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What changes were needed to the flexible, modular structure of the 
Cluster System in the face of the Ebola outbreak?

… and what does that tell us about structuring response 
organizations for future novel responses? 



Motivation: need for adaptability

• Organizational structure can support or inhibit 
adaptability
• e.g. to changes in the software market or to novel 

emergencies
• Which of these companies do you think is most 

adaptable?

• Humanitarian organizations have always been 
adaptable, but may need to be even more so
• Novel emergencies – epidemics/pandemics, mass 

migration, etc.
• Novel response approaches – cash-based 

programming, localization, digitalization of aid 
and information-as-aid

• Do humanitarian organizational structures 
need to change?
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A primer on organizational structure

• Organizations separate people into groups or modules that 
work internally on closely related tasks 

• e.g., WASH or shelter teams

• Then they link groups when there is a need to coordinate 
because the groups’ tasks are interdependent

• Links might be regular meetings, a liaison officer, or 
even a common database

• e.g., regular meetings between WASH and shelter to 
site and maintain latrines

• Finally, they align incentives and resources with the goals 
of the org.
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Why different structures?

• Modules are useful because they are 
efficient – they avoid over-coordination.

• The WASH team doesn’t need to know all the 
details of logistics planning, and vice versa.

• However, sometimes a novel emergency 
requires more coordination between 
different groups

• Any examples?

• So, make stronger links or change the 
modules so that coordination happens 
where it’s needed.

• But changing the organizational structure can 
be very difficult…
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The 
challenge

• Modular organizations make humanitarian 
organizations efficient and flexible [Brusoni & 
Prencipe 2011;  Colfer & Baldwin 2016; Jahre & 
Fabbe-Costes 2015]

…however…

• In fast-moving and novel contexts, normal 
structures and routines might be counter-productive 
[Lifshitz-Assaf, Lebovitz & Zalmanson 2021]

…so, do humanitarian structures need to change in 
some emergencies? How? Which?
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Research 
Questions

What are the limits of the “traditional” 
humanitarian organizational structure 
for novel and highly dynamic contexts? 

Specifically: What about the traditional 
humanitarian structure “broke” in West 
Africa Ebola?
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The International Federation of 
the Red Cross & Red Crescent:  
Emergency Plans of Action

• IFRC stands up a new 
organization for each 
emergency response

• IFRC has a “template” 
organization of on-call 
modules, each of which 
can be deployed or not. 

• An Emergency Plan of 
Action is developed upon 
deployment. 

• EPoAs are revised after a 
period of assessment and 
planning
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Shelter:
multi-activity module organized around a technical expertise

A closer look at a technically-
organized module 

Output
Output

Output
Output



Nepal 
Earthquake

• Modules are activated or 
not, as needed

• Modules have items 
added or removed within 
them over time

• Modules are 
removed/added as 
needed
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West Africa 
Ebola 

• Modules have items added 
or removed within them 

• Modules are merged as 
needed

• Entirely new modules are 
created that have multiple 
technical sectors involved

• Modules are split
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Safe & Dignified Burials: a single-activity 
module with multiple technical inputs

13

Output

Technical Inputs from: CEA, Social 
Mobilization, PSS

Technical Inputs from: Infection control, 
security



Discussion

• Ebola demonstrated that even the flexible-on-purpose modular structure has limits. 

• The original structure works well when:
• Existing modules need to be activated to deactivated

• The scope of existing modules needs to be expanded or contracted

• The original structure did not easily allow for cross-module inter-dependencies and 
coordination to be handled.
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Insights and implications

• The sector-based structure is well able to adapt to most “typical” emergencies, but may require 
modification for highly novel emergencies

• May need new modules (capabilities) or new linkages or combinations among modules

• Before an emergency, it is hard to predict what specific capabilities or linkages will be needed

• However, we could predict the novelty of the emergency and implement strategies for flexibility

• Implement strong cross-module coordination so that novel coordination needs can be recognized 
quickly

• Start with broad general modules for new capabilities – avoid separating work into specific but 
potentially ill-suited modules early in the response

• Build procedures and guidance for how and when structural changes may be needed
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Future Research
• Now that we see what “broke”, we’re interested in what makes Ebola a special case

• Interviews with responders about the change process
• Expanding to edge cases to identify how change happened in other types of emergencies and for 

other response approaches: 
• Health emergencies
• Conflict emergencies
• Approaches such as cash-based programming, information as aid

• Similar questions are relevant to logistics, since the supply chain supports programmatic 
activities and works with modules of the organization
• Consider the interactions among overall response structure and the structure of logistics services
• How can logistics services be structured for greater flexibility to novel emergencies nad response 

approaches
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Thank you.

Erica Gralla, egralla@gwu.edu, 
or Lauren Bateman, lrbateman@gwu.edu
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