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Humanitarianism inhabits troubled spaces. In the last decade alone, aid workers have
intervened in response to civil conflicts, natural disasters, and epidemics, from Syria
to the Philippines to Haiti, and in countless places in between. It is in times of crisis
and dislocation, when political order has seemingly failed, that the humanitarian
impulse finds its starkest expression. In the words of one of its prominent prac-
titioners, the former president of Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) James Orbinski,
humanitarianism “aims to build spaces of normalcy in the midst of what is
abnormal.”1 Inasmuch as “emergency” has become the counterpoint to global order,
humanitarian aid represents a pathway toward stability.2

This essay investigates the processes by which humanitarians, to appropriate
Orbinski’s insight, “build spaces of normalcy” in their own world. This phrase requires
unpacking. In the first place, it suggests a humanitarian concern with regularity and
even regulation—in short, with order and governance—both enduring themes in
politics. Through the word “normalcy” (and its root “norm”), the phrase also implies
an intimate link between the creation of order and the adjudication of appropriate
behavior. Indeed, for these very reasons, humanitarian themes have been subject to
increasing attention in studies of global governance. Scholarship has found that
humanitarian rhetoric channels political action in crises: humanitarian action creates
zones of order among populations, humanitarian politics support policies of
containment, and humanitarian images govern emotions like compassion.3 Humani-
tarianism is itself regulated in ways familiar to students of global governance. States
earmark funds, mandate reporting requirements, and set the legal terrain; multilateral
institutions like the United Nations or European Union fund and coordinate action.4

In recent decades, humanitarianism has also experienced an internal transfor-
mation in its governance mechanisms, driven in large part by nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs). Aid work is now subject to at least one hundred international
self-regulatory initiatives—defined as “self-organized attempts at collective action
without direct intervention from the state”—with scores more at the regional and
local levels.5 Thirty years ago, the notion of a code of conduct in humanitarianism
was basically inconceivable; today, it is quotidian. From principled codes to elaborate
third-party monitoring regimes, humanitarian self-governance encompasses every
conceivable aspect of organizational life, from personnel policy to advertising to
financial propriety. For instance, the Sphere Project—analyzed in detail below—
creates globally applicable minimum standards for the provision of disaster relief,
including guidance for shelter construction, medical treatment, and sanitation. Sphere
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has involved hundreds of NGOs, states, and institutions as well as thousands of indi-
viduals; its widely used Minimum Standards handbook has sold tens of thousands of
copies. The scale and ambition of projects like Sphere herald changes in the consti-
tution of humanitarianism and in its organizational reality. What drives organizations
to develop these mechanisms? What is their function?

For many scholars working in this area, the answer to these questions has centered
on donors, namely states. State pressure incentivizes self-regulation, and the goal of the
resulting initiatives is, according to one popular formulation, to “credibly signal . . .
commitment towards good governance.”6 But this succinct framing conceals complex,
contested, and culturally contingent social realities. None of these words—“credibly,”
“signal,” “good governance”—is clear cut. What is good governance? How is it
produced? Which signals are recognizable? The literature’s focus on rational design has
impeded serious examination of social and normative considerations in self-
regulation.7 Consequently, existing research has actually understated the significance
of such initiatives. As I develop in this essay, efforts to regulate are simultaneously
efforts to constitute: to specify guiding values and governing practices and, thereby, to
create and distinguish a social category, humanitarianism. At its core, I find that the
struggle over standards is not only a struggle over quality; it is a struggle to define the
humanitarian soul.

Through analysis of two major self-regulatory initiatives, I situate self-regulation
in the context of a humanitarian crisis of legitimacy. Following emergencies in the
horn of Africa in the 1980s and Rwanda in 1994, especially, humanitarianism has been
subject to a growing cacophony of voices that no longer takes as sacrosanct its prac-
titioners’ claims to be doing good in times of need. From within the sector, too, has
come a realization that good intentions are no longer enough, that aid may bring
harm to the very people it intends to assist, and that something must be done to
ensure the field’s future viability. But what must be done—and how? I find that the
legitimacy crisis has enabled an often-contentious internal process of dialogue and
debate over the nature of humanitarianism itself. Self-regulation emerged as a vehicle
for self-representation; aid veterans turned to standards in a bid to shift the very bases
of humanitarian legitimacy. From charity and good intent, these initiatives have, in
different ways, attempted to enact an identity of humanitarianism as professional,
regulated, and rooted in international law and human rights. However, despite (and
sometimes because of ) their technical grounding, these standards have not been
universally welcomed by humanitarians. The elevation of certain action orientations
has implied the devaluation of others.

These ideas are developed as follows. I begin by introducing nonprofit self-
regulation and sketch the contours of its study. I emphasize the diffuse, rather than
direct, pressures experienced by humanitarians, which I characterize as legitimacy chal-
lenges, and narrate external stimuli as opportunity structures: crises create openings
for reform, but the actual content of self-regulation is largely shaped by debates and
disputes among practitioners. I understand these practitioners—the humani-
tarians—as constituting an organizational field, a local order in which relations are
shaped by “shared (which is not to say consensual) understandings about the purposes
of the field, relationships to others in the field (including who has power and why),
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and the rules governing legitimate action in the field.”8 I use the field framework to
draw out the constitutive and contested dimensions of self-regulation. I then examine
two cases: the Sphere Project, which emerged in the wake of the Rwandan genocide
and defines universally applicable humanitarian standards, and the Code of Conduct
on Images and Messages, a European initiative addressing representative practices. In
both cases, I find that initial agreement among aid workers on the necessity of reform
soon gave way to competing visions of humanitarian identity.

Humanitarianism, Governed

This study sits at the intersection of two academic research tracks. On the one hand,
the wave of interest in humanitarianism—actions to relieve the suffering of distant
strangers, generally understood as emergency relief—is reflected in the growing
number of monographs focusing on its history, principles, and operational dilemmas.9

At the same time, the global governance concept has quickly evolved into “one of the
central orienting themes in the practice and study of international affairs.”10 However,
humanitarian governance—the rules and authority relationships overseeing relief
work—has “received surprisingly little attention.”11 Rather, the prevailing view of the
aid system is of, as Weiss frames it, “a myriad of competitors in the unregulated free
market.”12 Humanitarianism is seen as, if not ungoverned, only minimally governed.

There is truth in such statements. The governance of international aid is largely
national in basis, which means that stronger states, such as the United States or
European Union members, are able to exert levels of financial and political control
that far exceed that of developing or crisis-stricken states, for instance in Haiti or
Syria.13 While the humanitarian system has grown dramatically in size and scope since
the 1980s, the internationalization of NGO work has seemingly outpaced the ability
of states and other bodies to regulate it in meaningful ways. Notwithstanding efforts
by the UN’s Emergency Relief Coordinator, no single individual or entity consistently
wears the humanitarian leadership “hat.”14 This fact has contributed to wasteful and
even counterproductive dynamics in crisis situations, particularly in the context of
state collapse.

However, while external control is uneven, humanitarians have made significant
progress in developing internal controls through mechanisms of self-regulation. By
one account, over three hundred civil society initiatives guide practice across fields
such as humanitarianism, development, the arts, and philanthropy, including dozens
of aid and development standards that, collectively, implicate practically every
conceivable facet of organizational behavior.15 If global governance, in the first
instance, was viewed largely as a state-driven enterprise, contemporary governance
implies the extension of the processes of rule and order-making deep into the fabric
of the non-state world.16 Theoretically, then, these developments compel us to recon-
sider the role of NGOs as “global governors.”17 In addition to their work instigating
and enforcing international rules and norms on other actors, namely states, as in the
case of landmines or human rights, and transnational corporations, as with corporate
social responsibility, NGOs are also active agents in their own regulatory destinies.18

In this section, I develop a framework for understanding the sources and sectoral
consequences of the self-regulation phenomenon. I begin by drawing from the civil
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society literature to identify several dynamics, including growth and public pressure,
often used to explain self-regulation. I characterize these as legitimacy challenges.
These scope conditions prepare the terrain for humanitarian reform; I find that they
are (arguably) necessary, but not sufficient, to account for the content of the ensuing
initiatives. The goal is to capture how diffuse regulatory impulses are interpreted and
articulated in the form of concrete regulations. I do this by understanding humanitari-
anism as an organizational field, a concept I use to explore the implications of self-
designed rules on humanitarian identity. I make two points: first, that governance
initiatives are constitutive, with self-regulation emerging as a vehicle for self-
representation, and, second, that the contingency of the process gives rise to dynamics
of contestation.

Opportunity in Crisis

What accounts for the rise of humanitarian self-regulation? The most widely cited
factors are structural and stem from the reconfiguration of state authority under
neoliberalism, which began in the 1970s and accelerated with the end of the Cold
War, and the concomitant rise of NGOs as the preferred channel of service
provision.19 States devolved direct involvement in areas related to development and
social welfare; they would fund, but regulate, these activities. This ideology is reflected
in the growth in funding available to humanitarian organizations, with Official Devel-
opment Assistance rising from $2bn in 1990 to $20.3bn in 2016, while a concurrent
increase in intra-state conflict and human displacement provided new opportunities
for intervention.20 As for aid agencies, funding fueled organizational proliferation,
growth, and complexity. Barnett cites the example of MSF, which grew from a two-
room office in the 1970s into an international network with, as of 2016, twenty-one
branches and 1.5bn in revenue, while World Vision International evolved from the
personalistic leadership of its founder to become the world’s wealthiest NGO.21

Market dynamics have driven competition and international expansion, and they have
also heightened the risk of scandal to organizations that depend significantly on public
support. Thus, Ebrahim suggests that self-regulation arose in part out of a desire to
“forestall potentially restrictive government regulation.”22

States, and the material power they wield, play a prominent role in the literature
on self-regulation. As the Ebrahim’s words illustrate, certain assumptions underpin
research in this area: that actors are rational calculators, that the impetus as well as
audience for self-regulation is external to the sector, and that material factors outweigh
ideational factors. These ideas are crystallized in the “accountability club” approach to
NGO self-regulation, which remains the touchstone for research in this area.23

According to this approach, self-regulation arises from a principal-agent relationship:
facing public pressures to clean up their act, credible NGOs create and join clubs to
bolster branding and improve performance.24

Market forces and intra-sectoral competition do play a prominent role in relief
work, as multiple sources have confirmed.25 However, the application of economic
pressures to humanitarian self-regulation is far from straightforward. For one, the
strategic self-regulation narrative appears to understate the role of NGO value orienta-
tions in shaping humanitarian practices. Research, on accountability in particular, has
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demonstrated the importance of the democratic and moral claims advanced by
NGOs.26 Second, the external signaling assumption merits scrutiny. If indeed donors
prefer clearly defined and enforceable standards, it should be noted that the vast
majority of NGO codes are actually voluntary and unenforceable, while branding
remains weak in light of the proliferation of standards and apparent sectoral confusion
among them.27 Finally, donor pressure itself is often unclear, given the existence of
multiple principals and the mixed messages they send.28

The pressures humanitarians face are real, even if they are more diffuse than direct.
Despite rising relief budgets and increased numbers of actors, malaise has pervaded
the field for at least two decades. The most recent “State of the Humanitarian System”
report, produced by and for humanitarians, admits as much: “Although it has become
a cliché for reports of this kind to declare the humanitarian system ‘in crisis’ or ‘at a
crossroads,’ ” it begins, it too proceeds to identify weaknesses in the humanitarian
system.29 This crisis is not the result of any one factor so much as from an accumu-
lation of them, including coordination dilemmas, overstretch and failures, and
inhospitable political contexts. These challenges, and the humanitarian recognition of
them, constitute a humanitarian crisis of legitimacy.30

In humanitarianism, legitimacy—the societal perception of appropriateness—
traditionally arises out of the moral selflessness of the act; it is embodied in the
charitable aid worker who acts in the interests of humanity when states fail to fulfill
their duties.31 Increasingly, though, good intentions are no longer enough and NGOs’
normative claims are not accepted at face value by publics. While opinion polls show
that public trust in NGOs is still higher than that of government and business, it is
on the decline.32 Nick Leader thus evokes an “appreciable shift of the Western media
perception of the aid worker away from the white heroine to a much more ambiguous
figure who may be ‘feeding killers.’ ”33 As a veteran of the Irish nonprofit sector
explained to me: “We’re very conscious of the fact that, OK, the Church has come
under scrutiny, business, banking, government—we’re next . . . And you have a gener-
ation now that aren’t just going to accept that they’re doing good. We’ve got to show
that we make a difference, and therefore we’ve got to be transparent and
accountable.”34 Here, external pressure serves as an enabling factor; the nebulous
weight of societal expectations is experienced by humanitarians as a crisis. Crisis moti-
vates; it disrupts social order and thereby stimulates organizational change.35 As the
self-regulation case demonstrates, the perception of illegitimacy creates a political
opportunity structure—it opens political space and provides discursive resources for
situated social actors, often described as normative entrepreneurs, to advocate alternate
visions of humanitarian action.36 These causal processes are modeled in Figure 1.

Self-Regulation, Self-Representation

The perception of crisis creates an opening, but this potentiality—the stimulating
force of societal pressure—must be translated into action. The crisis of legitimacy is
filtered and refracted through the optic of humanitarianism, which exists as a layered
political and social space populated by networks of actors, woven together by dense
informational and relational ties, and oriented around broadly shared beliefs. The
kinds of standards that emerge, the values that they promote, and the mechanisms by
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Fig.1. Causal processes.

which they structure practice—these outcomes hinge on processes set in motion
within this humanitarian social space.

I understand humanitarian organizations as forming an organizational field: a local
social order composed of organizations and characterized by rules, values, and
knowledge specific to it. Fields are socially constructed in that they turn on a set of
understandings—of the stakes, positions, rules, and interpretive frames—crafted over
time by members.37 These understandings are delineated (implicitly or explicitly) and
enforced by institutions and rules, which Fligstein and McAdam refer to as “internal
governing units.”38 Rules, and I include self-regulations among them, are central to
the institutionalization and constitution of the field; they differentiate it from or
situate it within other fields—proximate or distal, dependent or independent. These
boundaries are of vital importance as they “affect how organizations select models for
emulation, where they focus information-gathering energy, which organizations they
compare themselves with, and where they recruit personnel.”39 This means that a
member of a field will tend to imitate the successful or socially rewarded strategies of
a peer before looking elsewhere, and that imported practices may not immediately or
automatically be recognized as appropriate. Humanitarians will look to humanitarians
before emulating private security professionals, for instance.

For scholars dissatisfied with the functionalism of network theory or the instru-
mentalism of principal-agent approaches, the field frame provides a way to grapple
with social forces and group dynamics outside or across national borders or formal
institutions. Its relevance to humanitarianism has been demonstrated in previous
scholarship.40 Meaningful differences persist among scholars working in this area,
notably on the scope conditions for change, divergence, and resistance. Whereas
Powell and DiMaggio emphasize isomorphic stability, Bourdieu and his followers
incorporate fluidity and contingency.41 Here, I follow Fligstein and McAdams in
observing that fields have lifecycles: periods of emergence are characterized by fluidity,
while stable fields tend toward incremental change, though jockeying for position
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remains a hallmark of fluid and stable fields alike.42 Stable fields may still be disrupted.
Systemic shocks—episodes that destabilize social order—generate opportunities for
innovative action and may lead to the importation of models from cognate fields, such
as, in humanitarianism, ideas from the development and human rights sectors. Crises
of legitimacy are one such destabilizing force since, according to Reus-Smit, they
signal “critical turning points” when the decline in an institution’s legitimacy compels
adaptation or disempowerment.43

Applied to nonprofits, the organizational field provides tools to explore, as Gugerty
and Prakash suggest, “norms of appropriateness, rather than [or, as well as] instrumen-
tality” in self-regulation.44 I use it to elucidate two aspects of the regulatory project.
First, self-regulation is constitutive. From principles (who is a humanitarian?) to prac-
tices (what is appropriate?) to processes (how are organizations run?), self-regulation is
directed within the field, and at the field itself. Second, the field frame captures the
persistence of contestation in nonprofit work, with self-regulatory initiatives under-
stood as mechanisms by which NGOs consolidate or improve their position.

My analysis of self-regulation begins with the recognition that rules both regulate
and constitute. What constitution means, for Nicholas Onuf, is that “rules tell us who
the active participants in a society are” and “which goals are the appropriate ones . . .
to pursue.”45 In constructivist approaches to international relations as well as in the
organizational sociology upon which they often draw, identities—and not simply
capacities or interests—are understood as contingent on processes of interaction and
engagement. Thus, Alastair Iain Johnston argues, “actors who enter into a social inter-
action rarely emerge the same.”46 For Fligstein and McAdam, whose field framework
underpins this study, “the human capacity and need for meaning and identity is as
much a structuring force in social life as the material demands on the collective.”47

Collectively, these propositions direct our analytic attention from without to within,
to examine the impact of humanitarian rules on the constitution of the sector (as a
social sector) and the identities of agencies themselves.

Put another way, self-regulation is performative; it is a practice that brings into
being that which it claims to regulate—humanitarian nonprofits as a professional field.
Performativity foregrounds the everyday repetitive acts through which social cate-
gories, like gender or, here especially, humanitarianism, are constructed. As Butler
explains, the term captures “a set of processes that produce ontological effects, that is,
that work to bring into being certain kinds of realities or . . . that lead to certain kinds
of socially binding consequences.”48 These processes include speech acts, sectoral tech-
nologies and modes of activity, and other repeated acts of definition and delimitation,
the cumulative effect of which is to establish (often implicitly) “this is what we are,”
and, hence, also “this is what we are not.” Through performativity, we perceive that
routinized, specialized, and technical tasks have meaning that extends beyond the
visible manifestation of the act. For instance, as Power documents in an influential
study of auditing, the rise of management techniques is cultural as much as it is
technical. It is through practices of measurement and verification that auditors simul-
taneously enact their expertise and reconstitute organizations around ideals such as
“efficiency” and “quality.”49 So, too, with humanitarianism: innovative practices
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recenter the field and provide “stages” on which aid workers perform both ethical
principles and technological proficiency.50

These performances, and the constitutive effects they produce, are contingent on
constellations of social and material forces, which is to say (among other things) that
identity is malleable; it contains within it tensions and possibilities for change. Per
Butler: “In its very character as performative resides the possibility of contesting its
reified status.”51 This leads to my second observation: contestation is a persistent feature
of the humanitarian field, as a field, and self-regulation provides mechanisms by which
actors consolidate or improve their position. Competition may arise over material
resources, certainly, but ideational resources are no less important to the operation or
alteration of the field. Krause writes: “The most controversial debates concerning
humanitarianism today are not about the relative weight of humanitarian as opposed
to other considerations; they are about who or what is legitimately humanitarian.”52

Following Bourdieu, the structure itself, definitions, and identities are always at stake
in the struggle over the field.53 Self-regulation is thus self-representation: through
codes and technical standards, humanitarians are exercising performative agency to
rewrite the humanitarian script—to specify its goals (or plot), the leading actors, and
the discourse of relief. The internal organizing function is at least as important as the
external signaling effect.

In the case studies that follow, I find that reformers invoked the specter of crisis
to marshal support for rule-making. Through self-regulation, they sought to recast the
field of humanitarian action, and thereby to update the sources of its legitimacy.
Caring was no longer enough. But how to proceed? Legitimacy is not a singular
concept, in the sense that multiple actions and orientations may confer it, and
different sources carry different weight depending on context and audience.
Ossewaarde et al. distinguish among normative (moral claims), regulatory (rooted-
ness in international law and rules), cognitive (expertise), and output (proof of impact)
legitimacy.54 The perception that good intentions are no longer enough is an argument
that normative legitimacy alone is an insufficient basis for action. Through self-
regulation, humanitarians have bolstered their normative legitimacy through reference
to international law, technical expertise, and claims of effectiveness.

Methodology

The universe of potential cases is large and growing; humanitarians implement more
than 100 standards, while scores more can be found at national and local levels.55

These initiatives vary widely; voluntary and unenforced standards like the Code of
Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in
Disaster Relief (“the RC/NGO Code of Conduct”) coexist with institutionalized
mechanisms like the Core Humanitarian Standard, which ensures compliance through
third party audits and member certification. Few domains of humanitarian practice
are untouched by self-regulation.

This essay investigates two self-regulatory initiatives: the Sphere Project and the
Code of Conduct on Images and Messages. The Sphere Project was the first attempt
to create universal standards for humanitarian relief operations and remains the largest
self-regulatory undertaking. This case provides a basis for investigating the relationship
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between external regulatory stimuli and internal activism, given that prior research on
Sphere has tended to highlight donor criticism of NGOs in the aftermath of the
Rwandan genocide. In addition, the contingency of Sphere’s formulations of quality
and professionalism is investigated in light of the controversies surrounding the initia-
tive’s development. The Code on Images differs on two key dimensions. First, whereas
Sphere occupies the gravitational center of the humanitarian field—it incorporates the
largest agencies and addresses the core of emergency response—the Code is peripheral,
pertaining largely to European NGOs and their advertising portrayals while experi-
encing its fullest articulation in Ireland. Second, compared to Sphere, the Code’s
proponents were also subordinate within their organizations. From a selection stand-
point, then, an analysis of the Code on Images tests the broader validity of my
explanatory framework, which contextualizes the work of humanitarianism’s regu-
lators within a generalized crisis of legitimacy in the field. Together, these two cases
allow for an assessment of the origins and objectives of self-regulatory initiatives. If
my argument holds, the studies should demonstrate the combined influence of
external stimuli (manifested as a crisis of legitimacy) and internal shapers (yielding the
actual regulations), while simultaneously underscoring the competing identity claims
around which regulatory debates have crystallized.

I process-trace the development of the Sphere Project and Code of Conduct on
Images and Messages through two primary sources of evidence: semi-structured inter-
views and archival work. Seventy-seven in-depth interviews averaging fifty-seven minutes
in length were held between July 2009 and June 2012 with senior personnel engaged in
the preparation and implementation of the two standards initiatives as well as with staff
at affiliated NGOs, companion standards, and bilateral donor agencies.56 Each interview
was tape recorded and fully transcribed; except where noted, respondents were promised
anonymity. Previous research has called for opening up NGOs to investigate processes,
as well as to study how legitimacy claims are reflected internally.57 In this way, the
interviews gain deeper understanding of the motivations underlying the creation of
humanitarian standards and explore key issues that arose during the drafting and imple-
mentation stages. Interviews are not value-neutral, of course; polling on morality
consistently finds that individuals over-report normatively acceptable activities like
churchgoing and charitable giving and so too is it reasonable to expect NGO staff to
overvalue principles and overstate their own role in self-regulation.58 I have compensated
for this phenomenon by incorporating a range of perspectives and positions from the
humanitarian field, from regulatory proponents to critics to donor agencies, including
six interviews with U.S. and European institutional donors. At the same time, following
Butler, I recognize that speech acts are themselves exercises of performative power or, as
Chouliaraki phrases it, “communication [is] constitutive of the social.”59 The discursive
justifications given in interviews are part and parcel of the self-regulatory
performance—they are an aspect of the self-representation I seek to investigate.

Semi-structured interviews were combined with qualitative analysis of archival
materials, including meeting minutes, correspondence, internal studies, and annual
reports. Portions of this material were available from extensive online archives, and I
also benefited from documents accessed during site visits and provided by interview
participants.
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The Sphere Project

The Sphere Project is the largest humanitarian self-regulatory initiative, having
involved hundreds of organizations and thousands of individuals since its launch in
1997.60 Practitioners have called it the “most ambitious attempt to improve
performance and accountability across the humanitarian aid sector” and a
phenomenon “unique in the humanitarian world.”61

Sphere represents the first attempt to create globally applicable minimum stan-
dards for the provision of disaster relief, and is based on the belief, “first, that those
affected by disaster or conflict have a right to life with dignity and, therefore, a right
to assistance; and second, that all possible steps should be taken to alleviate human
suffering arising out of disaster or conflict.”62 Its most recognizable output is its 406-
page handbook, the Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Humanitarian
Response, which seeks to compile the combined knowledge and principles of the sector
in the form of standards for disaster relief. Sphere has neither signatories nor members
nor enforcement mechanisms. Consequently, agencies that implement Sphere do so
voluntarily; branding appears to play only a small role attracting organizations to
Sphere.63 Implementation is supported by the Sphere head office and Board, located
in Geneva as well as by a network of trainers and agencies.

This section investigates factors underpinning the development of the Sphere
Project through interviews—including with most of the first management committee,
several generations of Project staff, a sample of Board members, ECHO and USAID
representatives, and aid workers from agencies in the United States, United Kingdom,
Ireland, France, Denmark, and Switzerland—and archival research. While acknowl-
edging donor involvement in the process, I find that Sphere arose out of a crisis of
legitimacy, crystallized by the Goma response, which provided rhetorical tools
whereby Anglo-American aid veterans articulated a new—rights-based and technically
proficient—mode of action.

Origins: Experiencing Goma and Humanitarianism’s Crisis of Legitimacy

Rwanda. Two decades after a genocide in which 800,000 Tutsis and moderate
Hutus were slaughtered, after a refugee crisis that displaced two million more, the
state’s name remains a proxy for the failings of multilateral organizations. In the words
of United Nations force commander General Roméo Dallaire, “Rwanda will never,
ever leave me. It’s in the pores of my body.”64 The same could be said of many
humanitarians. In a field historically defined by crisis, the Rwandan genocide and its
aftermath stand out.

From a humanitarian standpoint, the genocide itself was secondary to the refugee
flight that followed the end of hostilities in July 1994. Few humanitarians—the UN,
ICRC, and MSF were noteworthy exceptions—had been active inside Rwanda. With
the fall of Kigali to the Rwandan Patriotic Front, 850,000 refugees crossed the border
into Goma, Zaire, in just five days. For an international community facing condem-
nation for its inaction during the genocide, the refugee crisis and accompanying water
and sanitation problems were a means to assuage collective guilt.65 The humanitarian
response was unprecedented; 170 agencies were funded to the tune of $1.4 billion.66

Humanitarians were also, in many ways, overmatched. Approximately fifty thousand
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refugees died from disease and violence in the first month, the sector struggled to
assess needs, and refugee camps were militarized by extremists. Thus, despite some
impressive results, post-intervention evaluations concluded that there were areas where
“performance of the system was less impressive and the performance of some agencies
was poor,” citing unprofessional and irresponsible behavior that wasted resources and
“may also have contributed to an unnecessary loss of life.”67 Rwanda, one of the
Sphere drafters reflected, “was just cathartic. I think everybody who was involved in
it has images in their mind which just haunt them every day. Images of the savagery
that you saw, and images of our failure as individuals to really do enough.”68

In the aftermath of the genocide and in the midst of the refugee crisis, the interna-
tional community attempted to digest the lessons learned from the response. For
humanitarians, the most important study was undoubtedly the Joint Evaluation of
Emergency Assistance to Rwanda (JEEAR), an innovative and far-reaching multi-actor
process. Published in March 1996, the JEEAR placed blame for the failings “within
the political, diplomatic and military domains rather than the humanitarian
domain.”69 In addition, it called for self-managed humanitarian regulation and the
implementation of an international accreditation system. In light of the JEEAR
recommendations, the Sphere Project is frequently portrayed as a response by humani-
tarians to donor pressure. As Van Dyke and Waldman note in an independent
evaluation of Sphere: “this perceived pressure from the donors made it more urgent
for the NGOs to develop their own set of standards—they preferred to regulate them-
selves rather than have regulation imposed.”70

In actuality, donor and public influence was subtler than generally portrayed. The
JEEAR process was formative for Sphere’s key figures, certainly, but the evaluation
functioned less as a transmission vehicle for explicit state preferences than as a
permissive environment in which humanitarian reform was made conceivable. As was
put to me by a veteran of the British sector, it was a “hollow threat,” the premise that
states would impose regulations.71 In two separate interviews, European donor repre-
sentatives confirmed that while they warmly welcomed efforts to improve
humanitarian practice—“the time of amateurs is over,” as one put it—they had
“neither an appetite nor the political will” to develop their own standards.72 Rather,
Sphere’s drafters always perceived their work as essentially internally driven, an
impression corroborated in written accounts by key members of Sphere’s first
management committee.73 The Steering Committee was inclusive of UN agencies and
major NGOs, while Teams 3 and 4, which produced the humanitarian recommenda-
tions, were composed of specialists drawn from within the humanitarian community.
As John Borton, who headed Team 3, explained to me: “To convey the sense that the
JEEAR was ‘representing donor interests’ or was somehow ‘external’ to the humani-
tarian community would, I feel, be wrong.”74 What the JEEAR provided was a
powerful example of a large scale, collaborative process. Thus, Sphere staff recalled:
“The Rwanda situation gave opportunity to all of these people to sit together and say,
‘Hey look, we’ve been talking about this for a long time.’ So it gave that forum.”75

The ideas that informed Sphere had been percolating since the early 1990s. The
“Standards Project,” as it was then called, was first proposed by Peter Walker (IFRC)
and Nick Stockton (Oxfam) in February 1996, prior to the publication of the JEEAR
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reports. They were inspired by the 1994 RC/NGO Code of Conduct, a code of prin-
ciples penned by Walker and Oxfam’s Tony Vaux. Despite wide uptake, the Code was
aspirational and the concern was that the professionalization process it had stimulated
was stalling.76 Sphere emerged out of the Steering Committee for Humanitarian
Response’s desire for a “practical expression of the Code of Conduct.”77

The Joint Evaluation served two major functions. First, it provided a model of an
inclusive approach to humanitarian reform. Sphere ultimately borrowed aspects of the
JEEAR process, including the management committee concept and teams of
researchers. The first management committee consisted of respected, veteran aid
workers drawn from major agencies. Walker and Purdin, both members of this team,
have written that Sphere’s core group “understood and trusted each other, even if they
did not always share the same views” and “became a close-knit group who all felt they
had a personal stake in making the Sphere process work.”78 Sphere staff suggested that
“you had the right people in the right place at the right time.”79 Second, the fallout
from the Rwanda and Goma interventions helped create a sense of urgency within the
NGO community. The public attention paid to humanitarianism in this period gave
the burgeoning Standards Project a boost. Voices favoring the development of stan-
dards, including the drafters of Sphere, were able to point to the Goma experience
and to invoke the specter of state involvement as a means of building consensus. But
these pressures were often more diffuse than specific. One of the proponents of the
contemporaneous Humanitarian Ombudsman Project put it thus: “There was the
argument that if we don’t create standards, states will impose them, but I remember
thinking at the time that they won’t—they won’t bother.”80 Rather, Goma crystallized
for many in the field the perception that humanitarianism was in crisis amidst growth,
competition, and politicization.

Sphere was thus fundamentally a response to a crisis of legitimacy in humanitari-
anism, namely the belief that good intentions were no longer sufficient as a basis for
action and the realization that relief assistance could have both a positive and negative
impact on affected populations.81 The normative environment had shifted; the fear
was that humanitarianism itself was at risk of being seen as illegitimate. The Interna-
tional Federation of the Red Cross writes: “Increasingly, in the late 1990s, agencies
working in emergencies have been battered by accusations of poor performance, and
depicted as competitive corporate entities driven more by funding than humanitarian
imperatives . . . Charity’s role was challenged. The problem was less one of compassion
fatigue as of compassion discredited.”82 As a Sphere Board member explained to me,
“the lack of legitimacy of the sector was an issue.”83 He was not alone; the words
“legitimate” or “legitimacy” were used thirty-six times across forty-one interviews.
With Sphere, agencies started to shift their focus from motivations to end results; this
is reflected in the Sphere handbook’s emphasis on the “do-no-harm” principle.

Humanitarian Techniques: Professional Performance

Sphere was born of a belief that, to quote from its training materials, “practices
that have been carried out in the past are no longer enough.”84 In these kinds of
claims, Sphere and its proponents sought to challenge humanitarianism’s traditional
ethical justifications, namely deontological understandings of aid as inherently good,
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and thereby create space for dialogue, debate, and reform.85 The prevailing “act now,
question later” model “couldn’t be justified anymore,” I was told, and “something
more rigorous was needed.”86 That something was Sphere. Sphere harnessed technical
guidelines in the service of new understandings of proper practice. Humanitarianism
was re-scripted in two ways: first, through Sphere’s framework, which reformulated
emergency relief as a professional, regulated, and technically proficient endeavor;
second, in Sphere’s ethical sources and justifications, bolstered through human rights
and international law.

First, Sphere both reflected and reinforced a shift in humanitarian identity, from
a volunteeristic and charity-based model to rule-guided professionalism. According to
Sphere leadership, the move to develop standards was “another positive step in making
the humanitarian sector more professional and more effective.”87 In the words of a
former Project training manager, Sphere signifies that “the humanitarian community
has matured since the days of the stereotypical ‘aid cowboy.’ References to analysis,
capacity-building and participation throughout the handbook reinforce this depth and
maturity.”88 To adapt Givoni’s insights on reputation management, Sphere’s technical
standards are a humanitarian technology pitched as reformed and (statistically)
informed intervention, or, in other words, a claim to cognitive legitimacy—to profes-
sional expertise—to bolster declining normative legitimacy.89

Sphere publications consciously situated the Project in professional trends and in
interviews its leading figures constantly referred to professionalism.90 For instance, a
Project staffer explained to me that the Rwanda evaluation had “put in evidence that
there was a gap in professionalization,” while a former project manager framed Sphere
as a “framework for professionalizing the sector.”91 These perceptions were shared by
Anglo-American practitioners, as I found in interviews at aid agencies in the United
States and Europe. Examples include a program manager at a major American NGO
who praised the Sphere-driven shift from “old guard amateurism” and a counterpart
at an Irish NGO who deemed Sphere “an enormously useful framework for profes-
sionalizing our humanitarian response and moving away from the notion that good
intentions are enough.”92 In total, “profession,” “professionalism,” and “professional-
ization” were invoked 107 times in forty-one interviews with Sphere and NGO staff.

Second, Sphere was the first major initiative to openly advocate for a rights-based
approach (RBA) to humanitarian assistance. This reflected a concern that the basic
human rights of those in crisis and conflict were frequently not upheld. As one of its
drafters noted, “we always thought about it in terms of entitlements—what should
victims be entitled to expect in terms of competence from agencies?”93 Sphere’s inde-
pendent evaluation noted that this was an “important revision of the traditional basis
of relief,” in that assistance is reformulated as an obligation, not as an act of kindness.
“Only assistance that allows those affected by disasters to re-establish a ‘life with
dignity’ is acceptable; good-hearted generosity and charitable contributions may be
necessary, but they are not necessarily sufficient.” Thus, the evaluation continues, “to
many of the framers of the Project, the adoption of a rights-based approach to human-
itarian assistance represents a fundamental and drastic revision of the philosophy
underlying emergency relief that prevailed prior to 1994.”94 Though new to humani-
tarianism, RBA had already gained traction among development organizations, with
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Oxfam and CARE among the first to adopt its principles.95 In this way, humanitari-
anism’s crisis created opportunities for the importation of ideas from cognate fields,
while simultaneously underscoring the growing influence of NGOs in a field long
dominated by the ICRC.

Rights-based elements, which include accountability, empowerment, and partici-
pation, are present throughout the Charter and Standards, while each chapter draws
explicit links to relevant legal conventions. For instance, Chapter 2, on water, sani-
tation, and hygiene, asserts that “everyone has the right to water and sanitation” and
that the right to water is “inextricably related to other human rights,” including the
right to health, housing, and adequate food. Sphere’s claim, which I understand as a
claim to regulatory legitimacy, is that its standards contribute to the “progressive reali-
sation” of human rights globally.96

Thus, far from being a mere technical guide—a collection of the humanitarian
acquis—the launch of Sphere represented an attempt to enact a new humanitarian
identity. In the Sphere vision, humanitarianism must break from its amateurish, chari-
table past to embrace rules, professional standards, and human rights. James Darcy,
who led drafting of the Charter, writes that though Sphere provides some basis for
judging agency performance, its “more important function is arguably to provide a
basis for defining a common agenda and a set of criteria for gauging collective
performance.”97 This ambition is illustrated in statements drawn from the Project’s
own publications over the years:

• Sphere has “the task to define a principled and practical framework for humani-
tarian action;”98

• The Minimum Standards are “relevant to everyone with a legitimate claim to
assistance in disaster situations;”99

• “Sphere needs to continue to transform itself from a project into the core of
civil society;”100

• And, the sector should “adopt Sphere as its collective heritage.”101

To these ends, Sphere and its proponents have actively sought to promulgate both the
Sphere handbook and the professional practices it legitimates—to ensure, as I outlined
in Section I, that its humanitarian script is actively performed across the field. The
Sphere handbook quickly became Oxfam Publishing’s highest ever seller, the result of
determined promotion on the part of the Sphere head office, and evaluations have
consistently found that the handbook is known, used, and esteemed across the field.
For instance, the extensive Joint Standards Initiative survey found Sphere to be the
most frequently implemented humanitarian standard, used by 88 percent of respon-
dents and considered “always” or “very often” useful by 80 percent of them.102 Such
studies convey the uptake of the Sphere Standards, while Sphere’s own promotion of
these statistics both bolsters its own legitimacy and creates social pressure on those
humanitarians who have not yet implemented Sphere.

The Sphere office has sponsored thousands of events since its launch, including
joint field operations, evaluations, and trainings. Evaluations, and the ensuing reports,
provide best practices and models for organizations to emulate. As for trainings, self-
regulation is individualized through teaching and role-playing; aid workers are
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socialized, their identities reshaped. Sphere has eagerly embraced its pedagogical
mission, training between five thousand and nine thousand humanitarians each year
for which data is available.103 Trainings are critical for informing aid workers on the
deeper sources of the handbook—for making Sphere “real,” as a former Sphere
training manager put it.104 Van Dyke and Waldman found that: “After attending a
training course, many reported that they ‘finally get it.’ What they get is, in fact, an
appreciation for the rights-based approach and the particular concepts of humani-
tarian assistance that underlie the Sphere Project.”105 Training, then, is induction into
the Sphere way of thinking, but not just thinking. Sphere’s technical indicators are a
script that guides practice, and its performative elements were illustrated to me by a
Sphere trainer who explained (then demonstrated) the first thing he does on any field
visit: he finds the Sphere handbooks and stands them on their spines. If they open, he
knows they have been frequently used; if the spines are unbroken, he knows that more
training is required.106

Sphere was not inevitable. Its proponents were well placed in the field, but alter-
native models of humanitarian action exist and the reform outcome was contingent
and contested. Notably, Sphere received hostile reception from a set of largely franco-
phone agencies, including MSF and Groupe URD. Two points bear on this
discussion.

First, Sphere critics and proponents alike recognized that good intentions were no
substitute for professionalism. As Groupe URD’s Dufour et al. acknowledged, “Il ne
suffit pas de faire le bien, il faut le bien faire (It is not enough to do good, it must be
done well).”107 MSF even participated in the first phase of Sphere out of a “responsi-
bility to transmit our technical experience.”108 However, and second, the recognition
that something must be done did not translate into consensus on reform. Sphere’s
French opponents raised a series of substantive criticisms about the Project, including
concerns that its technical standards would displace humanitarian principles, that its
legal interpretations misplaced responsibility and provided states a means of co-opting
NGOs, and that alternative courses of action (or inaction) and immeasurables, such
as solidarity and compassion, would be sidelined.109

Leaving aside the substance of these critiques—for which there is some
evidence—the criticisms collectively reflected deep concerns over “the very foundation
of Sphere’s approach” and a certain ambivalence with self-regulation, in general.110

For Sphere’s opponents, the Standards were seen as prescriptive and inattentive to
context. It was frequently said that Sphere’s measures only applied to “ideal situations
in relief camps” and, worse, that they could impede adaptation in more complex
situations, where experience and professional acumen alone were sufficient.111 As an
MSF-Belgium staffer characterized it, Sphere’s “dogmatic framework” was at odds
with MSF’s medical approach, as “diagnoses vary from situation to situation; every
context is different.”112 MSF-UK’s Jacqui Tong attributes these controversies to the
different “philosophical underpinnings, different political and cultural origins and
typologies of NGOs.”113 MSF’s Dunantist (confrontational and independent)
tradition contrasted with Sphere’s essentially Wilsonian (collaborative and develop-
mental) approach. Opponents claimed that their arguments “reflect the views of part
of the humanitarian community which is equally rooted in the field and strongly
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inspired by the ideal of Henri Dunant.”114 The content, not the desirability, of profes-
sionalization, was at stake.

This was a battle for position in the humanitarian field; the rhetoric reflected the
material consequences implied by a shift in the relative values of particular types of
capital—from judgment and adaptability to managerial professionalism and rule-
implementation. Groupe URD’s own quality initiative, Projet Qualité, was created
“in direct opposition to Sphere and the Ombudsman project” and emphasizes context
and learning.115 A key figure at URD recalled: “It was a bit of a lutte [struggle]. It was
a lutte between two philosophical approaches and two scientific approaches.”116 It is
thus highly symbolic that a team of Sphere trainers and the Project office helped
commemorate the 150th anniversary of the Red Cross Red Crescent movement at the
site of the Battle of Solferino.117 The act of commemorating the birth of modern
humanitarianism by showcasing Sphere’s technical standards and indicators is indic-
ative of the shift in aid work from Dunant’s simple moral compulsion to technique
and professionalism.

The Code of Conduct on Images and Messages

In the second case study, I investigate the Code of Conduct on Images and Messages
(henceforth, “the Code on Images” or “the Code”), a code of principles developed in
the United Kingdom in 1989 and resurrected and revised at the European level in
2007 by a group of Irish development educators. In Ireland, as of March 2018, the
Code has 107 signatories. At the EU level, it is left to national platforms to devise
models for promotion and adoption. This study focuses on the situation in Ireland,
where the Code has experienced its greatest development. In addition to archival
research, this section includes insights from interviews with the British drafters of the
1989 Code, nearly every member of the Dóchas (Ireland) “code working group,”
Dóchas staff, a range of European development educators and fundraisers, and donor
(Irish Aid) representatives. I also participant-observed several Code implementation
meetings between 2009 and 2014.

The Code on Images was written by NGOs in the areas of emergency relief,
development, and development education (Dev Ed) and applies to images and
messages used to inform (media and education), to sell (marketing and fundraising),
to convince (advocacy and policy), and to account for (reporting).118 It is intended as a
framework on which organizations can build when designing and implementing their
communications strategies. The Code’s goal is that organizations “portray the reality
of the lives of people with sensitivity and respect for their dignity,” that “images and
messages should seek to represent a complete picture of both internal and external
assistance and the partnership that often results between local and international
NGOs,” and that organizations “avoid images and messages that potentially
stereotype, sensationalise or discriminate against people, situations or places.”119

As a principles-based initiative, the Code on Images is organized around broad
statements of values. Consequently, the “Guide” to the Code notes, it is “not a
prescriptive check-list of ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ ” but instead seeks to create a mindset
and ethos within agencies.120 Signatories commit to several actions. They must
announce the Code (in communications and online), institutionalize the Code
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(through assessments, trainings, and contracting guidelines), and account to the Code
(via feedback mechanisms and annual reports). In Ireland, the Code has been progres-
sively strengthened, including the launch of a complaints mechanism through Dóchas,
the Irish Association of Non-Governmental Development Organisations.

In Ireland, Dóchas played a central role in the drafting of the Code of Conduct
and remains a focal point in pushing implementation and shaping interpretation.
Dóchas has organized numerous trainings, convened annual workshops, and produced
supporting materials, including publishing written and illustrated guides to the Code.
To be a member of Dóchas, NGOs are required to sign the Code on Images and
report yearly on implementation. At the European level, the Code has been promoted
through DEEEP, which is the Dev Ed coordinating structure within CONCORD.
CONCORD is the European NGO Confederation for Relief and Development,
representing more than 1,600 NGOs. National platforms are given considerable
leeway on how they implement the Code.

The Code on Images is a peripheral case. Whereas the Sphere Project comprises
the largest actors in the field and is supported by key networks and donors, the Code
is ultimately the product of a small group of committed actors operating largely
outside of institutional and organizational centers of power. Nevertheless, the circum-
stances of the Code’s birth evoke in striking ways key themes elaborated in this essay:
its drafting occurred in a context of organizational growth and change; its framers
recognized quite clearly that the era of good intentions was coming to an end and
sought to develop a principled code of practice. Consequently, though peripheral to
the field’s gravitational centers, the Code on Images testifies to the widespread nature
of the changes to humanitarianism and the cross-sectoral spread of self-regulation.

In addition, I find that the Code on Images, like the better-known initiatives, has
had specific ideational functions in the field—functions that extend beyond the letter
of its codes and commands. Though directed specifically at image and message
production, the Code is also, more generally, a statement on the proper practice of
aid and development. Specifically, it is an effort by development educators to provoke
discussions in Ireland and Europe as well as within their own organizations on the
place of principled action in a field increasingly dominated by fundraising considera-
tions.

Origins: Starvation Imagery

Efforts to regulate humanitarian representations date to the aftermath of the
famine in Ethiopia in 1984–1985. The Ethiopian crisis was a watershed, a televised
human drama that elevated aid and development from a sideshow into a meaningful
topic of public concern. Galvanized by Michael Buerk’s on-the-scene reports for the
BBC, popularized by the Band Aid charity single and Live Aid concerts, global
awareness of and funding for humanitarian action reached hitherto unseen levels. This
attention came at a cost, however; media coverage relied on simplistic narratives and
dire, even apocalyptic, visuals of human suffering. The effects of these disaster images
were highlighted in a major UN/European Community project called “Images of
Africa.” The final report, written by Oxfam’s Nikki van der Gaag and Cathy Nash,
found that while Ethiopia “was not the first time that the media had used such images
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. . . The fact that this time the famine images became the currency of the media and
the NGOs created a particular public consciousness of Africa.”121

The “Images of Africa” project provided space for aid workers, and British devel-
opment educators specifically, to contemplate the impact of images on perceptions of
the developing world. The overwhelming impression, recounted to me by one of the
project group, was that the imagery used to portray the Ethiopian famine had “actually
set back development in a number of ways . . . We were shocked by what we had
found.”122 Shock—not fear of external regulation, not concern for survival in a
competitive marketplace—shock was the word used most often (in six different inter-
views) to convey the moral opprobrium felt by development educators following the
famine response. In 1989, just two years after the “Images of Africa” report and four
years after Live Aid, British development educators released the Code of Conduct on
Images and Messages Relating to the Third World. The Code challenged humani-
tarian organizations to enact their values publicly through their communications and
advertising.

The Code was innovative—one of its founding figures called it “the first code of
conduct, per se, that I can remember”—but institutionally weak.123 Despite early
success raising awareness and though several major agencies adopted internal guide-
lines, the Code lacked a secretariat or focal point; by the mid-1990s, it was moribund.
As the Code faded from view, the feeling grew among its supporters that portrayals of
the developing world “had slipped back towards the 1984 apocalyptic-type images.”124

In Ireland, ongoing discussions in Dóchas’ Development Education Group culmi-
nated in the decision, in 2004, to propose a new Code of Conduct at the European
Union level.125 The Code was revived, but also significantly revised; an abbreviated
name—the Code of Conduct on Images and Messages—reflected tightened prose and
updated language. More significantly, while figures from the 1989 Code were
consulted, the 2004 revisions were largely a distinct process. As a veteran of the
“Images of Africa” era explained, “the movers and shakers behind the 1989 Code have
mostly moved on.”126 The original initiative nonetheless loomed large in the thinking
of the Irish contingent, both as an inspiration and as a cautionary tale: leaders in
Dóchas’ “small, close knit” group recognized that the vitality of their movement
depended on institutionalization through Dóchas, much as Sphere learned from the
failings of the Red Cross/NGO Code of Conduct.127

As in 1989, the revised Code emerged out of a largely principled critique of the
nature and impact of NGO and media communications. Asked to recount the factors
contributing to their decision to regulate images and messages, those in Ireland’s
NGO sector spoke at length of the disconnect between public portrayals of aid and
the principles that motivated their work. As one outspoken development educator put
it: “What really struck me was that I saw images of black babies with flies actually
flying around their faces. Major organizations! And those are the images that really
portray the whole continent . . . The language used is very paternalistic.”128 Key figures
downplayed the prospect of donor regulation of images, emphasizing, as one Irish
regulatory expert put it, that “the driver for the Code was pretty much coming from
within the sector.”129 Code proponents were attuned to shifting public perceptions of
media, though, and two even cited Kate Manzo’s research in interviews as a way of

................. 19335$ $CH3 06-28-19 09:53:55 PS



bolstering their case for regulation. At least some in the Development Education
Group felt that public attention would have strengthened their position.130

Envisioning Ethical Practice

At first glance, I have noted, the Code of Conduct on Images and Messages
appears as a peripheral initiative. Its origin is more clearly connected to development
education; it has found its fullest expression in Ireland rather than in the NGO centers
of the United States, the United Kingdom, Switzerland, and France. This peripher-
ality is deceptive.131 The Code arose in a similar macro level context as other
initiatives, one characterized by growth in the field, professionalization, and bureau-
cratization. A 2007 Dóchas study found that 57 percent of its members had been
established since 1980, while existing organizations were increasingly bureaucratized
and interconnected.132 Reflecting on the changes in Ireland, a member of the Code
Working Group explained: “There was a time when people who were working in the
development sector were driven by passion, or by this ‘thirst of social justice.’ . . . But
now I think, more and more—I don’t know if it’s because now it’s more formalized
and professionalized . . . Charities are run like a multinational, especially the big ones
like Concern. There are objectives there.”133 These changes bolstered an overwhelming
sense among the Code’s drafters that the Irish NGO sector was undergoing an
evolution. “Traditionally, in Ireland,” one of the key figures reflected, “most of the
legitimacy is founded around that particular distinctive feature of a non-profit: the
volunteerism, the volunteer board, and so forth . . . After a certain point, that’s not
enough as a basis for giving or asking. It isn’t sufficient. It was necessary to move from
that to something that was more accountable and independent.”134 Another Irish aid
worker noted that the public is “increasingly questioning the legitimacy and the credi-
bility of NGOs, so in terms of enhancing legitimacy, codes are quite important.”135 It
was apparent among Irish NGO staff that “good intentions are no longer enough.”136

Though Irish NGOs had largely escaped criticism, there was a realization that this
would not last. As Dóchas itself acknowledged, the view of NGOs as efficient and
effective service deliverers was no longer accepted on faith; “increasingly such claims
are being questioned . . . What seems clear is that the age of blind faith in any
institutions is over.” Consequently, many saw greater accountability, including self-
regulation, “as a means of raising their legitimacy and credibility among key policy-
makers and thus the effectiveness of their work.”137 Siobhán McGee, the consultant
hired by Dóchas to research the Code, has observed that charity regulation in Ireland
has not come in the wake of scandals or even public discontent with nonprofit fund-
raising. Rather, it can be seen “as a preemptive move, reflecting the fact that changing
times require more advanced approaches to accountability, and as an attempt to
protect the existing high levels of goodwill and trust towards the sector.”138 For
Dóchas, as for its members, the Code of Conduct on Images and Messages was a step
toward greater accountability, professionalism, and credibility.139

Thus, while the Code on Images was explicitly concerned with images and
messages, it was simultaneously a way to re-articulate the sector’s identity. This point
bears emphasis: to the extent that Irish NGOs experienced public pressure, it was
perceived as a general unease about credibility or performance, not about imagery.
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Development educators latched onto these perceptions, though, to promote ethical
messaging as the response. To regulate imagery was to be professional; responsible
organizations were those who enacted their principles through their media offerings.
Kate Manzo has argued that images of children and shared codes of conduct are “both
means through which NGOs produce themselves as humanitarian. These NGO codes
are neither simple reflections of common practice nor signs of uncontested identity.
Rather, they are integral to a larger discursive apparatus through which humanitarian
identity in general is constituted, revised, and reaffirmed.”140 I agree. Dóchas has stated
that the Code was designed as an expression of core NGO values and principles, such
as human dignity, respect, and truthfulness. In interviews, proponents explained that
the Code is “about communicating our values” and a “kind of tool to really make it
happen for the values that we’re talking about, because we’re always reminding people
that we are the value-based organizations, and that we have our mission, and we have
respecting human rights.”141 Self-regulation is also self-representation.

Like the Sphere Project, the Code of Conduct on Images and Messages expresses
a rights-based identity for the field. It is driven by a strong commitment to dignity,
equality, and the promotion of fairness, solidarity, and justice.142 Its “Illustrative
Guide” explicitly connects the Code to the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
Rights-based values are deeply embedded in Ireland, having been actively promoted
among NGOs since the early 2000s. As a Code Working Group member observed,
“I couldn’t think of an organization within Dóchas that doesn’t have a rights-based
framework.”143 This framework actively shapes understandings of appropriate
behavior: the 2010–2012 review of the Code observed that practitioners identified
words like “charity,” “saving,” and “assistance” as “bad practice” or “grey area
practice.” On the flip side, “good practice” messages included words like “justice,”
“empowerment,” and “working with.”144

Good practice, thus defined, has been promoted and incorporated in the Irish
field through a mixture of events and trainings, as with Sphere, and similar logics of
socialization apply. At the several events I observed, I experienced dynamics of teaching
on the Code, presentations by Code signatories on methods and models to emulate,
and experiential (role-playing) breakout sessions. The context was always friendly and
supportive, though not without social pressure; a segment of each gathering was
devoted to presenting facts and figures on field-wide implementation. A Dóchas
administrator explained to me that the goal of the trainings is to “change mentalities
and practices” and to embed “the spirit of self-reflection.”145 Dóchas materials serve a
similar didactic purpose. The 2014 Illustrative Guide provides practical examples of
good practice: each of the seven core commitments is explained and illustrated with a
“recommended” and “not recommended” image.146 To the extent that humanitarian
principles are performed through the media environment, as Chouliaraki argues,
shifting aesthetics also signal shifts in humanitarian identity.147

Like Sphere, then, the Code’s drafters sought to promote change in the humani-
tarian field, which they pursued at the national level (via Dóchas) and in Europe (via
DEEEP). Unlike Sphere, however, these reformers were generally not centrally posi-
tioned in their agencies. The Code on Images was thus also an effort by the Dev Ed
community to provoke an intra-organizational discussion with fundraisers over the
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principles guiding aid work. From the outset, it was accepted that diverse perspectives
within NGOs reflected a “key challenge of achieving coherence within NGOs” and
that the Code on Images gave “an opportunity and a responsibility . . . to facilitate
and ensure a meaningful debate occurs.”148 Development education is traditionally
peripheral in many organizations. A British DEEEP member explained: “If devel-
opment education takes an initiative, it’s often a lot more difficult to push that
initiative through, even if it is based on absolutely sound ideas, than if you came from
the inner sanctum of an NGO, like the policy department, or the international
division. Development education is always seen as a bit of a troublesome program
within NGOs.”149 Thus, for the Dev Ed cohort, the Code was an advocacy tool. Said
a staffer at a large Irish NGO: “You can come with your Code of Conduct to your
colleagues and say, ‘You know, this is something that the organization as a whole has
signed up to.’ ”150

In nearly every interview I conducted, the divide between fundraising and devel-
opment education emerged, often unsolicited.151 The divide is often framed as a battle
between values and organizational imperatives. Ruth Gidley puts it as follows:
“Whenever a sudden disaster strikes, aid agencies face a quandary—how to tug at
donors’ heartstrings with powerful images without breaking self-imposed rules about
portraying survivors with dignity?” The claim from fundraising is always that “softer
images don’t bring in the money.”152 An Irish development educator called this an
“unthoughtful argument,” the claim that only “bad images raise money.”153

This divide ultimately stems from two different understandings of humanitarian
action. On the one hand, development educators see themselves as representing a
humanitarian identity rooted in values like humanity and partnership. On the other,
fundraisers frequently enter the field socialized in business and marketing values; they
speak the language of efficiency, transparency, and growth. A member of Dóchas’s
Code Working Group reflected that its guidelines were written with the fundraiser
and communications person in mind. “Realistically,” he said, “every Development
Education person is going to be converted already—you assume that they’re all going
to be attracted by the idea that people’s dignity, respect for the people, matters more
than how much money you’ll bring in. Whereas it’s fairly intuitive that a fundraiser
will say, ‘Well, no, we can’t raise funds because we can’t do any work without these
images.’ ” Consequently the Code was written “to challenge them, to say, ‘Actually,
you need to do this.’ ”154 As another proponent acknowledged, it “could be seen as a
kind of preaching to practitioners of fundraising.”155

Conclusions

This essay investigated recent innovations in humanitarian governance. It found that
self-regulation has emerged out of a crisis of legitimacy, whereby aid veterans
concluded that good intentions were no longer enough as a basis for action. Through
performance standards, these aid workers have sought to shift humanitarianism’s
ideational underpinnings from charity and good deeds to professionalism, technical
proficiency, and human rights. Humanitarianism has been re-framed. But these
changes have not gone uncontested. In challenging standards like Sphere and the
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Code on Images, critics have in turn advanced alternate visions of humanitarianism
and its practice.

The fervor for standards shows little sign of diminishing. The year 2014 brought
the launch of the Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability and
with it the alliance of Sphere, HAP International, and People in Aid, the three largest
humanitarian self-regulatory standards. Despite occasionally antagonistic histories, the
merger of these three initiatives may yet signify the realization, twenty years after the
Goma camps, of a coherent approach to humanitarian quality and accountability.156

But my research has indicated that this move is not cost-free, nor can it be adjudicated
by indicators alone. The power to write rules is the power to rule, an observation
made to me by a Dóchas administrator who, in a nod to The Lord of the Rings, dubbed
the CHS “one code to rule them all.”157 The fear, raised during the drafting of Sphere,
is that an all-encompassing initiative would occupy the gravitational center of the
humanitarian field—the largest humanitarian NGOs, save for most sections of MSF,
are now members—and squeeze out alternate approaches, particularly approaches less
wed to Anglo-Saxon management and accountability traditions. At its core, then, the
struggle over standards is not only a struggle over quality; it is a struggle to define
quality and hence to define humanitarianism itself. What is the place of volunteer or
amateur action in a professionalizing field? Whose voice matters? And what, ulti-
mately, constitutes best practice? These are some of the questions to which self-
regulation responds.

This study, like many it has cited, has focused on northern NGOs, and for good
reason. Northern NGOs have written the rules; northern institutions dominate the
funding environment.158 But these northern actors work with and through local
partners, and these relationships have intensified in the last decade. Sphere encoun-
tered the perception that its rules were imbued with the cultural context of its founders
and labored, until the addition of Sphere India to its Board, to meaningfully globalize
its voice.159 This is hardly unique to Sphere. Research in anthropology, for instance,
has identified ways in which northern understandings of accountability may uninten-
tionally marginalize local practices, while in international relations, Carpenter has
explored the symbolic and material sources of power in NGO networks.160 There is a
clear need for future research to investigate the role of standards in governing the
interactions between international NGOs and their local partners, and especially the
role of standards in incorporating local actors into systems of humanitarian rule.161

Ultimately, for populations affected by war or disaster, the standards to which aid
providers adhere may quite literally mean the difference between life and death. As
the Goma response illustrated, even the best intentions may yield terrible outcomes.
On this, at least, humanitarians are in agreement.
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Messages,” (Dublin: Dóchas, 2014).
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