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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The wide range of motives and additionalities from the private sector, aid agencies, and aid-
receiving government agencies drive private sector engagement (PSE) in humanitarian 
assistance (HA). Available evidence of PSE in HA is often based on qualitative findings. 
Nevertheless, private enterprises' role, motives, and barriers to PSE have yet to be fully explored 
to learn, adapt, and effectively program PSE within HA activities. This evidence report, the second 
in a series of three, discusses findings related to the motives and barriers of PSE in global and 
regional contexts and across different sectors, stages, and types of emergencies. Based on an 
analysis of 184 documents, our results are general insights into PSE in HA but do not aim at 
statistical validity and generalization. This report is intended for USAID staff, private sector 
partners, and the broader humanitarian community to understand the state of the evidence in this 
field to better inform future engagement. In brief, our analysis reveals that while the private sector 
serves as a useful enabler in HA and disaster relief, more research is required to determine the 
effects of the barriers and incentives on effective PSE.  

Findings 
1. The evidence around motives for PSE in HA activities is relatively more concentrated in

the humanitarian response stage, for man-made emergencies, and in the African
region.

2. The motives for PSE in HA can be financial or non-financial. Overall, more than two-thirds
of engagement motives are non-financial.  More engagements are based on non-
financial motives than financial motives across all stages of HA, regions, and different
causes of emergencies. However, even the non-financial motives directly or indirectly
have business motives in the longer run.

3. Within examples of financial motives, PSE based on new investments (i.e., business
expansion) is more common than PSE based on existing investments. The results are
consistent across stages of HA, types of emergencies, technical sectors, and regions.

4. The non-financial motives for PSE in HA primarily aim at opportunities for new
partnerships, followed by philanthropic contributions. The other motives include
corporate social responsibility (CSR) and engagements to improve brand image. The non-
financial motives also aim to explore new markets and test new products or innovations
for future financial interests rather than immediate ones.

5. There is external and internal pressure for businesses to engage in HA, even when
there are no immediate or direct financial incentives from engagements. CSR
contributions by large enterprises are a common business strategy for promoting a
positive brand image and employee or shareholder satisfaction. Regional and national
companies in some countries from the global south have also started CSR contributions
for HA.

6. PSE approaches often aim to maximize the benefits and minimize the business risks
associated with the engagement, whether financial or non-financial. This strongly
influences where, when, and how businesses engage. Thus, all engagements based on
non-financial motives are also based on strategic philanthropy.

7. US businesses (primarily multinational businesses) emphasize in-kind, technology,
and support services-based engagements leveraging their core competencies. This
allows companies to test, improve, scale-out and scale-up innovations, which could benefit
them during subsequent engagements in early to post-recovery phases.

8. The motivation for the private sector to engage in humanitarian activities is growing, yet
many barriers stand in the way of effective engagement. The most prominently
highlighted barriers include lack of forward-leaning planning, coordination &
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monitoring, lack of disaster knowledge & experience, and institutional & regulatory 
policies and practices. 

9. Harnessing private sector expertise and innovation (HPSEI) is the most common 
strategy in the humanitarian space. However, engagements that aim to strengthen 
the enabling environment (SEEnv) encounter the most challenges. The lack of 
disaster knowledge and experience is mentioned more frequently for two of the 
five PSE approaches. At the same time, coordination and monitoring remain the most 
cited PSE challenge for the other three.

Evidence Gaps 
1. Most of the barriers related to PSE are based on the perception of the aid agencies

preparing the reports rather than the private sector. The perspective of the private
sector is lacking when it comes to PSE in the global south.

2. The evidence about incentives and barriers faced by local businesses, especially SMEs,
is lacking.

3. The relative ranking of the five types of barriers across regions and emergency
stages is also similar. The evidence of the incentives and barriers to humanitarian
activities related to financial services is abundant.

4. There is considerable consistency of evidence across stages of emergencies, causes of
emergencies, and regions on the financial and non-financial motives and the relative
ranking of the barriers to engagement. Yet, the preference for specific countries and
crises over others is still not clear.

5. There is a lack of significant evidence on incentives and barriers to generalizing findings
for agriculture and health-related emergencies.

6. Our analysis shows that the PSE in agriculture-related emergencies is more often guided
by financial motives than other causes of crises. On the other hand, we also found that
PSE in agriculture-related emergencies is the lowest.

7. A critical assessment of the general public’s perceptions and opinions on how effective
PSE is in addressing the concerns of local communities is lacking.

8. We did not find evidence of PSE with a specific focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion.

This report wraps up with a series of recommendations, including one related to considerable 
investment in the expansion of the evidence base, the development of resources and tools that 
will allow private sector and HA actors to address barriers to engagement in emergency settings 
efficiently, and generating greater awareness of motivations and barriers to PSE across relevant 
stakeholders to improve uptake. 
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INTRODUCTION 
There are many global challenges that call for humanitarian assistance (HA), but 
resources to address them all remain limited. The efforts and investments of aid agencies 
or governments (providing or receiving humanitarian aid) alone will not be sufficient to 
address these challenges. The role of the private sector is increasingly seen as critical to 
close resource and technical gaps to address ever-increasing global humanitarian crises. 
Private sector engagement (PSE) in HA is not only increasing, but the mode of 
engagement is also evolving as businesses assume a more active role beyond providing 
donations (1). Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) through in-kind contributions, 
including corporate volunteering activities, assisted delivery in partnership with aid 
agencies, and engagements on a commercial basis, have become commonplace in 
recent years (2). These contributions capitalize on the private sector's skills, know-how, 
core expertise, and networks to address the numerous global crises. 

Profit generation is, and will remain, the primary objective of any business. However, the 
private sector's adherence, especially in the corporate sphere, to environment, social, 
and governance (ESG) principles is becoming increasingly important1. The business 
engagements and investments that generate profits while driving social, environmental, 
and economic progress pay off in the long run (3). The wide range of motives and 
additionalities from the private sector, aid agencies, and aid-receiving government 
agencies drive PSE in HA. These motives and additionalities may differ by region, type 
of private sector actor, stage, and type of emergency. This also demonstrates the 
complexity of PSE in support of humanitarian objectives and the importance of multiple 
partners communicating their modalities and motives for engagement. PSE leverages 
and unlocks private sector resources, innovation, expertise, and networks. The 
innovations and the opportunities collectively work to strengthen the enabling 
environment for PSE in HA. However, there are many unknowns with regards to the 
motives & challenges for PSE and how they vary by region and types of partnerships in 
HA (4). The role of private enterprises, their motives, and the barriers to private sector 
engagement have yet to be fully explored to learn, adapt, and effectively program PSE 
within HA activities. 

A partnership between the USAID Bureau for Humanitarian Assistance (BHA), and the 
Pulte Institute for Global Development at the University of Notre Dame, through the 
USAID Bureau for Democracy, Development and Innovation’s LASER PULSE 
mechanism, initiated an effort to synthesize and review existing literature in PSE in HA 
activities. We reviewed 184 documents from 50 repositories suggested by 21 Key 
Informants (KIs) from USAID and other agencies2. The information from the literature is 
to be included in the PSE Evidence Gap Map (EGM). The selection of the KIs was based 
on BHA recommendations and ensured capturing the experience across regions, 

1 https://www.skadden.com/insights/publications/2021/09/esg-in-2021-so-far-an-update 

2 Of the 21 Key Informants, 11 (4 female, 7 male) were from USAID  from PSE Hub and five 
different divisions of BHA. Other 10 Key Informants (6 female, 4 male) were from six different 
agencies outside of USAID including UN agencies (1), INGOs (8), and the private sector (1). 

http://www.laserpulse.org/
https://crcresearch.github.io/usaid-pse-egm/#/egm
https://www.skadden.com/insights/publications/2021/09/esg-in-2021-so-far-an-update
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agencies, and technical sectors related to HA. The selected documents were coded using 
a nested codebook that defines different types of PSE, the geography, kind of HA, and 
the stages of emergencies they engaged in using qualitative software Atlas.ti. (Figure 1). 

This evidence report is the second in a series of three reports. This report discusses 
findings related to the motives and barriers of PSE in the global and regional contexts 
and different sectors and stages of emergencies. In this report, we use motives and 
incentives synonymously. 

Figure 1: Evidence search strategy for evidence mapping and evidence report preparation. 

Our analysis is based on qualitative methods, following a systematic review and coding 
of documents, to provide contextualized understanding PSE in HA. Most of the reviewed 
documents capture the PSE in HA of foreign businesses (primarily multinational 
businesses), skewed to a few sectors and in the humanitarian response stage. In this 
regard, our results are general insights into PSE in HA but do not aim at statistical validity 
and generalization. In some cases of PSE, for instance, the evidence of engagement in 
the mitigation stage is less. The PSE in mitigation related activities may be more 
pronounced in the development projects (not covered in our analysis) than in HA sphere. 
This research started before the Ukrainian crisis began in 2022; thus, the PSE related to 
the crisis is not included in our analysis, even though the private sector response to it has 
been unprecedented. The reviewed documents span two decades (2000 - 2021), 
focusing more heavily on documents after 2015. The focus of the repository search, 
document coding, and analysis were on PSE in HA in the global south. Thus, evidence 
of PSEs in humanitarian causes in the USA, Canada, and Europe is limited in this report. 

In addition, in most cases, the motives reported are as reported; we have no way to 
objectively judge whether the seemingly altruistic and CSR contributions are purely non-
financial or have indirect financial motives (at least in the longer run). 
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FINDINGS 
The following section reflects on the research team's data collection and analysis findings. 

Finding 1: The evidence around motives for PSE in HA activities is relatively 
more concentrated in the humanitarian response stage and for emergencies 
related to man-made causes of crises and in the African region.  

The reviewed literature on PSE does not always identify motives for engagements. In 
several instances, motives for engagements are not explicit but implied. The evidence on 
motivations behind PSE is relatively most frequently noted for the humanitarian response 
stage and least frequently for the mitigation stage (the effort to lessen impacts); most 
frequently for the Africa region and least frequently for US, Canada & Europe region3; 
most frequently for man-made emergencies and least frequently for emergencies related 
to agricultural causes (Figure 2). There is more evidence for PSE in rapid onset 
emergencies related to natural causes; however, the evidence on the motives for PSE is 
more substantial for man-made emergencies.  

Figure 2: Share of documented evidence on PSE motives across regions, stages, and types of 
emergencies 

3 This may be because of our focus on global south when selecting the literature repositories 
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Finding 2: The motives for PSE in HA can be financial or non-financial. More 
engagements are based on non-financial motives than financial motives 
across all stages of HA, regions, and different types of emergencies. Overall, 
more than two-thirds of engagement motives are non-financial. The non-
financial motives, in most cases, may be inherently financially-driven in the 
medium to longer-term if not immediately.  

We divided the motives into two broad groups: financial and non-financial. Overall, almost 
seven in ten instances of PSE are based on non-financial motives (68%), and the 
remaining three in ten are based on financial motives (32%). The higher share of 
engagements with non-financial than financial motives holds for all stages of HA, ranging 
from 66% in the recovery stage to 72% in the mitigation stage (Figure 3). The 
disaggregated results for different regions and causes of emergencies also show similar 
results of financial and non-financial motives. We reiterate the fact that most non-
financially driven private sector contributions that result in new partnerships, testing new 
products, and CSR contributions that are reported as altruistic contributions may be 
driven by financial gains in the longer-term if not immediately. Still, in some instances, 
some individuals at these private sector businesses may also make decisions for moral/ 
ethical/ altruistic reasons.   

Figure 3: Share of financial and non-financial private sector engagement motives in different 
stages of humanitarian assistance 

The non-financial motives for PSE comfortably outweigh the financial motives across all 
technical sectors, with activities related to financial services (including digital finance) 
proving an exception. Almost six in ten instances of PSE are based on financial motives 
for HA related to financial services, including digital finance. In contrast, for activities in 
all other sectors, non-financial motives outweigh financial motives. The findings discussed 
below further explain financial and non-financial motives.  
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Finding 3:  Within examples of financial motives, PSE based on new 
investments (i.e., business expansion) is more common than PSE based on 
existing investments. The results are consistent across stages of HA, causes 
of emergencies, technical sectors, and regions.  

For a more detailed understanding of the motives of PSE, we grouped the different types 
of financial incentives into two categories: (i) financial incentives from existing 
investments; (ii) financial incentives from new investments (i.e., business expansion). Our 
analysis suggests almost 55% of PSE are based on new investments (new region/country 
and/or new products or services) as they engage in HA. The concentration of most PSEs 
in a handful of countries (like Kenya, Uganda, Jordan, Haiti, and the Philippines) suggests 
that PSEs target certain countries for engagement, including testing their product and 
services with strategic business interests. These strategic interests can include a higher 
concentration of donors, the possibility for engagements beyond HA, ease of reach (i.e., 
proximity, travel time, distance), and support services needed (like banking services, 
telecom, and mobile services) to lower their investment risks and costs. The engagement 
based on new investments is more common in Africa and Asia, probably reflecting higher 
PSE documented in these regions for HA. The engagement with new investments is 
higher for activities in sectors like engineering/ construction (56%), health (57%), and 
water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) (55%). On the other hand, the engagement based 
on existing investments is higher for activities in sectors like agriculture (57%), information 
and communication technology (ICT) (58%), logistics/ transportation (62%), and financial 
services (68%).  

Finding 4: The non-financial motives for PSE in HA primarily aim at 
opportunities for new partnerships, followed by philanthropic contributions. 
The other motives include CSR and engagements to improve brand image. 
The non-financial motives also aim to explore new markets and test new 
products or innovations for future financial interests rather than immediate 
ones. 

We group the non-financial motives driven by several factors into four types for our 
analysis. Our results suggest that the two primary non-financial PSE motives are building 
new partnerships (37%) and altruistic contributions (34%). Many businesses, especially 
large enterprises, make CSR contributions as businesses’ social accountability (19% of 
the non-financial motives). Other than their CSR contributions, PSE that aim at building/ 
repairing corporate image/ reputation make up about 10% of the PSE based on non-
financial motives (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: Financial and Non-financial motives of PSE in HA (left) and disaggregation of non-
financial motives of PSE in HA (right). Graphic made with Infogram. 

Finding a partner (private or public) in a new region or country is time and resource-
consuming. Most PSE related to HA are supported or promoted by international agencies 
(the UN, the World Bank, USAID, or other international aid agencies and INGOs) with 
domestic and international companies. This allows businesses to benefit from their new 
partnerships at lower risk, with lower transaction costs, time, and resources (5, 6). There 
are several instances where partnerships built for HA manifested into successful 
product/service testing (including pro-bono offers) and launching. This is more common 
for digital finance (5,7,8) but also for global logistics and tracking systems (9,10), 3D 
printing (11), social media campaigns for fundraising (7), and disaster financing/insurance 
products (12), among others. 

Finding 5: There is external and internal pressure for businesses to engage 
in HA, even when there are no immediate or direct financial motives from 
engagements. CSR contributions by large enterprises are a common 
business strategy for promoting a positive brand image and employee or 
shareholder satisfaction. Regional and national companies in some 
countries from the global south have also started CSR contributions for HA. 
The altruistic motive of engagement is highest in health-related humanitarian 
emergencies and lowest for man-made causes. The engagements associated with CSR 
and business image are most common for emergencies related to natural causes but 
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least common for health-related crises. New partnership motives for engagement in HA 
are most common for emergencies related to man-made causes but least common for 
health-related emergencies. The high altruistic motives for health-related emergencies 
probably correlate with the timing of COVID-19, and related voluntary contributions4 
across countries, like food supplies, masks, and sanitizers (13). The engagements aimed 
at new partnerships in man-made emergencies reflect private sector involvement in 
testing and scaling innovative approaches like digital cash or voucher-based relief 
delivery across regions (14,15). 
 
We disaggregated the types of PSE into three groups: engagements of foreign 
businesses, national businesses, and small and medium enterprises (SMEs)5. The 
seemingly altruistic motive was highest for all types of businesses, which seems fairly 
likely related to self-reporting. For foreign companies, engagement based on CSR 
contributions is more common than engagements based on new partnerships; for national 
companies, the opposite appears true. SMEs, as expected, engaged primarily based on 
altruism and, in some cases, through new partnerships (Figure 5). 

 
Figure 5: Type of private sector business and PSE based on non-financial motives. 
 
Contributions to HA have become commonplace, particularly by large and multinational 
companies. In many instances, companies have a philanthropic arm or foundation, 
employees volunteer and collect donations for relief efforts, and businesses are 
                                                 
4 Bulk of the reviewed literature was published in 2020 and 2021, thus higher reference of COVID-
19.  
5 We broadly define the three types of businesses as: (i) Foreign businesses: Large/ multinationals 
companies (from US, Canada, Europe and other developed countries) engaged in HA in global 
south; (ii) National businesses: Domestic large (non-SMEs) businesses from global south (mostly 
banks and telecommunication businesses): (iii) SMEs include both domestic and foreign as it was 
not possible, in most instances, to determine their origin. 
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compelled to put matching cash or in-kind contributions (16,17,18). Pressure from 
shareholders is another reason companies engage in HA (3,19). Paradoxically, pressure 
from investors to maximize short-term profits makes it challenging for some executives to 
find the right philanthropic balance (20). Some national businesses in developing 
countries make CSR contributions to HA, but the evidence is limited to a few countries 
(16). While CSR contributions are common and often expected for multinational 
companies, national companies may be doing so as a moral or religious obligation (6). 
 
Finding 6: PSE approaches often aim to maximize the benefits and minimize 
the business risks associated with the engagement, whether financial or non-
financial. This strongly influences where, when, and how businesses 
engage. Thus, all engagements based on non-financial motives are also 
based on strategic philanthropy. 
 
While seemingly altruistic, CSR or cause-specific contributions may seem spontaneous; 
they are commonly not devoid of strategic business interest (21,19). One example of this 
is the disproportionately high response by multinationals to the earthquake in China 
compared to the cyclone in Myanmar in 2008, despite comparable impact and casualties, 
as well as the limited capacity of Myanmar’s government to respond relative to China 
(17). The low number of corporate contributions to the Kashmir earthquake relative to 
other earthquakes (22) reflects the political and security concern of the private sector for 
engagements. Another pattern we see from the literature is that corporate efforts to 
address the needs of refugees are more common than engaging directly in home 
countries to reduce or mitigate the causes of displacement. For instance, corporations 
are more likely to engage and provide services to refugees in countries like Jordan 
(refugees from Syria and Yemen) and Kenya and Uganda (refugees from other East 
African countries) rather than directly in countries from where the refugees originate 
(5,14,23,6).  
 
The private sector's high affinity towards rapid-onset crises, such as typhoons, tsunamis, 
and earthquakes, provides a higher degree of public exposure for businesses over slow-
onset crises (6). Several other protracted crises receive inadequate attention and 
assistance in funding and international diplomatic engagements (3). The overwhelming 
private sector response to the Ukraine crisis may be an outlier, especially the financial 
donations.  Whether or not this engagement continues as the conflict becomes protracted 
will be interesting to observe. While evidence shows that most multinationals follow their 
flag when deciding their HA contributions (24), the decision on where, when, and how to 
engage in strategic philanthropy goes beyond that normativity. 
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Finding 7: US businesses (primarily multinational businesses) emphasize in-
kind, technology, and support services-based engagements in their core 
competencies. This allows companies to test, improve, and scale-out 
innovations, which will benefit them during subsequent engagements.   

Our analysis shows that multinationals and corporate foundations tend to engage in HA 
based more on in-kind rather than cash contributions, in line with other reports (16). On 
the other hand, SMEs, charitable foundations, and financial institutions engage in HA 
activities more with cash rather than in-kind contributions (Figure 6). The in-kind or 
technology-based engagement is also supported by their focus on testing and promoting 
products or services based on their core competencies. Here are some examples:  

● IBM has profited from providing disaster consulting practices based on their
learnings (25);

● Motorola expanded services to different countries in South Asia with their
engagement in disaster responses (25);

● Wal-Mart not only honed its logistic skills during hurricane Katrina but built its public
image by swiftly restoring services (26);

● Google tested its person-finder application after the 2010 Haiti earthquake (27).
● DHL’s focus on logistic support rather than financial support (25,17);
● Coca-Cola’s focus on supplying water to disaster regions (17,27);
● IKEA testing its semi-permanent shelters for refugee settlements (6,8).
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Figure 6: Cash and in-kind support from different private sector organizations in HA activities.  
 
Finding 8: The motivation for the private sector to engage in humanitarian 
activities is growing, yet many barriers prevent effective engagement. The 
most prominently highlighted barriers include lack of adequate forward-
planning, coordination & monitoring, lack of disaster knowledge & 
experience, and institutional & regulatory policies and practices. 
 
PSE in the humanitarian space has increased in recent years, and as a result, 
engagement modalities within PSE are also changing. Many barriers, however, stand in 
the way of those changes. During data analysis, the research team grouped PSE barriers 
into five different types (Figure 7). Our analysis suggests a lack of forward-leaning 
planning, proper coordination & monitoring mechanisms as the most common barrier 
(32%), followed by lack of disaster knowledge & experience (19%) and institutional & 
regulatory barriers (18%). The lack of resources (17%) and lack of modality & suitable 
partners (15%) are the other two barriers to PSE at an aggregated level. 
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When comparing results across regions, the lack of forward-leaning planning, 
coordination & monitoring, and disaster knowledge and experience are consistently the 
top two barriers. Poor coordination is more commonly documented with government 
agencies in the global south, the UN agencies, and INGOs, but less with donor 
government agencies. However, in several instances, evidence suggests an important 
role of the UN and the World Bank team in helping to facilitate better coordination between 
government agencies from the global south and the private sector. In most instances, the 
host governments, as part of their regalian responsibilities, lower the institutional and 
regulatory barrier for the international financial institutions (IFIs) and public international 
organizations (PIOs) in humanitarian causes. The lack of resources (17%) and lack of 
modality & suitable partners (15%) are the other two barriers to PSE at an aggregated 
level.  

Figure 7: Barriers to effective PSE for HA activities (percentage of total documented barriers 
(n=363). Graphic made with Infogram. 

The relative rankings of the barriers differ slightly across regions as presented in Table 1. 
The relative ranking of the barriers differs slightly across regions (Table 1) and 
humanitarian stages (Table 2). The top two most commonly documented barriers to 
effective PSE in HA are lack of forward planning/ coordination & monitoring and lack of 
disaster knowledge/ experience for all regions and stages.  



 

BHA EVIDENCE REPORT 2: PAGE 18 

Table 1: Relative ranking of different barriers to effective PSE for HA 
activities 
 
Barriers Africa Asia & the 

Pacific 
Middle East Latin America and 

the Caribbean 

Forward 
Planning/Coordination & 
Monitoring 

31% (1) 34% (1) 27% (1) 30% (1) 

Disaster Knowledge/ 
experience 

20% (2) 20% (2) 22% (2) 23% (2) 

Institutional & regulatory 18% (4)  17% (3) 20% (3) 19% (4) 

Financial and resources 19% (3) 13% (5) 12% (5) 8% (5) 

Modality and partnerships 12% (5) 16% (4) 19% (4) 21% (3) 
 
Note:  The numbers in parentheses are relative rankings for each region;  1= most common 
barrier, 5 = least common barrier 
 
 
Table 2: Relative ranking of different barriers to effective PSE in HA activities 
in different humanitarian sages  
 
Barriers Response Recovery Preparedness Risk 

Reduction 
Mitigation 

Forward Planning/ 
coordination & Monitoring 

40% (1) 38% (1) 43% (1) 45% (1) 36% (1) 

Disaster knowledge/ 
  experience 

19% (2) 21% (2) 19% (2) 13% (4) 21% (2) 

Institutional & 
  Regulatory 

13% (4) 14% (4) 15% (4) 19% (2) 14% (4) 

Financial Resources 11% (5) 9% (5) 7% (5) 8% (5) 15% (3) 

Modality and partnerships 17% (3) 18% (3) 16% (3) 15% (3) 13% (5) 

Note: The numbers in parentheses are relative rankings for the barriers in each humanitarian 
stage; 1= most commonly documented barrier, 5= least commonly documented barrier 
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The complexity of humanitarian activities and the involvement of multiple partners can 
result in poor coordination and monitoring, impacting the effectiveness and efficiency of 
partnerships. For instance, the Asian Tsunami was a well-funded yet expensive 
emergency response; some communities were inundated with relief while others were 
neglected (28) due to a lack of proper coordination and monitoring. The frustration of the 
private sector about the difficulty of coordination across agencies (especially the UN and 
the aid-receiving government agencies) is true in many other countries, including the 
United States (27). Poor monitoring and oversight of humanitarian activities can also 
encourage private sector contractors to be unaccountable and underperform (29). This 
behavior may also be seen with some sub-contracts or service providers of the 
multinational companies engaged in HA when there is poor monitoring.     

There is limited private sector familiarity with international and national humanitarian 
architecture, notably country and regional response structures, institutions, guidelines, 
and standards, making it difficult to navigate the humanitarian space and find entry points 
(6,30). For example, a misalignment of financial services terminology between the private 
sector and HA actors affected program design, process quality, and timeliness in Jordan 
and Jamaica (31). The poor understanding of risks and rewards impedes private sector 
engagement in HA (32). Lack of information about the commercial viability of business 
investment opportunities is reported as one major barrier for PSE in HA related to 
refugees (33).  

Our analysis focuses on the global south, where the macro-level economic and political 
factors are mostly perceived as high risk with little reward. Private sector initiatives 
supporting refugees across Africa and the Middle East point to regulatory constraints as 
the most significant barrier for the private sector in refugee assistance (33). Regulatory 
hurdles faced by the private sector in digital finance and other HA activities related to 
financial services are well documented in several countries (14,34,35,36). Regulatory 
hurdles include the lack of clarity on data protection and privacy, intellectual property and 
data ownership concerns, and misapplied know-your-customer regulations 
(14,37,35,34,15). Legal/regulatory barriers are also common in logistics and 
transportation (38,39). In settings with conflict or large refugee populations, partnering 
with international humanitarian actors can cause commercial or reputation repercussions 
for local businesses (23,6). In addition, conflict-prone states often lack a clear policy or 
legislative framework for PSE, creating room for malpractice (40,41,33). 

There is high co-occurrence among some of these barriers. Lack of financial resources 
overlaps with three other barriers (institutional/regulatory barriers, lack of 
modality/partnership, and coordination/monitoring). Lack of modality/partnership and 
coordination/ monitoring also overlap (Table 3). This high co-occurrence also reflects the 
complexity of the PSE in the humanitarian space.   
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Table 3: Occurrence of different barriers to PSE in humanitarian activities 

Barriers Coordination 
& Monitoring 

Disaster 
Knowledge/ 
experience 

Institutional & 
regulatory 

Financial & 
resources 

Modality & 
partnerships 

Coordination & 
Monitoring 

Disaster 
Knowledge/ 
experience 

0.09 

Institutional & 
regulatory 

0.08 0.04 

Financial & 
resources 

0.13 0.05 0.19 

Modality & 
partnerships 

0.22 0.07 0.11 0.21 

Note: The fractions in the table are called c-coefficients which reflect the strength of the 
relationship between two barriers. The higher the coefficient, the higher the co-occurrence. 

Finding 9: Harnessing private sector expertise and innovation (HPSEI) is the 
most common PSE strategy in the humanitarian space. However, 
engagements that aim to strengthen the enabling environment (SEEnv) 
encounter the most challenges. The lack of disaster knowledge and 
experience is mentioned more frequently for two of the five PSE approaches. 
At the same time, coordination and monitoring remain the most cited PSE 
challenge for the other three.  

The results suggest that PSE with international agencies (UN agencies, World Bank, 
INGOs, NGOs) and host government agencies encounter more barriers than 
engagements with donor governments. Lack of coordination & monitoring and legal or 
regulatory barriers are most common. Engagement among the private sector parties had 
relatively few challenges.  

Our analysis shows humanitarian agencies consider five approaches for PSE in HA 
(Figure 8). The engagements that aim to strengthen the enabling environment (SEEnv) 
and engagements that aim to harness the private sector expertise and innovation (HPSEI) 
face the most challenges. The engagements to advance learnings and marketing 
research (ALMR) had the lowest obstacles (Figure 8).  
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Figure 8: Relative percentages of the documented barriers across five PSE approaches. Graphic 
made with Infogram. 

The PSE barriers mentioned differ slightly based on the engagement strategies. Lack of 
coordination & monitoring is the most mentioned barrier across all five engagement 
approaches. Lack of disaster knowledge/experience within the private sector is more 
pertinent to engagements to catalyze private sector resources (CPSR) and advancing 
learnings and marketing research (ALMR).   

EVIDENCE GAPS

Evidence Gap 1: The documented evidence of the motives and barriers for private 
sector engagement in HA in the global south is primarily related to foreign companies. 
While the role of large national businesses from a few developing countries (like Kenya, 
Jordan, the Philippines, and India) appears in the literature, existing reports do not 
document the incentives for PSE and the barriers they face in other countries. Most of 
the barriers related to PSE are based on the perception of the aid agencies 
preparing the reports rather than the private sector. The perspective of the private 
sector is lacking when it comes to PSE in the global south. 

Evidence Gap 2: The evidence about incentives and barriers faced by local 
businesses, especially SMEs, is lacking. SMEs make up almost 90% of the private 
sector and 50% of the employment in the global south and are vital to economic growth 
and poverty reduction. (42,43). The involvement of SMEs is implied in most of the PSE 
discussed, but they are often not identified by name or for specific contributions. SMEs 
also contribute to HA with a non-financial motive like charitable contributions (cash or in-
kind or providing services). Local SMEs know the communities benefiting from PSE and 
are often impacted by the disaster ( e.g., loss of power, disrupted supply chains, etc.). In 
this regard, they have a business interest in being engaged in HA. Individual contributions 
of these SMEs may be small but collectively sizable or even more significant than 
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multinational contributions. In this regard, knowing the incentives and the barriers specific 
to these SMEs is critical but lacking.  

Evidence Gap 3: The share of financial and non-financial incentives is more or less 
consistent in the global south. This includes consistencies across different stages of 
humanitarian assistance, regions, and causes of emergencies. The relative ranking of 
the five different types of barriers across regions and emergency stages is similar 
(Table 1 and Table 2). The evidence of the incentives and barriers to humanitarian 
activities related to financial services is abundant. However, there are sectors, 
regions, and types of emergencies for which the PSE evidence, motives, and barriers are 
limited, making it difficult to generalize the findings. 

Evidence Gap 4: There is considerable consistency of evidence across stages of 
emergencies, causes of emergencies, and regions on the financial and non-financial 
motives and the relative ranking of the barriers to engagement. Yet, the preference for 
specific countries and crises over others is still not clear. For instance, what 
makes countries like Kenya, Uganda, India, and Haiti more attractive for PSE 
than other countries that have faced emergencies due to natural disasters or other humanitarian 
crises? While some argue that the private sector follows the flag (24), there should be 
more to this. In addition, diaspora populations often contribute to humanitarian causes. 
Evidence of such contributions, however, is lacking in the reviewed documents. 

Evidence Gap 5:  The documented evidence of PSE incentives and barriers 
concentrates on natural disasters, like earthquakes and tsunamis, and refugee support, 
particularly in urban settings. There is a lack of evidence on incentives and barriers 
to generalize findings for agriculture and health-related emergencies. Even though 
there is frequent mention of COVID-19 response, most motivations and barriers are 
related to PSE at the local level in risk-reduction and based on voluntary engagements 
or altruistic strategic partnerships.  

Evidence Gap 6: Analysis shows that the PSE in agriculture-related emergencies 
is more often guided by financial motives than other causes of crises. In contrast, 
we also found that PSE in agriculture-related emergencies is lowest6 (see Evidence 
Report 1 for more information). These two findings are contradictory; even though, 
admittedly, there is a lack of documented literature in this area. 

Evidence Gap 7: The bulk of the reviewed literature is reported by aid agencies, those 
involved in delivering humanitarian assistance, or studies commissioned and paid for by 
donors. Much of the evidence reported is based on the implementers' perspective or, in 
some cases, the private sector perspective, especially in regard to non-financial motives 
like cash, in-kind donations, and CSR contributions. What is lacking, however, is a critical 

6  See the first evidence report for more information: Gautam, Shriniwas; Jaclyn Biedronski; Paul 
Perrin; Lila Khatiwada. 2022. Dissecting the Evidence Landscape of Private Sector Engagement 
in Humanitarian Assistance: Evidence Report 1. West Lafayette, IN: Long-term Assistance and 
Services for Research - Partners for University-Led Solutions Engine (LASER PULSE 
Consortium). 
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assessment of the general public’s perceptions and opinions on how effective PSE 
is in addressing the concerns of local communities.  
 
Evidence Gap 8: The focus on natural disasters like earthquakes, tsunamis, and 
refugees (in camps) suggests that there is a higher affinity and/or incentivization of the 
private sector to engage in urban settings (concentrated population, lower cost per head) 
than in rural locations (dispersed population, higher cost per head). While emergencies 
impact all, certain groups are more vulnerable than others during emergencies. We did 
not find evidence of PSE with a specific focus on equity and inclusion concerns 
(see BHA Evidence Report 1). The lack of such focus suggests the existence of 
disincentives or barriers for the private sector and its partners to implement relief 
operations. However, we did not find any mention of incentives, disincentives, or barriers 
on the part of the private sector in serving vulnerable communities.  

CONCLUSIONS 
Some major takeaways can be drawn from this analysis. As seen above, the lack of 
forward planning, coordination, and monitoring, lack of knowledge and experience, and 
institutional & regulatory barriers are key factors that impede effective PSE. On the other 
hand, the private sector is generally motivated to engage in humanitarian responses due 
to financial and non-financial incentives, with the latter appearing more often in the 
literature. This analysis reveals that while the private sector serves as a useful enabler in 
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, more research is required to determine the 
effects of the previously mentioned barriers and incentives on effective PSE.  
 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Recommendation 1: Invest in localizing the evidence base 
 
The poor representation of SMEs in PSE in the HA evidence base is out of proportion to 
their importance within local economies in the global south. The combination of their 
economic significance and their continued presence in communities facing emergencies 
warrant additional investigation and investment within the PSE evidence. In some 
instances, consider the evidence that is in local languages and local newspapers. There 
is a strong possibility that the motives, barriers, and outcomes they sustain differ from 
foreign private sector actors.  
 
Recommendation 2: Understand motives and barriers when engaging the 
private sector in HA 
 
Within the literature, there exist a variety of motivations and barriers in PSE in HA. 
Treating all private sector actors equally fails to 1) acknowledge this variety, and 2) 
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capitalize on the opportunities these unique approaches require. HA actors should seek 
to understand at the macro level and individual collaboration level the mix of motives and 
barriers that might influence the success of PSE within a given emergency context. The 
broader humanitarian community should discuss the pros and cons and ethical 
considerations inherent to the motivation behind PSE in humanitarian settings. When 
engaging with humanitarian actors, private sector actors should also be clear about the 
impetus for their decisions in an emergency context. 
 
Recommendation 3: Develop resources and tools that will allow private 
sector and HA actors to efficiently address barriers to engagement in 
emergency settings 
 
In emergency settings, speed and agility are often of the essence, meaning that time for 
deep discussion and reflection can be limited. Practical tools that can be quickly and 
easily applied to understand and enact policies that incentivize engagements and/or 
reduce barriers for PSE in HA will assist all actors in fostering meaningful engagements 
that can support humanitarian goals.  
 
 
Recommendation 4: Encourage PSE involvement in underserved 
emergencies to promote equity and inclusion 
 
To date, much of the literature suggests that emergencies that experience high levels of 
visibility in the media, or high levels of social mobilization in support, enjoy much more 
attention or action from the private sector. However, communities in less visible 
emergencies experience many of the same, if not more urgent, needs than communities 
in visible emergencies. Ensuring more equitable HA requires a more deliberate approach 
to PSE that encourages the private sector to engage in less-visible settings. 
Understanding ways to feed motives and address barriers to engagement becomes even 
more critical in such settings.   
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