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Stop and switch: Process modularity

» Change normal process to a process that suits better the change in context 

Example: from standard  to emergency process or an alternate standard process

» Change just those parts of the process that need to change

» Similar to changing LEGO pieces or modules in a car



» MSF’s response to Covid-19

» 155 missions in 77 countries

» International supply shortages + transport complexity

» Existing activities + scale up (Covid-19) + new guidelines

» Our study: 

» No increase in shortages

» Stable leadtimes

“no activity […] was put on stand-by [or] was stopped because we did 

not have the material.”

“we really managed, and actually we managed pretty well” 

» Secret: Process modularity

Does it “work”?
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MSF’s modular process architecture
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Before Covid-19 first wave
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During Covid-19 first wave
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Process modularity also exists at 
sub-process level
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Level 2 Process

e.g. 02.05 Create PO

Level 2 Process

e.g. 02.05 Create PO



Why does it work?

» 1. Process modules can be designed to reduce lead times

by skipping time-consuming, less essential tasks

» 2. Modules can be designed to mitigate the risk of serious delays

by relieving potential bottlenecks (internal or external)

» 3. Process modules can be designed to

facilitate the prioritization, allocation, and rationing of scarce
resources in line with needs



Frontline Humanitarian 

Logistics Data Standard 

and Guide for Use

• FHL Data Standard

• Thesaurus



Process Framework : 10 Level 1 -> 80 Level 2
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Level 2 – Structure

© Hanken

Process 

ID 
Process Level 1 Process Level 2 Description 

P0200 2 Procurement Procurement

The processes associated with ordering, delivery, receipt and transfer of 

a. goods or kits

b. services or work 

P0201 2a Procurement of goods 02.1. Procurement planning of goods and kits

The process associated with tactical management of procurement activities for goods and 

kits, including among others but not exclusively, supplier management, contract follow-up, 

market assement update schedules, procurement schedule, pipeline monitoring and 

coordination with Finance.

P0202 2a Procurement of goods 02.2. Markets assessment of goods and kits 

The process associated with assessing available supply sources for goods and kits in one 

or more markets, including among others but not exclusively, supplier information, quality 

assurance, framework agreements and negociated price list.

P0203 2a Procurement of goods 02.3. Procurement method selection

The process associated with selecting and conducting the appropriate procurement 

method in line with procurement threshold for goods and kits, including among others but 

not exclusively,  direct purchase, one quote, waivers, request for quotations, tender 

process and Comparative Bid Analysis.

P0204 2a Procurement of goods 02.4. Procurement derogation validation 

The process associated with validating and recording a procurement derogation process 

for goods and kits, including among others but not exclusively, proof of supplier monopoly, 

justification of lead time urgency, headquarter electronic validation, and local regulations 

derogation. 

P0205 2a Procurement of goods 02.5. Purchase Order management for goods and kits

The process associated with receiving, creating, validating and issuing a purchase order 

for goods and kits, including among others but not exclusively, follow-up with suppliers, 

and the update of the PO upon reception in the warehouse. 

P0206 2a Procurement of goods 02.6. Invoice matching and payment

The process associated with processing and validating an invoice for goods or kits, 

including among others but not exclusively, payment proceeding, PO closure and invoice 

closure. 

P0207 2a Procurement of goods 02.7. Donation (Request for in kind donation )

The process associated with requesting a donation of goods or kits within the organization 

or to an external organization as a procurement method, including among others but not 

exclusively, identification of an external party, donation cerficate validation and donation 

certificate recording. 

FHL Process Framework 

Example of framework structure

Level in framework Title of framework Item 

Process Level 1 (PL1): 02 Procurement

Process Level 2 (PL2):     02.1. Procurement planning of goods and kits

Process Level 2 (PL2):     02.2. Markets assessment of goods and kits 

Process Level 2 (PL2):     02.3. Procurement method selection

Process Level 2 (PL2):     02.4. Procurement derogation validation 

Process Level 2 (PL2):     02.5. Purchase Order management for goods and kits

Process Level 2 (PL2):     02.6. Invoice matching and payment

Process Level 2 (PL2):     02.7. Donation (Request for in kind donation )



One framework adaptable to all: 
Generic - Tailored – Specific – Unique Process Classification 

Generic: little to no customization needed to align with the humanitarian sector, 

Tailored: similarities across sectors that needed some core adjustments to fit the humanitarian sector, 

Specific: common processes across IHOs that do not exist in most other industries 

Unique: processes that exist only in a minority of IHOs but are sufficiently important to be represented

Generic Tailored Specific Unique Total
01 Supply and Logistics Planning 0 4 0 0 4

02a Procurement of goods or kits 3 2 1 1 7

02b Procurement of services or works 4 2 1 1 8

03 Warehousing 7 1 0 3 11

04 Transport 3 0 0 1 4

Total "commercial like" macro-processes 17 9 2 6 34

05 Distribution Donation Loan 0 0 3 4 7

06 Return Loan Closure 2 3 0 5

07 Assets 0 0 8 2 10

Total "humanitairan specific" macro-processes 2 0 14 6 22

08 Support 5 3 2 0 10

09 Reporting 1 3 0 0 4

10 Donor follow-up 0 0 0 10 10

Total "enablers" macro processes 6 6 2 10 24

Grand Total 25 15 18 22 80

80 subprocesses :

• 25 were generic

• 15 tailored

• 18 specific

• 22 unique. 



In practice : 
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Investigating the concept across IHOs

» All organization have some form of modularity under different terminology

o «going into emergency mode»

o «going back to regular mode»

o «switching emergency level»

o «emergency level 1, 2 or 3»

o «using the derogation process»

o «using another level of the standards pyramid»

o activating «on call» service providers 



Investigating the concept across IHOs

» Interviews 28 senior HSC managers with 

experience of working for 27 international 

humanitarian organizations (IHOs) 

» Panel discussion at HNPW 2023

» Represented IHOs : 



Next steps : modular supply chains 

» A modular supply chain is one where the members of the chain are highly dispersed 
geographically and culturally, with few close organizational ties and modest electronic 
connectivity (Fine, 1998, p. 136).

» As a result, many would-be first-tier suppliers must now position themselves as value-
added second-tier suppliers to fit with the more flexible characteristics of the emerging 
modular supply chains. (…) The modular design is usually based on economic 
considerations such as cost and time-to market. (Fine 2005) 

» Plug and play between IHOs for collaboration

» Plug and play between IHOs and suppliers 



Want to take part? 

» Constantly looking for interested partners to continue our research

» Organizations: Possibility to increase your SC responsiveness

» Networks: Possibility to support pooling, resilience and agility of your SCs

» Current studies: 

» Increasing and formalization of process modularity at MSF

» Assessing the compliance of different SC frameworks with FHL



Academic publications on the topic 



Thank you for joining us today

The HUMLOG Institute is on a continuous lookout for 

collaboration with researchers and practitioners 

interested in the area of humanitarian logistics and 

supply chain management, we work better together!

Join our community!

General Inquiries: humlog@hanken.fi

Follow us on Linkedin and Twitter!

The HUMLOG Institute
P.O. Box 479

(Arkadiankatu 22)

FI-00101 Helsinki, Finland
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