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Abstract

Humanitarian operations are increasingly receiving attention due to the numerous recent
disasters and crises caused by both natural and man-made events, from mass human exo-
dus to pandemics such as COVID-19. The successful management of humanitarian supply
chains requires the effective use of human resource practices, which in turn requires strong
leadership in the so-called ‘soft side’ of management. This study aims to investigate the
current status of research on the human aspects of humanitarian supply chains. Through a
systematic and comprehensive literature review, encompassing an original codification and
in-depth analysis of journal articles, this work provides a research agenda and a number
of lessons concerning human resource management (HRM) in humanitarian operations.
The main findings reveal that: (i) HRM impacts the ability of humanitarian organizations
to adequately prevent, prepare for and respond to disasters; (ii) training programs for aid
personnel are a vital aspect of humanitarian responsiveness; (iii) humanitarian operations
require a workforce with a variety of soft and hard skills; (iv) lack of trained staff is one of
the main challenges in this field; and (v) building relationships and strengthening networks
can enlarge the human resource pool available. Therefore, the findings of this study and
its proposed research agenda have implications for both theory and practice. In terms of
theory, this work provides seven recommendations, representing opportunities for schol-
ars to advance this body of knowledge. For humanitarian practitioners, this paper offers
insightful lessons to guide them in the management of human resources in humanitarian
operations.

Keywords Humanitarian logistics - Relief operations - Supply chain management - Human
resource management - Research agenda - Literature review

P4 Paula de Camargo Fiorini
paula.fiorini @ufscar.br

Extended author information available on the last page of the article

@ Springer


http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9192-9904
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6143-4924
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6423-8868
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2518-8471
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10479-021-03970-z&domain=pdf

912 Annals of Operations Research (2022) 319:911-936

1 Introduction

A number of recent natural and man-made disasters have required humanitarian aid
operations to overcome critical situations. Most recently, the COVID-19 outbreak has
highlighted the importance of and urgent need for humanitarian actions for displaced
and vulnerable populations during a crisis response (Queiroz et al. 2020; San Lau et al.
2020). In any humanitarian relief operation, logistics and supply chain management
are critical and challenging factors (Dubey and Gunasekaran 2016; Soosay and Hyland
2015), requiring the engagement of various stakeholders such as governments, mili-
tary, civil society, private companies, and international and national relief organizations
(Yadav and Barve 2015).

Under humanitarian crisis conditions, there is no single organization which is capa-
ble of solving every ongoing problem or challenge. In this sense, it is always necessary
to get different actors to work together in a network in order to effectively coordinate aid
actions and to maximize efficiencies regarding costs and speed (Tomasini and Van Was-
senhove 2009; Dubey et al. 2020). This therefore demands a humanitarian supply chain
management strategy, a multilateral approach which involves managing the flow of sup-
plies through international agencies and relief aid organizations, procuring resources
from international and local agencies to deliver to the affected victims (Shareef et al.
2019; Yadav and Barve 2015) with agility and resilience (Altay et al. 2018).

Despite the importance of works aiming to find optimal solutions and models for
humanitarian supply chains (Abualkhair et al. 2020; Anparasan and Lejeune 2019;
Zhang et al. 2019), the management of humanitarian operations (HO) cannot be
approached only from the perspective of the optimization of resources (Chandes and
Paché 2010) for several reasons. Tomasini and Van Wassenhove (2009) argue that
humanitarian supply chains (HSC) demand a vision that goes beyond delivering goods
from one point to another. HSC management involves the coordination and collabora-
tion of organizations with divergent natures and vocations in terms of services offered
(Chandes and Paché 2010; Tomasini and Van Wassenhove 2009). Furthermore, each
relief operation comes with its own distinct political and cultural realities (Chandes and
Paché 2010).

In this context, it can be argued that human resource factors—also known as the ‘soft
side’ of organizations (Dubey and Gunasekaran 2015)—are relevant for the success of
HSC management, since this field involves dealing with different actors and cultures,
political systems and government legislation (Pateman et al. 2013), and an adequate
humanitarian workforce is essential to accomplish successful aid initiatives. Addition-
ally, Siawsh et al. (2019) state that the focus of existing research has predominantly been
on non-human aspects of humanitarian relief operations. Managing humanitarian supply
chains is a ‘people business’ (Pateman et al. 2013). Nevertheless, little is known about
the current state-of-the-art literature on the soft side of managing humanitarian supply
chains (Dubey et al. 2019). Several literature reviews on HSC are available, addressing
the role of technologies (Akter and Wamba 2019), HSC performance (Banomyong et al.
2019), applications of operations research (Behl and Dutta 2019) and relationship to
theory (Muggy and Stamm 2014), among others, but none of these reviews have focused
on the implications of human resource management for HSC. Therefore, it is relevant
to explore and identify the role of human aspects in humanitarian supply chains. This
study aims to address this gap by answering the following research question (RQ):
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RQ: What is the current status of research on the human aspects of humanitarian supply
chains?

To fulfill the objective of this study, the available literature was examined through a
systematic and comprehensive review, encompassing in-depth analysis of journal articles
and an original codification. Therefore, the main contributions and originality of this work
lie in its systematization of several lessons concerning human resource management in
humanitarian operations and the proposition of a novel research agenda.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. Section 2 provides a brief theo-
retical background to humanitarian supply chains and human resource management, while
Sect. 3 explains the research methodology employed in the study. Section 4 reports the
findings of the review and discussions. Finally, conclusions and implications are discussed
in Sect. 5.

2 Brief conceptual background
2.1 Humanitarian supply chain management (HSCM)

Humanitarian crises are situations that require a high level of reliability and adaptation to
meet the needs of vulnerable people (Chandes and Paché 2010), involving a complex net-
work of participant organizations such as governments, military agencies, civil society, pri-
vate companies, and relief organizations (Venkatesh et al. 2019; Yadav and Barve 2015).
This network can be regarded as a humanitarian supply chain, and consists of a variety of
actors aiming to provide maximum assistance to the affected population in terms of medi-
cal supplies, food, and other aid resources (Dubey and Gunasekaran 2016). Fosso Wamba
(2020) further clarifies that HSCs include all activities associated with the preparation and
management of necessary resources during natural or man-made disaster relief operations
(Abidi et al. 2013). Humanitarian logistics has the objective of optimizing the process of
delivering these resources to the victims (Chandes and Paché 2010). According to Nik-
bakhsh and Farahani (2011), the field of logistics in the context of humanitarian operations
has attracted considerable attention due to the need for logistical systems that are capable
of dealing with different kinds of disasters and disruption management.

The notion of profit is one of the main factors differentiating the humanitarian and com-
mercial supply chains. While profit is the ultimate goal of the commercial sector, humani-
tarian organizations are guided by non-profit motives (Tomasini and Van Wassenhove
2009). Furthermore, the HSC is primarily reactive, whilst commercial supply chains are
usually proactive (Dubey and Gunasekaran 2016).

The military is acknowledged as a significant actor in the humanitarian supply chain
(Ozdamar et al. 2004), and the involvement of military forces in the provision of humani-
tarian aid in cases of conflict or natural disasters is not a new concept (Heaslip and Bar-
ber 2014). Military humanitarian actors have traditionally favored short-term lifesaving
interventions with a clearly defined exit strategy (Rigby 2001, p. 957); hence the immedi-
ate response phase (Kovacs and Spens 2008) to a natural disaster is considered to be the
stage at which there is most likely to be a mix of military and non-military organizations
working alongside one another (Pettit and Beresford 2005). This is due in no small part
to the capacity-boosting availability of military resources, and to the military’s ability to
cope with the unpredictability of demand and associated flexibility of response required
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(Rietjens et al. 2007). Moreover, the rapid response offered by the military, together with
its structured command and control systems, is not within the capabilities of the majority
of NGOs or other actors within the humanitarian supply chain (Kovécs and Tatham 2010).

Considering that each disaster has its own characteristics, varying in types and levels
of intensity (Tomasini and Van Wassenhove 2009), such situations involve a high level
of uncertainty and demand different reactions and responses. According to Chandes and
Paché (2010), humanitarian supply chain management is also challenging because it
involves a critical time frame, requires the mobilization of team members from different
origins, and has the urgency of coordinating numerous resources as quickly as possible.

The integrative nature of supply chains leads to the conclusion that supply chains are
driven by human interaction and organizational relationships (McCarter et al. 2005). In this
sense, the coordination of supply chain members and the development of SCM capacities
must take into account the field of human resources (McAfee et al. 2002; Tomasini and
Van Wassenhove 2009).

2.2 Human resource management (HRM)

Human resources (HR) are recognized as a critical feature of organizational competitive-
ness, playing a significant contribution in achieving organizational goals (Longoni et al.
2018; Jabbour et al. 2017), including those related to supply chain management (Gowen
and Tallon 2003).

Human resource management involves mainly formal human resource policies and prac-
tices (Ivancevich 1995; Jackson and Schuler 1995), such as recruitment, selection, evalua-
tion and talent management (Krishnan and Scullion 2017). Therefore, HRM attracts, devel-
ops, motivates, and retains employees who seek to achieve organizational goals, ensuring
the effective functioning and survival of the organization (Ivancevich 1995; Jackson and
Schuler 1995).

Nowadays, globalization, the liberalization of economies, the economic growth of
emerging markets and demographic issues, such as the increasing movement of people
around the world, are pushing HRM towards an international approach (Varma and Bud-
hwar 2012). International human resource management (IHRM) is understood as incor-
porating the skills and knowledge required to create and implement policies and practices
which aim to integrate globally dispersed human resources, while also taking into account
the local differences and contextual particularities which affect the implementation of HR
(Sparrow et al. 1994). IHRM becomes particularly important in the case of humanitarian
supply chain management, in which it is necessary to manage humanitarian workers who
come from different locations with distinct cultures, and who need to be recruited, selected,
and properly prepared for crisis situations (Pateman et al. 2013).

Humanitarian supply chain workers, such as volunteers, managers and employees, oper-
ate in a complex environment which requires effective management practices (Pateman
et al. 2013). Several different actors and stakeholders are involved in humanitarian opera-
tions, making policies and practices essential in order to guide and coordinate their actions
(John et al. 2020). Mowafi et al. (2007), for instance, highlight the fact that humanitar-
ian health workers are taking part in a multi-disciplinary endeavor and thus require proper
training in broader humanitarian action to make them more effective in the field. Addition-
ally, Coles et al. (2017) argue that further research is needed to improve understanding of
the complex challenges faced by people working in relief operation management. There-
fore, this ‘soft side’ (Dubey and Gunasekaran 2015) of humanitarian supply chains is an
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1. Search for articles in 2o Lty Uit LRl 3. Development of a

the Scopus database S TR G E 12 valid coding scheme
abstracts

4. Content analysis and 5. Provide an overview 6. Identify gaps in the
codification of the of the scientific literature for future
entire sample production research

Fig.1 Steps of the systematic literature review

Table 1 Summary of the article selection process and results

Articles selection process Result (no.
of articles)
Articles identified in the initial database search 205
Articles after filtering by document type (articles and reviews), source type (journals), and 144
language (English)
Articles selected after reading through the abstracts 58
Articles selected after full reading and applying the coding scheme 39

important topic for academics as well as practitioners, and deserves to a systematization of
its state-of-the-art literature.

3 Methodological approach

An original systematic literature review was conducted using a combination of the
approaches employed by Fiorini and Jabbour (2017), Gaur and Kumar (2018), and Jabbour
et al. (2019), as summarized in Fig. 1.

The Scopus database was chosen to identify relevant studies for this review. According
to Harzing and Alakangas (2016), Scopus and Web of Science (WoS) are the two most
widely used academic databases in the world, providing fairly similar results. However,
Brzezinski (2015) explains that the Scopus database is advantageous because it indexes
about 70% more sources than WoS, providing comprehensive coverage of the latest litera-
ture, including most of the papers available in the WoS database. Moreover, Harzing and
Alakangas (2016) show that Scopus usually presents higher citation levels in the Engineer-
ing field. The process of selecting the sample of articles from the Scopus database is sum-
marized in Table 1.

An initial search, using the following query, resulted in 205 documents: [TITLE-
ABS-KEY ("humanitarian supply chain") OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ("humanitarian logis-
tics") OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ("humanitarian operations") AND TITLE-ABS-KEY

@ Springer



916 Annals of Operations Research (2022) 319:911-936

("human resource") OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ("personnel") OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ("peo-
ple")]. This search focused on finding studies related to human resource management
in humanitarian supply chains. Therefore, the keywords selected reflect this focus, first
by the use of the key terms “humanitarian supply chain” and “humanitarian logistics”,
as used in the review of Jabbour et al. (2019), since the supply chain is regarded as the
backbone of humanitarian operations (Lewin et al. 2018; Besiou and Van Wassenhove
2020). Second, in order to specify findings related to human resource management, we
used the keywords “human resource”, “personnel”, and “people”. Considering that the
initial results from the academic database were not too broad and in order to ensure a
larger coverage of the relevant literature, it was decided to expand the query by add-
ing the keyword “humanitarian operations” and also not to limit the time span of the
sample.

The sample was then narrowed to 144 documents by applying the following criteria:
selecting only articles and reviews from journals and those written in English. In the
subsequent step, the remaining documents were analyzed and selected after reading
through their abstracts, resulting in a sample of 58 articles.

Next, a coding scheme was developed, as shown in Table 2. This scheme was based
on five dimensions, which were categorized using a combination of numbers and let-
ters, as explained below:

e Category 1 refers to the degree of economic maturity of the context under consid-
eration and was categorized using letter codes A—C;

e Category 2 indicates the focus of the article, which could have human aspects as
the primary discussion of the article (A), or have human aspects as a secondary
discussion only (B)—that is, HR was not the main focus of these studies;

e (Category 3 is related to the research method used and was categorized using letter
codes A-J;

e Category 4 refers to the human resource practices that are associated with humani-
tarian supply chain management in the article, coded from A to G;

e Category 5 identifies the actors of the humanitarian supply chain involved in
the study, including government, aid agencies, non-governmental organizations
(NGOs), private companies and military agencies, coded from A to E respectively,
with code F used if it was not specified.

After reading the selected articles in full and applying the coding scheme, the
final sample consisted of 39 articles. The publication period for the sample analyzed
ranged from 2011 to 2020. During the full reading process, those articles which did
not address human aspects in the humanitarian supply chain or those that were unavail-
able to download were eliminated, leading to the final reduction from 58 to 39 articles.
Lastly, by delving into the content of each article, this work was able to provide a com-
prehensive picture of the state-of-the-art literature on human resource management in
humanitarian supply chains and to develop an original research agenda. Through our
analysis of the classifications and coding, seven recommendations for future studies
emerged, and by applying an inductive analysis process to the reviewed articles, we
identified five lessons for human resource management in humanitarian operations
(Gosling et al. 2016).

Table 3 displays the classification of the 39 articles analyzed.
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Table 2 Framework for classifying and coding the sample of articles

Category Meaning Coding

1 Economic context 1 A—Mature economy
1B—Less-mature economy
1C—Not applicable
2 Research focus 2A—Human aspects as primary discussion
2B—Human aspects as secondary discussion
3 Research method 3A—CQualitative
3B—Quantitative
3C—Conceptual
3D—Modeling
3E—Survey
3F—Other quantitative approaches
3G—Review
3H—Case study
3]—Interviews
3J—Other qualitative approaches
4 HR practices 4A—Recruitment and selection
4B—Training and development
4C—Skills and competences
4D—Performance appraisal and management
4E—Motivation and retention
4F—Teamwork
4G—Not applicable
5 Actors 5A—Government
5B—Aid agencies
5C—NGOs
SD—Private companies
SE—Military agencies
SF—Not specified

4 Results and discussions
4.1 Results and recommendations

This section reports the results of the classification and coding presented in Table 3.
Additionally, Table 4 presents a summary of the contributions of each article analyzed.

The first category by which we classified the articles refers to the economic con-
text analyzed in the studies. The analysis showed that 21 out of the 39 articles (53.8%)
addressed non-mature economies, while 5 documents focused on mature economies
(Fig. 2). According to the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitar-
ian Affairs (UNOCHA 2018, www.unocha.org), in 2017 the top five countries with the
highest number of people affected by natural disasters were India, China, Bangladesh,
Cuba and Vietnam, while those with the most newly displaced people due to conflicts
were Syria, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Iraq, South Sudan, and Ethiopia.
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Table 4 Systematization of articles’ contributions

Study

Contribution summary

Akhtar et al. (2012)

Anparasan and Lejeune (2017)

Arroyo (2014)

Baharmand et al. (2017)

Bollettino and Bruderlein (2008)

Botchie et al. (2019)

Garcia et al. (2018)

Ghasemian Sahebi et al. (2017)

Gongalves (2011)

This study reported the importance of the development of skills and
competences for supply chain coordinators in humanitarian relief
chains, such as relationship management skills, leadership, education,
research abilities, and performance measurement skills. In addition, it
mentioned that a shortage of skilled workers is very common in disas-
ter areas, such as logistics managers, project managers, supply chain
managers, engineers, and trained operational staff

This work explored a framework to identify best practices to address
challenges during an epidemic outbreak. It identified the significance
of the limited availability of qualified personnel. Some NGOs are
reported to have personnel who lacked the required skills for properly
performing the operations

This paper investigated accountability and responsibility in post-
earthquake Haiti. It showed that local workforce and NGOs have
expressed frustrations regarding the practice of recruiting profession-
als and offering salaries. This concern was raised because the demand
for qualified personnel significantly exceeded local capacity during
the crisis, and international NGOs competed for the few profession-
als available against local NGOs, which could not match the salaries
offered by INGOs

This study evaluated the transportation risks involved in humanitar-
ian supply chains for logistics service providers. It was reported that
providing trained human resources is a means of mitigating the risks
related to unethical behaviors in HSC

This article explored distance learning for training professional staff in
the humanitarian field. It is argued that training is needed to ensure
that staff members understand the mission and protocol of their
organizations, and that distance learning is being adopted as a means
of delivering the training and disseminating humanitarian principles to
personnel. According to the authors, training through distance learning
has also been used as a way to enhance accountability to beneficiaries
and donors

This paper explored the critical success factors for operations in post-
disaster management. It reported that human resource management
is a critical factor, and that the way HR are organized within the aid
organization affects their ability to respond effectively to disaster.
Furthermore, training of fieldworkers is also considered to be critical

This research studied volunteer management under high-load conditions
in humanitarian crises. It showed that volunteer management in disas-
ter response needs to be able to deal with changing circumstances and
rapidly adapt, meaning that different types of volunteers with different
skills are required in certain contexts

This work analyzed HSC barriers and found that HR-related barriers
such as shortage of experienced and skilled humanitarians, burn-out
among rescuers and humanitarian volunteers, loss of rescuers during
disasters, and limited awareness of rescuers were significant chal-
lenges

This research developed a model addressing the trade-off that exists
between providing assistance and building capacity in humanitarian
organizations. It addressed the impact that stress in the field has on the
ability of HOs to retain staff, and also highlighted the importance of
limiting staff turnover as a complementary strategy to the traditional
relief and recovery efforts
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Table 4 (continued)

Study Contribution summary

Gralla et al. (2015) This paper analyzed a successful humanitarian logistics training exer-
cise. It is argued that there is a strong need for training efforts in HSC
to develop logistics skills, and teamwork is particularly required

Heaslip et al. (2019) This study developed a competency framework for humanitarian
logisticians to assist in linking competencies to career progression. It
was reported that humanitarian aid organizations can increase local
knowledge through the delivery of training programs that reflect local
contexts. In addition, these institutions need to establish closer ties
with local networks and strengthen more general HR retention prac-
tices to maintain the motivation of existing humanitarian logisticians
and their teams. It is also worth highlighting that this study mentions
that contextual factors can lead to differences in HR requirements for
humanitarian logisticians

Jahre and Fabbe-Costes (2015)  This research focused on the use of standards for improving responsive-
ness in the humanitarian context. The most relevant standards found
were the preparation of staff before they deploy to the mission and
guidelines for hiring, securing, and organizing personnel. It was also
reported that a lack of knowledge in using the defined standards might
be due to an absence of proper training

Jahre et al. (2012) This paper analyzed how to reduce supply chain complexity to improve
humanitarian health issues. It reported that the main stakeholders
are not competent in logistics and supply chain management, lacking
skills and abilities

Jahre et al. (2016a) This work proposed a warehouse location model for humanitarian opera-
tions that includes factors such as access to human resources, political
context and the security situation

Jahre et al. (2016b) This study suggested a framework for logistics preparedness in humani-
tarian organizations. It was argued that human resources must be
trained in order to support logistics preparedness

Kabra and Ramesh (2015) This paper explored the barriers to coordination in HSC management
(HSCM). It indicated that exchange programs and training for humani-
tarian logisticians in the commercial realm, the development of a long-
term relationship with commercial organizations, and strategic tie-ups
with organizations that have corporate social responsibility programs
are important for enhancing coordination in HSC

Kabra et al. (2015) This research explored barriers to coordination in humanitarian supply
chain management. It identified as significant challenges inefficient
training of SC members, shortage of expert logisticians, low priority
given to retention of skilled and experienced employees and resistance
to change and adopting new skills

Lamb (2018) This study investigated the factors that affect healthcare delivery in
humanitarian missions. It was found that collective pre-deployment
training for the workforce was able to generate competence, confi-
dence and team cohesiveness to deal with the challenges of humanitar-
ian missions. In addition, it was clarified that these factors can help to
build personnel’s resilience to the stressors associated with the mission

Lewin et al. (2018) This paper highlighted the importance of the humanitarian supply chain
and proposed ways to overcome challenges. It was explained that HSC
face a critical human resource gap because demand is significantly
exceeding the available professional resources. In this sense, it was
recommended to strengthen multi-sector local logistics networks,
which include private, public, local civil society and other logistics
companies, in order to expand the national human resource pool of
logisticians available to respond to humanitarian demand
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Table 4 (continued)

Study

Contribution summary

Luetal. (2013)

Mari Ainikki Anttila (2014)

McLachlin and Larson (2011)

Meduri and Srinivas Rao (2019)

Pateman et al. (2013)

Polater (2020)

This research explored the learning mechanisms used by humanitarian
organizations to acquire sufficient knowledge for their logistics opera-
tions. According to the authors, learning mechanisms can improve
knowledge acquisition and retention in organizations, and complement
formal logistics education and training for their relief staff. The study
highlighted the advantages of learning by hiring, which normally hap-
pens during the resource mobilization stage, such as quick access to
critical knowledge for operations

This work explored the development of crisis management and peace
building in the context of humanitarian logistics based on personnel’s
experiences. The findings revealed that interaction and communica-
tion abilities are required from personnel and institutions. In addition,
courses and training before the mission are considered important by
the workforce and ideally should focus more on mission-related objec-
tives and cultural issues

This article focused on advancing thought and practice on humanitarian
supply chain relationship building. It is argued that building relation-
ships in HSC is difficult considering that it involves people and that
HSC has a largely volunteer workforce, low level of logistics training,
and a decentralized workforce

This study identified the competencies required in humanitarian logistics
management. Based on relief workers’” opinions, it was found that
personal competencies are often required but relief operation training
usually does not address these competencies

This paper examined challenges involved in collaboration and coordina-
tion in the context of the HSC through the lens of international HRM
practices. It explained that IHRM principles are relevant for humani-
tarian workers since they involve expatriates working internationally,
and these must therefore be recruited, selected, prepared, developed
and remunerated according to legal employee relations constraints.
Regarding recruitment, organizations must consider workers’ technical
ability, but also the capacity of adapting to different cultural environ-
ments and of handling the stresses of humanitarian crises. High
turnover was mentioned as a challenge in humanitarian operations and
for that it is important to properly recruit and train humanitarian work-
ers and to consider their previous experiences. In terms of preparation,
the authors clarify that pre-departure training is critical to ensure the
success of the workforce in operations

This research investigated airports’ role as logistics centers in humani-
tarian supply chains. It indicated that obtaining, retaining and produc-
tively managing manpower are significant elements in airport surge
management. The findings also underlined the importance of retaining
available people in operations, by increasing staff motivation through
carrying out successful shift management, twinned-post covering for
suitable positions, personnel replacement, managers having hard and
soft skills, providing orientation and mentorship for additional staff,
creating a suitable environment for staff and their families and creating
a culture of social responsibility. Additionally, it was indicated that
financial incentives are not considered as the main motivating factor to
attract people to participate in disaster operations, but that creating a
corporate culture and a sense of social responsibility among all related
stakeholders before a disaster takes place is crucial. It was also high-
lighted that continuous training and exercises with related institutions
and organizations should be implemented before a disaster takes place
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Table 4 (continued)

Study Contribution summary

Rajakaruna and Wijeratne (2019) This article analyzed the relationship between skills and performance
within the humanitarian logistics context. Human resource manage-
ment skills are considered important and it was found that there is a
positive relationship between the skills researched and humanitarian
logistical performance

Rajakaruna et al. (2017) This research focused on identifying the skills of humanitarian logisti-
cians in Sri Lanka. It was found that skills related to HRM are highly
important for humanitarian logistics management

Shafiq and Soratana (2020) This paper presented a lean model to assess the readiness of humanitar-
ian organizations for adopting lean management. It was found that
HRM factors such as the availability of skilled workers, workforce
empowerment and investment of funds for training are important to
implement lean practices in HSC

Sharifi-Sedeh et al. (2020) This study explored factors behind the pre-positioning of relief items
(PRI). According to the findings, pre-positioning and warehousing
of relief items necessitate a well-trained and experienced workforce,
reinforcing the necessity of quality training. In this sense, it is argued
that one of the key aspects is human resource management, since PRI
requires knowledgeable, skillful, and experienced staff. However, it
highlighted that a shortage of skillful staff and high turnover are criti-
cal challenges

Sheppard et al. (2013) This work identified how local populations can enhance their capacity
to prepare and respond to the logistical challenges faced in a natural
disaster. The results showed that the early post-disaster response
was frequently carried out by untrained volunteers from the local
population, pointing to a shortage of trained personnel. In addition, it
explained the importance of developing skills and expertise in general
disaster management and in logistics to enhance the preparedness of
local people for response activities. It also reinforced the necessity of
having a national center in training for disaster management

Siawsh et al. (2019) This research sought to understand the influence of power in the
decision-making process in the humanitarian context. It suggested that
professional training is seen as the foundation for humanitarian actors
to develop the necessary expertise for their work

Stuns and Heaslip (2019) This paper evaluated the effectiveness of humanitarian logistics train-
ing and the factors that influence its success. It argued that training
programs of humanitarian logisticians for disaster relief operations
is a demanding task, since each response operation is different due
to the various forms of disasters in different contexts, all around the
world. In this sense, the study shows that besides logistical concepts,
it is important that training measures include adaptive thinking skills,
management skills and prepare logisticians to work under pressure.
Furthermore, it is mentioned that humanitarian logistics training tends
to concentrate on logistics functions and focus more on problems with
operational level than on the strategic level related to supply chain
design and improvement. Thus, the scope of training programs lacks
management training and development of soft skills, such as relation-
ship building, coordination, local sourcing and understanding of local
cultures

Suresh et al. (2019) This paper sought to identify the factors which influence the agility of
humanitarian operations. It was found that the most influential factors
are multi-skilled and flexible people, informal learning and develop-
ment, completeness and change of culture
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Table 4 (continued)

Study Contribution summary

Tatham and Rietjens (2016) This study outlined key challenges in the civil-military network related
to logistical aspects of disaster preparation and response. It argued that
HR are important assets that have contributed to disaster response,
particularly personnel skilled in needs assessment, civil-military
liaison and coordination functions

Tatham et al. (2013) This research provided an overall picture of competencies and skills in
humanitarian logistics from an international perspective. It was found
that a key challenge for HSC is adapting education and training to
suit the high variety of sector-specific competences in humanitarian
logistics. such as fund raising, donor compliance, coordination, asset
management, security, budget management, customs, fleet manage-
ment, reporting, procurement, inventory management, information
and communication technology, compliance and standards as well
as transport. Furthermore, the results showed that: (a) there is still
a lack of access to logistics training and education for humanitarian
logisticians; (b) training content should be tailored to the conditions of
specific countries; (c) skills such as leading negotiations, supply-chain
coordination and basic legal knowledge remain as gaps; (d) training
should increase supply of basic education and also continuing educa-
tion programs in humanitarian logistics

Tint et al. (2015) This paper introduced applied improvisation as a tool for training
humanitarian aid workers. It mentioned that important skills for a
humanitarian worker in an emergency are to stay focused, remain open
to choices, be flexible and adaptable as to how to achieve results, be
creative, enhance collaboration and manage uncertainty. Additionally,
it argued that training aid workers in critical skills for disaster readi-
ness is a vital aspect of humanitarian intervention

Yadav and Barve (2015) This research addressed the critical success factors of humanitarian sup-
ply chains which emerge during disaster preparedness and the immedi-
ate response phase. Human resources development was mentioned as a
core strategy to enhance the capacity of disaster-prone communities to
adequately prevent, prepare for and respond to disasters. In this sense,
the study points out the importance of capacity building of people in
terms of education in the local community

Yadav and Barve (2016) This study sought to identify challenges for HSC in relief following
extreme disasters. It mentions that there is a lack of trained staff and
limited resources in the local agencies, which affects the success of
activities such as damage data assessment, proper coordination dur-
ing emergency situations and donation management. In addition, the
research points out that training could improve the capacity building of
vulnerable communities and help to achieve sustainability in disaster
response. Finally, it clarifies that the lack of trained staff can hamper
the coordination of HSC

Yadav and Barve (2019) This study investigated preparedness activities in cases of natural
disasters. It was found that human resource management activities
are the most needed preparedness activities to mitigate the risks and
to achieve long-term benefits in disasters in the Indian context. It
mentions that training plays an essential role in promoting coordina-
tion and effective response during emergency situations, as well as
the arrangement of security and volunteers for safe transportation and
distribution of relief aid. Finally, the paper explains the importance of
strategic collaboration with national and international disaster relief
organizations
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Fig.2 Frequency distribution of Category 1—Economic context

In this sense, it is to be expected that these studies address real situations in countries
which have ongoing circumstantial challenges or have experienced humanitarian crises.
However, only three studies (7.7%) focused on studying the contexts of both mature
and less-mature economies. Therefore, it is recommended that more studies approach
human factors in humanitarian supply chains while considering developed and develop-
ing economies simultaneously. As previously mentioned, HSCs primarily have a reac-
tive strategy; nonetheless, ensuring a successful operation requires advance planning
(Balcik et al. 2010; Dubey and Gunasekaran 2016), which must involve not only human
resources from local communities, but also international aid personnel. Therefore, the
first recommendation of this study is:

R1: Explore human resource management in humanitarian supply chains in mature
and less-mature economies simultaneously in order to understand the preparedness
required for local and international personnel.

The second coding category aimed to investigate the focus of the articles, concerning
whether each article approached the HR aspects of humanitarian supply chain man-
agement as the main topic of the article, or as an adjacent discussion. Figure 3 shows
that nearly 70% of these studies, representing 27 out of 39 documents, did not analyze
human resource factors as the main focus of their research on HSCs. This finding cor-
roborates the study of Siawsh et al. (2019), which stated that the focus of HSC stud-
ies has been mostly on non-human aspects. Furthermore, McLachlin and Larson (2011)
clarify that literature aimed at commercial supply chains might contain useful guidance
on relationships including HR aspects, which could be adapted and further explored in
humanitarian supply chains. This leads us to the second recommendation:

R2: Analyze the direct contributions of human resources practices to humanitarian

supply chain management, identifying potential useful lessons from commercial sup-
ply chain research as well as that specifically related to HSC.
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Fig. 3 Frequency distribution of Category 2—Research focus

Figure 4 displays the results of Category 3. This third category concerned the research
method adopted in the studies. The analysis shows that most of the articles that address
human aspects in HSC have adopted a qualitative approach (67%); among those, 38% used
the interview method, while another 23% applied the case study strategy. From the whole
sample, 18% used a quantitative approach, and only 5 out of 39 studies applied the survey
method. Regarding modeling, about 26% of the papers in the sample chose this method.
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Fig.4 Frequency distribution of Category 3—Research method
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Therefore, the majority of the studies have either conducted interviews or performed analy-
sis of barriers and critical success factors for humanitarian supply chains (e.g. Botchie et al.
(2019), Kabra and Ramesh (2015), Kabra et al. (2015), Ghasemian Sahebi et al. (2017),
Yadav and Barve (2015), among others). Very few studies have adopted quantitative meth-
ods, such as surveys. Therefore, the third suggestion is:

R3: Conduct quantitative studies using the survey method to explore the relationship
between human resource management and humanitarian supply chains.

The fourth category analyzes the human resource management practices which are
addressed in the studies. In the case of studies which address multiple practices, more than
one code was assigned to the article. Figure 5 shows the frequency for each factor sepa-
rately. Among all the HRM factors categorized, training and development were the most
frequently addressed among the studies (24 studies), followed by skills and competencies
(19 articles). As can be seen in Table 3, these two codes (4B and 4C) were most often
addressed together in the articles. On the other hand, performance appraisal and manage-
ment, followed by teamwork, motivation, and retention were the least studied practices. In
addition, none of the works analyzed all the practices categorized. The study by Polater
(2020) was the only one to mention at least five practices; nonetheless, HRM was not the
focus of this study. Therefore, the fourth recommendation is:

R4: Expand this area of study to verify how each human resource practice can contrib-
ute to the management and performance of humanitarian supply chains.

In this regard, Heaslip et al. (2019) highlight that it is essential to consider that con-
textual factors can lead to differences in human resources requirements for HSCs. Tatham
et al. (2013) and Stuns and Heaslip (2019) explain, for example, that training content
should be tailored to the conditions of specific countries, since each response operation

30
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Fig.5 Frequency distribution of Category 4—HR practices
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is different due to different cultural and political contexts and types of disasters. However,
understanding how these contingency factors affect the various HRM practices in humani-
tarian operations is still an underexplored area. Thus, we recommend:

RS5: Examine how contextual factors affect human resource management practices in
humanitarian supply chains through the lens of contingency theory.

Considering the HRM practices identified in the studies analyzed, some important lessons
can be provided. First, there is a general awareness that human resource management is a
critical factor for HSCM because it impacts on the ability of humanitarian organizations to
adequately prevent, prepare for and respond to disasters (Botchie et al. 2019; Rajakaruna
and Wijeratne 2019). In particular, HRM is a core strategy during preparedness activities
for disaster response, helping to mitigate risks and to develop the capacities needed for
humanitarian workers (Yadav and Barve 2015; Yadav and Barve 2019).

In this vein, the second lesson concerns the most frequently addressed HR practice,
which was training and development. Training programs for aid personnel are a vital
aspect of humanitarian actions and responsiveness (Tint et al. 2015; Jahre and Fabbe-
Costes 2015). Our findings reveal that pre-departure training is considered fundamental by
the workforce in order to ensure successful aid activities and to handle the challenges that
emerge during humanitarian missions (Jahre and Fabbe-Costes 2015; Lamb 2018; Mari
Ainikki Anttila 2014; Pateman et al. 2013). The existence of courses and training is also
important to improve the coordination of humanitarian supply chain members (Kabra and
Ramesh 2015). Some specific examples of training initiatives were identified, such as using
applied improvisation as a tool to develop adaptive skills (Tint et al. 2015), and distance
learning for training humanitarian staff and disseminating humanitarian principles to per-
sonnel (Bollettino and Bruderlein 2008).

The development of capacities through training leads us to the third lesson: humanitar-
ian operations require multi-skilled and flexible personnel with a variety of soft and hard
skills (Lamb 2018; Rajakaruna and Wijeratne 2019; Rajakaruna et al. 2017; Suresh et al.
2019). Nonetheless, the scope of training programs has generally focused more on tech-
nical abilities and logistics skills, rather than on the development of soft skills, such as
relationship building, coordination, cultural adaptation, and resilience (Stuns and Heaslip
2019; Suresh et al. 2019). Therefore, we suggest researchers:

R6: Investigate the role of human resource management practices for capacity building
in humanitarian operations.

The fourth lesson relates to the barriers to human resource management in humanitarian
supply chains. The main challenges found were a lack of trained staff, a shortage of skilled
humanitarians, high turnover and limited human resources in local agencies (Ghasemian
Sahebi et al. 2017; Pateman et al. 2013; Sharifi-Sedeh et al. 2020; Yadav and Barve 2016).
Regarding motivation and retention practices, Polater (2020) argues that financial incen-
tives are not seen as a key factor in the humanitarian workforce, but that building organi-
zational culture and a sense of social responsibility among all supply chain members are
more effective strategies.

The fifth lesson addresses a proposed way to overcome the barrier of limited avail-
ability of human resources in local agencies: building relationships and strengthening
multi-sector local logistics networks. It is suggested that organizations strengthen local
networks and establish closer ties with local private and public enterprises, civil society
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and other local logistics companies in order to enlarge the national human resource pool
of logisticians available to satisfy the humanitarian demand (Heaslip et al. 2019; Lewin
et al. 2018; McLachlin and Larson 2011).

Finally, the last classification of the studies relates to the type of humanitarian actor
observed in each article. Figure 6 shows that 13 out of 39 papers (33%) did not specify
any type of organization. Among those studies that did analyze humanitarian supply
chain actors, the majority focused on aid agencies and non-governmental organizations
(17 and 16 studies, respectively). Considering that none of the studies approached all
types of humanitarian supply chain actors and focused fundamentally on HRM aspects,
it is recommended to:

R7: Study how HRM practices support the coordination of the various humanitarian
supply chain actors.

4.2 Implications for theory and practice

In terms of implications for theory, this work has systematized the findings and lessons
concerning the ‘soft side’ of managing humanitarian supply chains available in the extant
literature and provided several research avenues for academics. While other disciplines
have previous literature reviews dedicated to understanding their role in the management
of HSC (Akter and Wamba 2019; Banomyong et al. 2019; Behl and Dutta 2019; Muggy
and Stamm, 2014; Jabbour et al. 2019), so far, little has been known about the current
state-of-the-art literature on human resource management in humanitarian supply chains.
The future research directions recommended in this study show that there is plenty of room
for researchers to further develop our understanding of how human resource practices can
affect the performance, responsiveness, and coordination of humanitarian supply chains.
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Regarding the implications for managers of HSCs, this work highlights that the proper
management of human aspects can have a decisive role in the effectiveness of HSC opera-
tions and response actions to natural and man-made disasters. For example, HRM practices
such as offering training programs are a fundamental strategy to develop capacities and
prepare workers for humanitarian actions (Tint et al. 2015; Jahre and Fabbe-Costes 2015;
Yadav and Barve 2015; Yadav and Barve 2019). Practitioners must be aware that humani-
tarian supply chains require staff members with multiple hard and soft skills. Additionally,
the development of soft skills is seen as key to coping with the factors involved in HSC,
such as the coordination of several actors and contextual aspects related to the different
political and cultural contexts faced in each operation (Chandes and Paché 2010).

5 Final remarks
5.1 Research agenda framework

This study investigated the current status of research on human aspects in humanitarian
supply chains, employing a systematic literature review. From the codification and in-depth
analysis of 39 journal articles emerged recommendations towards a research agenda and a
number of lessons concerning human resource management in humanitarian operations.
Therefore, this article has made contributions to both literature and practice.

This work provides an original research agenda, composed of seven recommendations.
Each of the following recommendations represent an opportunity for scholars to advance
the body of knowledge on HRM in humanitarian operations. First, it is suggested to explore
human resource management in humanitarian supply chains simultaneously in mature and
less-mature economies to understand the preparedness required for local and international
personnel. The second recommendation is to analyze the direct contributions of human
resources practices to humanitarian supply chain management, identifying potential useful
lessons from commercial supply chain research as well as specifically in HSC. Further-
more, it is important that future studies expand knowledge concerning how each human
resource practice can support the management and performance of humanitarian supply
chains.

Next, regarding the methodological approach, it is necessary to conduct quantitative
studies utilizing the survey method to explore the relationship between human resource
management and humanitarian supply chains. Additionally, little is currently known about
the influence of contextual factors on human resource management practices in humanitar-
ian supply chains, especially through the lens of contingency theory. Another topic that
should be further investigated is the role of HRM practices for capacity building in human-
itarian operations. The final recommendation is to investigate the coordination of multiple
humanitarian supply chain actors through the support of HRM practices.

Anchored in the research agenda mentioned before, it is possible to propose an
original research framework capable of addressing the scarcest dimensions of the cur-
rent state-of-the-art literature on the ‘soft side’ of humanitarian supply chains. Fig-
ure 7 shows a selection of research topics that could direct studies to approach human
resources management as the primary focus of discussion in HSC works—especially
considering how little HRM practices have been addressed in previous articles—cover-
ing areas such as performance appraisal and management, teamwork, motivation, and
retention. Moreover, the role of HRM for building the capacities needed for HSCs and
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Study human aspects as
primary focus of discussion on
HSC

Address performance

Adopt empirical approaches appraisal and management,

teamwork, motivation, and
retention on HSC

Approach local and
international personnel on
HSC comparing mature and

less mature contexts

Explore HRM practices for
capacity building in HSC

Humanitarian supply chains

Understand HRM role for
coordination of the

humanitarian supply chain
actors

Analyze contextual factors
affecting HRM practices in
humanitarian operations

Investigate less usual contexts
such as the military

Fig.7 Framework for research topics to address future studies on HR and humanitarian supply chains

to coordinate multiple actors, including less studied agents such as the military, are sug-
gested future research directions. Forthcoming studies on HR and HSC should consider
the influence of contextual factors, as well as addressing HR preparedness for humani-
tarian actions in distinct economic contexts.

5.2 Lessons for practitioners

For humanitarian practitioners, our study offers five lessons to guide them in the man-
agement of human resources in disaster relief situations. First, human resource manage-
ment is a critical factor for humanitarian supply chains because it impacts the ability of
humanitarian organizations to adequately prevent, prepare for, and respond to disasters.
In this sense, the second lesson points out that training programs for aid personnel are
a vital aspect for humanitarian actions and responsiveness; in particular, pre-departure
training is considered fundamental by the workforce. Third, it is equally important to
recognize that HO requires a workforce with a variety of soft and hard skills. Nonethe-
less, training programs have predominantly covered technical and logistical skills rather
than soft skills; relationship building, coordination, cultural adaptation and resilience
should be more frequently addressed in training. Fourth, the main challenges in HRM
for humanitarian operations include a lack of trained staff, a shortage of skilled humani-
tarians, high turnover and limited human resources in the local agencies. The fifth les-
son states that building relationships and strengthening multi-sector local logistics net-
works with private and public organizations, local civil society and other local logistics
companies is a pathway to enlarge the national human resource pool available, consider-
ing the common HR shortage scenario.

@ Springer



932 Annals of Operations Research (2022) 319:911-936

5.3 Limitations

The limitations of this research should be considered when interpreting its findings. First,
systematic reviews are by necessity based on search terms that might not be extensive
enough to capture all the available literature on the topic. Moreover, the search for journal
articles was performed only using the Scopus database. Finally, the analyses of the articles
required a cognitive process of reading, filtering, and coding studies, bringing a subjective
perspective to determining the final sample and codification.
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