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ONE HUNDRED THINGS 

A CLUSTER COORDINATOR 

SHOULD DO BEFORE (S)HE DIES

by

James Shepherd-Barron

THE CHALLENGE

1. Efforts to improve humanitarian performance are being compromised by a misappreciation of what effective coordination entails. Coordination is a management discipline for professional aid managers. Its skills have to be learned as with any other profession. Senior management within the humanitarian system should respect this by taking ‘coordination management’ more seriously as a career option for the ‘rising stars’ among their staff, and ensure that  Cluster Coordinators – the Humanitarian Coordinators of the future – are properly trained in the more than one hundred and fifty principles and practices involved.

BACKGROUND

2. Efforts by global cluster lead agencies to enhance the skills of coordinators and information managers since the advent of the ‘cluster approach’ in 2006 have been heroic. Yet, with all this effort, coordination teams have only had the basic skills imparted to them and have not been able to study the required disciplines to the depth of understanding required. This, the author believes, is the inevitable consequence of a general misunderstanding of how important the function is to improved humanitarian outcomes, and therefore the misappreciation of the skills and consequent misallocation of time and resources required to meet that goal.

3. Current capacity building strategies foresee a widening of ‘cluster awareness and coordination trainings’ at the national and sub-national level. This is a good thing. At the same time, this paper argues that the basic skills already learned by ‘middle managers’ in the humanitarian system be up-graded to selected high quality candidates – those Cluster Coordinators that would be the Humanitarian Coordinators of tomorrow. 

4. The paper goes on to suggest that ‘coordination’ should be seen as a legitimate career path in its own right; a career path with accelerated promotion prospects that is supported at the highest executive levels within all humanitarian agencies and organisations.

“You want to be a Country Director ...? 

Then succeed as a Cluster Coordinator first ... !”
RISKS AND ASSUMPTIONS

5. Those who coordinate Clusters, and those who are coordinated within Clusters, know that coordination is a blend of art and science, and that success all too frequently relies on the personality of the person doing the coordinating. Experience suggests, however, that ‘personality’, ‘experience’, and ‘technical’ knowledge of the sector alone is not enough, and that there are many more ‘scientific’ or ‘technical’ aspects of their jobs that members of coordination teams find themselves doing, but about which they have either never been taught or for which a ‘refresher’ would be useful.
6. Coordination as a management discipline is under-valued and under-invested by the ‘humanitarian system’. As a reflection of this reality, cluster coordinator trainings conducted during the period 2006-2009 have, through no fault of their own, been too short to do anything other than impart the bare minimum of what the disciple requires. 
7. Cluster trainings are, furthermore, fragmented and duplicated. Training modules have been developed by Global Cluster Leads in isolation of one another resulting in different people learning different approaches to achieve the same end. This has led to confused interpretations of how to apply the Cluster Approach in the field and sub-optimal performance.
8. Training curricula have tended to focus more on theoretical aspects of coordination management – aspects such as leadership, negotiation, principles of partnership etc – than the technical aspects of what the job actually entails. This is because trainings have been designed by teams with limited exposure to field coordination realities. 
9. This situation has been exacerbated by a failure to realise that most courses are covering the same generic material. Most, if not all, of the principles and practices of Cluster coordination are common to all Clusters. Learning events for Cluster Coordinators can therefore use a harmonised curriculum to which specialist technical sections can be added.
10. A lack of minimum standards and field experience to be eligible for training has allowed people with inadequate experience, inappropriate leadership personalities, and insufficient technical competence to be rostered as coordinators. 
11. Coordination is a management science. It requires the same blend of skill-sets and experience as any other management discipline – the sort of knowledge that is learned while earning an MBA, for example.
12. The advent of the Cluster Approach as one of the principal pillars of humanitarian reform in 2005 recognised that enhanced coordination underpinned drives to improving humanitarian performance on the ground. Over $100 million has been spent since then improving the capacity of the ‘humanitarian system’ – both governmental and non-governmental. Unfortunately, three major constraints are preventing the overall approach reaping the benefits it so clearly could:
· The first is that Heads of Cluster Lead Agencies in the field are yet to be held accountable to any set of performance standards or expectations
.

· The second is that these same Heads of Agencies, together with the UN and  non-governmental  counterparts that support them at global level, have either failed to recognise the importance of coordination, or feel threatened by it
.

· And the third is that too many Humanitarian Coordinators lack sufficient knowledge of the humanitarian system to coordinate and advocate effectively
.

WAY AHEAD
13. This paper outlines core components of a ‘second phase’ or ‘advanced’ curriculum to complement the trainings already received. It builds on those ‘softer’ skills such as negotiation and problem solving needed by Cluster Coordinators and Humanitarian Coordinators.

14. Selected members of Cluster coordination teams join Humanitarian Coordinators in having their coordination skills upgraded according to a revised generic curriculum as outlined below.
15. That those attending such an ‘advanced’ training receive formal acknowledgement (perhaps in the form of MBA credits), are certified with a pertinent qualification, and are accredited.
PURPOSE

16. Manage collective expectations with regard to roles and responsibilities of Cluster Coordinators and Humanitarian Coordinators for coordination, information management, operational performance, logistics, and administration.
17. Standardise skill-sets for sustained coordination management, information management, and technical advisory functions. 
18. Professionalise ‘coordination management’ within the humanitarian system.
PROPOSED CURRICULUM

19. The course curriculum necessarily needs to include three complementary components. The first comprises ‘soft’ skills and refers to the background theory pertinent to humanitarian affairs and the management sciences.
20. The second component comprises those core ‘hard’ skills for which simulation and practice can be introduced. These would include practical ‘how to’ guidance.
21. The third involves those aspects of management that relate only to the ‘cluster approach’. They have been incorporated into the ‘practical’ section in the table below 
	COORDINATION MANAGEMENT

CURRICULUM ITEM


	CLUSTERS



	
	WASH
	SHELTER
	HEATH
	NUTRITION
	EDUCATION

	
	○ = included but too superficial     ● = included in sufficient detail

	
	
	
	
	

	THEORY

	GENERAL MANAGEMENT

	1
	Models of coordination as a learned management discipline 
	○
	●
	
	
	

	2
	Consensus management models
	○
	
	
	
	○

	3
	Getting things done
	
	
	
	
	

	4
	Build and lead a team / collaborative leadership
	●
	
	
	
	●

	5
	Project  management including feasibility studies and critical path  analysis
	
	
	
	
	

	6
	Information to knowledge management
	○
	
	
	
	●

	7
	Time Management
	○
	
	
	
	

	8
	Results based planning
	
	
	
	
	

	9
	Emotional Intelligence
	
	
	
	
	

	10
	Communications
	○
	
	
	
	

	11
	Negotiation: Getting to Yes
	
	●
	
	
	

	12
	Facilitation
	○
	
	
	
	

	13
	Partnership
	●
	
	
	
	●

	14
	Life Skills (body language and active listening)
	○
	
	
	
	

	12
	Problem solving (and problem tree analysis)
	○
	
	
	
	

	15
	Conflict management
	○
	
	
	
	●

	16
	Effective writing
	
	
	
	
	

	17
	Effective speaking
	
	
	
	
	

	18
	Authority vs Responsibility
	
	
	
	
	

	19
	Chairing (video) conference calls
	
	
	
	
	

	20
	Building relationships
	
	●
	
	
	

	HUMANITARIAN AFFAIRS

	21
	International Human Rights, Humanitarian, and Refugee Law
	○
	
	
	
	

	22
	Application and implications of the ‘rights based approach’
	
	
	
	
	

	23
	Sphere: Principles
	●
	
	
	
	

	24
	Sphere: Technical standards, guidelines, and indicators
	●
	
	
	
	

	25
	Civil-military cooperation
	
	
	
	
	

	26
	Hazard, Risk and Vulnerability analysis
	
	
	
	
	

	27
	Good humanitarian donorship and the roles of IFFs
	
	●
	
	
	

	28
	Logical Framework Analysis
	
	
	
	
	

	29
	Monitoring
	
	
	
	
	

	30
	Evaluation
	
	
	
	
	

	31
	Prioritisation
	
	
	
	
	

	32
	Performance Management Systems
	
	
	
	
	

	33
	Good Enough
	
	
	
	
	

	34
	Barriers to effective coordination
	○
	
	
	
	

	35
	Barriers to enhanced accountability
	○
	
	
	
	

	36
	Peer (development) review
	
	
	
	
	●

	37
	Quality Assurance
	
	
	
	
	

	38
	Strategic Oversight
	
	
	
	
	

	39
	Coordination – Cooperation – Collaboration
	○
	
	
	
	

	40
	Delegation and allocating responsibilities
	
	
	
	
	

	41
	Hierarchies of effect
	●
	
	
	
	

	42
	Perception mapping and mind mapping
	
	
	
	
	

	43
	Process, Input, Output, Outcome and Impact Indicators
	○
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	PRACTICE

	NEEDS ASSESSMENT, MONITORING & EVALUATION

	44
	Design, test, implement, and analyse the results from joint coordinated needs assessment
	○
	
	
	
	○

	45
	· Rapid Assessment
	●
	
	
	
	

	46
	· Comprehensive Assessment (MIRA)
	○
	
	
	
	

	47
	· Rapid Village Integrated Assessment
	
	
	
	
	

	48
	· Damage Needs Assessment (PDNA)
	
	
	
	
	

	49
	· 30-cluster random sample surveys
	
	
	
	
	

	50
	How to monitor (sentinel sites vs comprehensive)
	
	●
	
	
	

	51
	How and when to conduct a (real-time) evaluation (OECD criteria)
	
	●
	
	
	

	Epidemiology and statistical analysis
	
	
	
	
	

	52
	· Epi Info
	
	
	
	
	

	53
	· Basic statistics (regressions, sampling, confidence intervals, design effect)
	
	
	
	
	

	CLUSTER ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES

	54
	Understanding the Cluster Approach
	●
	
	
	
	●

	55
	The ideal structure of a Cluster team (secretariat), both in the field and in the Capital
	○
	
	
	
	

	56
	Accountabilities of the RC-HC, HCT, and OCHA
	○
	
	
	
	○

	57
	Roles and responsibilities of the Cluster Lead, Cluster coordination team and Cluster partners
	●
	
	
	
	●

	STRATEGIC WORKPLANNING

	58
	Priority actions for first 7 days
	●
	
	
	
	

	59
	Workplan for first thirty days of a sudden-onset disaster (including critical points)
	●
	
	
	
	

	60
	Devise a Cluster workplan (using logical framework approaches)
	○
	
	
	
	

	61
	Plan a Strategic Operational Framework for a Cluster
	○
	
	
	
	○

	62
	Put together and manage a Strategic Advisory Group (SAG)
	○
	○
	
	
	

	63
	Put together and manage Technical Working Groups (TWIGs)
	○
	○
	
	
	

	INFORMATION MANAGEMENT

	Manage information content and flow
	
	
	
	
	

	64
	· contact lists (e.g googlegroups)
	○
	○
	
	
	

	65
	· design and populate the (integrated) monitoring matrix (IMM)
	
	○
	
	
	

	66
	· getting the best out of Excel and Access
	
	○
	
	
	

	67
	· do pivot tables
	
	○
	
	
	

	68
	· Web site content & functionality
	○
	○
	
	
	

	69
	· Graphics (coverage and trends)
	
	●
	
	
	

	70
	· GIS mapping (multiple overlays and use of graphics)
	○
	●
	
	
	

	71
	· ‘How to Contact Us’ Poster
	
	○
	
	
	

	72
	Technical standards and indicators
	●
	
	
	
	●

	Gap analyses
	
	
	
	
	

	73
	· Thematic (including cross-cutting issues)
	○
	
	
	
	

	74
	· Geographic
	○
	
	
	
	

	75
	· Financial
	○
	
	
	
	

	Partner capacity analysis (financial and operational)
	
	
	
	
	

	76
	· Institutional and organisational (e.g Government and Local Authorities)
	○
	
	
	
	

	77
	· Technical and operational
	○
	
	
	
	

	78
	· Financial
	○
	
	
	
	

	Cost-benefit analysis
	
	
	
	
	

	79
	· Efficiency and cost-effectiveness
	
	
	
	
	

	80
	· Marginal budgeting and opportunity cost
	
	
	
	
	

	81
	· Transactional
	
	
	
	
	

	82
	Contextual analysis using comparisons from similar situations elsewhere
	
	
	
	
	

	Web-based applications:
	
	
	
	
	

	83
	· On-line document editing
	
	
	
	
	

	84
	· Meeting de-duplication (inc. location, agenda, invite list, and pre-meeting reading)
	
	
	
	
	

	85
	· SMS alert messaging (e.g invitation to meeting)
	
	
	
	
	

	86
	· Document storage & retrieval (common taxonomy)
	
	
	
	
	

	87
	· Contact list management (inc. ability to contact each defined group)
	
	
	
	
	

	88
	· Responding to client feedback (blog)
	
	
	
	
	

	89
	· Content management 
	
	
	
	
	


	90
	· Links (e.g to local technical translation services)
	
	
	
	
	

	91
	· Links to appropriate practice examples (and templates)
	○
	
	
	
	

	92
	· Multilingual
	
	
	
	
	

	REPORTING

	93
	Report writing
	○
	
	
	
	

	94
	Proposal writing
	
	
	
	
	

	95
	What the ideal SitRep needs to convey, to whom, and how often
	○
	
	
	
	

	RESOURCE MOBILIZATION

	96
	CERF
	●
	
	
	
	●

	97
	Flash Appeals and revisions
	●
	
	
	
	●

	98
	CAPS and CHAPS
	○
	
	
	
	○

	99
	Develop funding criteria
	
	
	
	
	

	100
	Manage pooled funds
	
	
	
	
	

	COORDINATION MANAGEMENT

	101
	Inter-Cluster collaboration
	●
	●
	
	
	●

	102
	Integration of Cross-Cutting issues
	○
	○
	
	
	○

	103
	Early Recovery
	○
	
	
	
	

	104
	Measuring Cluster performance
	
	
	
	
	

	Effective meetings
	
	
	
	
	

	105
	· Large Meetings
	○
	
	
	
	○

	106
	· Agenda-setting & prioritization
	●
	
	
	
	●

	107
	· Meeting Notes vs Minutes
	○
	
	
	
	○

	108
	· Before-During-After actions
	○
	
	
	
	○

	109
	· Translation
	○
	
	
	
	○

	110
	Design and run a contingency planning workshop
	○
	
	
	
	○

	111
	Preparedness planning
	●
	
	
	
	●

	112
	Design and facilitate trainings
	
	
	
	
	

	113
	Protocols of visits from the boss
	
	
	
	
	

	Adapt terms of reference for all people and processes within a Cluster
	
	
	
	
	

	114
	· Cluster
	○
	
	
	
	

	115
	· Cluster Partners (including ‘Good Humanitarian Donorship’)
	○
	
	
	
	

	116
	· All Coordination Team members
	○
	
	
	
	

	117
	· SAG & TWIG
	
	
	
	
	

	118
	Hire and fire national staff
	
	
	
	
	

	119
	SWOT analysis
	
	
	
	
	

	120
	Relevant sectoral Indicators
	
	
	
	
	

	121
	Advocacy and communications / public information
	○
	●
	
	
	○

	122
	Organigram
	○
	●
	
	
	

	123
	Immediate material needs
	○
	
	
	
	

	124
	Emergency procurement practices
	○
	
	
	
	

	125
	Media interviews
	
	
	
	
	

	Office Administration
	
	
	
	
	

	126
	· Hiring & Firing
	
	
	
	
	

	127
	· Book-keeping
	
	
	
	
	

	128
	· Material supplies
	
	
	
	
	

	129
	· Fleet Management
	
	
	
	
	

	130
	Humanitarian coordination architecture
	●
	
	
	
	

	131
	Potential benefits (value added) of Cluster coordination to each different stakeholder group
	●
	
	
	
	

	132
	How do you get NGOs to provide regular information (barriers to engagement)
	●
	
	
	
	

	133
	What should be expected of Donors
	○
	
	
	
	

	134
	The difference between Cluster coordination for sudden-onset disasters and complex crises
	○
	
	
	
	

	135
	The difference between Cluster coordination in the Capital and the Hub
	○
	
	
	
	

	136
	Transition planning
	○
	
	
	
	

	137
	Cluster lifespan (including activation, exit strategies and phase-down criteria)
	○
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“The benefits of coordination exceed the costs”.


ALNAP


January 2010








“Cluster coordination is a specific and challenging role for which even the most experienced programme manager will need to build on, or develop new skills.”





Global WASH Cluster





“Coordination costs. Poor coordination costs lives.”








� See unpublished paper on ‘Accountabilities of Cluster Lead Agencies’ by the author et al, 2010 at � HYPERLINK "http://www.clustercoordination.org/essential" ��www.clustercoordination.org/essential� reading/articles


� Growth of aid and the decline of humanitarianism; The Lancet; Vol 375, 23 January 2010


� The State of the Humanitarian System; ALNAP; January 2010
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