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'Abstract:

This article examines the changing role of humanitarian leadership in an
era of shrinking humanitarian space. Humanitarian space refers to the
political, legal, physical, and ethical environment that enables
humanitarian actors to provide assistance according to the principles of
humanity, neutrality, impartiality, and independence. Increasing political
restrictions, armed conflicts, bureaucratic barriers, funding shortages, and
attacks on aid workers have significantly constrained humanitarian
operations. Using Theory-Based Analysis (Deductive Analysis), this
article applies Ethical Leadership Theory, Adaptive Leadership Theory,
Transformational Leadership Theory, and the Humanitarian Principles
Framework to analyze leadership requirements in contemporary
humanitarian settings. The findings suggest that leadership beyond crisis
requires principled decision-making, adaptive capacity, humanitarian
diplomacy, localization, accountability, and long-term resilience. The
study proposes a conceptual model of leadership beyond crisis that
integrates ethical, adaptive, localized, transformational, and principled
leadership dimensions. The article contributes to leadership and
humanitarian scholarship by providing a theoretically grounded
framework for navigating increasingly restricted humanitarian
environments.
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1. Introduction

Humanitarian organizations operate in an increasingly complex and volatile environment
characterized by protracted armed conflicts, mass displacement, climate-related emergencies,
political instability, economic crises, and weakening international cooperation. Across many
regions of the world, humanitarian actors face growing challenges in reaching populations affected
by conflict and disaster. Restrictions imposed by governments, non-state armed groups, security
threats, bureaucratic barriers, and funding limitations have significantly constrained humanitarian
operations (Fagbemi et al., 2025). This phenomenon, commonly referred to as the shrinking
humanitarian space, represents one of the most critical challenges facing the humanitarian sector
in the twenty-first century. The concept of humanitarian space refers to the ability of humanitarian
organizations to operate independently, impartially, and safely while providing assistance to
populations in need. However, in many contemporary crises, humanitarian actors increasingly
encounter obstacles that limit access to vulnerable communities and undermine their capacity to
deliver aid effectively (Moeller et al., 2022). As conflicts become more prolonged and politically
complex, humanitarian organizations are often forced to navigate competing interests, security
concerns, and regulatory restrictions while attempting to uphold humanitarian principles.
Traditionally, humanitarian leadership has focused primarily on emergency response coordination,
resource mobilization, logistical management, and crisis intervention. Leaders were expected to
organize rapid responses to disasters, coordinate relief operations, manage emergency resources,
and ensure effective delivery of humanitarian assistance during acute crises. While these
responsibilities remain essential, the nature of humanitarian emergencies has evolved
considerably. Many humanitarian crises now persist for years or even decades, requiring
organizations to operate continuously in environments characterized by uncertainty, instability,
and resource scarcity (Aridi, 2025). Consequently, contemporary humanitarian challenges demand
a broader and more strategic approach to leadership. Humanitarian leaders are no longer solely
crisis managers; they must also serve as strategic visionaries, organizational change agents, and
ethical decision-makers capable of guiding their organizations through prolonged periods of
disruption. Effective leadership in shrinking humanitarian spaces requires the ability to balance
immediate operational demands with long-term organizational sustainability, stakeholder
engagement, risk management, and institutional resilience (Gourdine, 2025). Furthermore,
humanitarian leaders must demonstrate adaptability in responding to rapidly changing political,
social, and environmental conditions (Diab et al., 2024). They must foster innovation, support
collaborative partnerships, strengthen local capacities, and develop flexible organizational
structures capable of responding to emerging challenges. At the same time, they must safeguard
core humanitarian principles, including humanity, neutrality, impartiality, and independence,
which form the foundation of humanitarian action.

2. Research Methodology
2.1 Research Process

To systematically examine the evolving nature of humanitarian leadership in an era of shrinking
humanitarian space, this study adopts a structured Theory-Based Deductive Analysis Research
Design. The research design provides a logical sequence through which existing leadership
theories are applied to humanitarian literature, reports, and scholarly evidence to generate a
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comprehensive understanding of leadership beyond crisis management. Unlike empirical studies
that collect primary data through interviews, surveys, or observations, this study relies on
established theoretical frameworks as analytical lenses. The research process begins with an
extensive review of existing literature and progresses through several analytical stages that connect
theory with humanitarian practice. The purpose of this design is to identify how contemporary
leadership approaches can contribute to organizational resilience, ethical decision-making,
adaptability, and sustainable humanitarian action under increasingly constrained operating
conditions. The research design consists of six interconnected stages, illustrated in Figure 1, each
contributing to the development of a conceptual model of leadership suitable for modern
humanitarian environments.

Review of books, academic articles,

~~~~~~~~~~~~ @ reports, and humanitarian documents
related to leadership and humanitarian
space.

Q’d 1. LITERATURE REVIEW

Selection of relevant theories:
2. SELECTION OF LEADERSHIP THEORIES ® Ethical Leadership, Adaptive Leadership,
Transformational Leadership, and
4 — Humanitarian Principles Framework.
=) Deductive categories are developed
v= 3. DEVELOPMENT OF based on the selected theories
v— ANALYTICAL CATEGORIES (e.g., ethics, adaptability, access,
accountability, localization).
l. 4. ANALYSIS OF HUMANITARIAN Systematic analysis of literature and
"""""" @ reports using the predetermined
il Q LEADERSHIP LITERATURE i
e ¥
Q 5. INTERPRETATION THROUGH Findings are interpreted through the
®  selected theoretical frameworks to
THEORETICAL LENS understand patterns and implications.
‘ Integration of insights to develop a
6/ 6. DEVELOPMENT OF LEADERSHIP wooo..@ CONCEptual model for leadership
BEYOND CRISIS MODEL beyond crisis in shrinking humanitarian

space.

Figure 1: Research Design of the Theory-Based Deductive Analysis

Stage 1: Literature Review

The first stage involves a comprehensive review of relevant literature related to humanitarian
leadership, humanitarian space, organizational resilience, crisis management, leadership theories,
and humanitarian governance. Sources include peer-reviewed journal articles, academic books,
policy reports, humanitarian organization publications, United Nations documents, and reports
from international non-governmental organizations (Diab et al., 2024). The literature review serves
multiple purposes. First, it establishes the current state of knowledge regarding leadership
challenges within humanitarian contexts. Second, it identifies emerging trends affecting
humanitarian operations, including protracted conflicts, climate-related disasters, political
instability, donor pressures, and restricted humanitarian access. Third, it provides the empirical
and conceptual foundation upon which subsequent theoretical analysis is conducted.
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Stage 2: Selection of Leadership Theories

The second stage involves the identification and selection of theoretical frameworks that are most
relevant to the research objectives. Based on extensive review of leadership literature and
humanitarian studies, four theoretical perspectives were selected:

o Ethical Leadership Theory

e Adaptive Leadership Theory

e Transformational Leadership Theory
e Humanitarian Principles Framework

These frameworks were selected because each addresses a critical dimension of humanitarian
leadership. Ethical Leadership Theory provides insights into moral decision-making,
accountability, integrity, and trust-building. Adaptive Leadership Theory focuses on flexibility,
learning, and organizational responses to uncertainty (Firoz, 2022). Transformational Leadership
Theory explains how leaders inspire change, motivate stakeholders, and build resilient
organizational cultures. The Humanitarian Principles Framework ensures that leadership practices
remain aligned with the core values of humanity, neutrality, impartiality, and independence.

Stage 3: Development of Analytical Categories

Following the selection of the theoretical frameworks, a set of deductive analytical categories was
developed directly from the core concepts and assumptions of the chosen theories. These
categories served as predetermined coding and analytical dimensions that guided the systematic
examination and interpretation of the humanitarian leadership literature (Arar et al., 2023). The
analytical categories included ethical decision-making, accountability and transparency,
organizational resilience, adaptability and flexibility, strategic foresight, humanitarian access,
stakeholder engagement, innovation and learning, transformational change, and compliance with
humanitarian principles. Each category represented a key aspect of leadership identified within
Ethical Leadership Theory, Adaptive Leadership Theory, Transformational Leadership Theory,
and the Humanitarian Principles Framework (Strohmeier & Panter-Brick, 2022). The use of these
predefined categories enhanced methodological consistency, analytical rigor, and theoretical
alignment throughout the study. Rather than allowing themes to emerge inductively from the
literature, the research adopted a structured deductive approach in which existing theoretical
concepts provided the foundation for analysis. This enabled a systematic evaluation of
humanitarian leadership practices through theoretically informed dimensions and facilitated the
identification of patterns, relationships, and leadership characteristics relevant to operating
effectively within shrinking humanitarian spaces.

Stage 4: Analysis of Humanitarian Leadership Literature

The fourth stage involves the systematic examination of humanitarian leadership literature using
the predetermined analytical categories. Academic studies, organizational reports, humanitarian
case studies, and policy documents are reviewed and categorized according to the selected
theoretical constructs. For example, discussions regarding leadership responses to access
restrictions may be analyzed through the lens of Adaptive Leadership Theory, while studies
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addressing accountability and organizational legitimacy may be examined using Ethical
Leadership Theory (Bryant et al., 2025). This analytical process allows the researcher to identify
recurring patterns, similarities, contradictions, and gaps within the existing literature. It also
facilitates comparisons between theoretical expectations and actual humanitarian leadership
practices documented in various humanitarian contexts.

Stage 5: Interpretation Through Theoretical Lenses

The fifth stage involves interpreting the findings through the selected theoretical frameworks. At
this stage, the study moves beyond simple description and seeks to explain why certain leadership
approaches are effective in humanitarian settings. The interpretation process explores relationships
among ethical leadership, adaptive capacity, transformational change, and humanitarian
principles. Findings are examined to determine how these dimensions interact in supporting
humanitarian organizations facing restricted access, operational uncertainty, funding constraints,
and political pressures. This stage contributes to theoretical understanding by demonstrating how
established leadership theories can be applied within humanitarian environments and how they
complement one another in explaining successful leadership practices.

Stage 6: Development of the Leadership Beyond Crisis Model

The final stage synthesizes the findings into a conceptual framework referred to as the Leadership
Beyond Crisis Model. This model represents the primary theoretical contribution of the study
(Caro, 2022). The model integrates insights derived from Ethical Leadership Theory, Adaptive
Leadership Theory, Transformational Leadership Theory, and the Humanitarian Principles
Framework to propose a leadership approach suitable for contemporary humanitarian
organizations.

The Leadership Beyond Crisis Model emphasizes:

o Ethical decision-making and accountability.
e Organizational adaptability and resilience.

e Transformational vision and innovation.

e Protection of humanitarian principles.

o Strategic leadership under uncertainty.

o Long-term organizational sustainability.

e Collaborative stakeholder engagement.

The model argues that effective humanitarian leadership extends beyond traditional crisis
management functions and requires leaders to simultaneously manage operational challenges,
organizational transformation, ethical responsibilities, and humanitarian values.

2.2 Theory-Based Deductive Analysis
This study adopts a Theory-Based Analysis (Deductive Analysis) approach as its primary

qualitative research methodology. Deductive qualitative analysis is a systematic method that
utilizes pre-existing theories and conceptual frameworks to examine and interpret a specific
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phenomenon. Unlike inductive approaches, which allow themes and patterns to emerge directly
from empirical data, deductive analysis begins with established theoretical constructs that guide
the analytical process (Firoz, 2022). The purpose of this methodology is to assess the extent to
which existing theories explain, illuminate, and provide insights into a particular issue or context.
The selection of Theory-Based Analysis is particularly appropriate for this study because the
research seeks to understand how leadership can effectively respond to the challenges associated
with shrinking humanitarian space and increasingly complex humanitarian crises (Arar et al.,
2023). Rather than developing a new leadership theory, the study evaluates how established
leadership theories can explain successful leadership practices within humanitarian organizations
operating under conditions of uncertainty, restricted access, resource constraints, and prolonged
emergencies (Bryant et al., 2025).

The deductive analytical process involves reviewing relevant scholarly literature, humanitarian
reports, policy documents, leadership studies, and organizational frameworks. The selected
theoretical perspectives serve as analytical lenses through which leadership behaviors,
organizational responses, decision-making processes, and humanitarian strategies are examined.
By comparing theoretical expectations with documented humanitarian leadership practices, the
study identifies areas of alignment, strengths, limitations, and practical implications for
contemporary humanitarian organizations (Caro, 2022). Theory-Based Analysis offers several
advantages for this research. First, it provides a structured framework that enhances analytical
rigor and consistency. Second, it allows for systematic comparison between different leadership
perspectives. Third, it contributes to theoretical development by demonstrating how existing
leadership models can be adapted to humanitarian contexts. Finally, the approach facilitates a
deeper understanding of leadership challenges beyond immediate crisis management, emphasizing
long-term organizational sustainability, ethical decision-making, and resilience (Jaff et al., 2022).
The analytical framework of this study is built upon four complementary theoretical foundations:
Ethical Leadership Theory, Adaptive Leadership Theory, Transformational Leadership Theory,
and the Humanitarian Principles Framework. Together, these perspectives provide a
comprehensive basis for understanding leadership effectiveness in humanitarian environments
characterized by volatility, complexity, and uncertainty (Khan & Kontinen, 2022).

2.3 Ethical Leadership Theory

Ethical Leadership Theory serves as the first theoretical foundation of the study. Ethical leadership
emphasizes the importance of integrity, fairness, accountability, transparency, and moral decision-
making in organizational leadership. According to ethical leadership scholars, leaders influence
organizational behavior by demonstrating ethical conduct and promoting ethical standards
throughout the organization. Within humanitarian settings, ethical leadership is particularly
significant because humanitarian organizations regularly confront difficult moral dilemmas
involving resource allocation, beneficiary prioritization, staff safety, neutrality, and stakeholder
pressures (Hilhorst & van Wessel, 2022). Leaders must often make decisions that balance
competing humanitarian needs while preserving organizational credibility and public trust. The
theory is utilized in this study to examine how humanitarian leaders maintain ethical standards,
safeguard humanitarian values, and make principled decisions under conditions of uncertainty and
political pressure. Ethical leadership provides an important framework for understanding how
leaders preserve legitimacy and trust while navigating shrinking humanitarian space (Khan, 2023).
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2.4 Adaptive Leadership Theory

Adaptive Leadership Theory constitutes the second analytical lens employed in this research.
Developed primarily by Heifetz and colleagues, adaptive leadership focuses on the ability of
leaders to help organizations respond effectively to changing environments, emerging challenges,
and complex problems that lack straightforward solutions. Humanitarian crises increasingly
involve dynamic and unpredictable conditions that require organizations to adapt continuously
(Roborgh et al.,, 2024). Traditional command-and-control leadership models may prove
insufficient when humanitarian actors face rapidly evolving conflicts, political restrictions,
climate-related disasters, and funding uncertainties. This theory is applied to evaluate how
humanitarian leaders foster organizational learning, encourage innovation, manage uncertainty,
and develop flexible strategies capable of responding to evolving humanitarian challenges.
Adaptive leadership highlights the importance of resilience, stakeholder engagement, and the
capacity to adjust organizational practices in response to changing circumstances (Viga & Refstie,
2024).

2.5 Transformational Leadership Theory

Transformational Leadership Theory provides the third theoretical perspective guiding the
analysis. Transformational leaders inspire and motivate followers by articulating a compelling
vision, encouraging innovation, fostering collaboration, and supporting personal and
organizational development (Sauter, 2022). The humanitarian sector frequently requires leaders to
mobilize diverse stakeholders, motivate employees working under difficult conditions, and
maintain organizational commitment during prolonged crises. Transformational leadership offers
valuable insights into how leaders can inspire collective action, strengthen organizational culture,
and drive strategic change. Within this study, transformational leadership is used to analyze how
humanitarian leaders create shared purpose, build organizational resilience, empower teams, and
promote innovation in constrained operational environments. The theory helps explain how
leadership can move beyond reactive crisis management toward long-term organizational
transformation and sustainability (Smith et al., 2025).

2.6 Humanitarian Principles Framework

The Humanitarian Principles Framework represents the fourth and final analytical foundation of
the study. International humanitarian action is guided by four universally recognized principles:
humanity, neutrality, impartiality, and independence. These principles provide the ethical and
operational foundation for humanitarian organizations worldwide. The principle of humanity
emphasizes the alleviation of human suffering wherever it is found. Neutrality requires
humanitarian actors to avoid taking sides in political, religious, or military disputes. Impartiality
demands that assistance be provided solely on the basis of need without discrimination.
Independence ensures that humanitarian action remains autonomous from political, economic,
military, or other external influences (Legai, 2024). As humanitarian space continues to shrink,
maintaining adherence to these principles becomes increasingly challenging. Humanitarian leaders
frequently face pressures from governments, donors, armed groups, and other stakeholders that
may threaten organizational independence or compromise humanitarian values. The Humanitarian
Principles Framework is therefore used to assess how leadership practices support, protect, and
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operationalize these principles within complex humanitarian environments. It provides a
normative benchmark against which leadership effectiveness can be evaluated (Geremedhn &
Gebrihet, 2024).

2.7 Analytical Framework

The integration of Ethical Leadership Theory, Adaptive Leadership Theory, Transformational
Leadership Theory, and the Humanitarian Principles Framework creates a comprehensive
analytical model for examining leadership beyond crisis. Ethical Leadership Theory focuses on
moral responsibility and accountability; Adaptive Leadership Theory emphasizes flexibility and
resilience; Transformational Leadership Theory highlights vision, inspiration, and organizational
change; and the Humanitarian Principles Framework ensures alignment with the fundamental
values of humanitarian action (Fagbemi et al., 2025). By applying these theoretical perspectives
collectively, the study develops a multidimensional understanding of humanitarian leadership
capable of addressing both immediate operational challenges and long-term organizational
sustainability (Moeller et al., 2022). This integrated framework enables a comprehensive
examination of how humanitarian leaders can effectively navigate shrinking humanitarian space
while preserving humanitarian principles, strengthening resilience, and supporting organizational
transformation.

Table 1. Theoretical Framework Used in the Deductive Analysis

Theory Core Concepts Application to Humanitarian
Leadership
Ethical Leadership Theory | Integrity, fairness, Guides principled humanitarian
accountability decision-making

Adaptive Leadership Flexibility, resilience, learning | Supports leadership under
Theory uncertainty
Transformational Vision, empowerment, change | Encourages organizational
Leadership Theory transformation
Humanitarian Principles Humanity, neutrality, Maintains legitimacy and
Framework impartiality, independence operational credibility

Source: (Aridi, 2025)
2.8 Understanding Shrinking Humanitarian Space

The concept of humanitarian space has become increasingly important in contemporary
humanitarian discourse due to the growing complexity of global crises and the increasing obstacles
faced by humanitarian organizations. Humanitarian space refers to the operational environment
that enables humanitarian actors to provide assistance and protection to populations affected by
conflict, disaster, displacement, and other emergencies in accordance with humanitarian
principles. It represents the practical ability of humanitarian organizations to access vulnerable
populations, deliver aid safely, and operate independently without undue political, military, or
economic interference (Jaff et al., 2022). Historically, humanitarian organizations have relied on
a relatively accepted operational space where principles of neutrality, impartiality, independence,
and humanity were broadly recognized by governments and conflict parties. However, over the
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past two decades, humanitarian actors have increasingly encountered restrictions that limit their
ability to reach affected communities and deliver life-saving assistance. As a result, scholars and
practitioners have described the phenomenon as the shrinking humanitarian space, indicating a
gradual reduction in the freedom, access, and operational flexibility available to humanitarian
organizations. The shrinking of humanitarian space has emerged as one of the most significant
challenges facing the humanitarian sector. It affects not only the efficiency of humanitarian
operations but also the safety of aid workers, the protection of vulnerable populations, and the
credibility of humanitarian institutions (Khan & Kontinen, 2022). Consequently, understanding
the causes and implications of shrinking humanitarian space is essential for developing effective
leadership strategies capable of sustaining humanitarian action in increasingly restrictive
environments.

2.9 Methodological Considerations and Research Limitations

While the Theory-Based Deductive Analysis approach provides a structured framework for
examining humanitarian leadership through established theoretical lenses, the study is limited by
its reliance on secondary sources and the absence of primary empirical data. Consequently, the
findings should be interpreted as a theoretically informed analysis rather than an empirical
assessment of leadership effectiveness. The use of predefined theoretical categories nevertheless
contributes to analytical consistency and provides a systematic basis for interpreting leadership
challenges within humanitarian contexts (Elo & Kyngés, 2008).

Additionally, the proposed Leadership Beyond Crisis Framework should be viewed as a
conceptual model requiring further empirical validation. Future research may strengthen and refine
the framework through comparative case studies, qualitative investigations, and empirical analyses
involving humanitarian leaders, local actors, and affected communities. Such efforts would
provide valuable evidence regarding the applicability and effectiveness of the framework across
diverse humanitarian settings (Yin, 2018).

3. Theory-Based Analysis
3.1 Ethical Leadership and Humanitarian Responsibility
Ethical Leadership Theory emphasizes integrity, transparency, accountability, and fairness.
Humanitarian leaders frequently face ethical dilemmas involving:
e Allocation of scarce resources
e Security versus access
e Donor influence
o Political pressure

e Beneficiary prioritization

According to (Hilhorst & van Wessel, 2022), ethical leadership requires leaders to prioritize
humanitarian values over institutional convenience. Leaders must ensure that assistance is
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distributed based on need rather than political influence, ethnicity, religion, or geographic
preference. The analysis suggests that ethical leadership is fundamental to maintaining
organizational legitimacy during periods of shrinking humanitarian space.

3.2 Adaptive Leadership and Humanitarian Flexibility

According to Roborgh et al. (2024), adaptive Leadership Theory emphasizes the capacity to
respond effectively to rapidly changing circumstances.

Humanitarian leaders increasingly face:

e Sudden access restrictions
o Escalating violence

e Regulatory obstacles

o Funding uncertainty

Adaptive leaders respond by:

e Decentralizing decision-making

e Empowering field teams

e Encouraging innovation

o Building flexible operational structures

Adaptive leadership enables organizations to continue functioning even when traditional operating
models become ineffective (Khan, 2023).

3.3 Transformational Leadership and Humanitarian Resilience
Transformational Leadership Theory focuses on vision, inspiration, and organizational change.
Humanitarian leaders must:

e Motivate exhausted staff

o Foster organizational learning

e Promote innovation

o Strengthen resilience
Transformational leaders view crises not only as challenges but also as opportunities for
organizational improvement and reform (Viga & Refstie, 2024). This approach becomes
particularly important in prolonged humanitarian emergencies where staff burnout and
institutional fatigue are common.

3.4 Humanitarian Principles and Leadership Legitimacy

The humanitarian principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality, and independence constitute
the foundation of humanitarian action.
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Leaders who uphold these principles gain:

o Community trust

e Operational credibility

e Negotiating power

e Organizational legitimacy
The analysis indicates that humanitarian principles function as both ethical standards and strategic
assets. Organizations perceived as politically aligned often experience reduced access and
diminished trust among affected populations.
3.5 Leadership Challenges in Shrinking Humanitarian Space

The literature reveals several recurring leadership challenges.

Table 2. Leadership Challenges and Strategic Responses

Humanitarian Challenge Leadership Response
Restricted access Humanitarian diplomacy
Political interference Ethical leadership
Funding instability Strategic resource management
Security threats Staff protection and risk management
Misinformation Transparent communication
Administrative barriers Adaptive planning
Weak local capacity Localization strategies

Source: (Sauter, 2022)
The table illustrates that shrinking humanitarian space requires multidimensional leadership
capabilities rather than purely operational expertise.

3.6. From Crisis Leadership to Leadership Beyond Crisis

Traditional humanitarian leadership has focused primarily on emergency response. However, the
changing humanitarian environment requires broader leadership competencies.

Table 3. Traditional Crisis Leadership versus Leadership Beyond Crisis

Dimension Traditional Crisis Leadership Leadership Beyond Crisis
Focus Emergency response Long-term resilience
Time Horizon Short-term Long-term
Decision-Making | Centralized Collaborative
Leadership Style | Command-oriented Adaptive and participatory
Success Measure | Speed of response Sustainability and trust
Community Role | Recipient of aid Partner in decision-making
Innovation Reactive Proactive

Source: (Smith et al., 2025)
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The comparison demonstrates that leadership beyond crisis represents a significant evolution in
humanitarian leadership practice.

4. Discussion

The deductive analysis demonstrates that humanitarian leadership is becoming increasingly
complex. Several key findings emerge: First, leadership is becoming more political while needing
to remain principled. Leaders must understand political realities without compromising
humanitarian values. Second, localization is no longer optional. Local actors frequently maintain
access when international organizations cannot. Effective leaders therefore invest in local capacity
and equitable partnerships (Legai, 2024; Geremedhn & Gebrihet, 2024). Third, trust has become
a strategic organizational resource. Trust influences access, legitimacy, donor confidence, and
community acceptance. Fourth, humanitarian diplomacy has emerged as a core leadership
competency. Leaders increasingly spend time negotiating access, building relationships, and
maintaining operational space (Fagbemi et al., 2025; Moeller et al., 2022). Finally, adaptive

capacity appears to be one of the strongest predictors of organizational resilience in restricted
environments.

4.1 Conceptual Model of Leadership Beyond Crisis

Based on the deductive analysis, a conceptual model is proposed.

LEADERSHIP BEYOND CRISIS FRAMEWORK

A Multi-Dimensional Model for Humanitarian Leadership in Shrinking Humanitarian Space

©

1. PRINCIPLED
LEADERSHIP

Upholds humanitarian principles
(humanity, neutrality, impartiality,
independence) and ensures moral
clarity in decision-making.

2. ADAPTIVE
LEADERSHIP

Embraces uncertainty, learns
continuously and adapts

strategies to changing contexts

and emerging risks.

3. ETHICAL &
ACCOUNTABLE
LEADERSHIP

'S )
e ai)s

LEADERSHIP

BEYOND CRISIS

Integrated, principled and
adaptive leadership for
sustainable humanitarian
action

4. LOCALIZED

5. TRANSFORMATIONAL
LEADERSHIP

LEADERSHIP

Drives positive change, builds
organizational resilience and
promotes innovation for long-term
humanitarian impact.

Empowers local actors,
strengthens partnerships and
centers community voices in
humanitarian action.

SUSTAINABLE HUMANITARIAN ACTION

Greater access « Stronger trust « Resilient organizations
Dignity and protection for affected people

Figure 2: Leadership Beyond Crisis Framework
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This framework suggests that sustainable humanitarian action emerges when leaders integrate all
five dimensions simultaneously.

4.1.1 Theoretical Contribution of the Leadership Beyond Crisis Framework

The Leadership Beyond Crisis Framework contributes to humanitarian leadership scholarship by
integrating multiple leadership perspectives into a unified model specifically designed for
humanitarian environments characterized by restricted access, political complexity, operational
uncertainty, and protracted crises. While Ethical Leadership Theory, Adaptive Leadership Theory,
and Transformational Leadership Theory each provide valuable insights into leadership
effectiveness, individually they do not fully address the unique challenges associated with
shrinking humanitarian space (Northouse, 2021). Similarly, the Humanitarian Principles
Framework provides a normative foundation for humanitarian action but offers limited guidance
on how leaders should navigate complex operational and organizational challenges.

The proposed framework advances existing scholarship by demonstrating how ethical leadership,
adaptive capacity, transformational vision, humanitarian diplomacy, localization, and adherence
to humanitarian principles interact as complementary dimensions of effective humanitarian
leadership. Rather than viewing these competencies as separate leadership functions, the
framework conceptualizes them as interconnected capabilities that collectively enable leaders to
sustain humanitarian action under increasingly constrained conditions (Yukl, 2013).

A further contribution of the framework is its shift away from traditional crisis-management
approaches that primarily emphasize emergency response and operational coordination. Instead,
the Leadership Beyond Crisis Framework positions leadership as a strategic process focused on
long-term organizational resilience, stakeholder engagement, institutional adaptation, and the
preservation of humanitarian values. In doing so, the framework responds to the evolving nature
of humanitarian crises, which are increasingly characterized by protracted displacement, restricted
humanitarian access, political sensitivities, and complex stakeholder environments (Uhl-Bien et
al., 2007).

The framework also contributes to ongoing discussions regarding localization and humanitarian
diplomacy by recognizing them as core leadership competencies rather than solely operational or
policy considerations (Roborgh et al., 2024). This perspective broadens existing understandings of
humanitarian leadership and provides a foundation for future empirical research examining
leadership effectiveness in diverse humanitarian contexts.

4.2 Localization and Humanitarian Diplomacy as Strategic Leadership Competencies

Two leadership competencies have become increasingly important in an era of shrinking
humanitarian space: localization and humanitarian diplomacy. As humanitarian organizations face
growing access restrictions, security risks, and political constraints, traditional approaches to
leadership are often insufficient to sustain effective humanitarian action. Contemporary
humanitarian leaders must therefore possess the ability to build equitable partnerships with local
actors while simultaneously engaging in strategic dialogue with governments, communities,
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donors, and other stakeholders to preserve humanitarian access and operational space (Hilhorst &
van Wessel, 2022).

Localization has emerged as a critical component of effective humanitarian leadership (Roborgh
et al., (2024). Local organizations frequently possess stronger community acceptance, contextual
understanding, and sustained presence within affected areas than international actors. Effective
leaders recognize the value of local knowledge and invest in capacity strengthening, shared
decision-making, and long-term partnerships. By promoting locally led responses, humanitarian
leaders can enhance organizational resilience, improve access to vulnerable populations, and
strengthen the sustainability of humanitarian interventions.

Humanitarian diplomacy has similarly become an essential leadership function. Humanitarian
leaders increasingly operate in politically sensitive environments where access to affected
populations depends upon negotiation, relationship-building, and advocacy. Humanitarian
diplomacy involves engaging with authorities, conflict parties, donors, and community leaders to
secure humanitarian access while preserving the principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality,
and independence (ICRC, 2025). Effective humanitarian diplomacy enables organizations to
navigate complex political environments without compromising their humanitarian mandate.

Together, localization and humanitarian diplomacy represent strategic leadership competencies
that support both operational effectiveness and organizational legitimacy. As humanitarian space
continues to contract globally, leaders who successfully integrate these approaches will be better
positioned to sustain humanitarian action, strengthen community trust, and protect humanitarian
principles in increasingly complex operating environments (Hilhorst & van Wessel, 2022).

4.3 Illustrative Applications in Humanitarian Contexts

The practical relevance of the Leadership Beyond Crisis Framework can be observed in
humanitarian operations characterized by access constraints, political complexity, and protracted
crises (ALNAP, 2022). Drawing upon the author's professional experience across multiple
humanitarian contexts, particularly in Afghanistan and Myanmar, humanitarian leadership
frequently extends beyond operational management to encompass negotiation, principled
decision-making, stakeholder engagement, humanitarian diplomacy, and organizational adaptation
(Hilhorst & van Wessel, 2022). These experiences demonstrate that effective leadership in
complex humanitarian environments requires balancing humanitarian principles with operational
realities while sustaining access to vulnerable populations and strengthening organizational
resilience.

In Afghanistan, humanitarian leaders have faced persistent challenges related to humanitarian
access, engagement with authorities, restrictions affecting humanitarian personnel, and the need
to balance operational continuity with adherence to humanitarian principles. These conditions have
required leaders to demonstrate adaptive leadership, humanitarian diplomacy, and ethical decision-
making while maintaining assistance to vulnerable populations in a highly restrictive environment
(OCHA, 2025)
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Similarly, in Myanmar, humanitarian organizations have operated within a complex context
characterized by armed conflict, displacement, access limitations, and political sensitivities
(UNHCR, 2024). Effective leadership has required continuous adaptation to evolving
circumstances, close collaboration with local actors, and sustained efforts to preserve humanitarian
space while ensuring the protection of affected communities.

These experiences illustrate that successful humanitarian leadership increasingly depends on the
ability to integrate ethical leadership, adaptive capacity, humanitarian diplomacy, and localization.
They reinforce the central argument of this study that leadership beyond crisis is not solely
concerned with emergency response but with sustaining humanitarian action, protecting
humanitarian principles, and strengthening organizational resilience in challenging operational
environments (Roborgh et al., 2024).

4.4 Practical Implications
Humanitarian organizations should:

Incorporate ethics and humanitarian diplomacy into leadership development programs.
Strengthen adaptive decision-making mechanisms.

Promote localization through equitable partnerships.

Enhance accountability toward affected populations.

Invest in staff wellbeing and organizational resilience.

Develop long-term strategies for protecting humanitarian space.

SN bk W=

These measures can improve both organizational effectiveness and humanitarian legitimacy.
Conclusion

This article examined leadership beyond crisis in an era of shrinking humanitarian space using
Theory-Based Deductive Analysis. Drawing upon Ethical Leadership Theory, Adaptive
Leadership Theory, Transformational Leadership Theory, and the Humanitarian Principles
Framework, the study demonstrates that contemporary humanitarian leadership extends far beyond
traditional emergency response functions. The findings indicate that successful humanitarian
leaders must integrate principled decision-making, adaptive capacity, ethical accountability,
transformational vision, localization, and humanitarian diplomacy. Shrinking humanitarian space
demands leaders who can negotiate access while preserving independence, protect staff while
maintaining operational effectiveness, and strengthen local partnerships while ensuring
accountability. The proposed Leadership Beyond Crisis Framework contributes to humanitarian
leadership scholarship by offering a theoretically grounded model for understanding leadership in
contexts characterized by uncertainty, restricted access, and political complexity. The experiences
highlighted from Afghanistan and Myanmar further illustrate the practical relevance of the
framework and the growing importance of localization and humanitarian diplomacy in sustaining
humanitarian action. Ultimately, humanitarian leadership is no longer solely about managing
crises; it is about sustaining humanitarian values, protecting vulnerable populations, and building
resilient systems capable of operating amid uncertainty and restriction.
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