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n spite of some notable bridge-building efforts and much joint work carried out in recent years,

researchers and humanitarian actors continue to regard each other too often with suspicion rooted in a

mutual lack of understanding. The former are still sometimes perceived as preaching from the comfort of

their ivory tower while the latter are seen as hard-pressed when it comes to thinking before acting and
deciding how to use the most recent evidence-based findings to shape their actions. For all that, few of them
would refute the respective qualities they bring, although more on an individual than an organisational level.
Everyone recognises that research teams provide methodological rigour and a knowledge of theory,
effective action (in nutrition, health, transport, cities, etc.) and of specific contexts (an area, a country, a
society, etc.) nurtured over long years of involvement. No one disputes the considerable skills of humanitarian
actors when it comes to action and reaction, their long-standing parinerships in the field or their expertise in
project management and monitoring. The issue lies rather in how these qualities can be combined in order to
collaborate and work together, classic challenges of partnership. This dichotomy between the skills,
knowledge and values of the two worlds is all the more caricatural in that still too often it contributes to a
mutual lack of understanding or the undervaluing of work carried out jointly.

Those who know both these worlds are well aware that these simplistic views are outdated. Many people
from one or other of them move between these two communities and many of today’s humanitarian
researchers were yesterday’s volunteers or worked for non-governmental organisations (NGOs).
Partnerships between research teams and NGOs have proved successful. We can recall, for example, the
ten-year collaboration between a coalition of NGOs and research teams working on tackling malnutrition,
funded notably by the European Commission’s Directorate-General for European Civil Protection and
Humanitarian Aid Operations (ECHO) and its contribution to the institutionalisation of free healthcare in
Burkina Faso, a necessary stage in ensuring its permanency!. It took several years for an NGO (HELP) to
embrace the research culture and the need to have recourse to independent academics?2. But it also took all
the personal commitment of ECHO’s experts to convince them — without unduly publicising it — of the
pertinence of producing scientific knowledge on a humanitarian intervention with the aim of changing health
policy. By the outsourcing of expertise, the model was different but equally effective as that presented by
Christine Jamet and Duncan Mclean in this Focus, where the choice of NGO is based above all on insourcing
knowledge production. This is illustrative of the old debate on the relative value of using people from within
or from outside organisations3. We have even seen examples of universities creating units (international
health, nutrition, etc.) or associations in order to implement humanitarian operations, while there are countless
cases of NGOs setting up departments or foundations for humanitarian research, even if we are still
astonished to see some NGOs recruiting research managers without experience or training in this field when
PhD holders looking for work are so numerous. Indeed, this sector could also give opportunities for these
young researchers at a time when the number of academic positions is outrageously low compared with the
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number of doctoral students. The articles by Camilo Coral and Maritza Pedreros — both by coincidence
originally from Colombia, where the humanitarian and political situation is currently worrying — confirm the
importance of collaboration between humanitarian organisations and the academic world in the fields of
psychology and mental health. The Covid-19 pandemic has only exacerbated the need to provide health
workers with psychological support, which is well known to be sorely lacking in most hospitals4. Today, many
universities are trying to show they also have a social role to play, not only in their local environment, as
might be expected, but also internationally. However, they are increasingly confronted with the
financialisation of education (which is reflected in particular in the increase in academic training programmes
on humanitarian subjects) which then undermines this desire for social involvement without financial fallout.
The humanitarian sector is one of the best vectors for this rising concern. The traditional boundaries between
these two worlds, whether real or artificially maintained, have indeed become permeable, especially if we
focus less on the institutions and more on the way the people from these two spheres collaborate.

The fact remains that such collaborations are not exploited to their full potential or ignoring any lingering
prejudices. This means that the organisation of partnerships between the humanitarion and research
communities is never easy. However, this collaboration will only become truly successful if the respective
parties realise that it would enable them to achieve far more than they have done so far. Research can in
fact empower stakeholders to use tried-and-tested theories and evidence as a basis for their actions, thus
both maximising their effectiveness in the field and helping to achieve greater equity. Theories and
conceptual frameworks are more than just the whims of researchers concerned with writing books or speaking
at conferences. They are also highly relevant when deciding on which activities to source funding for. Camille
Balcou explains how invaluable science can be in enabling humanitarian stakeholders to anticipate the needs
of future emergencies. We will not go so far as to say that future donors would select projects to back solely
in terms of how embedded they are in theory or science. In fact, this would not be desirable insofar as
stakeholders’ perspectives and expertise must also, but not only, drive these projects. It is their combinations
of skills which must form the basis of funders’ decisions. However, research can also lead to an understanding
of the humanitarian actions themselves. It can provide the knowledge and methods to move beyond the mere
reporting of accounts required for monitoring and evaluation purposes by financial backers, this being
delegated to assessment teams who are themselves, admittedly, sometimes drawn from the ranks of cash-
strapped academics.

One of the great challenges for the humanitarian sector, as noted by Jeremy Allouche and Camille Maubert,
lies in collaborating with academics in the countries where their actions are carried out. In the stable countries
of the Global South, collaboration between NGOs and academics is still too rare an occurrence, apart from
in the case of consultants who — with all due respect to some and without underestimating the value of the
work done by many — do not conduct research. So how can we expect to find strong scientific collaboration
in countries ruined by war or other disasters? The need to train and support actors in the field over the long
term, even if far from ground-breaking, undoubtedly remains one of the solutionss. But how to work with
research teams undertaking genuine scientific work and not just consultations of a more or less lucrative
nature® in which the quality of reports is too often assessed in terms of number of pages rather than their
theoretical basis or methodological rigour. Not to mention the issue of independence” that should nonetheless
appeal as much to the humanitarians as the funders. How can NGOs possibly work with researchers from the
Global North when the latter are not authorised to travel in so-called red zones (in the Sahel® for example)
while taking into account the current moves to decolonise research in the Global South and thus, especially,
the need to involve teams from these countries without endangering them in these same areas? Yet research
can lead, through these self-same humanitarian actions, to the increased generalisation and therefore wider
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sharing of lessons learnt and a greater capitalisation of experience. But the lessons learned must be high
quality ones: research and action in the field, with the unrivalled contextualisation they provide, are the key
ingredients to achieving this quality?.

Humanitarian workers can be valuable pariners here too for research teams wanting to test in a real-world
setting the operations their work has revealed to be potentially effective and fair. This is true for technical
innovations but also for social innovations, such as patient navigation and support'9. They can also provide
a favourable context for training students and the next generation of both humanitarian workers and
academics. How many experts started their careers as interns in humanitarian organisations? Humanitarian
workers can also be involved in the process of sharing data and field results but equally in advocacy to
bring changes in practices and policies, of which the example from Marine Ricau, Daniéle Lantagne and
Baptiste Lecuyot is a perfect illustration. Operational research — still not clearly delineated even for
humanitarian workers'! — remains an extremely attractive way of engaging actors from both communities in
this collaborative process. Like action research'? or intervention research'3, it is still unfortunately not
particularly fashionable and finds little support among the traditional research funding bodies. This calls not
only for an upgrading of this form of research — the scientific nature of which is second to none —, but above
all for agility on the part of researchers and humanitarians seeking funding: after all, resilience, which has
long been in fashion, does not only concern structures. Many articles in this Focus point strongly to this: some
NGOs finance their own research, as do some donors. But it is also true that some humanitarian bodies obtain
funding from Unitaid for example, in order to collaborate with research teams, representing certainly an
opportunity but one that is not without its many challenges. As we will see, there is no dearth of obstacles
arising from complex partnerships'4. This is what Pascale points out in fascinating detail in her narrative
analysis of her own journey between these two worlds (to be read exclusively on the review’s website, with
the other articles of this Focus).

The challenges are obviously institutional since these two types of organisations have such different cultures
and this hardly facilitates collaboration. Frequently, there is also a distance between the training received
by the different organisations’ members. Even though they may often have in common their critical view of
the world, they also see its transformation on acutely different time scales, which need to be mutually
complementary. “Slow science”, which is not a flaw, comes up against urgency of action, even if the former
seems to have become the exception rather than the rule in today’s universities. Ultimately, we must not
overlook the fact that there are numerous opportunities for negative influences, or even manipulation,
especially when we know how important the financial backers are when it comes to funding actors from both
these worlds. And sadly the still insufficient commitment of the nations of the world to both science and
humanitarian action is something they have in common. Finally, the recurring issue of the independence and
integrity of humanitarian work must inevitably come up during the collaboration process between research
teams and members of the humanitarian community. The domination of public and private financers!s,
whatever form their presence may take (whether in action research, operational research or interventional
research) is a situation that must be constantly considered.
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This Focus does not answer all the questions raised on the issue of collaboration between the worlds of
research and humanitarian action, but we can only trust it will move along the debate... and actions!

Translated from the French by Fay Guerry
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