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Abstract 

In a natural disaster scenario, a vital part of the humanitarian mandate relates to the 

reconstruction of the affected built environment. In the aftermath of recent natural 
disasters, NGOs have become increasingly involved in the permanent reconstruction of 

affected communities. These organizations, often operating well outside their expertise, 

encounter significant barriers as they implement reconstruction programmes. The 

objectives of this research are: a) To determine the competencies deployed by NGOs 
involved in reconstruction projects following major disasters, b) To compare best 

practices among NGOs involved in permanent reconstruction projects, c) To investigate 

the barriers that NGOs have faced during reconstruction, d) To define how these barriers 
can be overcome through a dynamic competencies approach and e) To develop a dynamic 

competencies framework model that can be used by NGOs in post-disaster reconstruction 

projects. Drawing on established theories of management, a unique perspective is 
developed from which a theory of dynamic competency within reconstruction emerges. A 

research study based on this theory among a sample group of UK NGO participants will 

commence in late 2008. The chosen methodology establishes significant relationships 

between critical success factors, barriers, and competencies set in the context of strategic 
action taken during post-disaster reconstruction. The research will eventually culminate in 

the formation of a dynamic competencies framework model that can be used by NGOs in 

post-disaster reconstruction projects. This will be an essential tool for NGOs involved in 
such projects and will help to define the standard of best practice to which future projects 

might align themselves. 

 
Keywords: Dynamic Competency; NGOs; Post-disaster Reconstruction; Critical Success 
Factors. 

Introduction  

This paper sets out the theoretical basis and proposed methodology for a PhD research study set 
to commence in late 2008. Drawing on established theories of strategic management and existing 
principles of disaster management and project management, a unique theoretical framework 
evolves. The central theme of this framework is the dynamic competencies of NGOs in post-
disaster reconstruction.  
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At present, based on scientific evidence, there are escalating concerns over global warming and 
its effects on weather patterns. Many experts warn that due to climate change, the risk of natural 
disasters occurring is growing, in parallel to the magnitude and frequency of hazard events 
(Webster et al. 2005).  
 

Climate change will always be closely tied to disaster risk, by virtue of its inherent relationship to 
natural hazards. Natural hazards trigger disasters, the scale of which is largely determined by 
vulnerability, which itself is becoming more and more clearly a development issue (Cannon 1994). 
Developing countries generally suffer the most due to natural disasters. In fact, the unequal 
burden of disaster mortality is striking; 11% of people exposed to hazards live in low-development 
countries yet they account for 53% of those killed (UNDP 2004). 
 
Vulnerability to disasters is increasing due to growing populations, rising poverty, armed conflict 
and other development issues. Schipper & Pelling remind us, “Blame gets placed on the hazard 
rather than on the conditions of vulnerability that have resulted from, for example, poor 
governance and corruption, unchecked neoliberal development policies and marginalisation of the 
poor.“ (Schipper, Pelling 2006) 
 
It is within this climate of instability that we consider the subject of post-disaster reconstruction. 
Reconstruction is only part of the recovery process which devastated communities must 
undertake in the aftermath of a natural disaster. However, within disaster management practice, 
no area is more poorly executed (Duyne Barenstein, Pittet 2007, Boen, Jigyasu 2005, Barakat 
2003, Lizarralde, Boucher 2004). When we consider the trauma and loss inflicted on communities 
that must be addressed, it is clear that a multi-faceted recovery process is vital. If implemented 
correctly, a successful reconstruction project can be the catalyst for sustainable community 
developmentpsychologically, physically and economically, while significantly reducing 
vulnerability to future hazards (Paton, Smith & Violanti 2000, Paton 2003). 
 
Ribot issues a challenge to NGOs undertaking reconstruction, “Actions taken today to reduce 
vulnerability- actions which have been justified for a long time- will increase resilience and 
security by providing a buffer against vulnerability to future consequences of climate 
change.”(Ribot, Magalhaes & Panagides 1996) 
 
Following the Asian tsunami, NGOs flocked to affected countries with large budgets and the best 
of intentions. Reconstruction projects became a priority both for NGOs and their donors. 
However, during their rush to be involved in reconstruction, many NGOs operated well outside 
their expertise due to the fact that action was urgent and essential, and did so without the 
capacity, capabilities and competencies in place to deliver satisfactory projects. (Duyne 
Barenstein, Pittet 2007, Adams, Harvey 2006, Kilby 2008, McGirk 2005, King 2007) 
 
In light of these facts, the opportunity is clear for research to be undertaken that will investigate 
the underlying factors contributing to the inability of NGOs to effectively manage reconstruction 
projects. This research is urgent and essential. The chance to create, test and validate a new 
theoretical framework for NGOs in reconstruction which is useful in the field is an exciting 
prospect.  
 
This study will draw on established theories of organisational strategy from the various fields of 
management, and in particular the resource-based view of dynamic competencies while for the 
first time applying such thinking to disaster management theory. A new theoretical approach to 
post-disaster reconstruction is proposed, focused on developing effective strategies by deploying 
appropriate organisational capabilities and dynamic operational competencies. This represents a 
significant theoretical and empirical contribution to knowledge in the field of disaster 
management. 
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Research methods 

It is vital that this research has a sound theoretical basis upon which to build research questions 
and develop sound hypotheses. A new theoretical perspective has evolved, drawing on literature 
from disaster management, strategic management and project management. These elements 
combine to birth a new theory of dynamic competency within reconstruction. 
 
This study will examine current NGO operations within the scope of organizational management 
and will draw research questions from a strong theoretical grounding in management literature. 
These grounded and informed research questions will allow hypotheses to be formed and 
subsequently tested by the proposed methodology. 
 

Research hypothesis: 

By building dynamic organizational capacity, capabilities, and competences, NGOs will be 
much better equipped to move forward with reconstruction projects that all stakeholders can 
have confidence in.  

 
Disaster management 
 

Drabek and Hoetmer define disaster recovery and reconstruction as a qualitative improvement of 
community life; it usually includes rebuilding of infrastructure and damaged structures, evaluation 
of codes and land use regulations, and adoption and implementation of hazard mitigation 
measures (Reddy 2000).  
 
Natural disasters are the cause of death, loss and a departure from normalcy for many affected 
populations every year. In such scenarios, NGOs are quick to respond with humanitarian aid, with 
large budgets bringing considerable weight in the marketplace (McGirk 2005). It is clear, however, 
that post-disaster humanitarian assistance can increase long-term vulnerability in certain 
communities (Schipper, Pelling 2006). Any post-disaster initiative must address cultural, social, 
economic, technical and political dimensions to ensure sustainable outcomes and successfully 
reduce vulnerability (Kilby 2008, Broadbent, Broadbent 2004, Doocy 2006, Rubin, Barbee 1985). 
Naturally, this applies to reconstruction projects.  
 
Unfortunately, NGOs do not possess a good track record when it comes to the implementation of 
reconstruction projects which address the areas outlined above. In contrast, some of these areas 
are particularly neglected as part of substandard and expensive projects. As Barakat argues, 
“The urgent need to do something within a short space of time is not conducive to good, 
sustainable housing reconstruction nor is the tendency of donors to set short timeframes for the 
disbursement of emergency funds.”(Barakat 2003)  
 
In recent years, we have seen this problem manifested. There are now many examples of 
substandard post-disaster reconstruction projects, from those implementing badly designed, 
poorly constructed, inappropriate housing (Lizarralde, Boucher 2004, Adams, Harvey 2006, 
Garcia, R. et al. 2006) to those ignoring social and cultural markers and developing projects that 
are eventually abandoned in favour of traditional housing (Boen, Jigyasu 2005). NGOs have not 
been able to deliver satisfactory reconstruction projects and this is something that must be 
remedied as a matter of urgency. In fact, the goal should be far greater; to deliver exceptional 
projects which transform communities.  
 
NGOs will often promote the ideal of community participation but where such programmes are 
really successful a reconstruction project will display vastly different characteristics and outcomes 
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(Paton, Smith & Violanti 2000, Reddy 2000). It is clear to see when an NGO goes beyond words 
and actually commits to involving the community in a project.  
 
NGOs are not run like construction firms. If they were, it is likely that reconstruction projects would 
be far more efficient and of a higher quality. NGOs do bring a wealth of knowledge to the table 
within the humanitarian sector, and this study aims to determine how a shift in strategic 
management could enable such organisations to develop an approach that would yield projects to 
satisfy all stakeholders. The need for such a study is urgent and the results will be immediately 
useful as NGOs continue to become involved in reconstruction projects worldwide, for which they 
are all too often ill-equipped. 

Strategic management  

The theoretical grounding of this work in strategic management will focus on 3 views; the 
resource-based view, the competence-based view and the dynamic capabilities view. 
 
Mintzberg argues that all strategies lie somewhere between deliberate (intended, planned) and 
emergent (realized without intention) (Mintzberg, Waters 1985). In theory, a pure deliberate 
strategy is that which is realized exactly as intended; there must be precise organisational 
intentions which are accepted among all actors and no external interference (market, 
technological, political etc.). A pure emergent strategy is that which is realized with the complete 
absence of intention about it; this is unlikely within organizations but could happen if a particular 
environment directly imposes a pattern of action on an organization. Thompson urges the 
importance of the study of learning and involvement in people as part of an emergent strategy 
(Thompson 2005). 
 
Among the strategies outlined in Mintzberg’s 1985 framework for organizations, NGOs can be 
seen as adopting a strategy having most in common with the ideological strategy. This can 
profoundly affect their reconstruction operations. Among NGOs, the members of any organization 
generally share a collective vision and identify with it so strongly that it becomes the driving force 
behind their actions. The fact that fulfilling the vision is paramount to these organizations is 
manifested in certain aspects of their operation, as demonstrated, for example, by the imposition 
of unsuitable housing solutions based on what NGO ‘experts’ decide is correct (Duyne 
Barenstein, Pittet 2007, McGirk 2005). In most cases an ideology clearly informs intentions as 
part of a deliberate strategy. Ideological strategy is highly deliberate and this study hypothesises 
that a more emergent strategy such as the process strategy could improve performance 
significantly.  
 
The process strategy is well suited to an environment which is complex, unpredictable and 
uncontrollable. This is exactly what faces NGOs in post-disaster scenarios. As part of a process 
strategy, the leadership of an organization can exercise a degree of deliberate behaviour by 
controlling the process of strategy formation, while leaving the content of strategy to others. The 
leadership may create the organizational structure and appoint staff of its choice (deliberate) but 
with a view to allowing those staff to develop their own adaptive and innovative strategies 
(emergent). The process strategy can therefore be referred to as deliberately emergent 
(Mintzberg, Waters 1985).  
 
Brews points to a link between unstable environments and improved performance in certain types 
of planning. Planning increases as environmental instability grows. The planning types 
encouraging most improved performance in organizations in unstable environments are 
generative and transactive planning, representing adaptation and innovation within organizations 
(Brews, Purohit 2007). In generative planning, project/service/process innovation is the key and 
all organizational plans are assessed through this lens of innovation. Meanwhile, transactive 
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planning involves plans which are formed on an ongoing basis based on continual adaptation and 
feedback/learning.  
 
Within this context the research will focus on three main views of strategy: 
 
Resource-based view: it is the dominant school of strategic thought; there is a need for a fit 
between the external market context in which a company operates and its internal capabilities; 
competitive advantage is derived from the ability of an organization to assemble and exploit an 
appropriate combination of resources. 

 
Competence-based view: it is a vehicle for achieving organizational performance; it articulates 
both the expected outcomes of an individual’s efforts and the manner in which the activities are 
carried out; resources must be fully utilized to develop capabilities which form competencies while 
driving change; competencies must be valuable, rare, and difficult or costly to imitate, without an 
easy or direct substitute available if they are to yield sustainable competitive advantage. 

 
Dynamic Capabilities view: a dynamic capabilities approach will deploy and exploit resources, 
capabilities and competencies that are unique to an organization; to pursue a dynamic 
capabilities view, an organization must be well equipped to reconfigure its operations to respond 
to changing environments; an extension of the resource-based view; capabilities that ensure that 
an organization can adapt and change quickly and therefore perform better and grow.  
 
Although some strategists and managers may use each of these views exclusively, the literature 
suggests that the underlying theory may be much the same for all three. The resource-based 
view is the original assumption that organizations must match their internal resources to the 
external environment. The competence-based view suggests that an organization must create for 
itself a strategic position within a market and embed distinctive competencies to maintain that 
position. The dynamic capabilities view links these together. A dynamic capabilities approach will 
deploy and exploit resources, renewing capabilities and developing competencies. Fig. 1 presents 
a model for a dynamic competency framework which this research will follow.  
 

 

 
Fig. 1. Dynamic Competency Framework 
 
Key collective capabilities in organizations form competencies. Capability is defined by Hafeez as 
”the ability to make use of resources to perform some task or activity”. In terms of reconstruction, 
resources may be physical resources (e.g. building materials, tools, financial endowment), human 
resources (e.g. labour skills, training, field experience) or organizational resources (e.g. NGO 
status/image, policies/processes) (Barney 1991). Jurie defined organizational capacity as ”the 
inherent endowment possessed by individuals or organizations to achieve their fullest potential.“ 
Capability, meanwhile, is the action taken on capacity to realize this potential while competence is 
attained by developing capability and expanding capacity.(Jurie 2000) 
 
Thompson summarizes that organizations must display strength of resources facilitating 
distinctive capabilities thus forming strategic competencies, all of which creates superior 
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competitive position & performance (Thompson 2005). Each of the three views discussed thus far 
have important elements which feed into the new theoretical framework. However, none of these 
could in isolation equip an organization to pursue best practice in reconstruction. When the three 
are seen as complimentary views, it enables us to develop a more complete theoretical 
framework for NGOs involved in post-disaster reconstruction that will contribute to best practice 
upon implementation.  
 

Project management  

Project Management as a theoretical field has been described as a set of models and techniques 
for the planning and control of complex undertakings (Packendorff 1995). What is a project? 
Unique and complex undertakings which are limited in terms of time and scope, such as 
constructing a building or fighting a battle, are seen as projects, as are many business activities. 
In most project management literature the project is defined as: a unique, one-time task with a 
predetermined delivery date, being subject to performance goals and consisting of a number of 
complex and/or interdependent activities. 
 
Literature touching on project management covers an extremely diverse range of topics such as 
risk analysis, project leadership, investment planning, group dynamics, human resource 
management etc. Key concepts from organizational theory such as learning, participation renewal 
and innovation must feature more prominently in modern project management thinking if it is to 
move forward and develop. Project management knowledge is applicable to any sort of project in 
all kinds of industries and environments. While a construction project may differ from a product 
manufacturing project in terms of outcomes and knowledge requirements, for the purposes of 
planning, controlling and leading, the projects are run along the same principles.  
 
Project management is an important part of post-disaster reconstruction. It brings a structure to 
the process and sets clear objectives and deliverables. However, there are drawbacks to using 
the project management approach. Project management is often applied as a general theory, 
whether dealing with well defined, easily planned projects or unpredictable and ambiguous ones 
(Turner, J. R. Cochrane, R. A. 1993). Also, the literature on project management offers an 
abundance of normative advice but rather little empirical evidence explaining why projects fail 
(Packendorff 1995). 
 
Projects are generally divided into three stages; development, implementation and termination. 
Meanwhile, the theoretical field of project management can be described in terms of the planning, 
controlling and evaluation theories.   
 
A new theoretical framework for reconstruction 

A theoretical framework for post-disaster reconstruction will be developed as the primary 
deliverable of this research study. The framework will draw on existing theory from the fields of 
disaster management, strategic management and project management to construct the model 
and integrate the results of the research study.  
 
Applying a combination of the management theories which have been discussed for NGOs in 
reconstruction, we can see that in the pursuit of best practice, these organizations must become 
more adaptive and innovative. Central issues to address in any organizational shift will be 
capacity, capabilities and competences, which, this study argues, must become more dynamic in 
nature. In this context, a ‘dynamic’ organization will be flexible, adaptable to unstable 
environments and will possess competences that will help them address multiple barriers.   
 
The key is to break down the important theories in the arena of management and bring together a 
new framework that NGOs can understand. By validating such a model, NGOs can feel confident 
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to implement these concepts of change and support an organizational shift. Various UK NGOs 
have admitted to failures during tsunami reconstruction, and many of their shortcomings can be 
explained to some degree by the lack of a dynamic competency framework within their 
organizations. This research has the potential to facilitate widespread movement towards best 
practice in reconstruction.  
 

Research Objectives: 

• To determine the competencies deployed by NGOs involved in reconstruction projects 
following major disasters. 

• To investigate the barriers that NGOs have faced during reconstruction and define how 
these barriers can be overcome through a dynamic competencies approach. 

• To define how these barriers can be overcome through a dynamic competencies 
approach. 
 

• To develop a dynamic competencies framework model that can be used by NGOs in 
post-disaster reconstruction projects. 

Research results  

This paper sets out a theory of dynamic competencies within post-disaster reconstruction. This 
theory is the foundation of a research study that will commence in late 2008, compiling data 
pertaining to NGO post-disaster reconstruction. The theory and methodology proposed herein will 
drive the project and inform the field work.  

Discussion and conclusions  

A grounded theory methodology is proposed for this study. Grounded theory was introduced to 
address the need for sociological research to generate new theories, rather than verifying existing 
theories. It is a style of conducting qualitative data analysis. Grounded theory emerges from the 
data collected, providing a new understanding of social processes emerging from the context in 
which they occur, without placing the data into the constraints of previous theoretical frameworks 
(Cassell, Symon 2004).  
 
A grounded theory methodology is especially relevant to NGO research because it will produce 
descriptions of organizational reality which are easily recognized by members of the NGO sector. 
These findings will lead to positive discussions within the field around the important issues 
uncovered, and provide a basis for organizational change. The chosen methodology will promote 
participation from NGO field workers and such an input will increase the credibility of the 
framework and streamline the validation procedure.  
 
It is proposed to involve a number of UK NGOs in the study that have implemented reconstruction 
projects both in Indonesia following the Asian tsunami, and Bangladesh following Cyclone Sidr.. 
Concentrating on these recent natural disasters, and in particular on the efforts of UK NGOs 
implementing reconstruction programmes, will enable the theories and hypotheses that have 
been outlined to be developed and tested.   
 
These disasters are particularly appropriate for this research study for a number of reasons. 
There was a large UK NGO response to each disaster, meaning that there will not be a lack of 
available information or interviewees. The reconstruction projects which have been implemented 
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following these disasters are large in scale and hold the most potential in terms of yielding 
detailed information about best practice as appropriate to this type of NGO project.  
 
By comparing two disasters in two countries with different external environments and factors 
affecting reconstruction projects, it will open up possibilities for comparison between the two 
disasters or between organizations. It will be interesting to discuss how NGOs applied learning 
from the tsunami to reconstruction practices in Bangladesh. 
 
Stage 1 data collection 

 
Field work will commence with the selection of willing NGO participants. Field work will initially be 
largely conversational in nature with relation to Bangladesh in particular; that is, the researcher 
will be UK based, collecting data through email and phone conversations with NGO staff in the 
field. Interviews with field workers based in the UK with experience of relevant reconstruction 
projects will take place with regard to both disasters, while those currently abroad will be 
interviewed upon their return to the UK.  Access to field reports will be provided by NGOs. 
 
Mapping is used in the behavioural sciences to study people’s relationship to the environment 
and is generally broken down into behavioural and cognitive maps. Behavioural maps record 
people’s locations and actions while cognitive maps record what people believe to be important in 
an environment, how they take action and the reasoning behind the decisions they make 
(Sommer, Sommer 2002). Taking the concept a step further is causal mapping, which refers to 
the complex causes and consequences of every issue we encounter (Bryson et al. 2004). In the 
case of this study, what is referred to as an event mapping procedure will be conducted; a 
reconstruction project from start to finish will be documented with complex linkages between 
success factors, barriers and the actions taken by NGOs. This will combine behavioural and 
cognitive mapping techniques to develop an in-depth picture of a particular project. 
 
It is proposed that three NGO partner organizations be secured as participants for each disaster 
(both Tsunami and Sidr if possible), and within each organization, three individuals with field 
experience be the subject of cognitive mapping exercises with regards to each disaster. Based on 
this course of action, three separate interviews will be conducted within each participating NGO in 
each disaster, facilitating data triangulation. (See Fig. 2)  
 
The total number of interviews in this first stage will be 18 and after compilation of the data there 
will be 6 organization specific event maps.  
 

 
Fig. 2. Event Mapping Proposed Data Collection 
 
Stage 1 data analysis 

 
Once the 6 event maps are constructed, careful analysis will proceed, allowing the extraction of 
critical success factors and barriers in reconstruction. Organizational capabilities and 
competencies will also be more fully understood through this mapping exercise. Using this 
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method, interviewer and interviewee may not know the relevance of each piece of data until the 
map is fully constructed. This technique will allow the root cause of specific barriers or difficulties 
to be discovered and will link causes and effects that may not otherwise seem connected.  
 
As well as analysing each map individually, there are some particularly compelling discussions 
that will develop by comparing the maps to each other. Initially we will compare 1A & 1B, 2A & 2B 
and 3A & 3B. This will allow us to discuss the differences in NGO response from one disaster to 
another. We will be able to see whether NGOs applied lessons learned from their tsunami 
reconstruction projects to their current undertakings in Bangladesh.  A comparison of 1A & 2A & 
3A or 1B & 2B & 3B will allow us to discuss the difference in NGO reconstruction projects within a 
similar environment.  
 
Stage 2 data aollection and analysis 

 
The comprehensive event maps, having been constructed for each event within each NGO, will 
subsequently be brought back to the organization for a second stage of data collection. Further 
interviews/workshops will be conducted in the UK base of each organization with appropriate staff 
members. The focus of this second stage of research would be to consolidate and enhance the 
findings of the study thus far (eg. Central issues as analysed) and develop the dynamic 
competency model through the input of each NGO. It is intended to expand and further develop 
the models through this process. Following this second stage of interviews it will be possible to 
merge the three Asian Tsunami maps and the three Cyclone Sidr maps and again analyse and 
discuss.  
 
A final model will then emerge, combining the two event maps into an overall dynamic 
competencies framework model where NGOs organizational and operational competencies will 
interact with time/cost/quality as well as critical success factors and barriers. The model will 
enable NGOs to assess past practice and plan for future events, as well as provide a working 
model for disasters in-motion.  
 
A comprehensive validation process will then be undertaken across the sector in order to test the 
dynamic competency model in NGOs other than those taking part in the research, and also 
among beneficiaries of humanitarian reconstruction projects.  
 
Conclusion 

 
In recent years, NGOs have played an increasing role in reconstruction projects in disaster 
affected areas. It is clear that such projects have usually not been managed efficiently and that 
many NGOs do not possess the operational and organizational competencies that are vital to 
best practice, however much knowledge they might bring in terms of the humanitarian sector.  
 
Teece defines dynamic capabilities as, ”the ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and 
external competences to address rapidly changing environments” (Teece, Pisano & Shuen 1997). 
Based on the theoretical framework outlined in this paper, it is clear that NGOs can and should 
apply the theories of strategic management and the practices of construction management to 
their own organizations and their programmes for reconstruction. This research has the potential 
to be very useful to NGOs involved in reconstruction projects as they strive towards best practice 
and mould their operational and organizational structures.  
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The following hypothesis is the cornerstone of the study: by building organizational capacity, 
capabilities and competences to be dynamic in nature, while focusing on a more emergent 
strategic approach, as compared to traditional strategic planning, with emphasis on adaptive 
capability and innovation, NGOs will be much better equipped to move forward with 
reconstruction projects that all stakeholders can have confidence in.  
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