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Abstract

Many scholars argue that the liberal international order (LIO) and multilateralism are in crisis.
International organizations (IOs), which constitute key pillars of the LIO and multilateralism, also
face growing challenges. However, what exactly do the “crises” facing I0s mean? Existing
literature tends to be trapped in a dichotomy between crisis and normalcy and to conceptualize
crises as objective phenomena. This study instead focuses on IO officials at the meso level and
conceptualizes crises as (inter)subjective phenomena. Using a framework of authority and
practice, this study analyzes 10s’ intersubjective perceptions of the current crises in humanitarian
governance, based on in-depth, semi-structured interviews and fieldwork conducted in Geneva,
Switzerland, from June to August 2026. It reveals, first, that internal norm erosion and abruptness
undermine IO authority. Second, challenges to capacity-based authority have negative spillover
effects on expert and principled authority. Third, from a practice perspective, IOs face the loss of
institutional memory, field presence and contextual knowledge, and institutional attachment.

Finally, to address these crises, IOs adopt adaptation, resistance, and resilience-building strategies.

* This study is supported by JSPS KAKENHI Grant Numbers JP 26K00314, JP23K 12431,
JP23H00790, JP23H00789 and JP22H00817. I really appreciate valuable comments from Daisuke
Madokoro, Azusa Uji and Takahiro Yamada for the previous manuscript.
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“We face a profound crisis of legitimacy, morale, and funding.”

Tom Fletcher, UN Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian A ffairs®

1. Introduction

Many scholars argue that the liberal international order (LIO) and multilateralism are
under crisis (e.g., Lake, et al., 2021; Guilbaud, et al., 2023; Leeds, et al., 2025).2
International organizations (IOs), which constitute the key pillars of the LIO and
multilateralism (e.g., Keohane, 1984; Abbott and Snidal, 1998; Finnemore and Barnett,
2004), also face growing challenges. In the humanitarian field, because of large-scale
fund freezing, especially in the United States, only 36% of the required funding was
covered in 2025, whereas approximately 50% had been covered in previous years,
reaching nearly 60% in some years.® To deal with resource reduction, Tom Fletcher, the
United Nations (UN) Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency
Relief Coordinator (ERC), launched the “Humanitarian Reset” initiative, prioritizing
country response plans to reduce their budget by streamlining the expanded and
increasingly complex bureaucracy.*

We can enumerate such episodes and examples of IO “crises” and their responses
from the observer’s view. Some scholars consider these crises as existential challenges to
10s, which could cause IOs to die or become “zombie” (Hale, et al., 2013; Ziirn, 2018;
Gray, 2018; Eilstrup-Sangiovanni, 2020; Schuette, 2024; Dijkstra, et al., 2025). However,
others imply that these so-called crises could rather be an opportunity to strengthen IOs,
emphasizing their resilience (Sommerer, et al., 2022; Abbas and Duchesne, 2023;
Reinalda, 2023). IOs’ history is a mix of crises and development beyond the dichotomy

between “crisis vs. normal” or “a constraint vs. an opportunity” (Guilbaud et al., 2023;

! TIASC, The Humanitarian Reset - ERC letter to IASC Principals, 10 March 2025,
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/inter-agency-standing-committee/humanitarian-reset-erc-
letter-iasc-principals, accessed on 25 July 2026.

2 The LIO comprises rule-based, international order with liberal perspective: human rights and
democracy, economic liberalism, and multilateralism (Lake et al., 2021: 227-232). Multilateralism is
referred to as an institutional form on “‘generalized’ principles of conduct, that is, principles that
specify appropriate conduct for a class of actions” (Ruggie, 1992: 571).

% Financial Trafficking Service, Coordinated plans 2026,
https:/fts.unocha.org/plans/overview/2026, accessed on 13 May 2026.

4 OCHA, Humanitarian Reset, https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/humanitarian-reset,
accessed on 13 May 2026.
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Hofmann and Kreuder-Sonnen, 2026) Why do past studies have different perspectives on
the 1O crises?

Against this backdrop, attention should be directed to “crises” themselves and to
the ways in which 10s manage them. How exactly do 10s perceive such “crises,” and
how do they respond to them? Crises are not defined solely by their objective
characteristics but are also shaped by how they are perceived and interpreted by IOs
(Rosenthal, et al., 1989; Schuette, 2024). This implies that crises are mutually constitutive
and inter-subjective. However, the existing literature, which aims at theory-building or
testing (Sommerer, et al., 2022; Schuette, 2024; Dijkstra, et al., 2025), specifies the crises
or threats faced by 10s primarily to identify the relationship between IO crises (causes)
and their responses (outcomes). An example is to propose two types of crises: direct
challenges by great powers and indirect challenges through the establishment of
competing institutions (Dijkstra, et al., 2025).

They overlook the more nuanced perceptions of crises held by IO practitioners.
As IOs can classify the world and fix meanings in the social world (Barnett and
Finnemore, 2004), how they understand such crises could have an impact on how global
governance activities work (Pouliot and Thérien, 2018). Thus, we need to directly
examine the IO perception of crises. In addition, past studies tend to ignore how the crises
are related to 10 authority. As authority are the sources of IO power (Barnett and
Finnemore, 2004; Avant, et al., 2010), challenges to and erosion of them are critical for
IO survival. As authority is also socially constructed (Barnett and Finnemore, 2004), how
10 officials recognize the crises as challenges to their authority is worth analyzing.

Therefore, this study asks (1) how IO officials perceive current crises and (2)
how they deal with them. It attempts to make two empirical and theoretical contributions.
First, compared with macro-structural analyses (e.g., Hale, et al., 2013; Ziirn, 2018;
Dijkstra et al., 2025), this study seeks to examine [Os’ actual perceptions of current crises
from their practitioners’ perspective. How do IO officials perceive the rising populism,
criticism from states, or funding cuts? In this way, it seeks to fill the “missing middle”
identified by Weiss and Wilkinson (2022), namely the organizational level that structures
and manages 1Os’ actual activities under current crises. Second, this study connects the
literature on 1O crises to that on authority. The findings further suggest that challenges to
capacity-based authority can cascade into other forms of IO authority. This enables
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scholars to pay attention to the deeper processes that undermine the foundations of 10

authority from the 10 official’s perspective.

2. Literature Review

2.1. 10 “Crises” and Responses

Crises have been discussed through a variety of concepts (for a brief review, see Debre
and Dijkstra 2023). For instance, one study conceptualizes the crises as “gridlock,” which
has been endogenously generated because of growing multipolarity, harder problems,
institutional inertia, and fragmentation (Hale, et al., 2013: 30, 368). Politicization
analyzes the paradox between its increase and the rise of authority (Ziirn, 2018; Louis and
Maertens, 2021): for instance, while the European Union has gained the authority to make
decisions, its activities are politicized among policy elites and citizens, which challenges
its legitimacy. Debre and Dijkstra (2023) conceptualize IO decline by revealing that the
frequency of mentioning 1Os has declined since the 2000s, while their number has not
substantially decreased. In contrast, IO crises can emerge from within. Organizational
pathologies (Barnett and Finnemore, 2004) are a problem that 10s face, causing 10
underperformance due to their bureaucratic tendencies.

With this in mind, recent studies have attempted to deal directly with the threats
and challenges that 10s face. Dijkstra, et al. (2025: 6, 8, 14) define existential challenges
as those that “specifically put individual 1Os at risk of no longer being able to effectively
carry out some of their core functions” (see also, Schuette, 2024: 3815). These challenges
include cuts to IO resources, including funding (Heldt and Schmidtke 2017; Hirschmann,
2021), withdrawal of major powers from 1O0s (von Borzyskowski and Vabulas, 2025),
establishment of competitive organizations (Morse and Keohane, 2014; Dijkstra, et al.,
2025), or populist challenges to IOs (Carnegie and Clark, 2026). These challenges can
cause IOs to die or become “zombie” (Gray, 2018; Eilstrup-Sangiovanni, 2020; 2021).
While these concepts properly portray some aspects of 1O crises, we still have a limited
understanding of in what sense they are crises.

To delve into this point, legitimacy could be a key concept, as Sommerer et al.
(2022) coined the term “global legitimacy crisis.” In a sociological sense, legitimacy is

referred to as “beliefs within a given constituency or other relevant audience that a
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political institution’s exercise of authority is appropriate” (Tallberg and Ziirn, 2019:
585).° Delegitmation is referred to as “a process that challenges beliefs in the
appropriateness of a political institution’s acquisition and exercise of authority” (Bexell
et al., 2022: 26), and it is thus a more serious and long-term existential challenge for IOs.
For instance, political elites overtly or covertly criticize 10s’ performance and/or
procedures, such as Donald Trump criticizing the World Health Organization (WHO).
Populist groups in Brexit also used information manipulation or toxic communications to
undermine IO legitimacy (Carnegie and Clark, 2026). Bexell et al. (2022: 64) treat

funding cuts or withdrawal of states from IOs as delegitimation strategies.

2.2. 10 Resilience?

In contrast, some studies imply that these so-called crises could rather strengthen IOs,
emphasizing 1O resilience (Sommerer, et al., 2022; Abbas and Duchesne, 2023; Reinalda,
2023). Although 10s have faced several challenges, such as the end of Bretton Woods in
the 1970s, US withdrawal from the UN Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO), and the rise of developing countries and global power shift, about 2/3 of
them have survived since 1815 (Eilstrup-Sangiovanni, 2020). State withdrawal from IOs
does not occur often (von Borzyskowski and Vabulas, 2025). At the organizational level,
as UNESCO, from which the United States has withdrawn several times, has experienced
major reforms (Hiifner, 2017), its Director-General argued that “However regrettable, this
[Second Trump Administration’s] announcement was anticipated, and UNESCO has
prepared for it.”® UN Population Fund (UNFPA) has also considered the US funding cut
as “a more regular challenge” (Hirschmann, 2021: 1987). These episodes imply that the
withdrawal of great powers itself does not automatically constitute an 10 crisis (c.f.,
Eilstrup-Sangiovanni, 2021; von Borzyskowski and Vabulas, 2025).

Under the crises, IOs are not, thus, passive actors when facing these crises: they

proactively address them for their survival (Schuette, 2024; Dijkstra et al., 2025; Carnegie

5 However, Sommerer, et al. (2022: 10) adopt a normative understanding on legitimacy, which
defines global legitimacy crisis as a situation where institutional rule “diverge from what is
normatively appropriate” (emphasis added).

6 UNESCO, Withdrawal of the United States of America from UNESCO: statement by Audrey
Azoulay, Director-General, 22 July 2025, https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/withdrawal-united-
states-america-unesco-statement-audrey-azoulay-director-general, accessed on 25 July 2026.
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and Clark, 2026). Schuette (2024: 3816) characterizes 10O survival politics as “exceptional
behaviors” with informality and ad-hocism; that is, survival politics varies according to
the types of crises. Dijkstra, et al. (2026: 39-40) suggest that IOs respond to two types of
existential challenges: they decide to adapt to the challenges of great powers, while
selecting resistance to the establishment of competitive organizations. Against populist
challenges, 10s appease populists and their constituencies by increasing the benefits and
decreasing their costs or sideline them by imposing sanctions, suspending memberships,
or limiting invitations (Carnegie and Clark, 2026: 47-55). However, these studies have
rarely analyzed the effects of these strategies on IO authority.

Then, we should again pay attention to the literature on legitimation and
delegitimation. When facing delegitimation strategies, I0s must legitimize themselves
(Gronau and Schmidtke, 2016; Ecker-Ehrhardt, 2018; von Billerbeck, 2020; Bexell, et al.,
2022; von Billerbeck, 2023). Legitimation is referred to as “a process that may enhance
beliefs in the rule of a political institution being acquired and exercised appropriately”
(Bexell et al., 2022: 26). 10s use narratives or discourses to justify their activities and
institutional reforms to solve or alleviate their organizational problems. For example,
WHO emphasized, “we are close to every nation, we are colour-blind” during the
COVID-19 pandemic against the US criticism that the 10 was “very China-centric.”’
Public communication, such as using SNS, is another strategy for protecting I0s from
external delegitimation challenges (Ecker-Ehrhardt, 2018; Ecker-Ehrhardt and
Hofterberth, 2026). 10s also legitimize themselves through their actual behaviors, such
as adaptation or reform. As an example, Humanitarian Reset is an effort to respond to

critics of 10 bureaucratic inefficiency in humanitarian assistance.

2.3. Research Gap

The existing literature on IO crises and their responses portrays the current trends of 10s
from scholars’ perspectives. Yet, they have different views on crises: some consider them
existential threats, whereas others consider them opportunities to be resilient. They are

trapped in dichotomies between “crisis vs. normal” or “a constraint vs. an opportunity”

" BBC, Coronavirus: WHO chief urges end to 'politicisation’ of virus, 9 April 2020,
https://www.bbec.com/news/world-52224183, accessed on 25 July 2026.
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(Guilbaud, et al., 2023; Hofmann and Kreuder-Sonnen, 2026).

Why do they have different views on crises? The dominant literature zooms in
on state-10 relations at a macro level, based on the principal-agent approach (e.g.,
Hawkins et al., 2006). The literature on legitimation and delegitimation enumerates what
states use as strategies (Bexell, et al., 2022: 63-69). Dijkstra, et al. (2025) also regard
crises as direct attacks from states and the establishment of competing institutions and IO
responses to them. However, crises are not defined solely by their objective characteristics
but are also shaped by how they are perceived and interpreted by 10s (Rosenthal, et al.,
1989; Schuette, 2024), as illustrated by the actions of UNESCO and UNFPA. For instance,
budget cuts/reduction is, to be sure, a crisis for I10s. However, it can be interpreted
differently based on their positions or environment. We need to consider “how budget
cuts as a means of contestation challenge the existence of I0s” (Hirschmann, 2021: 1981).

Furthermore, these studies do not clearly analyze what aspect of authority these
legitimation/delegitimation strategies affect, though legitimacy is the belief in the rightful
exercise of authority (Tallberg and Ziirn, 2019: 585). We need to examine how the crises
are related to 10 authority as the source of their power (Barnett and Finnemore, 2004;
Avant, et al., 2010).

Thus, this study sheds light on the day-to-day practices of IO officials (Adler and
Pouliot, 2011; Pouliot and Thérien, 2018) as the basis for their interpretation of crises at
a meso level. 10 officials are the “missing middle” or “professionals who occupy mid-
level positions in public, not-for-profit [...] entities engaged in transnational activities as
well as subcontracted services” (Weiss and Wilkinson, 2022: 15). To understand their
perceptions, this study examines how crises are related to 10 authority (Barnett and
Finnemore, 2004; Avant, et al., 2010). As discussed, authority is the basis of IO legitimacy
and power. From the practitioner’s perspective, this study attempts to understand how
they perceive and deal with crises. Although their activities seem path-dependent or
bureaucratic from the macro perspective, these are the accumulation of their everyday

practices when they perceive “crises.”

3. Framework and Research Design

In short, the aim of this study is to reveal the nature of IO “crises” and the responses of
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IOs from the “missing middle” perspective. This effort aligns with the concept building
in an abduction approach (Gerring, 1999; Goertz, 2006; Friedrichs and Kratochwil, 2009),
but not systematic theory-building or testing that the existing literature mainly adopts
(e.g., Dijkstra, et al., 2025; Carnegie and Clark, 2026). Abduction is the method to find
an appropriate concept of the phenomena by “collecting pertinent observations and, at the
same time, applying concepts from existing fields of our knowledge” when we witness
“a certain class of phenomena that interests us for some reason, but for which we lack
applicable theories™ (Friedrichs and Kratochwil, 2009: 709). As the reviewed literature
has already proposed several concepts of IO crises, this study will conduct concept
refinement through an iterative process of referring to the concepts and the realities with

each other.

3.1. Framework: Authority and Practice
3.1.1. Authority: Source of IO Power

As mentioned above, the current literature describes different aspects of “crises” by
different terms, making it difficult to systematically understand the debates. Authority can
be used to cover them because it is the source of IO power (Barnett and Finnemore, 2004).
Authority is defined as “the ability to induce deference in others” (Avant, et al., 2010: 9),
and it is intertwined with 10 legitimacy—rightful exercise of authority. Thus, the
interplay between the legitimation and delegitimation of 10s constitutes a struggle over
1O authority (Tallberg and Ziirn, 2019; Bexell, et al. 2022).

The literature identifies five sources of authority: delegated, legal-rational,
expert, principled, and capacity-based authority (Barnett and Finnemore, 2004; Avant, et
al., 2010).8 10s have delegated authority because they are established by member states
to pursue a certain goal. While delegated authority is given by states (e.g. Hawkins, et al.,
2006), the other four types of authority are inherent or accumulated in 10s. Legal-rational

authority is derived from I0s’ bureaucratic features. 10s are assumed to be neutral

8 Avant et al. (2010) also suggest “institutional authority,” derived from a specific position in a
certain organization. For instance, voices of Antonio Guterres can be heard globally because he is
appointed as the UN Secretary-General. As this example shows, a specific position or organization
constitutes an authority when they are allocated to its post, which assumes that the institution is an
authority and this is not a source of 1O authority. Thus, this study does not take it into account.
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authorities, independent of politics: they comply with rules and procedures with little
interference from states. Expert authority is based on the specific knowledge of a certain
issue. As an example, WHO’s authority is supported by the knowledge shared among
doctors, epidemiologists, and specialists in public health. Principled authority is the basis
of 10s’ missions or visions to pursue universal values, such as peace, human rights, or
environmental protection. Finally, capacity-based authority is the perceived competence
to solve global issues effectively and efficiently, as evaluated by their past performances.

Table 1 shows the typology of challenges to IO authorities.

Operationalization Examples

Challenges to IO neutrality or | US criticism of WHO as “a puppet of
Legal-rational )
rules as a bureaucracy China”

US campaign to urge states to withdraw

Delegated (Threats to) withdraw from IOs | from the International Criminal Court
(ICO)
Challenges to 10s’ specific - ) )
Expert Critics of Climate Change itself
knowledge
Challenges to I0s’ mission or o )
Principled o Undermining norms of human rights
visions

Challenges to I0s’ operational
» | Funding cuts/reduction from donors;
Capacity capacities to perform their o )
organizational restructuring
mandate

(Table 1) Typology of IO authorities and crises

As 10s simultaneously possess multiple forms of authority within an
organization, challenges from states and other actors may have cascading effects across
multiple forms of authority (Avant, et al., 2010). To illustrate, the backlash to International
Criminal Court (ICC) from African states could undermine its legal-rational and
principled authority, as African states emphasize that ICC is Western-dominated and
mainly targets African states (e.g., Deitelhoff, 2020). The US Department of State has

launched a campaign against ICC, including efforts to encourage member states to
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withdraw from the Court, which could undermine ICC’s delegated authority.®

3.1.2. Practice: Basis of the 10 officials

To understand the 10 “crises” and the responses from the practitioner’s perspective, the
concept of practice is promising. Authority is “typically recognized as such through social
practices” (Krisch, 2017: 242), suggesting that social practices shape beliefs about an IO's
authority and thereby generate deference. Practice in global governance is defined as
“socially organized and meaningful patterns of activities that tend to recur over time”
(Pouliot and Thérien, 2018: 163): it is a performance that reflects shared knowledge and
competences within a structured social space—in this study, in an organization and in
humanitarian “ecosystem” (Pouliot, 2011; Adler and Pouliot, 2011; Kimber and Maertens,
2021; Dairon and Badache, 2021). Pouliot and Thérien (2018: 165-171) enumerate
examples of global governance practices, such as hosting a global conference, accrediting
NGOs, mandating a group of experts, and forming multi-stakeholder partnerships. In a
multilateral setting, diplomats in permanent missions tend to pursue policies on which
most member states can reach an agreement, to join the consensus and be regarded as a
“good ally,” and to keep more distance from the capital (Pouliot, 2011: 549-556). Under
humanitarian crises, practices at headquarters sometimes conflict with those in the field:
while global frameworks tend to delocalize assistance activities, needs in the field are
purely contextualized (Verlin, 2021; see also Kimber and Maertens, 2021).

Except for delegated authority, 10 authority has been nurtured through
accumulated practices (Krisch, 2017). For example, the practices enumerated by Pouliot
and Thérien (2018) are related to IO authority: its neutrality and morality could convene
a large-scale global conferences (legal-rational and principled authority); WHO as an
expert authority gathers a group of experts as a network hub; the office of the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has a large

network of multi-stakeholders through their neutrality, competence and values.

9 US Department of State, State Department Launches Campaign to Dismantle International
Criminal Court’s Threat to American Sovereignty, 13 July 2026,
https://www.state.gov/releases/office-of-the-spokesperson/2026/07/state-department-launches-
campaign-to-dismantle-international-criminal-courts-threat-to-american-sovereignty, accessed on 26
July 2026.
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This study thus sheds light on practices to understand IO crises. We can, of
course, understand funding cuts/reduction or withdrawal of states from IOs as “crises.”
However, in what sense are they “crises”? It is through day-to-day practices by “missing
middle” practitioners that the “crises” can be interpreted in a specific time and space
(Maertens, et al., 2021). How to understand the current “crises” depends on the
practitioners’ understandings with background knowledge in an organization where they
work, and the responses would be produced from their everyday practices. Although they
seem to be a path-dependent tendency from the outsider’s perspective (e.g., Pierson,
2004), I0s’ perception of and response to crises could be a product of their everyday
practices.

Their responses to the crises are also based on their practices. The existing
literature proposes four responses to IO crises: ignorance, adaptation, resistance, and
resilience-building (Louis and Maertens 2021; Heinkelmann-Wild and Jankauskas, 2022;
Hirschmann, 2021; Bexell, et al., 2022; Dijkstra, et al., 2026; Carnegie and Clark, 2026):
ignorance is referred to as no actions against the crises with intention; adaptation as
cosmetic changes to satisfy member states or other stakeholders; resistance as challenge
to demand from states and stakeholders; and resilience-building as reforms to strengthen
the 10s themselves (Table 2). In short, using the practice lens, this study aims to reveal

how IO officials understand, perceive, and respond to crises.

Operationalization Examples
) No appearance; concentration on
Ignorance Hunkering down o
technical issues
Framing, negotiation, ) _
Adaptation Cosmetic reforms; compromise
appeasement

Suspending  or  limiting  their
Shaming, sanctions, justification ) o )
Resistance membership; emphasizing  their
for the status-quo
mandates

Coalition-building,
Diversification of funding sources;
Resilience-building | professionalization, justification o _ _ _
bridging an issue to their expertise

for development

(Table 2) Typology of 1O responses to crises

11
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3.2. Research Design

This study thus examines (1) how IO officials perceive current crises and (2)
how they deal with them. To answer these questions, humanitarian governance (HG) is
treated as a case study. This is because HG crises can be interpreted as extremely severe.
Traditional donors, including the United States, have radically reduced their contributions.
The Financial Tracking Service, which the UN Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) manages to track the financial flow of the UN
humanitarian projects, shows that contributions cover only approximately 35% of the
required funds in 2025-2026. About 3,000 to 5,000 staff positions of UNHCR and
International Organization for Migration (IOM) were reduced, respectively (Table 3).1°
Against this backdrop, OCHA published Global Humanitarian Overview 2025, including
the phrase, “hyper-prioritization,” as Fletcher clearly stated, “Brutal funding cuts have
left us with no other option than to further reduce the number of people we are hoping to
save”! and thus launched the “Humanitarian Reset” initiative. In abduction, “most
important” or a “most typical” case should be selected in order to “mitigate the problem
of fuzzy conceptual borders” (Friedrichs and Kratochwil, 2009: 718). HG is an

appropriate case for this criterion.

Organization 2023 2024 2025 % (2024-2025)
UNHCR 13,890 13,292 10,360 -22%

IOM 12,509 15,151 10,680 -30%

cf. UNDP 7,421 7,362 7,773 +6%

cf. UNFPA 3,422 3,569 3,548 -1%

(Table 3) Total number of IO personnel*2

10 Geneva Solutions, International Geneva layoffs pile up amid painful funding cuts, 17 July 2025,
https://genevasolutions.news/global-news/international-geneva-layoffs-pile-up-amid-painful-
funding-cuts, accessed on 26 July 2026.

1 OCHA, Global Humanitarian Overview 2025 - The Cruel Math of Aid Cuts (Hyper - Prioritized
Report) - June 2025, 4 July 2025, https://www.unocha.org/publications/report/world/global-
humanitarian-overview-2025-cruel-math-aid-cuts-hyper-prioritized-report-june-2025, accessed on
26 July 2026.

12 CEB, Personnel by Organization, no date, https://unsceb.org/statistics/hr-organization/, accessed
on 4 August 2026.
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This study refers to about 25 in-depth semi-structured interviews with
humanitarians as well as fieldworks (e.g., Badache et al., 2023) conducted in June-August
2026, mainly in Geneva, Switzerland (Table 4). Geneva has a unique “ecosystem” as a
center of IOs (Dairon and Badache, 2021), especially humanitarian actors. The
headquarters of UNHCR and IOM and the offices of other humanitarian actors are located
in Geneva. This environment enables humanitarians to communicate with each other and
thus to nurture how to behave in a sense of “community” (Dairon and Badache, 2021;
Kimber and Maertens, 2021). In contrast, the headquarters are located far from the fields
where humanitarian crises occur. That is, we could separate the current global crises that
humanitarian actors face from those in the field, such as Afghanistan, Iran, Yemen, Sudan,

Democratic Republic of Congo, Ukraine, to name a few. 13

Donor 1
UNHCR 8
UN Agencies OCHA/IASC 4
Other UN (IOM/ UNICEF/UNOG) 4
International 2
NGOs
Regional / Local 4
Think-tank 2
Total 25

(Table 4) Interview List

Although it is controversial how much interview data should be collected
methodologically (e.g. EImholdt, et al., 2026; Roberts, et al., 2026), this study does not
aim to find a “definite” concept on IO crises, but to create a “building block™ (George and
Bennett, 2005) to refine it in an abductive manner: in between “opening moves”
(interviews are used for discovery and exploration) and “focusing moves” (interviews are
used for clarifying research phenomena or confirming initial findings) strategies, but not
a “closing moves” one (interviews are used to validate finding and theorizations)
(Elmholft, et al., 2026: 17-23).

To describe intersubjective perceptions of the crises, the author attempted to

13 The author plans to expand this research into the field level.
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collect a diverse sample from multiple IOs and their departments (Table 4). For instance,
UNHCR officials from the Department of International Protection, Resource
Management, and other departments participated in a series of interviews. Interview
samples were collected mainly using snowballing strategies as well as contacting official
e-mail addresses and using LinkedIn networks. The interview questions were as general
as possible for a systematic collection of data, which comprised two parts as follows: (1)
perception of the current “crises,” such as “What has felt most difficult or uncertain, either
for you personally or for your organization?” and (2) responding to the difficulties, such
as “When your department faces a significant challenge, what are the first step typically
taken?” After confirming the research ethics, such as the treatment of off-the-record
information and anonymization,’ the interviews were held in person or online for about
30 minutes to 1 hour, conducted in English and Japanese. Most of the interviews were
recorded, and the author created transcript. The author also incorporated insights from

past fieldwork as supplementary materials.

4. Analysis
4.1. HG Overview

HG governance structure is polycentric (Deloffre, 2021) or “highly clustered at the node
level, modular at the community level, and decentralized at the network level” (Kim,
2020). Cluster approach portrays its polycentric structure (Figure 1). HG involves not
only UN agencies but also NGOs (local and global) and grassroots organizations. At the
global level, Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) is the main forum, chaired by
ERC, where UN agencies join as full members and other IOs (e.g., World Bank) or NGOs
(e.g., Save the Children) attend as standing invitees. At the field level, cluster approach is
the main coordination structure: it identifies “clusters” as sectors of assistance, such as
protection, food security, or shelter. Each cluster is composed of not only UN entities but
also local and grassroots groups, which participate based on their respective expertise and
experience. Clusters are coordinated under humanitarian leadership: humanitarian

coordinators, supported by humanitarian coordination teams, assume this role in the field.

14 When contacting interviewees, the author also attached the research proposal, including the
research ethics, to the email.
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(Figure 1) Simplified Cluster Approach since March 2026°

Geneva has a unique “ecosystem” for humanitarian actors (Dairon and Badache,
2021). The Red Cross Movements started in Geneva. The headquarters of UNHCR and
IOM and offices of humanitarian NGOs are located. Moreover, 187 permanent missions
are accredited to the UN Office at Geneva, where more than 3,000 official meetings are
held (Dairon and Badache, 2021; Interview, Geneva, 11 August 2026). In addition to the

»16 the nature of Geneva is different from that of

description of “International Geneva,
New York, the United States, as another UN center. New York is always under pressure
from politics in the field of peace and security in the UN General Assembly and Security
Council; Geneva has a long history of multilateralism since the League of Nations was
established, deals with much broader themes, such as human rights, humanitarian or
sustainable development, and opens to broader actors, such as NGOs, academics and
private sectors (Dairon and Badache, 2021; Fieldnotes, Geneva, 7 July 2026).

However, the COVID-19 pandemic and the US funding cuts have changed the

15 Tt is streamlined in Humanitarian Reset initiative in March 2026. OCHA, We Coordinate, no date,
https://www.unocha.org/we-coordinate, accessed on 26 July 2026.
16 Genéva Internationale, https://www.geneve-int.ch/, accessed on 27 July 2026.
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humanitarian ecosystem. Dairon and Bacache (2021: 30) described a sense of community
in Geneva, by citing a phrase “Jumping on a bicycle you can meet 15 to 20 people in one
day. [...] It is much easier to develop a tight and diverse network in Geneva than in New
York.” However, COVID-19 prevented humanitarian officials from communicating with
each other in a formal or informal way (Interview, Geneva, 17 July 2026). Moreover, the
US funding cuts and the dissolution of US Agency of International Development
(USAID) had a severe impact on HG. ACAPS, a humanitarian think-tank, summarizes
the impact of US funding freezing as follows: worsening humanitarian needs, diminished
response capabilities, heightened humanitarian risks and systemic disruption.!” UNHCR,
IOM and OCHA thus need to be downsized and some departments or sections moved to

other cities (Interview, Geneva, 6 July 2026; Online, 9 July 2026; 10 August 2026).

4.2. (Inter)subjective Perception of the Crises

Semi-structured interviews and fieldworks can analyze individual perceptions on 10
crises, from which we can describe intersubjective understandings on them. Based on this
motivation, this study analyzes the collected interview data using thematic coding (Braun
and Clarke, 2006; Fereday and Muir-Cocharane, 2006): analysts create codes to search
for themes to include and map the codes in an iterative manner from interview scripts.
When creating codes, the author refers to the framework on authority and practices
described in Section 3. However, the main contribution of this qualitative analysis
provides much more nuanced understandings on the crises and responses within an
environment—time and space (Maertens, et al., 2021)—from the “missing-middle”

practitioner’s perspective (Weiss and Wilkinson, 2022).

4.2.1. 10 Crises

4.2.1.1. Uniqueness of the Current Crisis
What distinguishes the current crisis is the mutually reinforcing combination of internal

norm erosion and abruptness. First, HG was challenged to its core norms from the

internal “club” supporters (Barnett, 2022). 10 crises in HG were “started by the donor,”

17 ACAPS, US F unding Freeze & Termination, no date, https://www.acaps.org/en/us-funding-
freeze, accessed on 26 July 2026.
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especially the United States, and humanitarian actors have seriously realized “how
dependent on one donor [the United States]” their activities are (Interview, Geneva, 29
June 2026; 17 July 2026). It can be considered a challenge from within core states and
endogenous contestation (c.f., Lake, et al., 2021: 236; Goddard, et al., 2024). HG has
historically faced several challenges. From the perspective of traditional donors, however,
most previous crises were external to HG itself. By way of illustration, although the 1994
Rwandan genocide and the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami posed enormous
challenges to HG, they were external crises to which it was expected to respond. In the
current situation, the United States as an internal “club” member warned the United
Nations with the phrase “adapt or die,”*® and threatened to withdraw from UNHCR.®
This can be understood as the threat to IO delegated authority.

However, historically speaking, the relation between the United States and HG
has sometimes been tense. As the US withdrawal from IOs is not so surprising (von
Borzyskowski and Vabulas, 2025), the United States has criticized and cut its
contributions to UNHCR (e.g., Loescher, 2001). Rather, the distinct point is that HG
norms or values have become deeply polarized and politicized by the “club” members.
As previous studies argue (Carnegie and Clark 2026), some officials doubt that populist
and right-wing parties with hate speech or disinformation attempt to challenge core values
and norms, such as the non-refoulement principle or human rights themselves (Interview,
Geneva, 22 July 2026a; 30 July 2026; 13 August 2026b; Online, 23 July 2026). Although
other donors still contribute to humanitarian aid, they also face nationalist-populist
challenges (Interview, Geneva, 22 July 2026b). Originally, refugee protection has an
internal contestation between state sovereignty and human rights (Lavenex, 2024).
Strategies of nationalist-populist movements include emphasizing the side of sovereignty
and invoking anti-migrant sentiments through a mixture of migrants and refugees, which
requires states to adopt anti-refugee policies, such as externalization (e.g., Borzel and

Ziirn, 2021: 299-301). Furthermore, an UN adviser plainly described the current situation

18 CNN, US pledges $2 billion for UN humanitarian aid as Trump slashes funding and warns
agencies to ‘adapt or die,” 29 December 2025, https://edition.cnn.com/2025/12/29/politics/un-
humanitarian-aid-us-funding, accessed on 26 July 2026.

19 Sana Khan, “Will Trump Cut Ties With the UN Refugee Agency?” Modern Diplomacy, 21 July
2026, https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2026/07/21/will-trump-cut-ties-with-the-un-refugee-agency/,
accessed on 26 July 2026.
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as a “legitimacy crisis” (Interview, Geneva, 25 June 2026). He considers that this
legitimacy crisis is caused by a loss of trust, confidence, and beliefs on the current HG
among the public. Internal norm erosion casts a serious doubt to 10’s principled authority.

The second characteristics, abruptness (Interview, Online, 10 August 2026),
caused a chaotic situation in HG. Although temporality has long been a neglected
dimension in the study of 10s, understanding the rapid changes currently unfolding in HG
requires us to situate IOs within their temporal context (e.g., Maertens et al., 2021;
Hoffman and Kreuder-Sonnen, 2026). An 10 official said that the decreasing trend of
humanitarian fund was expected (Interview, Online, 10 August 2026), as the ODA trends
show.?’ However, this swift policy shift in HG forced IO officials to use the following
words to describe the current situation: short-term, not strategic, unsustainable,
unanticipated, or uncertain. As illustrated by the sudden dissolution of USAID,
humanitarian actors had to adapt to this radical change without any promises (discussed
in the next section). The current HG is unable to catch up with the speed of the political
shift (Interview, Geneva, 17 July 2026).

This abruptness is causing organizational restructuring— in some part, irrational
one. The shift accelerated UN’s decentralization, or the movement that some divisions or
units move to other countries to reduce fixed costs. From the temporal and spatial
perspective (Maertens et al., 2021), this could be difficult to keep momentum only by
virtual engagements, but not in-person communication (Interview, Online, 9 July 2026),
which is difficult to maintain the humanitarian “ecosystem” in Geneva (c.f., Dairon and
Badache, 2021). Furthermore, as this radical shift prevented IOs from enough preparation
or coordination, IOs had no choice but to conduct distorted restructuring facing the short
of money. For instance, cost-cutting measures have resulted in some IOM units and
divisions being geographically split across different locations (Interview, Online, 10
August 2026). Internal structures are currently being reshuffled, and staff are not always
appropriately positioned, disrupting established communication and reporting lines. This
implies that the adverse effects on HG architectures stem not only from funding

reductions (Graham, 2017; Ege and Bauer, 2017; Heldt and Schmidtke, 2017;

2 For instance, see ODA Trend by DAC Countries, https://visualizingoda.org/trend/visualize,
accessed on 15 August 2026.
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Hirschmann, 2021) themselves but also from their timing and scale (Interview, Geneva,

12 August 2026).

4.2.1.2. Organizational Challenges through Practice Lens
Using the practice lens, we can understand the more nuanced influence on this abrupt

organizational restructuring, which mainly affects 10 capacity-based authority. First,
staffing and heavy workloads can undermine 10 competence (Graham, 2017; Reykers
and Adriaensen, 2023). Because of staff and position reductions, the remaining staff have
to shoulder heavier workloads, as the overall workload remains unchanged while
humanitarian needs continue to grow (Interview, Geneva, 6 July 2026; Online, 9 July
2026). Staff reductions require some personnel to be reassigned to unfamiliar positions.
Consequently, newly assigned staff often lack institutional knowledge and shared
understandings accumulated through experience, making discussions more difficult
(Interview, Geneva, 8 July 2026). Furthermore, to reduce costs, some positions have been
downgraded to lower grade levels (Interview, Geneva, 6 July 2026; 8 July 2026), which
resulted in irregular communication and reporting lines.

Second, institutional legacies and memories could be eroded (Ege and Bauer,
2017), which is a part of expert authority. Barham Salih, the new High Commissioner,
indicates, “approximately 3,000 internationally recruited colleagues were competing for
around 1,800 established positions.”?! This statement suggests that not only local staff
but also international staff face the challenges of job security, and even experienced staff
can be laid off or have no choice but to leave the organization. Although UNHCR
activities are based on the Refugee Convention with legal expertise, humanitarian 10s
need much broader expertise not limited to objective knowledge (e.g., Littoz-Monnet, et
al., 2026). 10 officials describe the situations as “the loss of experiences in the field and
way of decision through learning by doing in the hands-on experience” (Interview,
Geneva, 8 July 2026; 21 July 2026). As an example, humanitarian actors often have many
options in the field. While junior officers tend to enumerate each option equally,

experienced staff can prioritize them based on their experience. These “soft skills” to

2L UNHCR, Remarks by Mr. Barham Salih, UN High Commissioner for Refugees, Member State
briefing, Geneva, 29 June 2026, https://www.unhcr.org/news/speeches-and-statements/remarks-mr-
barham-salih-un-high-commissioner-refugees-member-state, accessed on 26 July 2026.
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understand its contexts, which are “not easy to replace,” are disappearing from these
organizations (Interview, Online, 9 July 2026). A diplomat is also concerned with “losing
experience” and criticizes the lack of strategies and humane treatments regarding the
current organizational restructuring efforts (Interview, Geneva, 22 July 2026b).

Third, 10s are having difficulty in showing their field presence and losing
contextual understanding in the fields, which could affect both principled and expert
authority. UNHCR has shut down several national and regional offices, such as Trinidad
and Tobago (national) and the Regional Bureau for Southern Africa (regional).??> The
Agency chooses remote assistance if possible and shifts capacity-building assistance for
local government and NGOs (Interview, Geneva, 6 July 2026; 22 July 2026a). However,
remote assistance has some limitations in assistance practices to understand the
contextualized knowledge in the fields. By way of illustration, Verlin (2021) indicates the
misalignment of needs in different tempos between delocalized headquarters and
localized field offices through crisis management activities in Haiti. Maintaining a field
presence preserves 10s’ access to government officials, allowing them to continue
influencing policy discussions (Interview, Geneva, 8 July 2026; Online, 24 July 2026).
Siding with affected people could also be a source of 10’s principled authority.
“Protection by Presence,”® to which most of UNHCR officials refer, is difficult to be
achieved owing to the current restructuring.

Fourth, organizational restructuring weakens institutional attachment and
cohesion. The degradation of morale in organizations can also undermine capacity-based
authority. The current restructuring has a negative impact on IO officials and their
psychological attachment. They are forced to consider the compatibility between their
own job security and the survival of the organization. Competition for limited jobs is too
severe, which weakens the commitment to the loyalty to the organization (Interview,
Geneva, 8 July 2026; 12 August 2026; Online 15 July 2026). An 1O official confessed her
internal struggle in the current situation: “how I can separate myself from UNHCR” that

she psychologically belongs to as a family (Interview, Geneva, 8 July 2026). From a

22 UNHCR, UNHCR announces closure of its Southern Africa Bureau as part of realignment review,
23 September 2025, https://www.unhcr.org/africa/news/press-releases/unhcr-announces-closure-its-
southern-africa-bureau-part-realignment-review, accessed on 26 July 2026.

23 UNHCR, Protection by Presence, 19 October 2015,
https://www.unhcr.org/news/stories/protection-presence, accessed on 26 July 2026.
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different perspective, another official said, “I think humanitarian assistance should not be

reduced” by emphasizing, “what are things that only UN can do” (Interview, Geneva, 8

July 2026).

In sum, from the semi-structured interviews and fieldwork, many 1O officials

perceive current crises, comprised of internal norm erosion and abruptness, related to their

capacity, which could also undermine principled, and expert authority (Table 5). The

crisis is not merely about budget cuts or staff reductions. Instead, the restructuring results

in the loss of institutional memory, field presence and contextual knowledge, and

institutional attachment. These losses are difficult to reverse, even if state contributions

recover. Using the practice lens can shed light on the fundamental crises that 1O0s face.

(3) Reduction of field presence
—> Capacity x Principled x Expert

Interpretations Examples
Funding cut as a representative of | “how dependent on one actor ” [the
Delegated o . o
states’ dissatisfaction United States] 1O activities are
Current crises are “legitimacy crises”
Challenges to the current HG system
Principled o caused by a loss of “trust, confidence and
to emphasize its abuses ] )
beliefs” among the public
Remaining staff have to shoulder heavier
(1) Staffing and workload
workloads
o ] Staff reduction could be “the loss of
(2) Loss of institutional legacies and ) )
] experiences in the field and way of
memories o . o
decision through learning by doing in the
- Capacity x Expert .
hands-on experience”
Capacity Maintaining “a field presence preserves

I0s’ access to government officials,”
allowing them to continue influencing

policy discussions

(4) Loss of institutional attachment

and cohesion

“How [ can separate myself from
UNHCR?” that a UN staff psychologically

belongs to as a family

(Table 5) How IO officials perceive current crises

4.2.2. 10 Responses

The two features of the current crises in HG—internal norm erosion and abruptness—do
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not allow 10s to adopt the inertia option: IOs have no choice but to do something. As
regards internal norm erosion, IOs adopted resilience-building strategies through their
professional, technocratic knowledge (Louis and Maertens, 2021; Steftek, 2021). 10
officials attempt to emphasize and defend ideals and core values of refugee protection
and humanitarian assistance (principled authority). As the literature on norm contestation
shows, challenges to norm validity can lead to norm erosion or death (Deitellhoff and
Zimmermann, 2020). IO officials recognize maintaining core norms as an important
strategy against the crises. For instance, the interviewees, including UNHCR officials and
a donor, do not deny the ideals of refugee protection. An official underlines that the
current crisis is not “normative” but “operational” (Interview, Geneva, 22 July 2026a)
and others mention that the 1951 Refugee Convention is still “valid” (Interview, Geneva,
24 July 2026; 12 August 2026). Even a donor supports the system and its reform with “a
moral obligation” (Interview, 22 July 2026b). Although this can be interpreted as
resistance (justification for the status-quo) (Dijkstra, et al. 2025), maintaining core norms
could enhance the validity and resilience of HG norms.

The same literature (Deitellhoff and Zimmermann, 2020) also argues that
challenges to norm application can rather strengthen the norm itself. HG dysfunctions,
such as overcapacity of asylum, abuse of the system, dissatisfaction among developing
states with burden-sharing, are used as the drivers of critics by, for example, populist
groups, to challenge HG ideals and core values. That is why IO officials attempt to
convert these issues into operational problems by using their expertise and practices
(expert authority) to protect their core values (principled authority). For instance,
UNHCR officials emphasized the distinction of refugees and migrants (Interview, Geneva,
6 July 2026; 8 July 2026; 22 July 2026a), and provide practical and simple guidance on
refugee recognition with host governments (Interview, Geneva, 21 July 2026; 22 July
2026a) to harmonize between the headquarter and field levels (Interview, Geneva, 12
August 2026). Reducing and simplifying reporting burdens makes UNHCR staff in the
field spend more time with refugees (Interview, Geneva, 21 July 2026), which may
recover its principled authority.

As arare example, the United Nations also adopted a resistance strategy. Anténio
Guterres announced the appointment of Tressa Rae Finerty as the Deputy High
Commissioner, a position traditionally held by a US national. This decision ran counter
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to the preferences of the Trump administration, which had nominated Simon Hankinson

of the Heritage Foundation for the post.?*

Hankinson has been highly critical of the
current asylum system, particularly what he sees as the blurring of the distinction between
refugees and migrants, and has explicitly advocated US withdrawal from the 1967
Refugee Protocol.?® Viewed alongside UNHCR’s broader efforts to maintain a clear
distinction between refugees and migrants (Interview, Geneva, 6 July 2026; 8 July 2026;
22 July 2026a), the decision not to appoint Hankinson can therefore be understood as an
attempt to defend UNHCR’s core norms and values of refugee protection. Although such
a decision risked provoking further US pressure on UNHCR, including possible threats
of withdrawal, appointing Hankinson as the Deputy High Commissioner could have
placed those norms and values under significant strain.

When it comes to abruptness, 10s also need to adapt the situations without
enough preparations. Irrational restructuring, as discussed in the previous section, refers
to restructuring that lacks a clear strategy and is driven primarily by short-term
considerations (Interview, Geneva, 29 June 2026). OCHA reached an agreement with the
United States on 2 billion dollars contributions under the pressure of “adapt or die.”?®
Although this might be a compelling decision to pursue their mandate to provide
assistance for affected people, it can also extend to negative effects of 10’s legal-rational
and principled authority. HG has been managed under four humanitarian principles,
humanity, neutrality, impartiality and independence (OCHA, 2022). Acceptance of this
US funding might undermine neutrality or impartiality of OCHA. Besides, HG
architecture is based on voluntary, horizontal coordination, which expects OCHA to be a
“neutral” facilitator or convener (Interview, Geneva, 29 June 2026). This OCHA’s

movement might be regarded as “guilt by association” (Johnson, 2011). This could thus

worsen its legitimacy, as Schuette (2024) suggests that IO survival politics and

24 Michelle Langrand, “UN appoints US Geneva diplomat as refugee deputy in top brass shakeup,”
Geneva Solutions, 15 June 2026, https://genevasolutions.news/peace-humanitarian/un-appoints-us-
geneva-diplomat-as-refugee-deputy-in-top-brass-shakeup, accessed on 15 August 2026.

25 Simon Hankinson and Lora Ries, “The U.S. Must Redesign Asylum Law for 21st-Century Reality
and Put America First,” The Heritage Foundation, 31 March 2025, https://www.heritage.org/border-
security/report/the-us-must-redesign-asylum-law-2 1 st-century-reality-and-put-america-first,
accessed on 15 August 2026.

% CNN, US pledges $2 billion for UN humanitarian aid as Trump slashes funding and warns
agencies to ‘adapt or die,” 29 December 2025, https://edition.cnn.com/2025/12/29/politics/un-
humanitarian-aid-us-funding, accessed on 26 July 2026.
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legitimation are sometimes incompatible.

Nevertheless, humanitarian actors also enhance its resilience under the crisis.
One of them is to increase flexibility and diversification of funding sources (Interview,
Geneva, 29 July 2026a). As an example, IOM official (Interview, Online, 15 July 2026)
suggested “Resilience Campaign” that asks member states for “USD 100 million in
flexible funding to protect its core humanitarian operations and maintain critical support
for people on the move.”?’ Earmarked contributions may hinder collective decision-
making and IO authority (Graham, 2017). As recognizing increasing contributions to be
difficult for traditional donors, IOM requests member states to “provide just 5 to 10 per
cent of existing contribution as flexible funding,” which could expands IOM autonomy
to pursue their core mandates.

Coalition building is also an important resilience-building strategy. UNHCR’s
catalytic role enables itself to convene wider stakeholders and build partnerships with
other I0s, NGOs, and even refugees and displaced people themselves (Interview, Geneva,
22 July 2026; 12 August 2026). Due to its polycentricity, I0s in HG have developed
partnerships to provide assistance for affected people (e.g., Mommers and Van Wessel,
2009; Andonova and Carbonnier, 2014). Furthermore, localization, launched in the World
Humanitarian Summit in 2016, have demanded traditional donors to increase flexible
contributions to and genuine partnerships with local actors (Metcalfe-Hough, et al., 2023).
Through the partnerships, UNHCR empowers local organizations, including refugee-led
organizations (RLOs), to participate in discussion on project design and assistance
activities, such as accelerating community-based protection (Pincock, et al., 2020;
Interview, Geneva, 22 July 2026a).?® Global Refugee Forum or Refugee Advisory
Groups that UNHCR establishes play a role as platforms where refugees themselves can
discuss and influence policy-making processes. This approach aims at “meaningful
participation” in which refugees and displaced people are able to contribute and influence

policies beyond mere democratic consideration (Interview, Geneva, 13 August 2026b).

27 10M, IOM Seeks USD 100M in Flexible Funding to Sustain Critical Services After Assisting 26M
People in 186 Countries in 2024, 26 June 2025, https://www.iom.int/news/iom-seeks-usd-100m-
flexible-funding-sustain-critical-services-after-assisting-26m-people-186-countries-2024, accessed
on 26 July 2026.

28 UNHCR, Community-based protection, no date, https://www.unhcr.org/what-we-do/protect-
human-rights/protection/community-based-protection, accessed on 26 July 2026.
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However, attempts at resilience-building are not sufficiently shared among
humanitarian actors: they are not a collective yet. An 10 official regards the Humanitarian
Reset launched by Fletcher as ERC as “an order from above” (Interview, Geneva, 6 July
2026). Expanding pooled fund managed by OCHA, including the US contribution, is a
promising pathway to enhance localization movements because such funds can directly
provide money to local or grassroots NGOs. Although this might expand OCHA’s power
to allocate budgets to other agencies (Interview, Geneva, 29 June 2026), the interviewed
OCHA official explains that they cannot decide but manage the allocation process based
on the open, clear guideline (Interview, Online, 9 July 2026). Even during the crises, 10s
still pursue their institutional self-interest, hindering the production of collective
innovations (Interview, Geneva, 17 July 2026).

In short, during organizational crises, IOs do not clearly adopt inertia but pursue
adaptation, resistance, and resilience-building (Table 6). Their strategies seek to preserve
and reinforce their core mandate by reforming their operational activities, such as building
partnerships with other actors. Interestingly, resistance in the form of preserving core
mandates may enhance their resilience by strategically reframing normative contestation
as questions of operational implementation with their professionalism (Louis and
Maertens, 2021). Resistance is not merely conservative; it can also function as a
resilience-building strategy. However, their efforts remain fragmented instead of unified

and some short-term responses may inadvertently undermine their legal-rational authority.

Efforts Practices Examples

Increasing flexibility and Ask donors to “provide just 5 to
IOM’s Resilient

diversification of funding ) 10% of existing contribution as
Campaign

sources flexible funding”

Protecting core mandate and o )
Current crisis is not “normative” but
reframing into operational | UNHCR ) o
“operational” + professionalism
problems

TR 1 Empower local organizations to
s “catalytic
Coalition-building e participate in discussion on project
role

design

(Table 6) Examples of resilience-building practices
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5. Conclusion

No one denies that HG is in crisis, represented by cuts to funding or resources and
organizational restructuring. However, how do 10 officials perceive the crisis and how do
they respond to it? This study delves into the perceptions of UN officials through the
framework on authority and practice and in-depth semi-structured interviews but does not
presuppose a crisis in terms of state-IO relations at a macro level. This study does not aim
to deny the existing literature; through the practice lens of practitioners, it rather attempts
to analyze “in what sense” exactly 1O crises are.

Semi-structured interviews show that the perception of 10 officials on the crisis
is inter-subjective as HG constituencies. They agree that the current HG is in “crisis”
However, from the perspective of authority and practice, the crisis has several nuances
that require further examination. Many of them refer to the erosion of capacity-based
authority. For instance, the current radical restructuring forces 10 officials to reconsider
their psychological distance from the 10s, which decreases morale as an organization.
Furthermore, challenges to capacity-based authority have a negative spillover effect on
expert and principled authority. The reduction in field presence tends to make the
government overlook IO officials’ opinions, and they spend less time with refugees or
displaced people.

To deal with these crises, 10s are pursuing resilience-building approaches
through the diversification of funding or coalition-building as well as adaptation. States,
in particular the United States, impose harsh demands to 10s. During the crisis, 10s
attempt to protect their core values and norms. None of the interviewees denies the ideals
and norms embodied in HG and attempted to reframe the crises as operational issues with
their expertise. Professionalism could depoliticize an issue by translating it into a
technical one (Louis and Maertens, 2021). Making the technical issue function well might
recover and strengthen the HG’s core norms and values (Deitelhoff and Zimmermann,
2020).

Although this study reveals 10 officials’ perceptions of the crisis, it has several
limitations. First, as it is a single case study of HG, the possibility of generalization is
limited. As Table 3 shows, some UN agencies have not faced more serious challenges

than those in HG. They might have different perspectives; for instance, in areas of
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environmental protection and climate change, 1O officials are not encountering severe
organizational restructuring but political backlash on climate change policies, which
could undermine their expert authority. Second, as this study sheds light on the
humanitarian ecosystem in Geneva, we need to understand the interactions between the
headquarters and local offices. Several 10 and NGO officials have mentioned that the
current crisis has a larger impact on field activities. However, the interplay between
Geneva and national offices remains underexplored. Third, this study deals with the
(inter)subjective understanding of the current crises at the meso and micro levels. We are

required to connect our analysis to the macro analysis in the existing literature.
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