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ABSTRACT 

 

Humanitarian aid workers increasingly experience pressure to professionalise their services in 

order to ensure more efficient and effective assistance to disaster victims. Particularly for 

logisticians, this pressure is also the result of increasingly tough regulations imposed by host 

governments. This causes a dilemma for aid workers: professionalisation can be at odds with 

their humanitarian values and principles, such as providing unhindered assistance, without 

discrimination, to whoever needs it. This research explores how humanitarian logisticians 

experience and deal with this dilemma. In particular, how they reconcile humanitarian values 

and principles on the one hand with their (developing) professional standards and practices 

on the other. Theoretical concepts on professionalisation, social identity and so-called 

boundary work are used to analyse the problem. Results show that individual logisticians 

adopt one of four distinct identities when approaching reconciliation, namely: professional-

dominance, intersection, union or humanitarian-dominance identities. The associated 

approaches inform how they engage with stakeholders and make decisions. Each approach 

has its benefits and shortcomings in various operational settings. This implies there is a need 

to further establish the settings in which each approach delivers the best logistics 

performance.  
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1. Introduction 

The professionalisation of humanitarian work is increasingly needed to ensure timely and 

reliable provision of assistance to disaster victims in complex operating environments 

characterised by a growing scale and scope of needs (Barnett, 2013; Moore and Taylor, 2011; 

Kunz and Reiner, 2012; Thomas and Kopczack, 2005; Walker and Russ, 2010). Indeed, the 

humanitarian sector is evolving from an impromptu, emotion-driven system to a professional 

service delivery system as evidenced by the establishment of professional functions (Walker 

et al., 2010). While members of a profession tend to become more similar in terms of norms, 

values and practices over time, the humanitarian identity is multifaceted, constantly 

renegotiated and takes on different meanings for individuals over time (Barnett and Weiss, 

2008; Duffield 2007; Pache and Santos, 2010; Weiss, 1999). As a consequence, the 

professional identity of any specific function needs to be constructed against a divergent and 

fluid humanitarian identity. This implies that competing objectives and conflicting value 

systems will have to be reconciled in a context with multiple institutional pressures (e.g., 

Pache and Santos, 2010; Walker, 2004; Zotova et al., 2014). Our research aims to shed light 

on how humanitarian workers experience and deal with this need to reconcile their 

professional and humanitarian identities in a complex empirical context; an issue that is 

scarcely addressed in the literature despite its potential to hamper the professionalisation of 

humanitarian work.  

 

The humanitarian logistics function exemplifies the challenge of reconciling the professional 

and humanitarian identities. In addition to the drive for timely and reliable service delivery, 

professionalisation is pushed through increasing host government requirements that 

logisticians work according to specified standards and regulations (Abbey, 2008; Day et al., 

2012). Such regulations can facilitate good logistics performance by, for example, 

establishing clear lines of command in disaster response, limiting the influx of unsolicited 

donations and regulating the activities of organisations that might cause disruptions (Day et 

al., 2012; Dube at al., 2016; Holguín-Veras et al., 2012; Kunz and Gold, 2017; Smith, 2011; 

Welling et al., 2010). However, host governments can also use similar strict regulations to 

hinder the humanitarian imperative to provide impartial assistance to vulnerable populations. 

For example, they may restrict travel to areas with marginalised population groups (Dube et 

al., 2016; Kunz and Reiner, 2016).  

 

In this research, we explore the following research question: “How do humanitarian 

logisticians reconcile their humanitarian identities (which can be divergent and fluid) with 

their developing professional identity (which tends to converge and become more stable over 

time)?” Related, we seek a basic understanding of the implications of this for the timely and 

reliable delivery of supplies across operational settings.  

 

In line with our recognition that an individual’s humanitarian and professional identities are 

socially constructed based on one’s points of view, an interpretive case study approach is 

adopted (Cavana et al., 2001; Geertz, 1973). This approach leads to in-depth insights into 

“the complex world of lived experience” from the perspective of those living it (Schwandt, 

1994, p. 118). We specifically focus on humanitarian logisticians working for a Dunantist 
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organisation because of its unparalleled insistence on the preservation of its humanitarian 

identity (Barnett, 2005) – whatever that may mean to different individuals – while at the same 

time seeing providing timely assistance to disaster victims as paramount.  

 

The main contribution of this research is in generating insights into the underlying identity 

issues that shape and inform the development of humanitarian professions. In particular, we 

take a different perspective from existing research on the professionalisation of humanitarian 

logistics which has so far largely focused on personnel training and skills (e.g., Allen et al., 

2013; Kovács et al., 2012), by exploring how individual logisticians reconcile their 

humanitarian and professional identities. Our findings show that individuals have different 

ways of coping, implying the need to consider the fitness of individuals for an operational 

setting in which they are posted. Our work could also be useful for understanding 

professionalisation in other transnational professions where high levels of performance are 

required but stark identity differences (such as cultural and national identities) exist across 

operational settings.  

 

The rest of the paper is organised as follows. Section 2 outlines the theoretical background of 

the research. The research methodology is presented in Section 3 followed by a presentation 

of the results in Section 4. A discussion and conclusions follow in Section 5.  

2. Theoretical background  

Two social identities: the humanitarian identity and the professional identity 

In this research, two social identities are considered: the humanitarian identity and the 

professional identity. Social identity is “that part of an individual’s self-concept which 

derives from his knowledge of his membership in a social group (or groups) together with the 

value and emotional significance attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1982 in: Jussim et al., 

2001, p. 6). Social identity is constructed as individuals engage in social interaction and 

social contexts (Operariro and Fiske, 1999; Tajfel, 1982). Individuals choose their social 

identities from bases of self-categorisation available to them at a given time (Brewer, 2001). 

As such, social identity is malleable, individuals hold multiple shifting and hierarchically 

organised social sub-identities (Hotho, 2008).  

 

The humanitarian identity largely relates to universal humanitarian values, beliefs and norms. 

These include not taking sides when offering humanitarian assistance in conflict situations 

(i.e., neutrality); providing humanitarian assistance without discrimination, such as based on 

nationality, race, religion or political affiliation (i.e., impartiality); moral and ethical conduct; 

and accountability (Minear and Weiss, 1993, in: Hilhorst, 2002; Leader, 2000). Although all 

humanitarian subgroups/organisations share a humanitarian identity, they interpret it 

differently (Stoddard, 2003; Weiss, 1999). Even within an organisation, there are differences 

in individuals’ interpretations of what constitutes a humanitarian identity (Barnett and 

Synder, 2008; Barnett and Weiss, 2008; Weiss, 1999). 
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Professional identity generally refers to membership of an occupational group with a 

dominant position in a division of labour (Freidson, 1970) based on a knowledge field. As 

such, professionalisation is a process that entails renegotiating often disputed and historically 

determined boundaries of responsibility and expertise between different professional and 

occupational groups (Grbic, 2010). Professionals take autonomous decisions within their 

domain and often develop a self-regulating system of governing standards, norms and values 

(Abbott, 1981). These standards reflect the ideas that an individual or a group has about how 

to perform a job within their professional domain. Professional identity, however, can have a 

variety of meanings in various settings (e.g., Beijaard et al., 2004).  

 

Within the humanitarian sector, the “humanitarian professional” is recognised as an 

individual who practices an existing profession (e.g., an engineer, accountant, epidemiologist 

or nutritionist) within a disaster environment and is able to adapt and respond to arising 

situations in a calm, clear-headed and intuitive manner (Walker and Russ, 2010, 2011). In 

other words, a professional humanitarian tends to be an individual with a well-established 

professional identity who applies their skills in a humanitarian setting where other skills are 

also needed for adaptability and swift action in often chaotic and dangerous situations. 

Humanitarian logisticians, on the contrary, tend to be individuals who are highly adaptable 

and quick to action in a disaster environment but lack the professional skills or training 

needed to fill a general logistics function (Kovács et al., 2012; Tatham and Pettit, 2010). 

Therefore, they have a highly developed humanitarian identity, as a result of exposure to the 

humanitarian setting, but are still on the path to professionalisation.    

 

The logistician’s challenges in reconciling the two identities 

Government regulations can contribute to the professionalisation of logistics in one of two 

ways. First, this can be through the direct support and recognition of certain functions as 

professions. In Burkina Faso, for example, the legitimacy of the health logistician as a 

profession has been accelerated by regulatory adjustments that facilitated the creation and 

incorporation of this function into the healthcare system (Silve and Ouedraogo, 2013). This 

coupling of the profession with certain legal provisions was in recognition of the fact that 

efforts to improve healthcare access in developing countries are often undermined by poor 

logistics expertise and dubious practices (Silve and Oedraogo, 2013). Second, governments 

can use regulations to push for positive change in specific industries, thereby initiating the 

development of certain skills and capabilities of the professionals therein. For example, the 

growing concerns about global warming have triggered regulations intended to reduce 

polluting logistics activities (Dey et al., 2011; Lin and Ho, 2011). In turn, organisations have 

responded through compliance and/or proactive adjustments before new regulatory 

implementation to ensure good logistics performance (Barker and Zabinsky, 2010; Tyler et 

al., 2008). These responses may require additional training to increase knowledge of the 

prevailing regulations and how to comply with them and, here, professional certification 

organisations can play a significant role (e.g., Pohlen, 2011).  

 

Government regulations can also be used for political or economic reasons that result in 

negative consequences for timely and efficient processing, e.g., trade restrictions, customs 
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procedures, discriminatory regulations aimed at protectionism and taxation (Hollweg and 

Wong, 2009; Rahman and Wu, 2011). Hollweg and Wong (2009) identify 16 restrictions 

related to customs procedures alone.  

 

In humanitarian operations, organisations increasingly depend on the host governments’ 

permission to assist disaster victims – a largely political issue (De Leeuw, 2010; Seekins, 

2009). Furthermore, the push for change in terms of economy and quality control has led to 

an increase in regulations affecting international procurement and donations by IHOs (Ergun 

et al., 2009; Holguín-Veras et al., 2012; Kunz and Gold, 2017). Whatever the reasons for a 

host government’s actions, logistics performance is highly dependent on the humanitarian 

logisticians’ ability to comply with local and national government regulations (De Leeuw, 

2010; Dube et al., 2016). This hinges on the development of humanitarian logistics as a 

profession.  

 

The humanitarian identity and the professional identity do not always converge, and this can 

impose contradictory requirements on an individual. For example, some governments can use 

regulations to ensure the exclusion of disaster victims in desperate need of assistance 

(Bratton, 1989), and import restrictions could expose beneficiaries to potentially harmful 

products (Fernandez et al., 2008).  

 

When individuals are confronted with such differences in their social identities, they make an 

effort, in defining the social self, to reconcile the competing implications (Roccas and 

Brewer, 2002). Members within the same occupational group can have differing 

interpretations of the same phenomenon, such as, in the case of humanitarian logisticians, 

import restrictions. Consequently, they can have different ways of reconciling the diverging 

identities and thus can have differing responses to that phenomenon (Grbic, 2010; Roccas and 

Brewer, 2002). Figure 1 highlights and explains four possible social identity profiles that 

individuals may adopt when reconciling two identities: intersection, dominance, 

compartmentalisation and merger (Roccas and Brewer, 2002). 
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Figure 1: Four social identity profiles (adapted from Roccas and Brewer, 2002) 

 

While the work of Walker and Russ (2010) suggests dominance of the professional identity, 

i.e., individuals are professionals first and humanitarians second, others argue that the 

humanitarian sector has opted for expert authority nested within moral authority, i.e., the 

humanitarian identity has dominance over professional identity (Barnett, 2013). 

Notwithstanding this fundamental difference, both scenarios arguably represent situations 

where an individual does not experience tension between the two identities. However, it is 

conceivable that individuals may adopt other social identity profiles, as depicted in Figure 1, 

when they perceive their sub-identities as misaligned. For example, humanitarian logisticians 

might lack full autonomy in setting the norms, standards and values related to their 

professional identity because, for example, a host government adopts an uncompromising 

stance on logistics-related regulations (Dube et al., 2016). Particularly for humanitarian 

logisticians with Dunantist roots (i.e., whose organisations seek dissociation from 

government interests) (Stoddard, 2003), their rule-averse nature may mean that they are 

reluctant to comply with professional logistics norms and standards set by host governments. 

The desire to serve the disaster victims may force them to find some middle ground in 

defining the self in the professionalisation process. Thus, humanitarian logisticians might 

adopt several social identity profiles and this could affect the professionalisation process of 

the humanitarian logistics function.  

 

The professionalisation process and boundary work 

In addition to dealing with the pressures from host government regulations, humanitarian 

logisticians also have to deal with potential tensions with other occupational groups in the 

sector. These groups constitute something like an open ecological system: they are 

interdependent on one another, are frequently changing and compete for legitimacy (Abbott, 

1988). The process of professionalisation is initiated by changes in the context that lead 

existing and aspiring professions to employ strategies to defend their domain boundaries, 

make claims to new areas of expertise, or reject attempts to impose these upon them (Coburn, 

2005; Nancarrow and Borthwick, 2005). Therefore, boundaries between professional 

domains are negotiated, historically contingent, and can be disputed as professions develop 

(Grbic, 2010), on both the national and international levels. This notion is central to the 

theoretical concept of boundary work, i.e., the processes and strategies that lead to the (re-

)establishment of boundaries among occupational groups in terms of areas of responsibility 

and expertise (Anagnostopoulos, 2006; Grbic, 2010; Gieryn, 1999). This theoretical concept 

refers to the work of Faraj and Yan (2009) who focused on team boundary work, showing 

that teams, and individual team members, deploy both engaging and disengaging activities to 

establish and maintain their team boundaries. They have to obtain and secure resources and 

coordinate their work with their environment: engaging boundary work. They also perform 

disengaging boundary work by either reinforcing their own boundaries through increasing 

members’ awareness of their specific boundaries relative to the environment (including other 

occupational groups) or closing off the team from environmental disturbances.  
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Although this theoretical concept was not initially included in our study, we discovered 

inductively that humanitarian logisticians employ a range of boundary activities to protect 

and define the boundaries of their occupational domain. At this individual level, we define 

boundary work as all interaction and coordination activities that humanitarian logisticians 

undertake to establish and maintain their occupational domain. Having added the boundary 

work aspect to our research process, we went a step further to establish its link with the 

various social identity types in order to better understand the professionalisation process of 

humanitarian logisticians.   

 

3. Research methodology 

Research Approach 

The research design was a single case study investigating how humanitarian logisticians 

working for a Dunantist international humanitarian organisation (IHO) reconcile their 

developing professional identity with their humanitarian identity. The exploratory nature of 

this research and the complexity of the setting warranted the use of the case study design 

(Stuart et al., 2002). Our aim was to document and interpret the social identity types that 

these humanitarian logisticians assumed in this process as fully as possible and from their 

own point of view or frame of reference (Leininger, 1985). Since any tensions experienced 

and social identities assumed are likely to depend on how individuals make sense of reality, 

an interpretive approach was adopted.  

 

The investigated IHO provided an excellent setting for this research as Dunantist 

organisations try to maintain a clear distinction between politics and humanitarianism 

(Stoddard, 2003). Dunantist organisations try to dissociate themselves from governments, are 

rule-averse, and see themselves as providing palliative relief pending the development of 

permanent solutions to the root causes of a humanitarian crisis. Nevertheless, over time, 

differences in how they interpret and enact this in their operations have developed (Duffield, 

2007; Pache and Santos, 2010; Stoddard, 2003). 

 

The interpretive view of knowledge is that understanding social processes involves getting 

inside the world of those generating them (Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991). It was therefore 

important to have an intimate understanding of the individuals and the context in which they 

work. The principal researcher already knew some of the participants for five years or more, 

and had interacted closely with some of them before the interviews took place. We adopted 

the perspective of Dent (1991), whereby we were primarily interested in establishing how the 

subjective interpretations of the respondents subsequently affected their actions in relation to 

professionalisation. This approach, combined with the role of the second researcher as an 

outsider in the data analysis phase, helped to address some of the potential bias issues in 

interpretive research related to there being close interaction between the principal researcher 

and the participants (Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Kakkuri-Knuuttila et al., 2008; Lee, 1991). 

 

Research setting  

The case organisation from which participants were drawn is an international medical 

humanitarian NGO with operations mostly in Africa, South America and Asia. The 
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organisation has a long history of working in emergency/disaster settings and has therefore 

had prolonged exposure to, and interactions with, host governments. The organisation has 

Dunantist roots, i.e., it strongly believes in distancing itself from state interests. Dunantist 

organisations represent a specific subset of the broader humanitarian identity. This is relevant 

given that most of the operations in which they are involved are in settings where political 

crises or armed conflicts are present. The case organisation primarily deploys expatriate 

teams to places where they work. This is seen as ensuring proximity to the population being 

served while maintaining sufficient distance from the political situation to remain impartial 

and neutral. As a medical organisation, moral and ethical considerations with respect to drug 

quality assurance are of high importance. Logistics personnel are responsible for the sourcing 

and delivery of supplies, but not for the organisation’s and the host governments’ quality 

assurance policies and treatment protocols. As a consequence, they often have to comply with 

several standards, and these are not always aligned. This has a direct impact on logistics 

performance in terms of the timely delivery of the required supplies. An implication of this is 

that humanitarian logisticians experience the need to act to resolve such issues.  

Data collection 

Fifteen semi-structured interviews were conducted between December 2012 and March 2013. 

Most were conducted in March 2013 during a weeklong gathering of logistics personnel 

working either in the field or at headquarters (HQ). During this time, informal conversations 

and observations were also carried out.  

 

Respondents 

The unit of analysis is the individual, i.e. the humanitarian logisticians working for the IHO. 

The participants had work experience ranging from 6 to 25 years and therefore were 

knowledgeable about the complexities of the humanitarian context affecting their work. Of 

the fifteen respondents, five had a field posting and a Western background; five had an HQ 

posting and a Western background; and five had a field posting and a non-Western 

background. Most respondents had worked in several countries.  

 

Measurement 

The allocation of a dominant social identity typology to a respondent was based on two 

aspects: (a) the manner in which respondents described what they perceived as the nature of 

the problems they faced due to conflicting demands from the organisation and from host 

governments and (b) what they thought needed to change in order to improve the logistics 

function in the long term. In labelling the participants’ identities, we made use of the social 

identities provided by Roccas and Brewer (2002) (Figure 1). For example, individuals were 

attributed with a ‘humanitarian-dominance identity’ if they fully accepted the humanitarian 

identity but only accepted those aspects of the professional identity that they considered 

compatible with the humanitarian identity. The converse balance would amount to a 

‘professional-dominance identity’. The logics for the remaining union and intersection 

identities are as described in Figure 1.  
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Further, an emerging theme became evident from the data: boundary work. This was captured 

in the respondents’ accounts of how they addressed and overcame logistical challenges faced 

as a result of the pressures from misaligned host government regulations, internal 

organisational policies and practices and/ or values and principles.   

 

Data analysis 

The first step in the analysis was to identify initial concepts in the data, which were then 

grouped into categories (open coding). First-order codes, i.e. language used by respondents 

(Van Maanen, 1979) or descriptive phrases, were used for the conceptual coding (Strauss and 

Corbin, 1990). The second step was to establish higher order themes, which was achieved 

through searching for relationships between and among the initial categories. The third and 

final step was to gather related themes into several overarching dimensions. The analysis was 

a "recursive, process-oriented, analytic procedure" as opposed to following a linear pattern 

(Locke, 1996: 240). This enabled a thorough understanding of the emerging theoretical 

relationships from the data. Appendix A provides a sample of representative quotes, the 

related themes, and interpretations where applicable. Given that certain quotes represent 

multiple codes, the first-order quotes have been colour-coded according to the themes they 

represent. The subsequent labels for the themes and interpretations are in the same colours as 

the quotes.  

 

4. Results and analysis 

Adopted social identity profiles 

Individuals were found to adopt one of four social identity profiles (see Figure 2). The details 

for each individual are presented in Appendix B. In general, individuals appear, in practice, to 

face tensions over two main issues that need to be reconciled. First, although the moral intent 

of humanitarian organisations, to serve disaster victims, has historically given them 

autonomy in operational choices, the changing context now demands greater compliance with 

host government regulations. For example, governments increasingly forbid or make it 

difficult for IHOs to import supplies and insist on local purchase. Second, the case 

organisation’s Dunantist notion of independence from host government influence has led to 

standoffs between the organisation and host governments in certain instances, which have 

had a negative impact on the effectiveness of operations. For example, access to affected 

populations has been hampered. How individuals make sense of these tensions has led to 

different social identities being adopted.  

 

There are differences across these four identity profiles in terms of how they make sense of 

specific issues but, nevertheless, they still converge in terms of accepting or rejecting certain 

aspects of an identity. An example is how individuals with different social identity profiles 

made sense of governments’ taxation of humanitarian supplies differently, but still drew the 

same conclusions about accepting it (see Box 1).   
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PROFESSIONAL-
DOMINANCE INTERSECTION UNION 

HUMANITARIAN-
DOMINANCE 

 

  
 

 

  
 

 

  
 

 

  
 

 
Four individuals have 
this identity profile 
 

Three individuals 
have this identity 
profile 

Five individuals have 
this identity profile 

Three individuals 
have this identity 
profile 

Believe that, due to 
sovereignty, host 
government 
regulations reign 
supreme – even 
when they do not 
agree with those 
regulations or the 
basis of those 
regulations. 
Therefore, they tend 
to embrace those 
aspects of the 
humanitarian 
identity that do not 
compromise this 
affinity/ tolerance 
for host government 
regulations. 

Believe that the 
humanitarian 
identity and 
regulations should 
be intended to 
uphold humanitarian 
or human rights 
issues (i) for an 
entire population 
(not just 
beneficiaries), and 
(ii) both in the short-
term and the long-
term. Therefore, 
they reject aspects of 
the humanitarian 
identity, and have no 
affinity/tolerance for 
host government 
regulations, that 
they think stand in 
the way of that. 
 

Believe that the 
humanitarian 
identity and host 
government 
regulations are, for 
the most part, 
unrelated issues that 
each serve a specific 
purpose, but accept 
that these can 
sometimes overlap 
or be in conflict with 
each other. 
Therefore, they 
embrace the 
humanitarian 
identity and have an 
affinity/ tolerance 
for host government 
regulations. 

Believe that, due to 
its intrinsically good 
and well-intentioned 
nature, the 
humanitarian 
identity reigns 
supreme, even with 
its limitations 
regarding certain 
issues (e.g. resolving 
political issues and 
providing long-term 
solutions). 
Therefore, they only 
embrace those 
aspects of host 
government 
regulations that they 
do not perceive to 
compromise the 
humanitarian values 
or principles. 

 

 

Figure 2: Social identities adopted  

 

 

 

 

 

  Most compliant with regulations                               Least compliant with regulations 
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Boundary work 

An emerging finding in the research was that individuals employed various activities to 

resolve issues that affected logistics performance. We therefore went a step further in the 

research to establish how individuals use boundary work to resolve these issues with a focus 

on the implications this has for professionalisation. Participants discussed how they, on the 

one hand, would engage with their environment to gain support for their self-constructed 

identity and to protect their domain of expertise. This support was sought from both within 

and outside their own organisation. On the other hand, they discussed how they protect their 

humanitarian convictions against influence from the environment and, as a result, disengage 

with their environment. We labelled the former as ‘engaging boundary work’, i.e., gaining 

support and resources from the environment, which expresses a certain recognition and 

relevance. The latter was labelled as ‘disengaging boundary work’, and concerns activities 

that aim to express their own specific expertise, values and position. In addition to these 

enacted forms of boundary work, there was also often a desire among the individuals to 

engage in other boundary work activities, but none of them had yet acted on these desires. 

Such desires, related to various aspects, were expressed by 13 of the 15 participants, and so 

we incorporated this in the analysis and labelled it as ‘desired boundary work’. Appendix C 

shows the boundary work of each individual in more detail. 

 

Engaging boundary work 

Engaging boundary work was enacted and/or desired by all respondents. Most of the enacted 

engaging boundary work involved having talks, meetings and negotiations with parties 

external to the organisation, and mainly host government officials. At the HOQ level, there 

were continuous efforts to, for instance, convince host governments that the organisation 

should be responsible for its own decisions and conduct, and could be trusted to bring in high 

Box 1: Differing perspectives on taxation, similar conclusions 

IHOs have traditionally enjoyed exemption from taxes but they are increasingly required by host 

governments to pay them. There did not appear to be a strong opposition from the humanitarian 

logisticians regarding this. However, they rationalised this differently. For instance, a respondent 

with an intersection identity profile, and believing that humanitarian endeavours should not be 

outside the legal realm, reasoned that, when it comes to tax exemptions on the basis of an 

emergency, the state of emergency is defined by the host government. Thus, if the government 

does not declare a state of emergency, taxes should be paid. A respondent with a humanitarian-

dominance identity profile also readily accepted taxation as normal and to be expected. He, 

however, accepted this only conditionally: the taxation process should be transparent enough to 

give assurance that genuine taxes are being paid, not bribes disguised as taxes. Thus, he was 

interested in the reasons behind the taxation. Another respondent, with a union identity, argued 

that paying taxes is a normal, regular part of conducting business, and accepted such regulations 

regardless of what a host government does with the tax collected. He argued that western 

governments purchase weapons with taxpayers’ money and, even though he opposes this, he still 

pays his taxes in his home country.  
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quality drugs. At the field level, some logisticians within the IHO also engaged in reaching 

out to governmental institutions to find ways to get permission to import supplies into various 

countries in order to avoid the import problems the organisation would otherwise face.  

 

Engaging with parties internal to the organisation involved trying to get other parties, for 

example, the IHO’s medical staff, to alter their behaviour in ways that would facilitate 

improvements in logistics performance. In issues regarding medicines, the humanitarian 

logisticians were cautious in such approaches, often asking parties to investigate matters 

further rather than asking them to overturn their decisions. For example, logistics personnel 

spent years asking pharmacists to go to countries where they were having problems importing 

medicines to investigate what was going on and to come up with solutions in liaison with the 

relevant authorities. 

 

Most respondents also showed desired engaging boundary work. Often, they felt the need to 

reach out more to host governments and to develop mechanisms to assist suppliers in 

guaranteeing supply in the face of tougher regulations.  

Disengaging boundary work 

All the instances uncovered of disengaging boundary work, be it enacted or desired, pertained 

to reinforcing issues specific to the humanitarian identity. An example of enacted 

disengaging boundary work is in responding to corruption. Most individuals refused to offer 

bribes under any circumstances, sometimes opting for delays and loss of supplies instead. 

Sometimes, disengaging boundary work is enacted to achieve positive outcomes. Holding 

firm to humanitarian principles was also sometimes perceived to pay off in terms of gaining 

access to a target population. Convincing host governments that its only interest was to offer 

direct assistance to civilians, and that the IHO was not politically influenced by any other 

actors, often led to the desired outcome of being granted access.   

 

Connecting social identity and boundary work 

Table 1 shows the social identity profiles, the boundary work by each individual, and the 

motivations for this. Even though individuals with different social identity types did 

boundary work for different purposes, there are overarching similarities across the profiles. In 

particular, aspects of professionalisation were generally reflected in responses to host 

government regulations, and enacting engaging boundary work was often expressed in 

contacts with government authorities. With the exception of the professional-dominance 

identity type, individuals with all the other social identity profiles used disengaging boundary 

work to reinforce their humanitarian identity.   
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  B/ WORK PRIMARY MOTIVATIONS FOR BOUNDARY WORK (B/WORK)  

IDENTITY R# En Dis ENGAGING (En) DISENGAGING (Dis) 

Professional-
dominance 

3 x x Host government authorities: understand what the regulations are in order 
to comply. Involve or be involved with host government authorities to ensure 
that rules are followed.                                                                                                                                             
Very limited leeway for negotiation or requests for special 'favours' when 
regulations are problematic. 

Unconditionally relinquish 
jurisdiction over matters 
that are regulated by a host 
government.  

21 x x 

10 x, x x 

14 
 

x, x x, x 

Intersection 1 x x Host government authorities: understand what host government regulations 
are in place and why so as to evaluate whether compliance is acceptable.  
Demonstrate goodwill with regard to complying with regulations.                                                        
Some provision for negotiation by ‘asking for favours' from the host 
government.                                                                                   
Other parties: to gain their support or convince them to take action that 
facilitates understanding and/or compliance with host government 
regulations. 

Reinforce identity.                                                                                                                                                                            
Relinquish jurisdiction over 
matters that are regulated 
by a host government on 
condition that they are in 
line with the aspects of the 
humanitarian identity that 
the individual embraces. 

 x x 

2 x x 

 x x 

4 x x 

 x x 

Union 7 x, x x Host government authorities: understand what the regulations are in order 
to comply or negotiate new terms (this is sometimes done through other 
parties as indicated by one respondent who had asked pharmacists to 
conduct investigations in two countries. Also, when it is 'desired' 
engagement, this seems to generally hold for instances when individuals are 
of the opinion that other parties should be doing the boundary work). 
There is considerable openness to negotiation on matters that are deemed 
difficult to comply with or undesirable.  

Reinforce identity.                                                                                                                                                                            
Relinquish jurisdiction over 
matters that are regulated 
by a host government. It 
was implied that this is 
sometimes conditional (e.g. 
when negotiation efforts 
fail). 

22 x x 

17 x x 

9 x x, x 

13 x x 

Humanitarian-
dominance 

5 x x Host government authorities: understand what the regulations are and why 
so as to able to negotiate and evaluate if compliance is acceptable.  
Although respondents made it clear that engaging with the host government 
is necessary, it is not immediately clear what they hoped to achieve from this. 

Reinforce identity.                                                                                                                                                  
Relinquish jurisdiction over 
regulations on the condition 
that they are perceived to 
be in line with their 
humanitarian identity. 

 x x 

11 x x 

19 x x 

 x  

Table 1: The connection between social identity and boundary work 
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The logisticians labelled with the intersection profile type were the most internally consistent 

with respect to the specific types of boundary work they. Not only were they found to 

enact/desire the same type of boundary work, they were also found to have the same 

motivations for it (Table 1).  

 

Logisticians with a professional-dominance identity showed no evidence of disengaging 

boundary work, either enacted or desired. Perhaps this is not surprising given that this group 

sees compliance with host government regulations as critical. Given this viewpoint, such 

individuals are least likely to act to defend or reinforce the humanitarian identity when there 

is a perceived conflict between host government regulations and humanitarian endeavours. 

This, however, does not imply that they always support specific regulations.  

 

The only consistency within the group of logisticians with a union identity was a shared 

desire to reject jurisdiction over certain aspects regulated by the host government. This group 

seemed to be the most relaxed in terms of reconciling the humanitarian and professional 

identities, being able to fully embrace both identities without subordinating one to the other. 

This group had more latitude for in choosing boundary work depending on the situation; i.e., 

they most readily used different approaches for different contexts in efforts to achieve the 

best possible outcomes. 

 

No two individuals within the humanitarian-dominance identity group carried out the same 

form of boundary work (Table 1). This may reflect the different perceptions of the 

humanitarian identity within this group, with each individual’s boundary work depending on 

how they embodied the humanitarian identity. 

 

5. Discussion and conclusions  

Since humanitarian logistics performance received much-needed attention in 2004, progress 

has been made with respect to understanding relevant factors for enabling performance 

improvement. Most of these efforts have undoubtedly been inclined towards 

professionalisation as they have, for example, focused on the application of skills from the 

commercial sector and identifying the necessary skills-set of humanitarian logisticians that 

are specific to their context of operation (Allen et al., 2013; Kovács et al., 2012; Moore and 

Taylor, 2011; Tatham and Pettit, 2010). Our research further demonstrates the crucial role of 

identity and its impact on convergence of norms, values, and practices in the quest for 

professionalisation. We identified four different social identity profiles based on how 

individuals reconcile the tensions between their humanitarian and professional identities: 

professional-dominance, intersection, union and humanitarian-dominance. It emerged that 

individuals also deployed boundary activities to gain support from within and from outside 

their organisation for their domain of expertise (engaging boundary work) and to close 

themselves off from other expertise domains (disengaging boundary work). This emerging 

finding is consistent with the findings of Tatham et al., (2017) who conclude that general 

management skills like relational and interpersonal capabilities are more important in 

complex environments than technical skills obtained through education and training. 
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Differences in acceptance of regulations across identities  

The affinity or tolerance for regulations differs across identity profile (Figure 2). For 

example, individuals with a professional-dominance identity believe it is the right of a host 

government to regulate humanitarian logistics activities and are highly inclined to be 

compliant sooner rather than later. On the contrary, individuals with a humanitarian-

dominance identity generally believe that humanitarian values will sufficiently fit with any 

regulations that sincere host governments could possibly impose. They are likely to reject 

regulations that contradict their humanitarian beliefs.   

 

These observed differences in accepting regulations across identities reflect the importance of 

understanding the influence of contextual aspects and the humanitarian identity in shaping the 

professional progression of the humanitarian logistics function (Heaslip et al., 2018). 

Resistance to professionalisation (which manifests as the rejection of certain host government 

regulations in this research), is a problem which is synonymous with developing professions 

that have origins in volunteerism (e.g., Nagel et al., 2015). Furthermore, the results of the 

research in this special issue also show that the adoption of new norms and practices in 

response to different contextual challenges can be hindered by conflicting belief systems 

among the individuals. In particular, Schneiker (2017) finds that these conflicts lead to 

resistance in adopting security risk management measures whereas Nelan et al., (2017) find 

that they can impede the adoption of standards aimed towards building agile supply chains in 

disaster relief. While this resistance can be misguided and undesirable, we caution that under 

certain circumstances, it is justified and should be given due consideration. Particularly in the 

humanitarian context, complexity and differences across settings warrant adapted responses 

that may not be served well by homogenisation of practices and policies (e.g., Donini, 1995, 

James, 2016, Slim, 2003). In addition, although certain host governments regulate 

humanitarian logistics for legitimate purposes, issues like corruption, politicisation and 

militarisation of aid remain concerns that humanitarian organisations continue to struggle 

with for valid reasons (e.g., Shannon, 2009). 

 

Boundary work and desired boundary work 

Individuals with different identity types can have similar or different goals when performing 

boundary work activities. For example, individuals with humanitarian-dominance, 

intersectional and union identity profiles were all found to conduct disengaging boundary 

work to reinforce their humanitarian identity. However, those with a professional-dominance 

identity use disengaging boundary work to relinquish their own jurisdiction on logistics 

aspects regulated by host governments. Further, it appeared that, at the current stage of the 

professionalisation of humanitarian logisticians, most aspects of boundary work are desired 

rather than actually enacted. Since boundary work has been defined as actions taken by 

individuals (Gieryn 1999, Faraj and Yan, 2009) we have coined the term “desired boundary 

work” to reflect this phase that potentially precedes enactment.  

Despite differences in how logisticians seek to reconcile tensions between their humanitarian 

and professional identities, there appear to be general trends in individuals’ motives for 

performing (or desiring) specific boundary work activities. Within their own organisation, 
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humanitarian logisticians appear to be claiming jurisdiction and attempting to establish 

boundaries. They aim to establish a niche for themselves by advancing into a position of 

authority in terms of understanding host government regulations and going beyond the 

traditional logistics domain. They are becoming advisors to other professions about the best 

approaches for dealing with host government regulations and for raising the alarm when 

regulations start to become restrictive to the point of negatively affecting performance. 

Therefore, much of the logisticians’ disengaging boundary work seems to take place within 

the organisational boundaries. Disengaging boundary work also tends to be used to protect 

the humanitarian identity. Given that the logistics function is only now emerging as a 

profession, the limited disengaging boundary work in relation to professional goals is perhaps 

unsurprising.  

 

Externally, humanitarian logisticians are being pushed to relinquish jurisdiction over certain 

parts of the logistic function to host governments. As mentioned earlier, some logisticians see 

this as positive, because host government responsibilities to the public generally transcend 

the humanitarian scope of concern. For example, host governments can ensure the safety of 

the wider population through their protocols and standards, whereas humanitarian 

organisations’ protocols and standards mostly benefit only that part of the population that is 

receiving humanitarian assistance. In such situations, our findings suggest that logisticians 

willingly cede jurisdiction to host governments. They also have a tendency, when matters fall 

outside of their own jurisdiction, to try to communicate to influential others why compliance 

is important. Therefore, much of their engaging boundary work goes beyond the 

organisational boundaries. 

 

By becoming an authority on regulations outside their historical domain, and seeing the 

bigger picture with respect to the role of host government regulations, logisticians are making 

advances in terms of professionalisation. The more they succeed in these issues, the more this 

eases tensions for them, and the more they can achieve in terms of professionalisation and 

performance. However, since humanitarian logisticians currently adopt different social 

identity profiles, this could slow down the pace of professionalisation. Given the differences 

across operational settings, this may not necessarily be a negative outcome.  As we show 

when we discuss implications for practice, each identity profile could be successful in certain 

settings.  

 

The identified desired boundary work is insightful in two ways. First, it reveals the 

limitations of humanitarian logisticians in professionalising their function. These individuals 

are not the only ones making decisions on matters that directly impact on their ability to 

achieve good performance. They need to find ways to convince various other stakeholders to 

concede jurisdiction over certain matters. However, we found that, in many instances, they do 

not yet attempt this. Second, these desires suggest an evolving field where individuals are 

working towards a common understanding of the critical issues that affect their 

professionalisation and developing mechanisms to deal with the challenges they face in 

professionalising. Of interest is how they deal with this over time.  
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Implications for practice  

Social identity as a significant determinant of professionalisation should certainly be taken 

into account in training and education by bodies like the Humanitarian Logistics Association 

(HLA) and others. In addition to technical and managerial skills that a humanitarian 

logistician needs in dealing with context-related challenges (Heaslip et al., 2018), there is a 

clear need for the ability to deal with dilemmas that logisticians face in their daily work. For 

example, how they ought to deal with corruption and when they should compromise their 

beliefs for the greater good- if at all. We envision that taking such issues into account would 

imply a departure from the “attempt to put square pegs in round holes” through 

standardisation (James, 2016, p. 198).  

The distinct social identity profiles identified in this research also imply differences in the 

level of pragmatism that individuals are likely to display in particular situations. Given that 

some host governments are stricter than others in regulating logistic activities, these 

differences can have consequences for the success of these individuals in different 

operational settings. For example, Dube et al. (2016) found that host governments adopt one 

of four stances in regulating humanitarian logistics activities. These include uncompromising 

host governments who tend to have strict regulations and be unwilling to adjust them 

regardless of their implications for performance and non-restrictive host governments who 

hardly regulate humanitarian logistics, thereby allowing logisticians considerable leeway in 

decision-making.  

 

Comparing the host government typologies and the humanitarian logisticians’ social identity 

profiles, the following can be deduced. Individuals with professional-dominance are most 

likely to thrive in environments where the host government is uncompromising as they are 

most inclined to accept host government regulations as a norm. This in turn enables them to 

quickly find ways to comply without compromising performance. Those with a humanitarian-

dominance profile could do better when host governments are non-restrictive as their 

insistence of humanitarian values and principles would go unchallenged and would, 

therefore, carry no immediate performance implications. Therefore, at this stage, instead of 

pushing for standardised values, norms, and practices in relation to professionalisation of the 

humanitarian logistics function, it might be worthwhile to establish fit between the identity 

profiles and the varied operational environments that humanitarian organisations have to 

work in. 

 

Conclusions, limitations and future research 

In this paper, we set out to establish how humanitarian logisticians reconcile their well-

established humanitarian identity with their developing professional identity in response to 

host government regulations. We found that individuals adopt one of four social identity 

profiles, namely professional-dominance, union, intersection or humanitarian-dominance. It 

emerged that individuals with a given social identity profile use (or desire) boundary work 

activities to achieve similar goals. This suggests that, during this phase of the 

professionalisation of humanitarian logistics, certain individuals are more suited to certain 

contexts than others, and we provided some illustrations. More research is needed to explore 

this issue in greater depth.  
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There are three research limitations to be considered in future research. First, our research 

showed that, at least during the early stages of professional development, individuals can 

adopt different identity profiles and behaviours- which may be warranted in the humanitarian 

context. We think of the identity profiles we have identified as representing the collective 

conscience of the humanitarian logisticians and, given the diversity of contexts of operation, 

suppressing one over the other(s) in general could be ill-advised. It would be worthwhile to 

investigate if or how individuals eventually gravitate towards a single professional identity 

with universal norms, standards, practices and procedures without losing the individual 

differences that could potentially allow for innovation and adaptability. A second issue 

concerns what we labelled ‘desired boundary work’. As this is an emergent aspect, its validity 

and potential value in understanding boundary work and professionalisation in general need 

further in-depth inquiry. Third, while we show significant behavioural differences in terms of 

boundary work among individuals based on their social identity profiles, we do not fully 

address the implications for performance in different contexts. Since behavioural operations 

research focuses on how individual and group behaviour can affect outcomes in performance 

and professionalisation (Galindo and Batta, 2013; Sankaranarayanan et al., 2018), it could be 

extended to capture, and better understand, identity issues and the dilemmas logisticians face 

in decision-making.  
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Appendix A: Sample representative quotes and interpretations 
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 Second order categories  

First order concepts (representative quotes) 

IDENTITY 
BOUNDARY 

WORK 

Legend 
ET. – Experienced tension 
Hum. – Humanitarian 
A/T Reg. – Affinity/tolerance for regulations 
Diseng. – Disengaging 
 

Remarks/interpretations 
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x Desired 
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. 
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Maybe, in developing countries, what is the most difficult thing that maybe you do 
not see in daily life, as here in Holland, is the corruption that you have to deal with. 
Of course, if you go there with a big bag of money and you give it somehow, 
somewhere, then things will work quicker but then it's something that we don't do 
and we don't want to initiate*.  

  x       x   

Ethics                                                                      

* Also, in order to protect the 

identity/reputation of the organisation, 
a conscious choice is made not to 
compromise or reach out to parties 
looking for bribes.  

Two years ago, this organisation, or maybe all the NGOs, received a letter stating 
that the importation of drugs that were not properly registered in country X would 
be stopped from then on. However, 95% of the assortment of drugs that IDA (one 
of this organisation's major suppliers, a non-profit organisation) and this 
organisation were offering the country X mission had never been registered in 
country X although we have asked many many times for our main supplier to start 
registering their assortment in all the countries where they export them, which is 
normal for a wholesaler to do, you cannot export drugs to (a Western country) 
prior to registering them, which everybody accepts as a fact. That the same rule 
would apply in country X is unthinkable apparently, or crazy* (...). 
 
 
 

    x   x     

* Note the contrast in this statement 
between the respondent's attitudes 
regarding regulations in country X and 
that of some others within the 
organisation 
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But it seems a bit old fashioned to me that it (quality control/assurance) applies to 
our own operations*. So, provided people are being treated in our facility, they 
should have the best drugs in the world, but as soon as they are discharged or 
released, they have to buy their drugs in the drug store, at the market, in the 

street and anything goes there. So what is the purpose we are maintaining?** 
I do think we do have the obligation to ensure quality but we are not an island, 
you are operating in a whole society, economy, country*... (laughs). 

x x         x 

Ethics                                                  
** Observed tension with quality 
assurance/control as it applies only to 
the organisation. Respondent also uses 
this ethical argument to justify 
engaging with host governments for 
overall quality control/assurance 
* Implies that jurisdiction over actual 
quality control should be the 
responsibility of the host government. 

We believe that we are there as gap fillers. We are not going to change the 
situation but we will resolve some of the suffering, you know, alleviate some of the 
suffering on a temporary basis. But, that temporary basis usually lasts only months, 
but it can also last years and sometimes decades, because you can't actually tell 
when changes will come. 

  x       x   

Temporary, apolitical                            
This is actually in line with the apolitical 
nature of humanitarian organisations. 

If you really think about it, I would say, when you jump in at the moment the 
emergency happens (without an invitation from the host government) to try to 
save as many lives as possible you do it from a moral point of view, you actually 
feel that you are doing the right thing that way. I am happy that we are in the 
mode to do it that way. But, on the other hand, I don't completely blame the side 
of the host governments either, because it is in power in a way, no matter how, 
whether their power is legitimate or not, it's not up to us to judge. It's up to the 
people and the community. And sometimes okay, yes, people don't have the 
power and they can't (change the situation), but we don't (have the power) 
either (...).  

x x       x   

In line with Dunantist thinking, 
alleviating suffering is the main 
concern, government consent is a 
secondary issue.                              This 
view of not having the power to change 
the situation, and thus not trying to 
change the (political) situation, 
reinforces the humanitarian identity of 
being apolitical.                                    

What I never understand is that this whole bureaucratic process does not seem 
to have a really very good reason for why it takes so long. Because they don't 
check quality, they don't ask you for any quality documentation, they don't ask 
you the exact origin of each product (...) If I would be like a crooked business 
man, I could import 10, 20 containers full of fake drugs and nobody would be able 
to stop it because there is no quality check mechanism. 

    x         

Respondent points out that certain 
regulations are not effective enough to 
add value for the population, implying 
conditional acceptance of regulations. 
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It's an emphasis on independence, specifically with this organisation I think. I 
mean we pride ourselves on it and we pride ourselves rightly for it because it has 
a lot of benefits for us and a lot of benefit for the target populations that we 
choose. But I think we have to (...) be a little bit modest, or moderate at least, 

and sometimes that will get us further* than to repeatedly run headlong into a 
brick wall in the hope that eventually, although it hurts, the bloody wall will break. 
Sometimes it's good to do it, but sometimes it also makes no sense*.   

x x         x 

Independence, how this principle is 
interpreted is sometimes problematic.                                                 
Generally, takes pride in this aspect of 
the organisation's identity despite 
shortcomings.            
Observed tension, also suggests that 
there is a need to sometimes yield to 
host government 
demands/preferences.                                                                     
* Respondent notes that sometimes 
reaching out is more important than 
preserving the principle of 
independence in order to get required 
results. 

At the moment, for me, the government has become a stronger state and they 
have set different rules and regulations. At the same time, they are working to 
improve the life of the population. So that now, when you see most of the NGOs, 
many are not happy with the government regulations. To me, it is a matter of, you 

know, understanding or complying with the government* who is handling the 
lives of millions of people for a longer period.  
 
It is a matter of complying with a short-term strategy or incorporating a short-term 
strategy in the long-term strategy of the government. As I said, because of this 
standoff sometimes the beneficiaries are not addressed because NGOs want to 
impose their own strategy and the government says no. At the same time, the 
government does not have the capacity to address all the population. 

  x x       x 

Here, humanitarian values are used as 
an argument for 
acceptance/correspondence of 
regulations.                                                                   
* Desire to relinquish jurisdiction over 
certain issues also implied.                                                                                               
 
Respondent notes how non-
compliance with regulations implies 
that the needs of populations in 
distress are not met and that this 
contradicts humanitarian ‘core 
business'.                                                  
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For NGOs (…) if the main objective is beneficiaries, they need to at least review 
their strategy, review their focus, and address first the patients or beneficiaries and 

start to negotiate with the government(1)*. All of us (NGOs and host 
governments) are working to avoid such disasters.(...) I am sure the NGOs are 
happy if there is a way to avoid or eliminate such disasters happening again. I think 

the government has this strategy, I don't think the NGOs have this one(2)**. That 

is why there is a need to work together*. 

  x     x(

1) 
x(

2) 
  

Helping victims of man-made or natural 
disasters                                         * 
Desired engagement with the host 
government through negotiation,                                            
** Reinforces the idea that long-term 
considerations are the responsibility of 
the host government, which gives them 
the right to regulate matters of long-
term relevance                                                          
* also reveals rejection of the 
organisation's modus operandi of 
tending to work independently of host 
governments.    

Regulations around the need to buy drugs locally – in some countries, like country 
X, they don't allow that you just import drugs into their country. I think that's their 
right, for a country to say okay we have our own quality system, and it's our right 
to have it. We allow just these drugs, so you have to take these drugs. I think that's 
perfectly alright. Maybe for some very specific reasons or protocols you can discuss 
that, but then discuss it with the authorities(1) rather than engage in very high-
level advocacy(2)*.  

    x   x(

1) 
  x(

2) 

Respondent believes that problems 
with conflicting protocols between 
host government and this organisation 
should be resolved by engaging in 
dialogue with the host government.                         
* Also, rejection of one aspect of 
identity and the action it leads to: 
advocacy. 
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As long as they don't care [host governments], we can do what we want to do. 
And you can see it as positive, like oh they're supportive (pause) no they're not 
supporting at all! They just don't care! They don't care about the people, they 
don't care about quality, they don't care who we are. Maybe they will try to get 
some bribes, but maybe they will also understand that we [don’t offer bribes] so 
they will try to get bribes from somebody else. So they don't care. And we are used 
to working in countries where governments are non-existent, or they don't care, 
authorities are corrupt (...). 

  x x     x   

Respondent argues for upholding 
regulations as a means of ensuring that 
populations get access to quality 
healthcare/medicines.       
In line with the humanitarian impulse 
of concern for others: for victims of 
disaster                                          
Reinforcement of humanitarian identity 
with respect to ethics.  

Of course, this organisation started as an organisation that (...) crossed lines that 
were set up by bad people, let's put it like that. And we should still keep on doing 
that. But let's distinguish between obstruction because they don't want 
humanitarian help or obstruction because they have their own rules and we need 
to learn that ...  And mind you, I am talking about country X. If you would ask me 
the same thing about country T then it's a complete different story, because there 
everything is done to make our life difficult. 

x x       x   

Dunantist approach to humanitarian 
work.                                            
Respondent observes that issues 
related to identity and 
policy/regulations tend to be mixed 
up. 

(On resistance to paying taxes) Why would we not want to pay taxes? I pay taxes 
here as well. It's so normal that you pay taxes... [If the government abuses it] 
that's not our concern (1).  I also don't like it when they buy strike fighters (with 
my tax money here in Holland) but that's the government, I pay my taxes, it's 
normal. (...) But if we, for whatever reason, think that we should not pay taxes, 
yeh, fine but let's negotiate (2).  

        x(

2) 
  x(

1) 

(1) Respondent is of the opinion that, if 
a government demands taxes, these 
should be paid even when the 
organisation does not agree with how 
the tax revenue is used.                                                                         
(2) Since he believes it is a 
government's right to charge taxes, he 
feels that if the organisation does not 
agree with this then they should seek 
to negotiate other terms rather than 
dismiss the regulation. 
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We, in the end, are also what we are (…) Our notion is not like let's get operational, 
let's do an emergency in Eastern country X, let's start by buying a suit and a tie, 
polish our shoes and have a round of serious talks with country X’s government. It 
should be. You wish we could. You wish we could find people who are capable of 
doing it. But our notion is LET'S GET IN THERE!! And the thing is you need that 
notion (of let's get in there) because the job is hard enough, there's enough 
obstacles whether intentional or circumstantial that block your progress. You need 
a lot of drive, you need a lot of balls, you need a lot of arrogance to get going. 
Unfortunately, that attitude that you need for one thing, doesn't necessarily 
facilitate the other. Of course, in an ideal world you would have all the attitudes in 
your team composition. 

x x     x x   

This is also a reference to the 
Dunantist approach, getting aid where 
it is needed without the burden of 
dealing with governments.                                                           
Observed tension between what can 
be achieved by being daring and 
arrogant and what can be lost through 
the same approach. 

Indeed I think what you have to negotiate and talk about when presenting 
yourself should be principles and not policies. And why do we confuse them? 
Because we're human, and indeed because we're also inclined to somehow see 
ourselves as... (pause) everybody wants to see the world through their own pair of 
glasses. So, of course, our principles are universal but, having said that, then we 
can immediately discuss my practical policies coming out of this.  But it takes quite 
an effort to see that your principles are probably to a large extent only your 
principles, and not necessarily shared by the other person. 

            x 

Respondent questions whether 
humanitarian principles are indeed 
universal. 

(Translation from native language) But still, even if it's a remote area, so remote 
that a road only leads to a ditch, it is still country Y, the same regulations that you 
found in the city will still apply in these remote areas… (Respondent noted that 
problems tend to arise not because of the inconsistency of the government or 
corruption but due to the organisation's 'mentality' and approach which includes 
a suspicious nature towards government regulations).  

            x 

Implies desire to see organisation 
become readier to comply rather than 
to resist or question regulations in 
place. 
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Respondent 
number 
(R#) 

Justification 

1 
 

 

Respondent appears comfortable with the organisation's stance of ‘not there to make 
everybody happy', explicitly mentions uncompromising nature of the organisation 
when it comes to bribery but criticises the organisation for not being swift to respond 
to changing/new regulations. While he strongly feels that it is necessary to follow 
host government regulations, he states that it matters why those regulations are in 
place by suggesting that the organisation should try to know the reasons for specific 
regulations. He gives a specific example about local purchasing in Ethiopia where he 
believes the quality of the drugs is unacceptable, implying that, in such situations, 
compliance would not be desirable because it could do more harm than good. 

2 
 

Respondent feels that certain aspects of the humanitarian identity (e.g. being rule 
averse as shown by the use of the term 'cowboy-like organisation') are no longer 
relevant for the challenges now faced in humanitarian work. However, he also 
appears to appreciate regulations that are in place for the advancement of a country, 
as in the case of Ethiopia where these were to do with controlling counterfeit 
medicines.  

3 
For this respondent, the importance of regulations and following them dominate. He 
notes that, even if rules are sometimes 'irrational', the only way to deal with the 
situation is to comply.  

4 
Respondent states explicitly that he does not 'advocate' the Dunantist identity aspect 
of dissociation from the government. In addition, while he recognises rules as 
important, he only argues in support of upholding those that are in line with 
humanitarian thinking. For example, he argues that quality assurance should apply to 
the wider population of a country and not just to those being served by the 
organisation. On that basis, it makes sense to him that the host government should 
be the main authority in terms of quality control, and that the organisation's policies 
should be subordinate to those of the host. 

5 
Respondent believes in the causes of humanitarian organisations and thinks that the 
humanitarian identity should be preserved for the general good. In addition, he 
believes that regulations should have a meaningful purpose as revealed by his 
questioning of regulations that do not ensure quality control of drugs where the aim 
should be to ensure the safety of the population.  

7 
Respondent does not voice any opposition to the humanitarian identity, but neither 
does he oppose certain host government regulations that can limit humanitarian 
organisations’ freedom to operate. In particular, he considers the government control 
of movements in insurgency areas as normal military operations and accepts that 
challenges will be faced when a government is disinterested in allowing humanitarian 
access to certain areas. 

9 
Respondent generally appears to take pride in the humanitarian identity but, at the 
same time, accepts that host governments have a right to regulate the environment 
in which humanitarian organisations work. Although he does not believe that the 
humanitarian identity and host government requirements are always reconcilable, he 
thinks that they are both to an extent justified. 

10 
Respondent holds host government regulations in high regard and believes that they 
are for the long-term benefit of the entire population. Even though he also holds the 
humanitarian identity in high regard, he explicitly mentions that he believes certain 
aspects of the humanitarian identity should be compromised in order to make space 
for longer term development and so that the humanitarian organisation can access 
affected populations. 

11 
Respondent holds the humanitarian identity in high regard and, while he values a 
good regulatory environment, he also believes that it matters why regulations are put 
in place. If rules/regulations are not in line with the humanitarian identity, then he 
does not value them. He gives an example of the difference between regulations that 
are meant to protect the population through better quality assurance and rules that 
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are in place to protect local business people. The latter he sees as more in line with 
development goals. 

13 
Respondent appears to take a more liberal view of identity. He accepts the 
humanitarian identity and its flaws, but is of the opinion that it is important to 'deal 
with' the host government and have 'enough consideration for what is involved for 
you to get yourself in place'.  

14 
Respondent holds host government regulations in high regard and thinks that it is a 
host government's 'right' to develop their own quality system. He recognises that 
regulations are sometimes incompatible with the humanitarian identity but does not 
seem to see this as a basis for non-compliance. Rather, he seems to suggest that, in 
such instances when regulations are considered problematic for the organisation, 
there should be discussion with the host government. 

17 
Respondent takes the view that humanitarian identity and regulations are two 
separate issues that need not be at odds with one another. For instance, he notes 
that the roots of the organisation are in 'crossing lines that were set up by bad 
people' and that this should continue, but also points out that when governments 
choose to have their own rules this does not make them bad people. There is a 
perceived degree of overlap that derives from his argument that governments that do 
not put regulations in place do not actually care about the population. 

19 
Respondent recognises both merits and negative aspects in the humanitarian identity 
but appears to fully embrace it nonetheless. He also thinks host government 
regulations are acceptable as long as they do not stand in the way of humanitarian 
goals and advance the broader cause of ensuring safety for all in terms of drugs. 

21 
Respondent fully believes that regulations are meant to assure good practices and 
sustainability. Perhaps because of this, the respondent believes that the humanitarian 
identity should be adapted to the regulations. This was revealed by her statement 
that 'you now want those rules to fit with what you want to do to the patient' 
(meaning that rules should be followed while the organisation offers treatment to 
patients). 

22 
Respondent holds the humanitarian identity in high regard. Although she recognises 
that this is not always compatible with the regulations in place, such regulations are 
not dismissed as unacceptable. Rather, the respondent thinks it is important to 
demonstrate that the organisation has respect for the regulations when she talks 
about truly convincing host government authorities 'that we are not there to 
undermine, but to help'. 
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Appendix C: Boundary work per individual 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key 

Posting 

F Field posting 

HQ Headquarters posting 

 

Background 

W Western background 

N-W  Non-western background 

Boundary work 

X  Actual (enacted) boundary work 

X  Desired boundary work 
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Example(s) 

1 
F, W 

x  Respondent talks about reaching out to host government authorities by requesting meetings. 

 x  Expressed desire for the organisation to try to understand why certain rules have been put in place. Does not seem to think 
that this is currently happening sufficiently. 

  x States that the IHO does not engage in bribery and that the IHO is opposed to doing so. Also states that that IHO is not there 
to make everybody happy. 

 x  States that the IHO should try to comply more quickly with local regulations, which implies a belief that the IHO should 
relinquish jurisdiction over certain aspects that are regulated by host governments. 

2 
HQ, W 

x  By 'doing damage control' respondent means that he has had to speak/negotiate with authorities after other members of the 
organisation had in one way or another acted in a way that host government authorities resented due to their (i.e. the other 
members of the IHO) misunderstanding of the situation. 

 x   Expressed desire to do more to secure supplies, particularly in helping some suppliers to register in countries where the IHO 
works. 

  x Related to the quote on 'doing damage control', respondent implies that he has had to keep other members of the 
organisation at a distance from matters affecting logistics, or at least be ready to take the lead in such matters. 

 x  Respondent suggests a need for the organisation to consider what they are willing to sacrifice in response to increasing host 
government regulations, implying a willingness to relinquish jurisdiction over certain aspects that are now regulated by host 
governments. 

3 
HQ, W 

x  Approaching host government authorities and explaining that the IHO takes quality assurance seriously and seeking trust 
based on that fact. 

 x  Expressed the view that compliance to host government regulations is inevitable if all else fails. This implies a willingness to 
relinquish jurisdiction over certain aspects regulated by host governments. 
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Example(s) 

4 
F, W 

x  Respondent credited himself with informing other parties within the IHO that the changed situation in country X was due to 
positive developments in the country, and that the organisation had to work on being more compliant with host government 
regulations. One of the outcomes was a request to some vendors to register their products in country X and the sending of a 
delegation to country X to have discussions with government officials.  

 x    Expressed desire for IHO to urge/push its suppliers/manufacturers to register their products in country X.  

  x Asking several times that one of IHO's major suppliers register itself in country X to ease the work of importing into that 
country.  

 x  Expressed desire that quality assurance should not only apply to patients treated by the IHO, but should be extended to the 
whole population. This implies a willingness to relinquish jurisdiction over the quality assurance of drugs to host government 
standards. 

5 
F, N-W 

x  Implied that they constantly made efforts to meet with government officials even though it is 'just impossible' to get a 
meeting scheduled with them. 

 x  Expressed desire for NGOs in general to try to engage in more dialogue with host governments in order to 'know what the 
problem is' and to avoid creating resentment from the host government. 

  x Mentioned that the IHO 'is not going to change the situation' because of the belief that the IHO was there as a gap filler, and 
does not have the power to change the political situation. This also reinforces the apolitical identity of the organisation. 

  x Expressed desire for the IHO to speak out against the country W host government and question why they are being blocked 
by 'red tape'. This is in line with upholding the identity of the organisation in everyday operations. 

7 
F, W 

x  Respondent values networking with host government officials and seems to imply that that is his preferred way of working. 

 x  Although it is crystal clear, it appears that the respondent is not always able to work in this way: i.e., networking. 
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Example(s) 

   Does not believe in 'putting pressure' on the government of country X through other agencies, describes thinking this is 
possible as an 'illusion'. This implies that the respondent is of the opinion that attempts by the IHO to pressurise governments 
into allowing them to work unhindered is not effective, and rules it out as a means of dealing with host governments that are 
not accommodating of humanitarian NGOs. 

9 
F, W 

x  Expressed desire to 'sit together and work another way' when there are conflicts between the way the IHO would like to work 
and what the host government requires. 

  x Fighting for 'space' to conduct humanitarian work when the organisation is invited to intervene, an activity that is in line with 
the organisation's 'reputation of not being very diplomatic when it comes to fighting for our space'. 

 x  Expressed desire for the IHO to sometimes 'be a little modest or moderate' and accept that sometimes a host government 
'might have a valid opinion' and understand why a certain approach that the IHO wishes to follow might not work. This implies 
a willingness to relinquish jurisdiction to host governments over certain matters and under certain circumstances.   

10 
F, N-W 

x   Working together with the host government for new legislation to control the quality of therapeutic foods. 

 x  Expressed the view that there is 'a need to work together' (NGOs in general and host governments) in order to avoid or 
prevent humanitarian crises from happening in the future. 

 x  Expressed desire that the IHO negotiate and accept certain conditions imposed/required by the host government. Also of the 
opinion that the IHO simply has to comply with host government regulations. This implies relinquishing jurisdiction/control 
over certain aspects related to the IHO's modus operandi.  

11 
F, W 

x  Respondent always seeks to understand regulations and why they are in place. Actively engages with relevant authorities to 
get relevant/necessary information. 

 x  Respondent states that he has no problem with complying with regulations that are clear and 'protect the healthcare' of 
beneficiaries. This implies a willingness to relinquish jurisdiction over acceptable standards and/or accepting certain 
regulations imposed by a host government. This is however conditional. 
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Example(s) 

 x  Although respondent has no problem complying with regulations, there was the implication that the choice was not always 
entirely his own when he stated that 'but definitely there is an arrogance in the IHO as well'. In this case, he may wish to 
comply, but this is beyond his control. 

13 
F, N-W 

x  Respondent is of the opinion that NGOs 'have to deal with the host government' when they intervene in order to avoid losing 
the confidence of the host government. This implies a desire to reach out to the host government more than is currently 
happening. 

 x  Respondent does not seem to condone the general lack of consideration for the role of host governments by international 
NGOs when intervening, implying a desire for NGOs to relinquish certain aspects of their modus operandi in order to avoid 
situations where host governments, over time, refuse help from NGOs.  

14 
HQ, W 

x  Involved local authorities in a project in the belief that this was the only way to get the job done.  

 x    Expresses opinion that if there is a misalignment of goals/protocols stemming from a host government's quality system, the 
IHO should discuss it with the authorities, suggesting a desire to engage with the host government. 

  x Respondent believes that there is no country without legislation, and adheres to regulations even when he does not agree 
with them. He gave an example of a standard in country Z that he felt was dangerous but he still accepted it because 'that is 
the way they do it'. This implies relinquishing jurisdiction over ways of constructing/rehabilitating structures and adhering to 
host government standards. 

  x Expresses disapproval of the 'very high-level advocacy' approach of the IHO which entails bypassing the host government and 
trying to get other parties involved in reversing host government decisions. This implies a desire to abandon this approach. 

17 
HQ, W 

x  Respondent states that he spent 'years' trying to convince pharmacists to visit Country X and find out what was happening 
and/or what could be done in the face of increasing difficulties in importing medicines. 
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Example(s) 

  x  States that that IHO does use unofficial channels to influence certain outcomes but does not offer bribes to parties that want 
to be bribed in order to get things done. This implies reinforcement of the organisation's identity in everyday work. In 
addition, although the respondent is not pleased with the conduct of the pharmacists regarding switching to using drugs 
required by the host government, he supports the position that pharmacists have jurisdiction over quality by stating that 'it's 
their problem' and demonstrates efforts to get them to do assessments in Country X. 

  x Expresses desire for the organisation to speak out, make clear statement and fight again human rights violations as part of its 
identity. 

  x Expresses desire for the organisation to comply with regulations 'because it's their rules and they exist' and so the 
organisation needs to cope with that. This implies a desire for the organisation to relinquish to the host government 
jurisdiction over issues that are regulated in a country. 

19 
HQ, W 

x  Expresses desire for the organisation to become better at engaging in serious dialogue with host governments prior to 
commencing operations.  

  x Respondent states that the organisation's idea is 'LET'S GET IN THERE!', and views this as necessary for 'progress'. This 
reinforces the organisation's identity/stance in everyday operations. 

21 
F, N-W 

x  Respondent speaks of finding 'a way to help the patient but involving the host government authorities' as a way of responding 
to regulations put in place by the host government. 

  x Expressed desire for the organisation to abandon its suspicious nature towards regulations and comply sooner for the benefit 
of the affected population. This implies a willingness to relinquish jurisdiction over aspects regulated by the host government 
for which the organisation has existing procedures for dealing with.  

22 
F, N-W 

x  It can be deduced from the respondent's statements that is it not unusual for the organisation to engage in dialogue with the 
host government on matters that affect the organisation's operations and/or when there is a conflict between what the host 
government requires of the organisation and what the organisation wants to do. 
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Example(s) 

  x Expresses the need, and subsequent action, to make clear to the host government that the organisation does not get involved 
in the politics of the situation because this makes 'life much simpler'. This reinforces the apolitical/neutral/impartial identity 
of the organisation in its daily work.  

  x States that the organisation has in a way been forced to comply with certain regulations because of the consequences of non-
compliance. For example, if the organisation does not follow the regulation that every warehouse that contains medical 
supplies must have a pharmacist, the organisation's drugs will be impounded. 

  x Expresses desire for the organisation to involve national staff in talks with host government authorities, which would be a 
departure from the organisation's modus operandi. 

 

 

 


