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 Summary 

 The present report provides an update on UNICEF humanitarian action. The 
global environment is one of growing risk for children. As the world’s leading 
multilateral agency responsible for child rights, UNICEF is mandated to be a key 
partner with Governments, communities and families to mitigate these risks and 
respond effectively to the harms they create.  

This report covers strategic priorities to meet the needs of children and their 
families in humanitarian situations, against this backdrop of growing risk. The report 
provides a status update on progress made in implementing the recommendations of 
the Humanitarian Review, a key transformational change tool designed to enhance all 
areas of UNICEF humanitarian work. These include recommendations designed to 
make sure the right staff with the right skills – including leadership capacity – are in 
the right place at the right time; other topics include recent investments in 
preparedness and risk analysis tools to better prepare for future emergencies, along 
with the localization of aid and partnerships. 

 
 

 
  

* E/ICEF/2023/1. 
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I. Overview 
1. The current era is one of growing risk for children. This can be linked to the 
ongoing effects of the coronavirus disease  (COVID-19) pandemic and other public 
health emergencies, to climate change, to political and social upheaval and, for many 
of the most vulnerable families, to some combination of these and other risks, each 
of them a threat multiplier of the others. This is exacerbated by economic shocks, 
fiscal contractions and, consequentially, people’s inability to purchase basic 
commodities and an increased demand for the continuity of essential services. 
UNICEF has been working closely with partners to better prepare to meet the needs 
of children and families in these circumstances. One way of doing this is through the 
development of tools to better understand children’s vulnerabilities and better plan 
life-saving humanitarian interventions – in short, to better prepare. 

2. UNICEF has strengthened its analysis of risk and preparedness for response at 
the organizational and inter-agency levels and across multiple programmatic and 
cross-cutting areas. This work includes, for example, the expansion of the UNICEF 
Horizon Scan tool, a fine-tuning of the Children’s Climate Risk Index to reflect a 
more local (and not simply national) reality and a reworking of the WASH (water, 
sanitation and hygiene) Severity Classification (also to extend it to the local level) to 
better target assistance that can support the rights of children and families to clean 
water and appropriate sanitation. In just one example, the use of critical mapping and 
analysis tools (along with a no-regrets approach)1 has helped UNICEF to better 
prepare in Uganda and neighbouring countries for the possible expansion of the 
outbreak of the Ebola virus disease that was declared in Uganda in October 2022.  

3. At the same time, a nutrition crisis rooted in conflict, climate-induced drought 
and the socioeconomic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic prompted UNICEF to 
launch the acceleration plan ‘No Time to Waste’ in September 2022 to prevent child 
deaths from wasting in the 15 most-affected countries. At the inter-agency level, 
UNICEF is advancing nutrition preparedness and response through key forums such 
as the global nutrition cluster, which UNICEF leads. 

4. To guide its approach and better inform preparation for the more than 100 public 
health emergencies UNICEF responds to each year, the organization is currently 
developing a global position and strategic plan of action for public health emergencies 
preparedness and response. The strategy supports a reinvigorated global health 
architecture and complements the work of the World Health Organization (WHO), 
with which UNICEF is signing a new memorandum of understanding to 
institutionalize the collaborative ways of working the two agencies have developed 
over the past several years. Similarly, based on successful piloting of the Blueprint 
for Joint Action in 10 refugee-hosting countries, UNICEF and the Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) signed a Global Strategic 
Collaboration Framework in 2022 that builds on the overall vision for the strategic 
collaboration between the two organizations.  

5. One lens for viewing the current state – and high ambitions – of UNICEF 
humanitarian action is the Humanitarian Review, launched in 2020 and designed to 
effect change throughout the UNICEF humanitarian ecosystem.2 Many of the points 
of advancement noted above were accelerated by the work of the Humanitarian 
Review and its 70 recommendations. As of November 2022, implementation of 87 
per cent of these recommendations was either completed or under way. There has been 

 
1 The no-regrets approach encompasses preparations, anticipatory actions and response interventions that 

can be justified, whether or not foreseen events eventually take place. 
2 United Nations Children’s Fund, Strengthening UNICEF’s Humanitarian Action, The Humanitarian 

Review: Progress and implementation, UNICEF, New York, 2020. 
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particularly strong progress on many of the recommendations designed to make sure 
the right staff with the right skills, including leadership capacity, are in the right place 
at the right time. One key to this has been the commitment of organizational leaders 
in these areas, as well as additional funding, secured from UNICEF and other sources, 
to implement the related recommendations. 

6. The current significant stresses impairing children’s realization of their rights 
are only expected to grow. UNICEF continues to adapt as needed to provide the 
humanitarian leadership called for in these challenging times. 

II. Introduction 
7. The global environment holds growing risks for children. One billion children 
are now living at extremely high risk of experiencing more frequent, intense and 
destructive climate hazards (including air pollution, water scarcity, heatwaves, vector-
borne diseases, cyclones and river and coastal flooding).3 

8. Pakistan is the most telling recent example of the global increase in climate-
related emergencies that are compounding existing vulnerabilities in life-threatening 
ways. Floods that brought 2.9 times the 30-year average of rainfall left an estimated 
20.6 million people, including 9.6 million children, in need of humanitarian 
assistance. These were needs even beyond those of an already highly vulnerable 
population. By 2 September 2022, the Government of Pakistan had declared 80 
districts ‘calamity hit’. 4 Along with numerous other agencies and organizations, 
UNICEF responded to the needs of children in the context of this historic flooding 
with an integrated package of life-saving services, and will also strengthen national 
and subnational capacities for climate resilience and emergency preparedness in all 
sectors.  

9. Threats to the well-being of children and families will only grow as the effects 
of climate change become increasingly apparent. And, while children’s health and 
survival are threatened, so too are their development and their protection, writ large 
in the missed opportunities for schooling, for example, in the increased dangers they 
face from displacement, or in water scarcity and the attendant risks of going greater 
distances to obtain it, which is particularly a risk for girls. What’s more, children 
already at risk from other humanitarian crises are more likely to experience the worst 
of the climate-related challenges: for them, climate change is effectively a threat 
multiplier. UNICEF continues to advocate and work with Governments for action on 
climate change to identify and analyse compounded risk factors and programme 
solutions. 

10. Next to this, growing geopolitical tensions are enmeshing with – and even 
creating – economic challenges. The economic undertow of the COVID-19 pandemic 
is keeping people ensnared in poverty and struggling to provide for their families. The 
effects of the war in Ukraine, specifically, are feeding into a ‘super crisis’: the lack of 
available and accessible food and energy, coupled with economic shocks. 5 This super 
crisis is being felt in the food baskets of millions of the world’s most vulnerable 
people and is part of what is pushing millions of people into extreme poverty and 
hunger.6 

 
3 United Nations Children’s Fund, The Coldest Year of the Rest of their Lives: Protection children from the 

impact of heatwaves, UNICEF, New York, October 2022. 
4 United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, Pakistan: 2022 monsoon floods – 

Situation report no. 4 as of 2 September 2022, OCHA, New York, 2 September 2022. 
5 Inter-Agency Standing Committee, The Global Humanitarian Impact of High Food, Fertilizer and Fuel 

Prices: Key messages, IASC, Geneva, November 2022. 
6 Ibid. 
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11. In this context, UNICEF is partnering with Governments, civil society and 
families to protect children’s health and well-being, in line with the revised Core 
Commitments for Children in Humanitarian Action. Often this means better preparing 
for anticipated crises. UNICEF is advancing its capacity to discern risks that children 
and their families face and to help Governments and partners better prepare to 
mitigate or respond to these risks. The present report provides an update on recent 
milestones in UNICEF work in this area and on other topics. 

12. Some of this work is carried out under the auspices of the Humanitarian Review, 
a transformational change effort touching on the entire UNICEF humanitarian 
ecosystem. Implementing the 70 recommendations of the Humanitarian Review will 
enable UNICEF to better meet today’s challenges and prepare for those of tomorrow. 
A status update on implementation of these recommendations is included in the 
present report, as requested by the Executive Board in decision 2022/10, along with 
an in-depth look at the status of what is perhaps the heart of the Humanitarian Review, 
the recommendations covering changes in human resources, leadership and learning 
that are so crucial to attaining and sustaining quality results for children. 

III. A multidimensional approach to preparing for crises  
13. UNICEF is adapting to the growing risks children face by investing in key 
preparedness, analysis and decision-making tools to better inform its own 
understanding and its work with partners and Governments. The goal is to constantly 
improve the response for children and mitigate the worst effects of the harms they 
face.  

A. Preparedness: Children’s Climate Risk Index and Horizon Scan 

14. Among these tools are those for risk analysis, anticipatory action and better 
emergency preparedness. In August 2021, UNICEF launched the Children’s Climate 
Risk Index as a geospatial analysis tool for advocacy, preparedness and action. The 
aim is to use data to inform Governments and other decision makers so they can 
protect children from the worst impacts of the climate crisis; prepare children for their 
changing world through education, green skills and meaningful participation; 
prioritize children and their needs through climate finance; and prevent the worst of 
the crisis through mitigation. In 2022, a pilot project was launched to take the 
Children’s Climate Risk Index from national to district level to support risk-informed 
programming and prioritize emergency preparedness in the most critical areas. 

15. UNICEF is making better use of data in risk analysis to inform preparedness and 
readiness, with a focus on climate hazards and epidemics. The organization expanded 
its Horizon Scan (a process that identifies emerging risks and links them to financial 
and preparedness support for UNICEF country offices) to make it an organization-
wide process. In addition to conducting regular public health threat monitoring (and 
issuing alerts), UNICEF is using new mapping technologies to manage the risk of 
cholera and the Ebola virus disease. The most threatened areas and the places where 
hotspots of other vulnerabilities and deprivations are most prevalent are identified, 
helping UNICEF to understand where to focus preparedness efforts and investments. 
This has been demonstrated in the regional Ebola response in Eastern Africa, where 
an outbreak of the Ebola virus disease began in October 2022. UNICEF is leveraging 
existing data on population movements, natural hazards, conflicts, malnutrition and 
infrastructure to inform preparedness efforts in countries neighbouring Uganda, 
ensuring readiness for the worst-case scenario should it unfold. This is done using a 
no-regrets approach to preparedness with the pre-positioning of supplies, early 
deployment of staff, allocation of internal resources and dynamic risk monitoring.  
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16. Investment in anticipatory action is expected to help to mitigate growing risks 
for children from climate change. Anticipatory action – preset, pre-financed 
interventions for any given context that can be carried out when a predefined trigger 
is hit – can provide a more dignified humanitarian response, reduce the impact of 
adverse events, as well as the cost to respond to them, and protect development gains. 
Working with key partners, UNICEF has participated in several anticipatory action 
pilot projects of the Central Emergency Response Fund and is consolidating learning 
from these experiences to develop a corporate framework for anticipatory action.7  

B. Nutrition 

17. A calamitous brew of growing risks in 2022 – insecurity and conflict, economic 
downturn and reduced availability of food and its increased cost related to the war in 
Ukraine – has provoked significant increases in undernutrition in sub-Saharan Africa 
and elsewhere. Moreover, the current global food insecurity crisis is also a protection 
crisis, 8 with increased risk of gender-based violence, transactional sex and sexual 
exploitation. Negative coping mechanisms include skipping/reducing nutritious 
meals, families taking on excessive debt, selling assets, children dropping out of 
school, child labour and child marriage. These all affect the health and well-being of 
girls and women, in particular.  

18. UNICEF estimates that, since the start of 2022, a child has become severely 
malnourished every minute. In 2021, UNICEF supported the treatment of 5.4 million 
children with severe malnutrition in more than 70 countries. Between July 2022 and 
December 2023, UNICEF estimates that more than 10 million children will require 
treatment in the 15 countries worst affected by the food and nutrition crisis, 10 of 
which are in sub-Saharan Africa.9 At the same time, the cost of providing treatment 
is increasing: UNICEF estimates that the cost of ready-to-use therapeutic food for 
children with severe malnutrition had increased by 16 per cent by late 2022 compared 
with 2021.  

19. To meet this challenge, in September 2022, UNICEF launched ‘No Time to 
Waste: early prevention, detection and treatment of child wasting in the most 
vulnerable countries to the global food and nutrition crisis’. This plan accelerates 
UNICEF work to support women and children in the 15 countries most affected by 
this crisis, with the overarching goal of averting child deaths from wasting. UNICEF 
aims to reach 12.2 million children and 9.3 million women with essential services to 
prevent undernutrition, 4.5 million children with actions to detect and treat wasting 
and 1.8 million children and women with social protection/cash assistance to improve 
access to nutritious diets and services. The plan calls for $1.2 billion over 12 months 
(October 2022 to September 2023) to ensure that children in the most vulnerable 
contexts make it past this crisis. The plan will also strengthen the humanitarian–
development nexus, accelerate the scale-up of innovative and simplified approaches 

 
7 Partners include the World Food Programme, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 

Nations, the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, and the United Nations 
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. 

8 Inter-Agency Standing Committee, The Global Humanitarian Impact of High Food, Fertilizer and Fuel 
prices: Key messages, IASC, Geneva, November 2022. 

9 The countries most affected by the food and nutrition crisis in sub-Saharan Africa are: the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo; in the Horn of Africa: Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia and South Sudan; and in the 
central Sahel: Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, the Niger and Nigeria. The other affected countries are 
Afghanistan, Haiti, Madagascar, the Sudan and Yemen. Source: United Nations Children’s Fund, No Time 
to Waste: Early prevention, detection and treatment of child wasting in the most vulnerable countries to 
the global food and nutrition crisis – UNICEF’s Acceleration Plan 2022–2023, UNICEF, New York, 
September 2022. 
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and support the operationalization of the UNICEF and World Food Programme (WFP) 
Partnership Framework on Child Wasting. 

20. Additionally, as part of UNICEF Strategic Plan, 2022–2025 reporting, UNICEF 
is monitoring the number of countries adopting simplified approaches for the early 
detection and treatment of child wasting. This will help to identify where and when 
national programmes expand their coverage to include children with moderate forms 
of wasting (i.e., moderate acute malnutrition). 

21. At the inter-agency level, the UNICEF-led global nutrition cluster, in part due to 
the phenomena described above, also gave top priority to countries in sub-Saharan 
Africa in 2022; the global nutrition cluster advocated throughout the year for 
increased investment in preventing undernutrition and care for children experiencing 
it. More frequent and complex requests for support from the countries in sub-Saharan 
Africa prompted piloting in June 2022 of the deployment of the rapid response team 
for cluster coordination and for information management directly in the UNICEF 
regional offices in Dakar and Nairobi. This approach was successful, and UNICEF is 
currently looking to establish it with more permanence, given the likelihood of the 
current nutrition crisis persisting well into 2023. 

22. The global nutrition cluster has also supported a specific collaboration between 
UNICEF and WFP to scale up their plan to prevent wasting and care for children 
affected by wasting in the 15 countries most affected by food insecurity owing to the 
Ukraine crisis. This unprecedented financial contribution to both UNICEF and WFP 
to help to meet the current high levels of need is a unique opportunity to improve the 
prospects of children suffering from wasting. The organizations will develop more 
strategic collaboration agreements, better coordinate supply procurement and 
delivery, provide better service delivery coverage and use simplified and extended 
protocols to reach as many of the most vulnerable children and their mothers as 
possible.  

C. WASH Severity Classification 

23. Another tool for better decision-making in humanitarian response is the WASH 
Severity Classification, a data analytical tool that helps in understanding who is 
currently experiencing or vulnerable to potential shortfalls in access to essential 
WASH services and in better targeting WASH programmes. UNICEF piloted this tool 
in 2021 and 2022. It is now being refined based on learning from this pilot work and 
contributions from 40 WASH sector stakeholders at the national and global levels, as 
well as data scientists and other data professionals. Work on the tool is a multi-
divisional effort at UNICEF,10 underpinned by technical support from Tufts 
University. 

24. The newly redesigned tool will classify geographic areas based on people’s 
access to WASH infrastructure and on vulnerabilities and hazards. This analysis will 
extend to the local level, including on such hazards as climate change. The WASH 
Severity Classification will quantify the number of people in need and at risk and use 
robust methods to support resource allocation and advocacy, thus helping to uphold 
the rights of children and families to clean water and appropriate sanitation. It also 
provides a common analytical approach that can be used for both humanitarian and 
development contexts – an innovation in the WASH sector. 

 
10 The WASH Severity Classification core team is a unique partnership of three divisions of UNICEF: the 

Programme Group (WASH), the Division of Data, Analytics, Planning and Monitoring (Joint Monitoring 
Programme) and the Office of Emergency Programmes (global WASH cluster). 
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25. Challenges to overcome for the successful roll-out of the new WASH Severity 
Classification include the need for quality data of sufficient granularity, an issue the 
UNICEF team is working on in conjunction with the development of the tool itself. 
Outreach will also be required to ensure that the tool is used effectively at the country 
level. The WASH Severity Classification will need to be supported by donor funding.  

D. Public health emergencies 

26. The frequency and severity of public health emergencies11 continue to increase, 
driven by increased population mobility owing to globalization, population growth, 
urbanization, growing human encroachment into natural habitats, climate change and 
protracted humanitarian crises.  

27. At any given time, UNICEF is engaged in multiple public health emergency 
preparedness and response efforts, to the tune of more than 100 different outbreak 
responses each year. Currently, the global community is facing three public health 
emergencies of international concern: the COVID-19 pandemic, mpox 12 and polio 
outbreaks. Additionally, since the beginning of 2022, 30 countries have experienced 
cholera outbreaks, with major outbreaks reported in Cameroon, the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Haiti, Malawi, Nigeria, Somalia and the Syrian Arab 
Republic. Cholera, to which children are especially vulnerable, is exacerbated by 
ongoing humanitarian crises and climatic events, both associated with significant 
population movement and the destruction of health and WASH infrastructure. 

28. Several outbreaks of the Ebola virus disease have also been reported in 2022. In 
Uganda, where an outbreak prompted a Level 2 corporate emergency declaration in 
October 2022, UNICEF supported the approved national Ebola response. The 
UNICEF response pillars of focus are social and behavioural change communication, 
infection prevention and control and WASH; case management (including nutrition, 
child protection and mental health and psychosocial support); and prevention and 
response to gender-based violence and prevention of sexual exploitation and abuse. 
UNICEF supports continuity of essential services (such as health and education) to 
prevent and address the socioeconomic impacts and minimize the human 
consequences of the outbreak. UNICEF also engaged in regional preparedness for the 
Ebola virus disease in neighbouring countries (Burundi, the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo, Kenya, Rwanda, South Sudan and the United Republic of Tanzania). 

29. Children are often disproportionally affected during public health events and 
outbreaks of infectious diseases remain a major cause of preventable sickness and 
death in children and women. Public health emergencies require a whole-of-society 
response. Success in addressing public health emergencies is defined by the ability to 
prevent and respond to them before they can generate high mortality and societal 
disruption. Effective readiness and a no-regrets approach to early response are central 
to this. 

30. UNICEF is scaling up support to Governments and other partners in preparing 
for and responding to public health emergencies, in part due to strategic commitment 
(that is, embedding public health emergencies response into the revised Core 
Commitments for Children in Humanitarian Action and into the Strategic Plan, 2022–

 
11 In the present report, public health emergencies are defined as “public health events whose scale, timing, or 

unpredictability threatens to overwhelm routine capabilities and requires a dedicated emergency response.” 
This is adapted from the definition proposed by Maddock, Jay E., ‘Preparing Public Health for the 
Unexpected’, American Journal of Public Health, vol. 108, p. S348, 2018, doi:10.2105/AJPH.2018.304611. 

12 See: World Health Organization, ‘WHO recommends new name for monkeypox disease’, News Release, 
28 November 2022, www.who.int/news/item/28-11-2022-who-recommends-new-name-for-monkeypox-
disease 

https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2018.304611
http://www.who.int/news/item/28-11-2022-who-recommends-new-name-for-monkeypox-disease
http://www.who.int/news/item/28-11-2022-who-recommends-new-name-for-monkeypox-disease


UNICEF/2023/EB/3   

 

8/16 

2025) and in part due to a deepening of the partnerships that are critical to a proactive, 
effective and sustained response in this area. UNICEF and WHO, for example, are 
finalizing a memorandum of understanding to institutionalize the collaborative ways 
of working the two agencies have developed over the past several years, work that 
was deepened and strengthened in the crucible of the response to the COVID-19 
pandemic.  

31. UNICEF is also a member of the Global Outbreak Alert and Response Network 
(GOARN). UNICEF is actively engaged in the network’s key areas of work and has 
developed a protocol for the deployment of GOARN experts to UNICEF public health 
emergency responses. UNICEF has also dedicated capacity and leadership to various 
collaborative partnerships, including Go.Data (an outbreak investigation and field 
data-collection tool developed by WHO in collaboration with GOARN), the 
Integrated Outbreak Analytics network and the Collective Service. The Collective 
Service is a partnership led by the International Federation of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies, UNICEF, WHO and GOARN, and is designed to enhance the scale 
and quality of community engagement approaches that are so important to an effective 
response to public health emergencies.  

32. Preserving children’s well-being and upholding their rights are at the core of 
UNICEF acceleration of preparedness efforts for public health emergencies, which is 
why the organization is building a global strategic plan of action for public health 
emergency preparedness and response that is complementary to the work of WHO. 
The strategy supports a reinvigorated global health architecture. 

33. Specialists in public health emergencies and gender-based violence are also 
leading the organization on developing a gender-based violence prevention, 
mitigation and response package for application in public health emergencies. This 
package includes key considerations for preventing, mitigating and responding to 
gender-based violence during public health emergencies, a toolkit to help in 
implementing these key considerations, and capacity-building components for 
UNICEF regional and country offices to help to improve their response in this area. 

 

Mitigating the risk of gender-based violence in emergencies 

As the designated Inter-Agency Standing Committee lead agency for gender-based 
violence risk mitigation, UNICEF is committed to ensuring that services across all 
humanitarian sectors are delivered in the safest and most accessible way possible for 
women and girls. In 2022, substantial progress has been made on the integration of 
gender-based violence considerations into the public health in emergencies and 
nutrition sectors, in particular. For example, UNICEF recently completed a global 
rapid evidence assessment of the linkages between exposure to gender-based 
violence and nutrition outcomes for children. The assessment highlighted significant 
linkages between intimate partner violence and low birthweight, suboptimal 
breastfeeding practices and child growth indicators (such as stunting and wasting). 13 
In addition, UNICEF has developed a programmatic package for integrated gender-
based violence/nutrition programming that is currently being rolled out in South 
Sudan, alongside a rigorous measurement methodology for testing the effectiveness 
of these interventions. This package will soon be used in other humanitarian contexts.  

UNICEF weaves gender-based violence risk mitigation into the fabric of all 
UNICEF-led or co-led clusters – the global education, nutrition and water, sanitation 

 
13 United Nations Children’s Fund, Intimate Partner Violence and Breastfeeding: A summary of the evidence 

base, UNICEF, New York, September 2022. 
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and hygiene (WASH) clusters and the child protection area of responsibility. For 
example, within the WASH Severity Classification (see from paragraphs 23 above), 
the global WASH cluster is designing a dedicated module on gender and gender-
based violence. UNICEF has also developed a monitoring tool to better understand 
the risks of gender-based violence in and around nutrition facilities that act as a 
barrier to women and girls’ access to these services. This, along with a multi-year 
partnership with the Harvard Humanitarian Initiative to improve the monitoring and 
evaluation of gender-based violence risk-mitigation actions in humanitarian settings, 
has led to the development of a guidance note and menu of measures for field 
practitioners seeking to incorporate gender-based violence risk mitigation into their 
activities. This methodology to monitor and measure the effectiveness of such 
gender-based violence risk-mitigation interventions will be adapted for the education 
and WASH sectors.  

Additionally, the UNICEF Strategic Plan, 2022–2025 includes a new mandatory 
indicator for all country offices, the “percentage of country offices that have 
implemented a minimum set of gender-based violence risk-mitigation actions”, and 
the methodology underlying this indicator will be adapted to the clusters and area of 
responsibility that UNICEF leads. 

UNICEF implements programmes to respond to and prevent gender-based violence, 
reaching 13.9 million people in 2021, compared with 640,000 in 2017. Addressing 
gender-based violence in emergencies is life-saving and must be prioritized at the 
onset of any type of emergency. The reasons for this are twofold:  

(a) post-rape care and providing immediate safety to survivors saves lives and 
cannot be delayed; 

(b) unless gender-based violence is addressed and risks are reduced, sectors 
and clusters will not achieve their desired outcomes, as highlighted by the evidence 
review on the links between gender-based violence and breastfeeding. 

IV. Humanitarian Review 

A. Overall progress 

34. As of October 2022, 87 per cent of recommendations contained in the 
Humanitarian Review were completed or under way, compared with 50 per cent of 
recommendations completed or under way in October 2021. In 2023, the 
Humanitarian Review secretariat will fine-tune the monitoring of implementation of 
the recommendations to closely track progress in light of the end-2025 deadline for 
implementation of all recommendations.  

35. In general, the broad recommendations designed to improve the quality and 
predictability of UNICEF humanitarian action have advanced significantly. In some 
cases, these had already been set in motion prior to the finalization of the 
Humanitarian Review (for example, the roll-out and continued training on the revised 
Core Commitments for Children in Humanitarian Action and the roll-out of the 
revised Emergency Procedures). Two recommendations have been fully completed to 
date: embed humanitarian action in the UNICEF Strategic Plan, 2022–2025, with 
more measurable and trackable goals for each area; and incorporate pandemic-related 
lessons into the Emergency Procedures and start the process of applying these 
procedures beyond Level 3 and Level 2 emergencies. 

36. UNICEF has also advanced key partnerships under the overall umbrella of the 
Humanitarian Review recommendation on partnerships. For example, building on 
their work on enacting the Blueprint for Joint Action, UNICEF and UNHCR have 
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solidified a new strategic partnership that will replace their 1996 memorandum of 
understanding. This new Global Strategic Collaboration Framework builds on the 
overall vision for the strategic collaboration between UNICEF and UNHCR to 
encourage and facilitate cohesive, predictable, cooperative action between the two 
organizations. In 2023, this intensified joint effort of the Blueprint for Joint Action, 
which was very successful in its pilot phase, will be scaled up through the new Global 
Strategic Collaboration Framework. UNICEF partnership with WHO also continues 
to evolve (see paragraph 31 above). 

37. With regard to localization of humanitarian aid, in addition to increasing the 
share of humanitarian resources going directly to local actors (with a target of 35 per 
cent by 2025 in the current UNICEF Strategic Plan), UNICEF reached approximately 
30 per cent in 2021, exceeding the Grand Bargain target of 25 per cent for the third 
consecutive year. UNICEF has remained deeply involved in inter-agency efforts to 
promote greater localization of the humanitarian response, a key focus area of the 
Humanitarian Review. In 2022, the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) made 
localization one of its global priorities. The IASC established a task force on 
localization and named UNICEF as its co-chair (along with the Network for 
Empowered Aid Response (NEAR) and the TITI Foundation). UNICEF is leading the 
development of IASC guidance on capacity-sharing with local actors. With the co-
leadership of Oxfam and as part of inter-agency work on humanitarian financing, 
UNICEF stepped up the process of mapping partners’ current practices related to 
indirect cost coverage, which led to the development of an IASC guidance note on 
overhead cost to local actors. The target of including 7 per cent in overhead costs 
(indirect costs) in local partner agreements is now recognized by IASC, and UNICEF 
is translating this commitment in its Programme Cooperation Agreements to secure 
funding for capacity-strengthening. UNICEF has also enhanced local representation 
within IASC clusters it leads: the strategic advisory groups of both the global 
education cluster and the child protection area of responsibility currently have 
representatives from local actors. 

B. Leadership and learning recommendations – update  

38. The linchpin to transformational change is investment in the people who give 
life to UNICEF humanitarian work. In fact, the Humanitarian Review identified 
getting the right people with the right skills in the right place at the right time – human 
resources and leadership – as the game-changing elements for improving UNICEF 
humanitarian action. Twenty-three recommendations of the Humanitarian Review are 
designed to transform various aspects of engaging, supporting and retaining the 
people who are at the heart of UNICEF humanitarian response. Sixteen of these 
recommendations come under the auspices of the Division of Human Resources, with 
the rest led or co-led by the Office of Emergency Programmes.  

39. The human resources-related recommendations have been proactively led by the 
Division of Human Resources. The implementation of all the Division of Human 
Resources recommendations is also well supported by strong governance, 
coordination and reporting structures the division has put in place. This includes the 
establishment of four thematic working groups in different areas, with participation 
from a multifunctional reference group of more than 60 staff members in headquarters 
divisions and in regional and country offices, to ensure the recommendations are both 
fit-for-purpose and operationalized in the future.  

C. Humanitarian leadership  

40. The human resources area that is perhaps the most critical to sustaining and 
enhancing UNICEF humanitarian response in this era and beyond is humanitarian 
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leadership, and there has been substantial progress in the Humanitarian Review 
recommendations around humanitarian leadership since the previous update to the 
Executive Board in February 2022.  

41. Strong and skilled leadership – prioritizing it, cultivating it and supporting it – 
is the primary subject of four recommendations and is touched on by numerous others. 
Recommendations cover such areas as establishing a leadership strategy for the major 
crises, standardizing handover and induction mechanisms for senior leadership, 
developing an integrated talent management strategy that nurtures new talent and 
diversifies the workforce in crisis-affected countries, and establishing a young 
humanitarian leadership development programme. 

42. A humanitarian leadership talent management strategy was in the final stages of 
approval in November 2022. It has two prongs: addressing the current deficit in 
UNICEF humanitarian leadership capacity over the short term (2022–2023) and 
reorienting UNICEF talent management systems over the medium and long term 
(through 2030) to strengthen leadership in humanitarian action as part of the dual 
mandate of UNICEF. An important contributor to this progress has been the 
commitment of the Division of Human Resources, along with widespread 
consultation. Flexible funding has been critical (via global humanitarian thematic 
funds, which have provided seed money to kick-start implementation of some of the 
recommendations) to support work on the assessment and the talent management 
strategy. This funding has also supported implementation of the recommendation that 
UNICEF establishes a leadership strategy for country offices dealing with these major 
crises, often some of the largest and/or most challenging humanitarian responses in 
which UNICEF is engaged. 

43. Already making an impact in country offices and in key humanitarian response 
efforts is the Humanitarian Leadership Workshop. In 2022, 67 senior leaders were 
trained, 39 were completing the course entitled ‘Leading in emergencies’ and 28 the 
course ‘Leading in complex and high-threat emergencies’. 

D. Building humanitarian capacity 

44. Critical funding ($1.96 million) received from the Bureau for Humanitarian 
Assistance, United States Agency for International Development, has enabled 
substantial progress in the leadership and learning areas covered by the Humanitarian 
Review. In January 2022, as part of an evolving humanitarian learning and 
development strategy developed by the Office of Emergency Programmes, UNICEF 
finalized a learning needs assessment informing a road map to improve the 
humanitarian capacity of its workforce. Called ‘Bridging the gap – Developing the 
humanitarian workforce to respond to humanitarian crises, now and into the future’, 
this humanitarian learning and development strategy proposes a pathway forward for 
systematic and tailored learning programmes to build the humanitarian competencies 
of staff and partners.  

45. Linked to the overall learning and development strategy are initiatives that focus 
on building the human capacity for humanitarian response based on the humanitarian 
learning framework (‘what do leaders and others need to know?’). Various learning 
packages in core humanitarian topics (humanitarian standards and principles, 
humanitarian advocacy, access and accountability to affected populations) are either 
already active or under development. For instance, more than 3,000 staff have 
participated in webinars on the revised Emergency Procedures to date, and 7,000 
people have completed courses on the revised Core Commitments for Children in 
Humanitarian Action on a new learning channel. 
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46. Part of the humanitarian learning and development strategy is attracting and 
equipping a new generation of leaders for UNICEF humanitarian response. One 
recommendation of the Humanitarian Review called on UNICEF to establish a young 
humanitarian leadership development programme (in collaboration with other 
agencies and a training institute, preferably in the global South) to invest in the next 
generation of humanitarian leaders and attract talent from diverse backgrounds. This 
programme is expected to get under way in early 2023.  

47. Enhancing UNICEF capacity in humanitarian leadership and response aims to 
provide opportunities for learning and skills development across the board. Efforts to 
provide humanitarian learning that targets national staff and local responders are well 
placed because national staff, for example, make up 70 per cent of the UNICEF 
workforce. Such efforts include providing humanitarian learning in national 
languages at multiple levels, and proof of concept has been established for a blended 
learning programme for local and regional-level (non-UNICEF) humanitarian actors 
in prevalent national and regional languages. 

48. Key learning tools supporting all humanitarian learning efforts, including 
humanitarian learning options situated on the UNICEF learning platform Agora, are 
in progress but have not yet been finalized. While the number of multilingual digital 
training packages for UNICEF staff that cover core humanitarian sectors and skills 
continues to increase, efforts are also under way to develop a multilingual 
humanitarian learning platform, one of the recommendations of the Humanitarian 
Review. 

E. Cluster coordination and staffing 

49. UNICEF has leadership or co-leadership responsibility for three clusters and one 
area of responsibility. The Humanitarian Review recommended that UNICEF ensures 
that a dedicated cluster team is in place when clusters are activated and that the 
organization develops a career development option for cluster coordinators. Cluster 
coordination – a demanding job requiring a specific skill set – has been embedded as 
part of the Emergency Procedures. In 2022, UNICEF defined a minimum coordination 
team for various types of Level 2 and Level 3 humanitarian responses, including 
reporting lines and seniority guidelines. However, teams that are meeting these 
minimum standards are not yet in place for all clusters in humanitarian response 
settings that require them because filling these posts will require:  

(a) cultivation and identification of individuals with the right skills, which is 
an area of work that is moving forward via a cluster-specific talent management 
strategy addressing cluster coordination needs at UNICEF, which was finalized in late 
2021;  

(b) funding for the relevant cluster staff, which remains the most significant 
bottleneck. 

50. The talent management strategy for cluster coordination seeks to make these 
roles more attractive, reward them with appropriate seniority and support them with 
sufficiently staffed teams and relevant contracts. While this is partly dependent on 
adequate funding, it is also linked to a change in mindset, which is addressed by the 
cluster talent management strategy. This cluster-specific talent management strategy 
better aligns cluster coordination with career options linked to programme or 
monitoring and evaluation work, which will in turn make it more likely for UNICEF 
staff to want to do this work. The groundwork of realizing this vision is establishing 
generic job descriptions that have the desired alignment, and this work is well under 
way. 
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51. Funding for cluster coordination is also the subject of a specific Humanitarian 
Review recommendation that UNICEF finance Emergency Response Team and global 
cluster leadership using core funding, and that it staff cluster coordinator positions 
with UNICEF personnel. A funding proposal for allocating both the UNICEF core 
budget (i.e., regular resources) and other non-core resources (other resources – 
emergency) in country offices and headquarters to support the leadership and 
coordination of humanitarian response as cluster lead agency is in draft form as of 
November 2022. Currently, this support is provided using global humanitarian 
thematic funding, which, while critical, is not a predictable or sustainable model for 
the long term for supporting the cluster lead agency role of UNICEF. 

52. At the same time, there is a limit to what can be funded from core resources. 
While increasing significantly over the past two decades in absolute terms (with the 
exception of 2021), core resources as a proportion of overall UNICEF income have 
declined. In a world where children have ever-greater needs, and UNICEF and 
partners are extending their work to meet those needs, a lower proportion of core 
resources means that the ability of UNICEF to deliver on its mandate – at scale, for 
all children, in all locations – is at risk. 

53. Stop-gap measures have therefore been required. To bridge some of the current 
gap in funding for cluster coordination, as of November 2022, allocations of $4.1 
million to fill critical gaps in cluster coordination positions in some Level 2 and Level 
3 crises in 2022–2023 have been made from global humanitarian thematic funding.  

54. The Humanitarian Review also called for UNICEF investment in cluster 
coordinators and national co-leads – through a pool of coordinators or by ensuring 
that programme and emergency staff are trained to cover cluster functions. Self-paced 
learning modules linked to cluster work (specifically, information management roles 
and cluster coordination roles) were launched in March 2022. These courses are 
available to all UNICEF and external staff but specifically target cluster staff, 
UNICEF programme and monitoring and evaluation staff and outside partners. Uptake 
has been extremely high. Between March and September 2022, 2,378 courses were 
completed by 1,025 learners globally – 26 per cent of whom worked at the subnational 
level. In terms of leadership training for cluster coordinators or co-leads, relevant 
modules have been included in the Humanitarian Leadership Workshop, and the 
Office of Emergency Programmes is working to mainstream cluster-relevant learning 
goals into all aspects of the workshop. Additionally, the workshop criteria have been 
amended to accommodate cluster leadership participation and, of those participating 
in 2022, a small handful were cluster coordinators, which is expected to grow over 
time.  

55. Work to implement the recommendations of the Humanitarian Review on cluster 
coordination dovetails with implementation of the recommendations of the CLARE 
(Cluster Lead Agency) II evaluation14 on the UNICEF role as cluster lead or co-lead 
agency. An update on progress in meeting the CLARE II recommendations will be 
provided to the Executive Board at its annual session in June 2023.  

F. Supporting the right skills at the right place and scaling up (and 
down) the humanitarian response  

56. The recommendations in this area cover building human resources-related 
capacity to better support UNICEF humanitarian action and tailoring human resources 

 
14 UNICEF Evaluation Office, Evaluation of the UNICEF role as cluster lead/(co-lead agency (CLARE II), 

UNICEF, New York, January 2022. An overall update on the implementation status of the 
recommendations of CLARE II will be provided to the UNICEF Executive Board at its annual session in 
June 2023.  
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field support for humanitarian action according to the specific needs of the type of 
crisis in question. To facilitate these two medium-term recommendations, the 
Division of Human Resources has included within its new Global Delivery model of 
work dedicated support for human resources work in emergency contexts. Examples 
of progress towards the recommendations include ensuring that horizon-scanning 
efforts connect with an assessment of staff capabilities to better support humanitarian 
response according to the typology of the crisis and the profile of the country office. 
The Division of Human Resources is also working closely with the Office of 
Emergency Programmes Risk Analysis and Preparedness team to strengthen the 
Minimum Preparedness Standard 3, which focuses on actions and standards that 
country offices need to take around staffing responsibilities, surge-related needs and 
associated learning activities to significantly increase preparedness for an emergency 
response. This includes strengthened guidance to country and regional offices on how 
to undertake human resources preparedness effectively, updating the humanitarian 
learning inputs, preparations that consider changing leadership capacity requirements 
at different stages of a response, as well as ensuring that the process is participatory, 
and better linking to country office planning processes. The Division of Human 
Resources is also placing increased emphases on supporting strengthened workforce 
planning and organizational design and development skills for human resources staff, 
as well as change management skills for leaders to better plan and support country 
offices responding to organizational changes during emergencies. 

57. Recognizing the importance of human resources staff having ready access to up-
to-date, robust knowledge and resources to provide better support to country offices 
and have an opportunity to engage as a community, UNICEF is reinforcing knowledge 
management capacity in the Division of Human Resources. This includes updating 
the Human Resources in Emergencies Toolkit so that it provides human resources 
(and other staff) with guidance on better supporting country offices operating in 
emergency contexts. A knowledge management platform, which can serve as both a 
central repository of resources and an engagement hub, is also being created. A first 
iteration of the knowledge management platform will be completed by the end of 
2022, with first use by UNICEF staff expected in the first quarter 2023. 

58. Learning from emergency to emergency is another means to meet the 
recommendation of building the capacity of human resources staff. To capture this 
type of learning systematically, a human resources after-action review template and 
guidance were created, with a pilot after-action review undertaken in Afghanistan. 
The initial results will be presented by the end of 2022. Following the pilot, UNICEF 
hopes to use this tool in other humanitarian contexts.  

G. Improved surge mechanisms 

59. ‘Surging’ staff to a burgeoning crisis area is critical to meeting the first urgent 
needs of children and families. Effective and efficient surge capacity can be described 
as the ability to immediately scale up (and then scale down) appropriately trained, 
temporary humanitarian personnel to support an emergency response. The 
Humanitarian Review made five recommendations linked to surge support, and the 
implementation of four of them is well under way.  

60. In 2022, UNICEF carried out a situational assessment of surge needs and 
existing mechanisms. This assessment found (among other things) that for the 
UNICEF surge strategy to be successful, it requires senior-level endorsement. This 
means UNICEF commits to a whole-of-agency approach and, especially in Level 2 
and Level 3 situations, the emergency is viewed as an institutional priority, and its 
corresponding systems, structures, principles and governance model support such a 
vision.  
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61. The assessment also found that the current system(s) relied on six different 
sources of surge and that the ability to coordinate receipt and processing of surge 
requests quickly and efficiently is causing both confusion and delays in country and 
regional offices. Surge requests were also frequently used to compensate for slow 
recruitment and other human resources-related delays, placing pressures on 
responsiveness on all surge structures. The assessment also found that UNICEF did 
not have enough staff with the right profiles to fill surge requests, that in general there 
was a need to build skills and knowledge among staff, and that UNICEF needs to 
explore additional avenues to deploy more national staff in emergencies. The 
assessment found that, while other United Nations agencies have invested in external 
talent pools, flexible contracting options and financing arrangements, UNICEF has 
not yet made this leap. As the humanitarian sector changes, and the types of contexts 
that UNICEF supports evolve, so does the type of profile needed to meet such needs. 

62. The assessment report suggests the need to pay close attention to talent 
management, focusing on how to use this mechanism as a workforce planning tool 
(rather than an ad-hoc staffing model). UNICEF must also look at how to build better 
talent pipelines internally and externally to meet critical and emerging talent needs. 
Additionally, support for surge was uneven throughout the deployment cycle, and 
integration of surge staff into existing teams was inconsistent. Means to ensure better 
standards of support to those deployed (including provision for staff care and well-
being adapted for gender-specific needs) and country office teams have been 
integrated into the surge strategy. Tools are being developed that support the 
deployment cycle. 

63. The assessment report also found that the Regional Response Mechanisms are 
the most robust means of providing immediate surge support to country offices. 
People on regional rosters are aware of local contexts, often have necessary language 
skills and can move quickly. Capacity-building exercises such as those taking place 
in the East Asia and the Pacific, South Asia and now Latin America and Caribbean 
regions – which invest in annual humanitarian learning events and simulations for 
regional roster members – could be expanded and best practices shared and 
standardized across the organization. The report suggests that, for people who may 
not typically get the opportunity to surge and/or are not ready for Level 3 situations, 
deployment to Level 1 situations with appropriate peer support (or investment in 
twinning assignments) could be an option. Further resources and support will need to 
be invested in meeting the recommendation of developing a surge-specific capacity-
building programme. 

64. UNICEF has created a vision statement for global surge support and, in late 
2022, was working to refine a consolidated surge strategy, to be validated by the end 
of 2022. The global surge strategy will be accompanied by standard operating 
procedures. 

V. Challenges and the way forward 
65.  In addition to the challenges and next steps noted previously in the present 
report, there are several priority areas of action. 

66. Flexible funding is quality funding, and the receipt and allocation of quality 
funding will be a key pathway forward in meeting the needs of the most vulnerable 
children. Quality funding means flexible humanitarian thematic funding and multi-
year contributions. Accessing more flexible, timely and longer-term funding will 
enable UNICEF to prepare for and respond to the needs of the most vulnerable 
children and their families. An increase in quality funding is critical in addressing 
emergencies, including those driven by climate change. 
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67. Unprecedented levels of quality funding were received by UNICEF in 2022, 
notably (but not solely) for response to the needs of children and families affected by 
the war in Ukraine. The total of humanitarian thematic funds received in 2022 reached 
$794.3 million, or 28 per cent of all humanitarian contributions received, which is 
more than triple the amount received during the same period in 2021.15 Such funds 
can be deployed swiftly and allocated based on the highest priority needs of children 
in rapidly evolving situations. The experience of quality funding in 2022 showed that 
high levels of flexible, quality funds can be achieved and can make a swift and 
positive impact on protecting children’s rights in times of great stress on these rights. 

68. UNICEF is committed to making such a resource balance that was achieved in 
2022 the norm, rather than the exception, as it works to realize the goal of 11 per cent 
of all funding being provided in such a flexible way by the onset of the organization’s 
next Strategic Plan in 2026. As a signatory of the Grand Bargain, UNICEF will pursue 
its efforts to obtain and distribute quality funding for an efficient, swift and agile 
humanitarian response. What’s more, multi-year funding, one form of quality funding, 
is particularly important for national and front-line partners, as such funding enables 
them to plan their resources over longer periods. This, in turn, is a critical element of 
localization, another Grand Bargain priority. 

69. For 2023, the focus of the Humanitarian Review will shift to implementation at 
the country level. Key priorities will be continued operationalization of the 
localization strategy, roll-out of the new consolidated surge strategy, continued 
strengthening of preparedness and risk analysis and investment in mainstreaming 
humanitarian cash transfers.  

70. In addition, building on the investment case developed in early 2022, a more 
targeted resource mobilization effort will be prioritized to close the current funding 
gap of the Humanitarian Review, which is 78 per cent. UNICEF continues to make 
the case to donors for investing in the change management work prescribed by the 
Humanitarian Review.  

71. Progress in implementing the Humanitarian Review recommendations can also 
be hard to tease out from the general work and outputs of UNICEF, as much of the 
Humanitarian Review work is integrated into the ‘regular’ work of staff – in and of 
itself a positive thing for the long run, but something that makes tracking progress 
towards the goal of full implementation difficult. This aspect of the Humanitarian 
Review implementation also makes it more difficult to track the use of core resources 
specifically for review-related work. The Humanitarian Review secretariat is taking 
steps in 2023 to fine-tune the tracking of all recommendations.  

VI. Conclusion 
72. The great stresses on the rights of children brought about by the intensifying 
humanitarian situations of this era are only expected to grow. UNICEF has the 
mandate to address both the emergency and long-term needs of children and women; 
it has demonstrated its capacity to do so at a worldwide scale; and it is constantly 
adapting to provide an ever-better response to the needs to children. This is what 
makes UNICEF the humanitarian leader that is called for in these particularly 
challenging times. 

 

 
15 Figures are provisional as at 31 October 2022. 
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