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Public Engagement Cycle
in Humanitarian Crises

Crises often present a number of 

warning signs before they occur. 

Paying attention to these warning 

signs can help humanitarian 

organizations, governments, and 

communities be resilient despite 

disaster.

Before it happens

The vacuum of information after a crisis is a breeding ground 
for rumors that can be quickly perpetuated through social 
media.

Some areas might be hard-to-reach or blocked in a crisis, 
causing gaps in data collection and reporting.  

Powerful stakeholders can manipulate story narrative in order 
to push their own agenda.

Oversimplifying the complexity of a crisis can result in a type 3 
error where the wrong problem is addressed.

Systematic propaganda and disinformation campaigns 
prevent aid from reaching the most vulnerable. 

Stories written with a strict intent to compel action can 
perpetuate a saviour complex.

Continuous engagement with humanitarian crises can lead to 
compassion fatigue.

Public education to recognize disinformation can prevent fake 
news from being perpetuated.

Global preparedness will allow the international community to 
better respond to the increase in crises resulting from climate 
change.

Technology like drones have potential to access remote areas 
to assess damage.

Sharing stories of resilience and hope can mitigate the risk of 
compassion fatigue.

Risks

Opportunities

Understanding the inefficiencies, risks and opportunities in the 
system of engagement with wicked humanitarian crises.
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Any humanitarian crisis has a 

myriad of factors that increase 

complexity. Understanding the 

system of interactions allows for 

strategic intervention.

During any crisis, it is 

imperative to accurately 

assess the extent of the 

impact and resulting need. 

Data is collected by first 

responders and humanitarian 

workers who are first on the 

scene to support victims. 

Key factors
in a crisis? Sources of 

information

Stakeholders with the most power can 

easily influence how the story is 

written, sometimes making it difficult to 

discern what ulterior motives are at 

play, and how much information has 

been left untold.

Who is crafting 
the story?

Ongoing action. 

Driven by duty and frustration.

Feeling responsible for making the world a 
better place.

Engage in advocacy, donates, volunteers, and 
makes lifestyle choices to support the cause.

Short term action. 

Driven by sadness and frustration.

Engage on social media, donates, discusses 
with friends.

Stop when attention drifts or it is not clear 
what else can be done. 

Not enough information to drive action.

Emotional response not strong.

Engagement may increase if it were clear what 
to do.

Potential action seen as having little impact. 

Disempowered.

Does not take action.

Sustained Engagement Incidental Engagement Engagement-curious Disengaged

How does public 
engagement help?

Preparedness

Previous knowledge, 

awareness of problems, 

indicators, and ability to 

plan for the worst.
Collective action from the 

international community provides 

necessary support and resources 

to victims of crisis.

Action

Info
gathering

Narrative
creation

Awareness

Crisis

Distribution

A number of stakeholders with varying degrees of power 

and sometimes conflicts of interest are involved in telling 

the story of the crisis. 

Narrative creation stakeholders
position map

Conflicts of interest

Meanwhile,
online...

Victims can directly share first-person 

accounts of their experiences. Emergent 

narratives circumvent the traditional cycle 

and carry the power to compel immediate 

action - but are also easily overshadowed by 

other content competing for attention, or 

contaminated with false information.

How does the public react?

Each reaction is determined by an individual’s response to a specific cause. 

Coming 
across information
about a crisis

Timeline of attention and need
Convergence map of what gets reported

Info gathering stakeholders
position map

Contextual factors in a crisis

Stock & flow diagram of
humanitarian aid


