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How do new technologies impact 
coordination and information manage-
ment with respect to providing aid in 
the aftermath of disasters?

International agencies, governments 
and many NGOs have long enjoyed 
access to the latest technologies; 
however, this support has largely 
allowed for incremental (rather than 
transformational) improvements in 
efficacy and impact.

Nevertheless, with the proliferation of 
new technologies throughout the 
developed and developing world 
(especially affordable access to mobile 
devices), both survivors of disasters 
and private donors now have access 
to tools that can improve the effective-
ness of coordination and information 
management–and ultimately, aid 
delivery.

We see new technologies enabling 
survivors to move from their current 
position at the end of an organized 
assistance supply chain, to a position 
at the center of a highly dynamic and 
fluid market system that utilizes mobile 
device-based electronic commerce 
whenever possible.

Executive Summary While there will always be a role for 
rescue, immediate services and direct 
provisions to the most vulnerable 
groups that new technologies will 
impact only marginally, we believe we 
are in the midst of a sea change in the 
way humanitarian aid is resourced and 
distributed.

Several key new technologies are now 
in the hands of those affected by 
disasters as well as those seeking to 
provide aid. We believe it is incumbent 
upon the international humanitarian 
community to take advantage of this 
more balanced distribution of new 
technologies.

Going forward, the challenge is not 
one of new technologies simply 
allowing the aid and development 
community to do things better. Going 
forward, the challenge is one of doing 
things differently.
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How do new technologies impact 
coordination and information manage-
ment with respect to providing aid in 
the aftermath of disasters? We will 
look to answer this and other impor-
tant questions as we address key 
trends in new technologies, assess 
their impact to date and, most impor-
tantly, consider their future potential for 
transformational change in responding 
to disasters throughout the world, both 
natural and those arising from political 
instability and conflict. 

At the outset, let us state that our 
primary interest is not in the technolo-
gies themselves. Rather, our focus is 
on how these technologies can be 
used in the service of providing 
humanitarian aid to save lives and 
improve the distribution of food, 
shelter materials and other needed 
resources during and after a disaster.

Further, in terms of coordination we 
are considering three components:

•	 The first is gaining a thorough and 
accurate situational awareness of 
the state of affairs in the areas 
affected by the disaster. 

•	 The second is mobilizing the right 
financial, physical and human 
resources based upon that aware-
ness.

Introduction •	 And ultimately, coordination in-
volves the most appropriate delivery 
of those resources (in other words, 
aid) to those who need it. 

Finally, we define impact as the direct 
or indirect saving of lives, the allevia-
tion of suffering, and it also address-
es—in some manner—long-term 
development goals. 

As we look at the potential of new 
technologies to bring about change 
and create this impact, we ask our-
selves three key questions:

1.	What important trends are enabling 
the introduction of new technolo-
gies? 

2.	How are these new technologies 
affecting the different elements of 
coordination (situational awareness, 
mobilization, aid delivery) and 
information management?  

3.	Can the suitable application of new 
technologies in response to sudden 
or slow-onset disasters challenge 
our current notions of coordination 
and information management?

We will consider each of these ques-
tions in turn.
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Important trends enabling 
the introduction of new 

technologies

International agencies, governments 
and many NGOs have long enjoyed 
access to the latest technologies, from 
software to satellite-based data 
communication systems. These 
technologies have, of course, sup-
ported these organizations’ efforts to 
provide disaster relief in many situa-
tions; however, this support has largely 
allowed for incremental (rather than 
transformational) improvements in 
efficacy and impact. As such, the 
coordination and delivery of disaster 
response has arguably remained 
largely unchanged by technological 
innovation over the past 40 years. 

The world of 2011 is very different (see 
Exhibit: Drivers of  New Technologies 
below). The democratization and 
widespread dispersal of new technolo-
gies is creating profound cultural, 
political and humanitarian opportuni-
ties around the globe. Consider for a 
moment: 

1.	Because of the proliferation of 
mobile phones and devices 
throughout the world, these devices 
are now—often times literally—in-
hand before a disaster, and be-
cause of this, survivors have 
unprecedented access to the world 
outside the disaster area itself. This 
is due to two key developments:

•	 The wide-spread mobile 
phone infrastructure. Since 
providing mobile phone 
service requires significantly 
less infrastructure than land 
lines, mobile phones have 
penetrated populations that 
have not previously had any 
telecommunications.
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•	 Tumbling prices for hand-
sets and other mobile 
devices. These critical tools 
are now becoming more 
affordable for people through-
out the world, greatly aiding in 
the spread of these new 
technologies.

2.	Because of new technologies, there 
is now the potential for widespread 
communications within a disaster 
area. Even the poorest countries 
now enjoy acceptable mobile 
communications infrastructure. No 
longer is it simply a few, isolated 
individuals who have a mobile 
connection that can be leveraged 
by aid providers, but rather a large 
section of the affected population. 
Indeed, according to the Interna-
tional Telecoms Union in 2011, 
there are now 70 mobile phone sub-
scriptions per 100 people in the 
developing world. Also, mobile 
phone infrastructure can be re-
stored faster after an emergency 
than traditional land lines, meaning 
that this broad section of the 
population can access information 
in a relatively timely manner.  

3.	Additionally, there are new content 
and commerce platforms such as 
social media sites, mobile payment 
systems (m-payments) and local 
and international news. These can 
provide valuable, real-time informa-
tion and services to survivors, aid 
organizations and donors through-
out the world. 

Our opinion is that the most important 
trend is the mass adoption of ubiqui-
tous, inexpensive and localized mobile 
devices, especially in the developing 
world.

Currently there are more than five 
billion mobile handsets in global 
circulation—every country in the world 
now has more affordable mobile 
phone providers and connections to 
the Internet.

Cellular networks have proven to be 
remarkably resilient in the immediate 
aftermath of disasters, especially in 
developing countries. For example, 
after the devastation of the 2010 
earthquake in Haiti, mobile phone 
service was restored within hours of 
the 7.0 magnitude quake. The reason 
is simple—most of the cellular infra-
structure in Haiti was also powered by 
generators that were less affected 
than they would have been if they had 
been part of a more-developed 
electrical grid. 

Additionally, mobile phone-based 
money transfer services (similar to 
M-PESA in Kenya) are now providing 
reliable, low cost and almost instant 
financial services. These allow survi-
vors in disaster areas ready access to 
a type of digital currency that can be 
used to purchase goods and services 
that are most appropriate to their 
respective needs. This empowers 
these individuals to make decisions 
based upon their given situation.

In summation, several key new 
technologies are now in the hands of 
those affected by disasters as well as 
those seeking to provide aid. We 
believe it is incumbent upon the 
international humanitarian community 
to take advantage of this more bal-
anced distribution of new technolo-
gies.
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By looking at the humanitarian re-
sponse to recent crises such as Haiti, 
the Arab Spring and the Horn of Africa, 
we can see the influence of new 
technologies on the different aspects 
of coordination (situational analysis, 
resource mobilization and delivery). In 
2001, these three parts of coordination 
were minimally influenced by new 
technologies such as the Internet and 
mobile devices; however, AlertNet, 
Humanitarian Information Center (HIC) 
deployments, the Integrated Regional 
Information Networks (IRIN), Relief-
Web and others pointed the way. 
Development has progressed, in some 
cases dramatically. As one might 
expect, this development has not been 
evenly distributed between the three 
components that we believe make up 
coordination.

How new technologies 
impact elements of 

coordination and 
information management

In general terms, new technologies 
have provided the most impact upon 
situational analysis and understand-
ing, followed by resource mobilization 
and finally the delivery of those 
resources (see Exhibit: Impact of New 
Technologies on Coordination below, 
which shows the development and 
impact of new technologies on coordi-
nation elements).
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Over the past decade, great strides 
have been made in developing 
real-time situational awareness after a 
disaster. The current situation in Libya 
provides an excellent example of this 
development, where information on 
the ground is captured by mobile 
devices and rapidly disseminated as 
data moves along a highly connected, 
borderless network of computers and 
mobile phones. As it happens in 
Benghazi and Tripoli, it is seen in 
London, Delhi and Washington. 

Resource mobilization is another area 
where new technologies have had a 
significant influence. A mere 72 hours 
after the earthquake in Haiti, the 
American Red Cross successfully 
raised over 8 million dollars as people 
used mobile phones to text donations 
to the organization. These donors 
were largely mobilized through social 
networking sites (such as Facebook). 
Seeing others give, coupled with the 
ability to donate easily using text 
messaging, greatly increased the 
efficacy of this program.   

Unfortunately, the impact of new 
technologies on actual aid delivery has 
lagged behind both situational aware-
ness and resource mobilization. There 
have been small-scale experiments 
using electronic payments and mobile 
phone-based money transfer services. 
However, in this current lack of 
utilization, we see both a challenge 
and huge opportunity for positive 
growth in the near future. 

In fact, we firmly believe resource 
mobilization and delivery have every 
potential to catch up to situational 
awareness.  We see several key 
developments in terms of resource 
mobilization and delivery that will 
happen over both a short-term (0 to 4 
years) and longer-term (5+ years) 
basis (see Exhibit: Emerging Impact of 
New Technologies on Resource 
Mobilization and Delivery above, 
which shows the distribution of key 
developments in the near and longer-
term that influence resource mobiliza-
tion and delivery).
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1.	Social network and mobile giving 
(similar to the Red Cross example 
mentioned above) will become 
increasingly important crisis re-
sponse channels.

2.	Giving networks will multiply in both 
number and size. These will be 
based on a peer-to-peer model.

In the short-term with respect to the 
delivery of aid:

3.	There will be a wider roll-out of 
national mobile payments infra-
structures.

4.	There will be larger scale experi-
mentation with different money 
instrument formats that utilize new 
technologies to facilitate the ex-
change of currency.

5.	Donors will be better able to gather 
feedback from recipients on the 
quality of aid, and they will be able 
to use this feedback to make better 
and more informed decisions about 
giving. 

In the longer-term with respect to the 
delivery of aid:

6.	Mobile money instruments will 
become the primary delivery 
channel of aid. 

7.	Open instrument redemption 
systems will be established. These 
will allow survivors to use currency-
like instruments to purchase goods 
and services from almost any 
provider as markets become more 
open and dynamic.  

8.	Emergency supplies and services 
will still be needed in the immediate 
aftermath of a disaster. However, 
regional suppliers will be better able 
to meet the majority of market 
demand beyond first response.

Some of these changes will be incre-
mental in nature, but we also believe 
that many of them (such as mobile 
money instruments becoming a 
primary delivery channel of aid) will be 
transformational when one considers 
the real-world impact they will provide.
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How suitable application of 
new technologies in 

response to disasters will 
challenge current notions of 

coordination and 
information management

In the past, disaster coordination and 
information management have been 
highly coordinated efforts involving 
multiple actors ranging from the United 
Nations to individual governments to 
select NGOs. From a technologies 
perspective, they have been domi-
nated by an imbalance in the distribu-
tion of costly technological resources 
in favor of those providing the humani-
tarian assistance. Much effort is put 
into maintaining the organization and 
structures of the system itself as aid 
flows to survivors. 

However, with the proliferation of new 
technologies throughout the devel-
oped and developing world (especially 
affordable access to mobile devices), 
both survivors of disasters and private 
donors now have access to tools that 
can improve the efficiency and effec-
tiveness of situational awareness, 
resource mobilization and ultimately, 
aid delivery. 

So what might the aid architecture of 
the future look like?    

Rather than being at the end of a long 
chain starting with situational analysis 
and ending with the dispersal of aid, 
we see survivors of a disaster at the 
center of a highly dynamic and fluid 
market-based system, enabled by 
these new technologies. Economic 
resources, in the form of mobile 
money instruments, will be provided to 
survivors, and those affected by a 
disaster will be empowered to make 
decisions that best reflect their imme-
diate needs. They will be able to 
purchase the goods and services 
required and the market itself will 
respond to their demands. Thus, the 
system becomes self-organizing (see 
Exhibit: Potential Business Model 
Changes [Part-enabled by New 
Technologies] below).
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While there will always be a role for 
rescue, immediate services and direct 
provisions to the most vulnerable 
groups that new technologies will 
impact only marginally, we believe we 
are in the midst of a sea change in the 
way international humanitarian aid is 
resourced and distributed. This 
change has the potential to go far 
beyond one of mere incremental 
improvement. This change can be 
transformational. 

Going forward, the challenge is not 
one of new technologies simply 
enabling the aid and development 
community to do things better. Going 
forward, the challenge is one of new 
technologies enabling the community 
to do things differently.
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communicate their plans, and imple-
ment change. We have particular 
expertise in successfully delivering 
business analysis and strategy 
projects, in planning and managing 
complex programs, and in organiza-
tional design and development.

Linksbridge offers the highest quality 
consulting, research and analytics, 
and creative services. Our people 
have served at senior levels in top tier 
business strategy firms, are well 
known in their industries, or represent 
exceptional writing, design and visual 
media talent. We provide extraordinary 
value compared to our established 
competitors and offer greater flexibility 
in using resources to complete proj-
ects at a pace that is right for our 
clients.

Linksbridge brings ideas on how our 
clients’ industries are developing, and 
how they can run their business better. 
We maintain our own analytical 
frameworks and diagnostic tools 
based on our experience at other 
clients, and use external quality 
standards where they are applicable.

We work in the hi-tech industry, in 
international aid and development, in 
human rights, and in retail.

We subsidize our non-profit projects to 
make them affordable to lower or 
no-income groups that request our 
expertise.

About Linksbridge

Business Consulting

Research and Analytics

Creative Services


