range of interconnected issues, including 
natural disasters, food insecurity, health crises, climate change impacts, displacement, and 
socioeconomic inequalities. By identifying and prioritising key areas of intervention, R&I can play 
a pivotal role in shaping effective solutions and fostering sustainable development.

The effective implementation of R&I initiatives requires collaboration among governments, 
NGOs, academia, and local communities. Engaging local stakeholders and incorporating their 
perspectives is vital to ensure that interventions are contextually appropriate and sustainable. 
Additionally, funding and technical support should be directed towards strengthening research 
capacity, fostering knowledge sharing, and facilitating the adoption of innovative solutions. By 
aligning R&I with the unique challenges and opportunities in the region, it is possible to foster 
transformative change, improve the well-being of communities, and build a more resilient and 
inclusive future for the region.
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Elrha, 1 St John’s Lane, London, EC1M 4AR, UK.

Elrha is registered in England and Wales as a charity (charity number 1177110) and as a 
private limited company by guarantee (company number 11142219).

The GPE for humanitarian research and innovation aims to improve outcomes 
for people affected by crisis by amplifying the impact of investments in research 
and innovation through understanding the priorities at all levels. It will provide 
an overview of the progress and performance of the humanitarian research and 
innovation ecosystem with a clear set of priorities for research and innovation 
funding and attention.

ABOUT THE GLOBAL PRIORITISATION EXERCISE (GPE)
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@Elrha 

We are Elrha. A global organisation that finds solutions to complex humanitarian 
problems through research and innovation. We are an established actor in the 
humanitarian community, working in partnership with humanitarian organisations, 
researchers, innovators, and the private sector to tackle some of the most difficult 
challenges facing people all over the world. 

Through our globally recognised programmes, we have supported more than 200 
world-class research studies and innovation projects, championing new ideas and 
different approaches to evidence what works in humanitarian response.

ABOUT ELRHA

https://www.elrha.org/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/elrha
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