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RATIONALE FOR REGULAR UPDATES OF HUMANITARIAN NEEDS AND RESPONSE 

Humanitarian programme cycle (HPC) analysis and planning are currently mostly executed as a “one-
off” exercise mostly during the third quarter of the year. This is problematic for various reasons: 

• The process has become too product-focused, driven by the drafting of Humanitarian Needs
Overview (HNO) and Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP) documents that eventually enable the
production of the annual Global Humanitarian Overview (GHO), which is important to fund-
raising efforts.

• It is resource-intensive, requiring significant staff time from OCHA and partners.

• It results in a snapshot of needs and response priorities that become often quickly out of date, as
the situation evolves.

More regular updates of humanitarian needs and response progress and gaps should help address these 
issues by consolidating and analysing information and data throughout the year, as required, with the aim 
to inform more timely and relevant response decisions by the Humanitarian Country Team (HCT). There 
is nothing new in this concept, as monitoring has been an integral part of the HPC since its inception with 
the Transformative Agenda in 20111. However, its implementation has proven elusive, including because 
of the heavy focus on the yearly HNO and HRP outputs.  

Monitoring should be understood as a pragmatic, decision-driven mechanism. As such, the frequency of 
data consolidation and analysis will vary from one context to another depending on the type of crisis and 
shocks occurring, nature of the programmes, humanitarian partners’ capacity and own monitoring 
systems. Building on sectoral and agency-specific information, monitoring should become central in the 
HPC with a focus on the inter-sectoral level. 

The overall monitoring approach in the HPC encompasses four main “dimensions”: 

• Context and ongoing shocks  situation monitoring

• Potential hazards and likely impact  risk monitoring

• Lives and livelihood outcomes  needs monitoring

• Progress of collective response  response monitoring

PURPOSES OF MONITORING  
HPC monitoring serves multiple purposes: 

i. Inform the HC/HCT response decisions, by providing them with regular and updated
information and analyses of the humanitarian situation, risks, current and projected needs,
response progress (including funding levels), gaps and recommended actions.

1 IASC (2012), “Responding to Level 3 Emergencies: The Humanitarian Programme Cycle”, IASC Transformative 
Agenda Reference Document; IASC (2015), “IASC Reference Module for the Implementation of the Humanitarian 
Programme Cycle”. 
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ii. Contribute to individual agency-specific planning process, programme and funding decisions 
(if updates take place on a regular basis, updated needs and response information can inform 
partners’ own planning processes and funding allocations at any time). 

iii. Inform funding decisions, such as pooled funds’ prioritization and allocation processes 
throughout the year (e.g. Country-Based Pooled Funds). 

iv. Further promote transparency towards partners and donors. 
v. Enable a more agile HPC with more even workload for partners. 
vi. Contribute to collective monitoring and reporting products, such as Periodic Monitoring 

Reports (PMRs), humanitarian dashboards, humanitarian bulletins, situation reports, etc. 
 
 
ENABLING FACTORS   
  
Regular updates of needs and response may not always be possible. Several factors would ideally need to 
be present, including: 

• Humanitarian Coordinator (HC)/Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) commitment and leadership; 

• A data-rich environment, fed by multiple stakeholders’ own assessment and monitoring efforts; 

• Well-functioning inter-cluster coordination groups and clusters; 

• Strong capacity and resources in OCHA’s country offices and in partner organizations (e.g. 
Information Management (IM), programme staff) 

• Experience of implementing the humanitarian programme cycle (HNO, HRP, Periodic Monitoring 
Reports). 

 
When only some of these factors are present, a partial implementation of an effective monitoring 
approach is likely to be feasible, e.g. covering only certain dimensions, or with a limited depth of analysis. 
A progressive implementation can be envisaged while attempting to address limitations of data, 
collaboration and staffing.  
 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS TO STRENGTHEN THE UPDATING OF NEEDS AND RESPONSE 
 

The below diagrams offer an illustration of the shift from the current one-off HNO, HRP and GHO 

exercises towards more regular updates of humanitarian needs and response (progress, gaps and 

recommendations).  

 
(graph 1)        (graph 2) 
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Graph 1 shows the present approach which begins with assessment and analysis and ends with evaluation. 
This approach is appropriate for activities which have a clear start and end dates. This is not the case of 
most countries where the HPC is happening, as agency programmes (even if annually funded) typically 
start and end at different periods of the year and continue (with adjustments as the crisis evolves) over 
multiple years. Nevertheless, the way the HPC process is being handled seems to assume that each year 
the process starts afresh with a new HNO and a new HRP. The last quarter of the year focus on 
consolidating available information to produce a HNO, and defining the response priorities and strategies 
to produce a HRP. The timeline for producing HNOs and HRPs is also determined by the humanitarian 
financing calendar, which requires all humanitarian plans and related price tags to be finalised and 
launched before the end of the year for the GHO to inform donor decisions for the following year. 
 
Graph 2 illustrates the approach of a more dynamic and context-responsive monitoring of the context, 
risks, needs, and response progress. It foresees more regular/periodic light exercises during which 
humanitarian partners take stock of the situation, anticipated events (shocks or positive developments) 
and resulting needs, as well as of the progress made by the response and its results. On this basis, the HCT 
takes decisions on any required adjustment of the response and of resource requirements. If the 
magnitude of the changes is significant, corrections to the course of the response may be required. If no 
significant changes of humanitarian needs or to the operational environment have taken place, no 
adjustment may be required. If the exercise coincides with a larger planning process of an individual 
agency, the results can also be used to inform operational decisions at this level.  
 
Each exercise encompasses six stages, which mirror the cycle as we know it (graph 1): 
 
1. Situation and Risk Analysis  leading to findings and conclusions on lives and livelihood outcomes; 
2. Needs Analysis  leading to conclusions on gaps that have to be filled to protect or improve the lives 
and livelihood outcomes; 
3. Response Analysis  leading to conclusions on operational/implementation issues and the extent to 
which needs are being effectively addressed; 
4. Recommendations to adjust the response if necessary  based on the previous response analysis 
conclusions; 
5. Decisions by the HCT  based on the recommendations, as well as other considerations (e.g. linked to 
security, funding, politics or else). 
6. Adaptation and mobilisation of resources if necessary  based on the HCT decisions on the response. 
 
Updates of needs and response could be triggered by different types of event, and should not be 
necessarily undertaken in a rigid periodic manner (e.g. every quarter). Triggers can be: 

- A rapid development of the situation (e.g. a shock) 
- A slow-onset change (e.g. rainy season coming, harvest period etc.) 
- A calendar event for decision at inter-agency level, such as the need to produce the yearly HNO 

and HRP. 
Triggers usually occur at the local and subnational levels. They can activate required response actions both 
locally and at national level. 
 
To minimise the burden and workload, the updates of humanitarian needs and response progress/gaps 
are not meant to result in formal long documents. Brief notes to record the main results and decisions 
should suffice. At the same time, documentation of the exercise can also benefit agencies by evidencing 
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the efforts made to adjust the response as necessary, thus enhancing transparency and accountability. 
Once a year, when these exercises coincide with the timing of the HNO and HRP, the results should be 
reflected in a more elaborated manner in the HNO and HRP documents. 
 
 

 
(graph 3) 

 
Graph 3 shows how a more dynamic approach to monitoring would unfold over several years in protracted 
crises. Humanitarian needs should ideally decrease over time along with related humanitarian response 
operations.  
 
 
NEEDS AND RESPONSE UPDATES: OUTPUT EXAMPLES   
 
As mentioned above, updates of humanitarian needs and response progress/gaps are not meant to result 
in formal long documents. Brief notes to record the main results and decisions should suffice. Different 
outputs may be appropriate depending on the triggers and related scope of monitoring.  
 

Triggers Scope of monitoring efforts Possible outputs 

Small changes 
(e.g. emergence of new 
needs or changes to 
existing needs in a limited 
geographical area or 
population group, small 
displacement) 

LIGHT 

• Quick analysis of the newly 
emerged/changed needs 

• Update/identification of PiN  

• Reprioritisation of response 
interventions 

• Update/identification of 
targeted people 

• Quick/localised 
adjustments to 
response operations 

• No need to produce 
any specific outputs 

Slow-onset change    
(e.g. rainy season, harvest 
period, expected 
population movements) 

MEDIUM 

• Light analysis of anticipated 
events and developments of the 
humanitarian situation 

• Implementation of response 
preparedness/readiness 
measures 

• Reallocation of resources 

• Light monitoring note 

• Specific/targeted 
adjustments to 
response operations  
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Large/rapid changes 
(shocks) 
(e.g. significant/rapid 
escalation of violence, 
earthquake, cholera 
outbreak) 

LESS LIGHT  

• Revision of NCT (severity) 

• Update of overall PIN & sector 
PIN  

• Revision of response priorities 
(who, what, where)  

• Update of overall and sector 
targeted people 

• Revision of logframe/indicators 
and targets 

• Revision of funding 
requirements 

• PMR / Mid-year review 

• Revised HNO/HRP 

• Flash Appeal 

• Significant adjustments 
to response operations  

HNO-HRP stocktaking 
exercise 
(development of 
yearly/multi-year HNOs & 
HRPs) 

LESS LIGHT 

• Revision of NCT (severity) 

• Update of overall PIN & sector 
PIN  

• Revision of response priorities 
(who, what, where)  

• Update of overall and sector 
targeted people 

• Revision of logframe/indicators 
and targets  

• Revision of funding 
requirements 

• HNO/HRP documents 

• GHO global launch  

 
 
PRINCIPLES  
 
While recognizing that any monitoring approach should be context-specific, there are a few principles that 
should be taken into account:   
 

• Inter-sectoral approach: While agencies and clusters/sectors are key to collect and provide the 
required data, the added value of collective monitoring lies in the joint inter-sectoral risk, needs 
and response analyses, which go beyond the individual sectors and provides a holistic 
understanding of the humanitarian needs and related response progress to a given crisis. This 
allows partners to look at the interrelationships of humanitarian needs between sectors as well 
as opportunities for synergy in response. Inter-sectoral monitoring should align and make 
maximum use of individual agencies, sectors or government monitoring systems. 
 

• Bottom-up approach: The HPC monitoring should be built on a multi-stakeholders multi-sectoral 
system of periodic data collection, and/or on stand-alone assessments which provide updated 
information. Agencies, sectors/clusters and institutions may decide to implement either a regular 
data collection mechanism that uses the same data collection procedures and forms at each 
round, or build on specific assessments conducted by agencies or sectors according to their own 
information requirements (including as part of response monitoring).  
 

• At the same time, HCT leadership and endorsement of the monitoring approach is essential. The 
HCT should indicate the information required to show the effectiveness of the response and its 
impact on the people in need based on the context, make sure that such information is collected 
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and analysed, and required resources are allocated towards it, and use the results for decision-
making.  
 

• Harmonized approach: Harmonisation of sectors’ monitoring data is necessary to enable a joint 
inter-sectoral analysis. This means efforts for monitoring data collection forms or distinct 
assessments to use the same terminology and indicators especially for geolocation, definition of 
population groups, and key indicators of needs, and coherence in terms of sampling approach and 
timing. 
 

• Information/data sharing: Data collected for monitoring should be shared transparently so as to 
enable the inter-sectoral analysis. If data cannot be shared publicly, key results should be shared 
when they contribute to a holistic understanding of the situation and needs, and better decision-
making on adjustments of the response. 
 

• Set up a monitoring “continuum”: To the extent possible, selected indicators should be linked 
and aligned to similar/corresponding indicators at the different stages of the planning cycle. For 
example, needs related to food security can be linked to indicators on the food assistance 
response or food consumption. 

 
 
KEY RESPONSIBIILTIES & TASKS     
 
As each context is unique and presents different capacity and resources, it is not possible to predetermine 
what arrangements, groups, platforms or mechanisms should be established to ensure regular updates of 
needs and response information, as required. There are, however, some key responsibilities that should 
be fulfilled and tasks performed to ensure the monitoring process can effectively take place. These include: 
 
Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) and Humanitarian Coordinator (HC): 

• Formally endorse and encourage regular updates of humanitarian needs and response. 

• Ensure that the necessary resources and capacity are mobilised. 

• Demand regular context, risk, needs and response progress analyses and funding updates, based 
on joint analyses and data/results sharing. 

• Use monitoring information, analyses and recommendations in their response decisions and 
funding allocations. 

 
Inter-Cluster/Sector Coordination Group (ICCG/ISCG): 

• Convenes the relevant expertise and establishes the required platforms to support effective 
monitoring (e.g. Information Management Working Group, Assessment and Analysis Working 
Group, etc.). Arrangements may differ from one context to another depending on existing 
coordination mechanisms, available capacity and resources. Responsibilities of these experts or 
platforms include: the development of procedures for joint or harmonised data collection for 
monitoring or assessments; maintenance of a repository of monitoring and assessment reports 
and data; production of figures, maps, 3W/4W/5W, and charts in support of sector and inter-
sector analyses. 

• Develops a collective monitoring framework (including indicators, baselines, targets, monitoring 
responsibilities, methodology and frequency or triggers of data collections), integrating risks, 
needs and response monitoring, in close collaboration with relevant experts.  
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• Undertakes joint inter-sectoral analyses to analyse needs, their evolution based on risks, 
progress/impact of the response, and identify gaps and any required operational adjustments or 
re-prioritization.  

• Ensures timely and effective coordination with the local/sub-national ICCGs, as appropriate. 

• Seeks synergies and complementarities in monitoring and assessment efforts done by individual 
agencies, clusters or other institutions, and avoids monitoring and assessment gaps and 
duplications. 

• Regularly provides the HCT with updated analysis of needs and their severity, population groups 
affected and in need, evolution of existing needs based on anticipated risks, progress of the 
response, gaps, access and operational constraints and recommended operational, programme 
and funding adjustments.   

 
OCHA 

• Ensures the required coordination, programme and IM capacities to support inter-sectoral 
analysis for the various monitoring dimensions, through leading the ICCG, and supporting and 
advising the clusters and the HC/HCT. 

• Facilitates the formulation of a collective monitoring framework, integrating risk, needs and 
response monitoring, based on agencies/organization and clusters/sectors monitoring systems 
and assessments (either stand-alone or multi-sectoral).    

• Leads the development of monitoring products for dissemination/communication document(s).  

• Supports HPC monitoring by providing tools and systems to store and manage monitoring 
information.  

• Facilitates information sharing within the humanitarian community and with external partners. 

• Ensures effective coordination at the sub-national level, as appropriate.  

• Encourages partners to report their humanitarian funding to FTS and to review financial 
information on FTS on a regular basis, and to liaise with FTS, should there be any incorrect 
information or discrepancy.  

 
Clusters/ Sectors 

• Ensure the required coordination, programme and IM capacity at cluster/sector level to support 
effective monitoring, including contributing to developing the collective monitoring framework, 
sharing of data and information, and undertaking inter-sectoral joint analyses.  

• Consolidate cluster members’ information and data and facilitate sectoral analyses to inform the 
inter-sectoral needs analyses and response analyses.  

• Develop adequate tools and systems for data collection and/or storage are in place to record 
cluster/sector data, which can link with inter-sectoral ones. 

• Ensure cluster/sector compliance with agreed harmonized standards for data collection, 
aggregation, analysis and reporting. 

 
Agencies/Organizations 

• Contribute to clusters/sectors’ work with the required coordination, programme and IM capacity 
to undertake monitoring and analysis, as required. 

• Share monitoring information with clusters/sectors on a regular basis.  

• Regularly report humanitarian funding to the Financial Tracking System through the established 
reporting mechanisms2. 

                                                           
2 Financial Tracking System (FTS), https://fts.unocha.org/content/faqs-all-funding  

https://fts.unocha.org/content/faqs-all-funding
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REPORTING   
 
Monitoring information can inform multiple information products. A careful selection of the most relevant 
ones should be made, based on targeted users’ requirements for decision-making. Reports that can be 
produced may be chosen among:  
 
Periodic Monitoring Reports (PMRs): providing updated figures and analyses on population figures, 
severity analysis or mapping, emerging humanitarian needs, evolution of existing needs, progress on the 
response, gaps, access and operational constraints, and recommended actions. Compared to lighter 
monitoring notes, PMRs should provide more analysis on the evolution of humanitarian needs and on the 
humanitarian situation and, as much as possible, projections on expected developments to inform 
subsequent response operations.    
 
Humanitarian Dashboards (HDs): providing a very brief overview of the collective response, as well as of 
the overall humanitarian situation, and a funding update.  
 
Other products (humanitarian bulletins, snapshots, situation reports, maps, etc.) 
 
Frequency of reporting outputs is determined at the country level, based on the nature of the crisis and 
response, available capacity and resources. 
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ANNEX: BRIEF OVERVIEW OF RISK, NEEDS AND RESPONSE MONITORING 
 
Risk monitoring 
Risk monitoring should provide an overview of potential hazards, their potential magnitude and projected 
impact based on available data. Outputs of risk monitoring include: risk ranking of hazards likely to result 
in a humanitarian crisis, an estimate of the areas where the impact of the crisis is likely to be more severe, 
the estimated total number of people affected and, based on vulnerability and capacity analysis, an 
estimate of the overall people in need. Risk analysis and monitoring enable to forecast changes from the 
current situation and needs. 
 
Risk monitoring should be undertaken using indicators identified as part of the risk analysis process. Risk 
analysis begins with identifying potential hazards that may affect the country. Once the hazards have 
been identified, they are ranked to reflect their potential impact and likelihood of occurrence. A risk 
monitoring mechanism should be applied for all hazards that have been identified in the risk analysis to 
enable the HCT to decide whether it has reached a threshold that requires an increased level of 
preparedness. For risk monitoring purposes, hazards are divided into three categories:  
i) Seasonal hazards, which have a regular cycle (e.g. floods, cyclones, and drought) and require 
contingency plans updated before the seasonal/scheduled hazard onsets, and if possible aligned to the 
national authorities’ plans; 
ii) Evolving hazards with levels of risk that change irregularly over time (e.g. armed conflict, serious human 
rights violations, pandemics) and that should be monitored to identify the tipping point when the risk is 
heightened; and  
iii) Static hazards, which rank as high-risk, but are extremely difficult to predict (e.g. earthquakes, 
volcanoes and tsunamis) and more problematic to monitor.  
 
Needs and situation monitoring3  
Monitoring of the humanitarian situation and needs should cover not only population groups and areas 
prioritized for interventions (such as is done for response monitoring), but also other groups or areas that 
may emerge as new priorities due to changes in the context. As such, the scope of needs monitoring is 
broader than response monitoring. The absence of effective joint monitoring frameworks often results in 
disproportionate amounts of time and efforts being required to prepare an Humanitarian Needs Overview 
(HNO)- which become rapidly obsolete. Implementing a monitoring system can improve the timeliness 
and relevance of response decisions, and at the same time lighten the HNO process by turning it into a 
monitoring report that goes more in depth, rather than a one-off document4. The HNO would take stock 
of changes over the previous months (and years), provide the status of needs at the time of issuance, and 
a forecast based on the above- mentioned risk analysis and monitoring for a defined period of time that 
will be checked and re-adjusted with subsequent monitoring.  
 
Response monitoring  
Response monitoring aims to support the HC/HCT response decisions, by providing them with regular and 
updated information and analyses on response progress, gaps and priorities, including an update on 
funding coverage and related analyses and gaps, along with an analysis of the humanitarian situation and 

                                                           
3 Needs monitoring refers to the gaps between these lives and livelihoods outcomes and what is necessary to 
sustain, protect or restore them. Situation monitoring refers to context and effects on people's lives and 
livelihoods of this context (including any shock or opportunity that may have arisen).  
4 Depending on the nature of the crisis, either periodic/regular or ad hoc monitoring reports would be issued 
throughout the year in a summary format, while a more extensive report would be produced once a year as ‘HNO’. 



 

10 
 

needs and their evolution based on risks. At present, response monitoring systems and tools currently 
vary from country to country, with different levels of capacity, understanding and resources. Most 
countries produce 3W/4W/5W of operational humanitarian presence, while a few countries have been 
using online systems (e.g. RPM, ORS). Response monitoring should focus on outcomes, but also on 
intermediary results and outputs. Outcome-level monitoring relates to the HRP strategic objectives and is 
critical to provide an overall view of the collective response and its impact. However, and also noting the 
one-year duration of most humanitarian plans, output/activity level monitoring is still crucial and required 
to provide the humanitarian community with more regular granular information and data to inform 
operations and to contribute to inform progress on the overall outcomes/strategic objectives. Financial 
monitoring, which is supported by the OCHA Financial Tracking System (FTS), should complement all 
monitoring and reporting.   
 
In line with the outcome of the World Humanitarian Summit, greater emphasis is being placed on ensuring 
adequate linkages between humanitarian and development operations, including in monitoring. This is 
particularly important in protracted crises, where the need to strengthen the synergies across 
humanitarian and development assistance, as well as government programmes, is greater. Results Based 
Management (RBM)5, used to monitor development frameworks, can be adapted to the humanitarian 
programme cycle. In principle, the RBM approach and the IASC Humanitarian Monitoring Framework are 
fully compatible. The key difference is that the RBM approach focuses on results rather than activities, 
building on a results-chain that creates a logical connection that links the activities to the outputs and 
expected outcomes. Further, the RBM is also a management system that organises all stakeholders 
around the outcomes that should be achieved collectively.  
 
 

  

                                                           
5 “RBM is a management strategy by which all actors, contributing directly or indirectly to achieving a set of results, 
ensure that their processes, products and services contribute to the achievement of desired results (outputs, 
outcomes and higher level goals or impact). The actors in turn use information and evidence on actual results to 
inform decision making on the design, resourcing and delivery of programmes and activities as well as 
for accountability and reporting”. 


