
The 
Anticipatory 
Turn 
Distributing Aid 
in the Age of 
Climate Change

Dr Iida-Maria Tammi

June 2025



I would like to thank my colleagues at the Centre for Humanitarian Action for their advice and support 
in preparing this publication, especially, in alphabetical order, Felicitas Becker, Sonja Hövelmann, Lena 
Koperek, Goda Milašiūtė, Darina Pellowska, Ralf Südhoff and Anne Tritschler. I would also like to thank 
Debora Gonzalez for her helpful feedback and comments on an earlier version of this paper. Finally, 
I remain grateful to the Alfred Kordelin Foundation for funding the “Humanitarian Climate Politics” 
research project and thus making the writing of this paper possible.

Acknowledgements

AA Anticipatory Action

CERF Central Emergency Response Fund

CVA Cash and Voucher Assistance

DAC Development Assistance Committee

GFFO German Federal Foreign Office

IFRC International Federation of Red Cross Red Crescent Societies

OCHA UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs

ODA Official Development Assistance

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

REAP Risk-in formed Early Action Partner ship

UNDRR UN Office for Disaster Risk Reduction

WAHAFA Welthungerhilfe Anticipatory Humanitarian Action Facility

WFP World Food Programme

Abbreviations

2



Content

Acknowledgements 2

Abbreviations 2

Executive Summary 4

1. Introduction 7

 1.1.  About this study 8

 What is Anticipatory Action (AA)? 9

2. Background: AA as part of the humanitarian funding landscape 10

 Increasingly bleak financial prospects 11

3. Practitioner perspectives on AA 13

 3.1. Operational and financial significance: An opportunity to fix a broken system 13

 3.2. Politicisation of aid: Does the problem remain? 14

 3.3. Prioritisation: Managing the risk of harmful resource transfer 16

4. Conclusion and recommendations 18

Endnotes  19

Bibliography 20

Imprint  22

3The Anticipatory Turn – Distributing Aid in the Age of Climate Change



4

Climate change presents a dual challenge for humanitarian actors. It is 
expected to drive a rapid increase in global humanitarian and protection 
needs, while simultaneously making aid provision more expensive and 
diminishing available resources. Experts estimate that up to 200 million 
people could require humanitarian assistance due to climate-related disas-
ters by 2050, raising the associated costs from the current US$ 20 billion to 

US$ 29 billion. These climate-induced pressures add to the existing issues of stagnating aid budgets 
and declining public support for international assistance.

In response, the humanitarian community has increasingly turned to early and forward-looking aid 
provision. Many organisations are testing and developing approaches that enable them to provide 
assistance before a crisis unfolds, rather than during or immediately after. This paper analyses 
the ethical and policy implications of this ‘anticipatory turn’ in international humanitarian affairs. It 
focuses specifically on Anticipatory Action (AA), which involves pre-agreed activities, triggers and deci-
sion-making rules to act ahead of a predicted hazard, aiming to prevent or lessen its acute humani-
tarian impacts.

Key Findings

Anticipatory Action is a positive force in contemporary humanitarian affairs. 
It can help aid organisations manage the impacts of climate change by 
making humanitarian response more effective, efficient and predictable. 
Interviewees argued that AA can also make aid work more dignified and 
humane, particularly by making assistance available in advance and thereby 
challenging the established practice of humanitarian intervention being trig-

gered by visible human suffering. Finally, there is some evidence to suggest that AA could improve 
humanitarian impartiality through the use of pre-established emergency plans.

The study finds that while AA has the potential to reshape humanitarian thought and practice in the 
long term, aid organisations should be conservative in their expectations. The transformative power 
of AA is currently limited by a lack of dedicated funding, especially for the operationalisation of AA 
frameworks (commonly referred to as ‘fuel money’). This shortfall not only hinders AA’s ability to 
address the negative humanitarian impacts of climate change but also limits its scope and impact in 
the aid sector, ultimately reducing its potential to drive more profound systemic reform.

Another key finding is that close donor involvement in mainstreaming AA in the humanitarian sector 
may have unintended policy consequences. Germany has been a staunch supporter of AA ever since 
the concept first emerged in the early 2010s. Its political and financial support have been instrumental 
in piloting and institutionalising the approach. However, the interviews suggest that strong donor 
commitment may create pressure on humanitarian organisations to prioritise AA in their everyday 
work. Interviewees expressed concern that this could lock the sector into potentially unfavourable 
policy positions by promoting the anticipatory approach at the expense of reactive aid provision.

Executive Summary

Can anticipatory 
action help solve 
the problem of 
humanitarian 
climate crisis?

The potential of 
AA is curtailed by 
lack of funding 
and competing 
policy priorities
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Finally, the paper examined a scenario in which investments in AA negatively impact humanitarians’ 
ability to respond to the immediate and critical needs of individuals today. The study finds that, based 
on currently available data, it is difficult to accurately estimate the impact of AA funding on traditional 
response finance. Specific challenges include the lack of standardised reporting practices and inter-
nationally shared terminology, which make it difficult to track different funding streams. The paper 
therefore calls for a more rigorous evaluation of the relationship between anticipatory and reactive 
humanitarian response finance.

Methods in Brief 

The findings are based on desk research and semi-structured expert interviews. The interviews were 
conducted both in-person and online between April and December 2024. All respondents currently 
work or have previously worked for Germany-based aid organisations, specialising in topics that 
include climate change, donor policy and advocacy, and AA. In total, 18 respondents from 12 different 
organisations participated in the study.

Key Considerations

Recommendations for humanitarian practitioners:

1. Aid organisations should continue integrating AA and other risk-informed activities into their 
everyday work.

2. At the same time, organisations should remain realistic about the transformative power of AA. This 
is currently curtailed by the limited availability of operational, pre-arranged funding.

3. Organisations should ensure that AA complements their reactive response activities. They should 
continue to engage actively with institutional funders on AA-related issues, while also advocating 
for traditional aid provision where relevant and necessary.

Recommendations for donors:

1. Humanitarian donors should ensure that funding for AA is sufficient and provided in addition to 
their existing Official Development Assistance (ODA) commitments.

2. Donors should promote greater autonomy and independence for aid organisations engaged in AA 
activities. This includes providing more flexible operational funding (“fuel money”) and enabling aid 
organisations to allocate it as they see fit.

3. Donors should work to improve the transparency of AA funding and reporting practices. This 
includes using internationally agreed terminology and following standardised reporting practices 
wherever possible.
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1. Introduction

Climate change presents 
two major challenges for 
humanitarian actors. On 
the one hand, it is expected 
to cause a rapid increase 

in global humanitarian and protection needs. These 
needs are primarily driven by increasingly frequent and 
severe extreme weather events affecting underpre-
pared and -developed communities in the Global South. 
Data collected by the International Federation of Red 
Cross Red Crescent Societies (IFRC, 2022) suggests that 
without urgent and sustained action to address climate 
change, the number of people requiring emergency 
assistance due to climate and weather-related disasters 
could nearly double between the 2010s and 2040s (see 
Figure 1 below). These findings are supported by climate 
science, which shows that the number of climate-related 
disasters doubled between 1980 and 2020.1 The most 
rapid growth has occurred in the number of floods and 
droughts, which nearly tripled over this time period. 

As the number of affected people rises, so too do funding 
requirements. According to the IFRC (2022), the humani-
tarian cost of climate-related disasters could reach US$ 29 
billion per annum by 2050. However, as the organisation 
notes, the actual cost is likely to be higher due to inflation 
driven by resource scarcity and the destabilising effects 
of successive climate shocks on national economies. 
These financial pressures add to existing challenges in 
securing sufficient humanitarian funding. In 2024, less 
than half (49.7 %) of global humanitarian funding needs 
were met.2 The outlook for the current year is similarly 
bleak, with only 10 % of UN-coordinated appeals funded 
by mid-May 2025 (ibid.).

The combined effect of rising needs and growing funding 
requirements makes climate change one of the most 
pressing challenges facing the aid community. It is widely 
recognised as requiring immediate and decisive action 
from both humanitarian practitioners and policymakers 
alike, lest the increasing climate impacts overwhelm 

Climate change 
presents two major 
challenges for 
humanitarian actors
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Figure 1: Two potential scenarios for climate-related humanitarian needs and associated costs. Source: IFRC 2022
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the skills and capacities 
of the aid system (see 
Tammi, 2025, upcoming). 
The extraordinary scope 
of the crisis has caused 
many humanitarians to 

question the established wisdom of emergency relief 
provision, particularly its traditionally reactive nature. 
Increasingly, humanitarian organisations are exploring 

ways to provide assistance before a crisis occurs, rather 
than during or immediately after. As Slim (2024) writes, 
anticipation is becoming a key humanitarian principle 
in the “long Earth emergency” with which humanity is 
currently grappling. This shift is not only operational, but 
also moral; broadening the scope of humanitarianism to 
include not just present needs, but those that are yet to 
arise.

1.1. About this study

This paper analyses the ethical and policy implications 
of this ‘anticipatory turn’ in international humanitarian 
affairs. It focuses specifically on Anticipatory Action (AA), 
which uses pre-agreed activities, triggers and funding 
to act ahead of a predicted hazard to prevent or reduce 
its acute humanitarian impacts. While AA should not be 
considered representative of the whole range of early 
and forward-looking methodologies currently available, 
it stands out as one of the most prominent. As outlined 
in Section 2, AA has attracted growing interest from both 
aid organisations and donors since its emergence in the 
early 2010s.

This interest is particularly 
pronounced in the German 
context. According to a study 
by CHA, AA is “a strategically 
and professionally ad-
vanced priority” for the 

German government (Hövelmann and Südhoff, 2023, 
21). Germany has repeatedly affirmed its commitment 
to a paradigm shift towards more efficient, effective 
and forward-looking humanitarian assistance (see GFFO 
2019; 2024). It is also the largest international funder of AA 
and is currently the only donor that has set a fixed target 
for a share (5 %) of its national humanitarian budget 
dedicated to pre-arranged finance (Scott, 2022, 13). 
While planned cuts in the German Official 
Development Assistance (ODA) budget 
are likely to reduce its AA funding, the 
country remains a key player in the field.

This research paper ex-plores Germany’s 
interest in AA, while also discussing 
potential drawbacks asso-ciated with 
close donor involvement. It argues that 
while both humanitarian practitioners and 
donors share an interest in the cost-saving 
potential of AA, they diverge on other 
key issues. Humanitarian practitioners 
often view AA as an opportunity to 
reform the aid system and address 
existing challenges related to dignified 
and impartial aid delivery. Although 
similar considerations are also present 
in donor discourse on AA, they can be 

overshadowed by short-term (political and other) gains 
associated with the anticipatory turn. Among others, the 
paper finds that strong donor commitment may lead to 
pressure on humanitarian organisations to prioritise AA 
in their everyday work. Over time, this dynamic could lock 
the sector into potentially unfavourable policy positions, 
especially by promoting the anticipatory approach at the 
expense of reactive aid provision.

The findings are based on desk research and 18 semi-
structured expert interviews. The interview respondents 
were selected through purposive and snowball sampling. 
This approach targeted individuals who work or have 
worked for Germany-based humanitarian and/or 
development organisations and who specialise in AA, 
climate change, donor policy and advocacy or related 
topics. At the end of each interview, respondents were 
asked to identify other knowledgeable individuals in 
their professional networks. This method resulted in a 
total of 18 interviews, with respondents from 12 different 
organisations. The primary data was complemented by 
informal background interviews with climate experts and 
others outside the defined research profile. The data 
collection took place both online and in person between 
April and December 2024.

AA is a strategically 
and professionally 
advanced priority 
for the German 
government 

Responds to predicted hazards

FORECASTING AND RISK ANALYSIS

ANALYSIS 

Is based on established action plans

PRE-AGREED ACTIONS 

Funding is committed before a hazard occurs

PRE-ARRANGED FINANCING

ANTICIPATORY ACTION

Figure 2: Key components of Anticipatory Action

Climate change 
increases humani-
tarian needs 
and diminishes 
available resources
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Figure 2: Key components of Anticipatory Action

What is Anticipatory Action (AA)?

In this paper, Anticipatory Action (AA) refers to actions 
taken ahead of predicted hazardous events for the 
purpose of preventing or reducing their acute humani-
tarian impacts before they fully unfold (IFRC 2020). These 
actions are typically pre-planned and pre-financed, and 
they are implemented when a previously agreed trigger 
threshold is reached. When well-designed and properly 
implemented, these triggers help humanitarians decide 
when and where to act. While some organisations 
define triggers solely based on scientific evidence (such 
as weather and climate forecasts combined with risk 
data), others include a human element by incorporating 
expert judgement or local knowledge to determine the 
optimal timing, location, and focus of early action.3

The use of capital letters is intended to distinguish AA 
from other available approaches. As Knox Clarke (2022) 
observes, the terms ‘anticipatory action’ and ‘early 
action’ are sometimes used synonymously. In such 
cases, the definition may also include actions that rely 
on forecasts but lack advance planning or designated 
funding. Moreover, while AA refers specifically to activ-
ities implemented just before a predicted hazardous 
event, early action may follow a longer timeline. Some 
actors restrict the term to actions preceding a hazardous 
event, while others extend the term to include actions 
taken shortly after a hazardous event but before peak 
disaster impact. Even more broadly, ‘anticipatory 
mindset’ can be used to describe a proactive approach 
to identify and address issues that may hinder humani-
tarian operations and undermine their intended effects 
(see Insecurity Insight 2024).

Finally, it is important to note that AA is limited to 
actions taken in response to a specific, imminent event 
as opposed to a more general hazard. Examples include 
evacuating people and livestock and reinforcing housing 
and critical infrastructure in response to a predicted 
flood, replenishing cereal bank reserves and providing 
Cash and Voucher Assistance (CVA) in anticipation of a 
drought, installing cooling systems and alerting the local 
population before a forecasted heatwave, or providing 
protective clothing and veterinary kits to protect live-
stock before a forecasted coldwave.
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Many humanitarians 
advocate for a 
more proactive and 
anticipatory 
approach to aid 
provision

AA is known for 
its potential to 
reduce the cost 
of humanitarian 
assistance

Operational 
funding for AA 

remains limited

Today, many humanitar-
ians advocate for a more 
proactive and anticipatory 
approach to aid provi-
sion. This includes several 
organisations based in 
Germany, most notably the 

German Red Cross. The organisation played a key role 
in shaping the concept of AA in the early 2010s when it 
was known as Forecast-based Financing or FbF, and in 
promoting it to donors and other humanitarian organi-
sations (Tammi, 2025, upcoming). Another early leader 
in this area is Welthungerhilfe, which describes itself 
as “the first German non-governmental organization to 
pursue Anticipatory Humanitarian Action”.4 It has imple-
mented AA pilot activities since 2017 and currently hosts 
the Welthungerhilfe Anticipatory Humanitarian Action 
Facility (WAHAFA). Other organisations, such as Action 
against Hunger Germany, are also working to research 
and advance AA within their own areas of expertise.5 

Internationally, AA is 
best known for its poten-
tial to reduce the cost of 
humanitarian assistance. 
However, as discussed 
in Sections 3.1. and 3.3., 

its benefits extend beyond mere financial efficiency. By 
reducing the humanitarian impact of a tropical storm, 
drought or other kinds of natural hazards, AA can help 
communities avoid harmful coping strategies, such as 
selling land or other assets. As Welthungerhilfe observes: 
“With today’s ability to predict hazards accurately, taking 
anticipatory action is not only cost-effective but also a 
more dignified and humane way to support communi-
ties, ensuring their well-being and safeguarding their 
future.”6

This view is shared by major international donors. A 
briefing note by the Swedish International Develop-
ment Cooperation Agency (Sida, 2024, 1) observes: “As 
humanitarian needs continue to increase while global 
humanitarian funding decreases, the case for Anticipa-
tory Action […] has emerged as a way to both ethically 
and cost-effectively address needs ahead of climate and 
non-climate induced crises.” While AA cannot prevent 
hazardous events from occurring, it offers the poten-
tial to make humanitarian work “more dignified, timely 
and cost-effective” (2) by shifting the onus from reac-
tive, post-disaster aid provision to early and proactive 
response. The German Federal Foreign Office (GFFO, 

2022, 2) similarly describes AA as an innovative human-
itarian tool that “has great potential when it comes to 
using donors’ money more effectively and helping more 
people.” It is “two to seven times more effective” than 
post-disaster aid provision (ibid.), and it also supports 
long-term disaster resilience by ensuring that hazardous 
events do not reverse hard-earned development gains in 
the affected areas.

In 2022, the G7 Foreign Ministers issued a statement 
expressing their “commitment to advocate for, scale up 
and systematically mainstream anticipatory action into 
the humanitarian system.” Among the signatories were 
the United States (US), Germany, Japan and the United 
Kingdom (UK), which were the four biggest humanitarian 
donor countries at the time. In 2024, two of these coun-
tries (Germany and the UK) joined a group of non-state 
humanitarian actors as members of an anticipatory 
action caucus within the Grand Bargain. The caucus 
identified several challenges to mainstreaming AA at a 
broader scale. These included scarce and fragmented 
funding, insufficient coordination among actors and 
frameworks, and the absence of a shared methodology 
for tracking funds and informing advocacy. Within the 
Grand Bargain framework, the caucus committed to 
resolving these issues.7

Despite the growing political 
support for AA, operational 
funding remains limited. Available 
resources are often categorised 
as either “build money” or “fuel money.” Build money 
supports the development of anticipatory systems, such 
as early action protocols and early warning mechanisms. 
Fuel money is intended to activate these systems once a 
hazard is predicted. Funding for build money has tradi-
tionally been more accessible, with one study surmising 
that the kind of “capacity development” activities associ-
ated with build money are more familiar and therefore 
palatable for donors (Scott, 2022, 18). In contrast, fuel 
money presents a risk that funds will be set aside but 
not triggered, which can create the perception that the 
resources were “wasted” (ibid.).

A 2024 report by Development Initiatives finds that 
funding for AA has increased in recent years but still 
accounts for less than 1 % of international humanitarian 
assistance. In 2022, US$ 158 million was made available 
for AA frameworks, and another US$  55 million was 
disbursed through AA activations. In the following years, 
these amounts rose to US$ 305 million and 198 million, 

2. Background: AA as part of the  
humanitarian funding landscape
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respectively. This meant the share of AA in international 
humanitarian assistance grew from 0.4 % in 2022 to 0.7 
% in 2023. While the report acknowledges this positive 
development, it also notes that the “low share [of AA 
funding] continues to be far below the 20 % of human-
itarian response requirements that 2019 research iden-
tified to be highly predictable” (Development Initiatives, 
2024, 44). Other studies have presented similar results, 
describing the share of AA funding from overall humani-
tarian crisis response finance as “extremely small” (Scott, 
2022, 16) and the process of universalising AA to new 
donor profiles as “an ongoing endeavour” (Koy et al., 
2022, 20).

Although these estimates 
are often considered 
authoritative, they should 
be interpreted with caution. 

As discussed in Section 3.3., accurately estimating the 
amount of funding directed towards AA can be chal-
lenging. The lack of common terminology and shared 
reporting practices can result in early and anticipatory 
action projects being mislabeled or left out entirely. 
Emphasising the limited scale of AA funding may also 
be read as an effort to garner greater donor attention 
and resources. While much remains to be done to fully 
operationalise AA in the humanitarian sector, there 
are several promising developments. The latest global 
overview report by the Anticipation Hub (2024, 4) finds 
“clear evidence that anticipatory action is expanding in 
scale globally.” It shows that between 2022 and 2023, the 
number of people covered by AA frameworks increased 
by 43 %. The number of active AA frameworks grew 
from 70 to 107, while trigger activations rose from 47 in 
2022 to 98 in 2023 (ibid.). As the report points out, these 
trends suggest a growing interest in AA, including from 
actors beyond the humanitarian sector.

  

Anticipatory 
action is expanding 
in scale globally

Increasingly bleak financial prospects

In addition to grappling with the effects of climate 
change, the humanitarian sector is facing a broader 
scarcity of resources. After several years of increasing 
donor funding, international humanitarian financing 
stalled in 2023 at US$ 43 billion (see Figures 3 and 4 on 
the next page). This was a record figure, driven largely 
by increased contributions to the Ukraine crisis. In the 
same year, however, several key donors announced 
cuts to their aid budgets, including Germany (-7.5 %), 
the UK (-16 %) and Canada (-24 %) (Development Initia-
tives, 2024). While the financial impact of these cuts 
was largely offset by increases in other donor budgets 
(namely Japan +68 %, Norway +62 % and the US +18 %), 
they narrowed the humanitarian donor base, with fewer 
donors providing an increasingly large share of the total 
available funding (ibid.).

Preliminary data suggests that the value of public 
humanitarian assistance from major international 
donors has continued to decline. The Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
estimates that the value of humanitarian assistance 
provided by the members of its Development Assistance 
Committee (DAC) fell by 9.6 % between 2023 and 2024.8 
Since the DAC includes many of the largest providers of 
aid, this reduction has been interpreted as an indication 
of a more permanent stagnation of public humanitarian 
and development funding. “With aid budgets already 
cratering this year, it is likely the sector will see total 
funding figures slip further down in 2025”, predicted 
one article in The New Humanitarian.9 Another piece 
published by the Australia-based Development Policy 
Centre mused that the recent developments make it 
“incontrovertible that global ODA will fall from 2024 to 
2025 and further thereafter”, suggesting a “best case 
scenario” of a 25 % decline by 2027 when compared to 
the 2023 levels.10

This increasingly constrained financial situation 
heightens the importance and appeal of cost-saving 
measures like AA. The converging trends outlined above 
have normalised the narrative of ‘doing more with less’ 
among the aid community. Once primarily a donor 
expectation, the mindset is now echoed by humani-
tarian organisations themselves as they look for ways to 
stretch limited resources (see, for example, Moninger, 
2017; Tillott, 2024; Gil Baizan, 2025). AA is the latest addi-
tion to these efforts to innovate and find more effective 
and efficient ways of delivering life-saving assistance. 
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Having thus far discussed AA in the broader humani-
tarian funding landscape, the paper now turns to a more 
critical evaluation of its ethical and policy implications. 
This section draws on the interview data to review some 
of the key arguments commonly cited in favour of AA, 
including its potential to a) help humanitarians better 

manage the effects of climate change, b) make aid provi-
sion more predictable, dignified and apolitical, and c) 
reduce the financial cost of humanitarian assistance. 
Particular attention is given to potential trade-offs and 
unintended consequences that may arise from main-
streaming AA in the humanitarian sector.

3. Practitioner perspectives on AA

The interview data iden-
tifies climate change as a 
key driving force behind 
the ongoing anticipatory 
turn. One interviewee 

(3.014) mused that while “manmade [sic] hazards […] are 
closer to our heart and emotions and seem more cruel 
and more relevant”, it is important that the humanitarian 
community also acknowledges and responds to the 
growing threat of climate change. The respondent cited 
recent examples of extreme weather events (including 
heavy rains in the Balkans and a typhoon-like event in 
Libya, which, they remarked, “to me was unheard of”) 
to illustrate that “this weather pattern is getting out of 
control” and that “we should really, really try out best 
to understand it.” The speaker considered increasing 
investment in anticipation to be a logical response to 
the current situation, while thinking that not making an 
effort to understand natural hazards “would be a very 
odd reading of our reality nowadays.” 

Nevertheless, while con- 
firming climate change as 
an important factor, the 
interviews also suggest 
that it alone does not 
explain the current popu-

larity of AA among humanitarian practitioners. For many 
respondents, AA was not only a solution to the threat 
of climate change; it was also a way to address deeper 
ethical and systemic challenges related to the established 
operational model. One speaker (3.001) lamented the 
way the aid system and its funding structures use human 
suffering as a “trigger point” for launching a response. 
They observed that while post-disaster relief saves lives, 
it also risks locking people into positions of vulnerability 
by requiring them to experience life-threatening situa-
tions before becoming eligible for assistance. 

The respondent went on to observe that this trend is 
further reinforced by Western audiences and donors 
who “want to see that suffering before they feel an 
urgency to intervene.” AA removes this obligation by 
making assistance readily available before a crisis fully 
unfolds, offering a more humane and dignified way to 
provide aid. Therefore, the speaker concluded, the antic-
ipatory turn is “not just linked to climate” but also to a 
broader desire to decolonise aid provision and “actually 
change things on a larger scale.”

Disillusionment with existing structures influenced how 
respondents negotiated the ethical dilemmas associated 
with anticipatory aid provision. In the interviews, it was 
suggested that AA could be considered morally problem-
atic because it uses resources (both human and financial) 
that might otherwise be directed towards meeting imme-
diate humanitarian needs. This claim was supported by 
a reference to the growing humanitarian funding gap 
(see Development Initiatives, 2024, 16-18). In response, 
one respondent (3.013) argued that the chronic lack of 
funding should not be viewed as a moral inhibitor but 
rather as a further incentive to invest in new technolo-
gies. “In general, there's always a funding shortfall,” they 
reflected, and aid providers “are always in a dilemma of 
where does the funding go.” 

The respondent viewed this ongoing state of scarcity 
as further evidence of the shortcomings of the current 
operational model. They framed anticipation as a form 
of systemic innovation that can generate positive ‘buzz’ 
in the otherwise static humanitarian sector: “I mean, in 
the long-term, it [AA] will save us funding, right? So even 
though some of these protocols might never be activated 
and they still then take up resources to develop them, it's 
still, I think, a move in the right direction.” The speaker 
thus framed the question of AA less as a matter of which 
needs to prioritise and more as a call for the courage to 
innovate and test new approaches in a context shaped 
by uncertainty. 

3.1. Operational and financial significance:  
An opportunity to fix a broken system
Humanitarians 
must respond to the 
growing threat of 
climate change 

AA is seen as a way 
to address ethical 
and systemic 
challenges in the 
humanitarian sector
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Another interviewee (3.007) raised a similar point when 
reflecting on “the reality and realisation of underfunding 
in responding to humanitarian crises”. The respondent 
noted that humanitarian organisations are operating 
in an environment defined by growing competition 
over scarce financial resources. As a consequence, “the  
utilitarian argument is becoming more valid” as organisa-
tions are increasingly forced to scrutinise how they allo-
cate resources between different emergencies and how 
they calculate the cost-benefit ratio of individual policy 
decisions:

Because, you know, we [humanitarians] are already 
in a situation where we can’t deal with the multi-
plicity of crises. So the only thing we can do about it 
looking forward is to prepare and anticipate in order 
to avoid more […] victims as losses.

This perception that the humanitarian system is 
ill-equipped to deal with the effects of climate change 
was common among the interview respondents. It is 
supported by evidence suggesting that, unless urgent and 

decisive action is taken, 
climate-related needs will 
outpace available human-
itarian resources within 
a few decades, as noted 
at the beginning of this 
paper. Humanitarians are 
therefore well advised to explore alternative approaches 
and develop new operational models to better weather 
these changes. 

At the same time, aid providers should remain realistic 
about what can be achieved. Funding constraints, partic-
ularly related to operational funding, are likely to limit 
AA’s impact in the sector. Moreover, as the next section 
discusses, humanitarian organisations are not the only 
actors with stakes in the game. Donors are also actively 
promoting AA in the aid sector, often for reasons that 
only partially align with those of humanitarian practi-
tioners. 

The implementation of AA 
activities faces many of the 
same challenges as reac-
tive aid provision. Human-
itarian organisations must 

still make difficult choices about how to distribute limited 
resources among crisis-affected populations. Funding 
remains scarce, and aid operations are often influenced 
by competing political and other interests. At the same 
time, AA does offer certain relative advantages. By 
making aid more readily available to a greater number of 
people, it is often argued that AA improves the effective-
ness of emergency relief provision. Moreover, as Halfpap 
(2021) writes, in non-conflict affected situations “pre-es-
tablished emergency plans – and hence lower time pres-
sure – decrease the risk of bias in the selection of target 
groups.” In ideal circumstances, these groups are prese-
lected and periodically updated. This diminishes the risk 
of human error and, Halfpap concludes, “could make 
anticipatory action more impartial than reactive aid.”

Given this assumed neutralising effect, it is notable that 
many interviewees emphasised the political significance 
of AA. One respondent (3.004) pointed out that from the 
offset, AA has been an important policy tool for Germany. 
The concept gained traction during a period of rapid 
growth in Germany’s national humanitarian budget. 
Between 2010 and 2015, the value of German humani-
tarian assistance had more than tripled, rising from € 0.1 
billion to € 0.51 billion (GFFO 2018, 2022; see Figure 5). 
However, these substantial financial contributions were 
not fully reflected in Germany’s international humani-
tarian donor profile (see Hövelmann and Südhoff, 2023). 

The respondent saw this mismatch as a key factor 
explaining the country’s political buy-in. Upon being 
introduced to the concept of anticipation, the speaker 
reflected, “they thought, okay, this is a really good idea 
and probably also thought, okay, could gain some aware-
ness in the humanitarian sphere by pushing a topic that 
by then was not pushed by anyone else.” This early 
interest was soon followed by financial contributions, 
initially through a pilot project to test the anticipatory 
approach in practice, and later by developing “a whole 
programme” and co-funding the establishment of the 
Anticipation Hub in Berlin in December 2020. 

Germany’s interest in AA has been crucial for main-
streaming it in the humanitarian sector. Yet such close 
donor involvement can also lead to unintended conse-
quences. Another interviewee (3.006) described AA as 
“one of the few fields of 
work where Germany is 
perceived to do some-
thing very outspoken, 
innovative” and wondered 
whether the desire to 
maintain this status could 
lock the sector into potentially unfavourable policy posi-
tions: “once you have reached a specific standpoint and 
are being perceived as […] a stakeholder in this field – 
and Germany as a player in the topic – you don't want 
to give up on that.” The respondent expressed concern 
that Germany’s political commitment to AA might cause 
the donor to misread the humanitarian landscape and 
push for an anticipatory approach even when reactive 
aid provision would be more appropriate. The speaker 

3.2. Politicisation of aid: Does the problem remain?
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felt that the ever-growing climate impacts would justify 
doubling down on essential needs (“Now really, you have 
to go into the humanitarian response operations and 
let's forget about all the rest and just try to save as many 
lives as possible as long as we can.”) but did not see this 
as a viable policy option as long as key donors remained 
committed to the cause of anticipatory humanitarian 
action.

As the above quote suggests, this respondent was one of 
the few who voiced a critical opinion regarding AA. The 
speaker explained how their outlook has shifted from 
hopeful to hesitant:

I just see that we are not succeeding and that the 
crisis is becoming […] a problem for the entire 
system. And even by having the political will and 
having anticipatory funding put aside and doing 
a lot of anticipatory actions already, we don't see 
the needs decreasing. We see them still increas-
ing. And now we are facing a time where even 
the budgets are going down. […] So the question 
[is] do we perhaps have to surrender a little bit 
this idea that this is still working properly?

The respondent went on to reflect on the tradeoffs 
between continuing to invest in “innovative scien-
tific base” and “nice pilot ideas”, on the one hand, and 
"knowing that we will not succeed in addressing all the 
needs” and thus opting to address current needs as best 
as possible, on the other. “At the moment, I’m in this 
transition phase where I thought it was a great idea”, 
they explained, “but I’m just seeing that […] the humani-
tarian dimension of all the problems in the world is just 
overwhelming the entire system, everybody in it.”

This suggests that aid organisations should continue 
to carefully evaluate the value and applicability of AA 
to ensure that public funds are optimally allocated 
between present and future needs. At the same time, 
it is important not to overstate humanitarians’ ability to 
influence donor policy. While aid organisations can lobby 
for certain policy outcomes, they have limited control 
over how funds are allocated. 
Organisations receiving insti-
tutional funding are “a little bit 
at the mercy of what the donor 
tells you”, as one respondent 
(3.012) put it. They continued:

Figure 5: GFFO funds for humanitarian action 2010-2023. Source: Reports of the Federal Government on German humanitarian aid abroad 2014-
2017; 2018-2021 
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So the donor tells you, “We’re giving ten [sic] per 
cent of humanitarian funding from now on to 
anticipatory action.” What are we going to do? 
We’re going to look at ten per cent of our prod-
uct portfolio to make sure that it’s anticipatory 
action. Do we have a choice? No, we don’t. […] 
That’s just the reality of institutional funding.

Despite these challenges, the paper encourages aid organ-
isations to continue independently weighing the benefits 
of AA against their existing humanitarian commitments. 

This is especially important because there is currently 
limited knowledge about the impact of AA on traditional 
response funding, as explained below. Until this issue is 
resolved, it is commendable that humanitarian organi-
sations continue to carefully assess the need and appli-
cability of AA in specific humanitarian contexts, while 
simultaneously lobbying donors for parallel increases in 
both reactive and anticipatory response funding.

AA reduces the risk 
of long-term aid 
dependency

The final argument in favour 
of AA concerns its cost-ef-
fectiveness. Not only does 
AA reduce the price tag of 

current humanitarian efforts by acting before a predicted 
hazard occurs or before its most acute impacts are felt, 
but it is also expected to generate long-term gains. 
“The idea behind is that in the longer term, anticipatory 
humanitarian action should lead us to cost saving and 
to preventing future crises by having already intervened 
now,” one respondent (3.001) explained. AA strengthens 
the resilience of crisis-affected communities by reducing 
the time between the outbreak of a crisis and the distri-
bution of humanitarian assistance. Among other advan-
tages, this means that communities are less likely to sell 
property or personal assets such as land, tools or cattle 
to weather the crisis. AA therefore safeguards their liveli-
hoods and reduces the risk of long-term aid dependency.

However, the respondent 
continued, “we are in a situ-
ation where you have a lot 
of crises already” and dedi-
cating resources to human-
itarian innovation could 
mean that “people who are 
already facing crises do not 

receive the resources they need.” The speaker empha-
sised the importance of “finding additional resources to 
do both [anticipatory and reactive aid work] in parallel” 
yet viewed the reality in much bleaker terms: “If one gets 
more, the other gets less.” They described the current 
situation as a “sort of tit for tat”, whereby public funds 
are shifted from one budget line to another without any 
significant increase in the overall amount. This creates an 
ethical dilemma, as it undermines effective aid delivery in 
conflict-affected and other crisis settings that may not be 
amenable to anticipatory humanitarian response.

Accurately evaluating the impact of AA on traditional 
humanitarian financing is challenging. One speaker 
(3.005) noted that while they “haven’t got the impression 
that anticipatory funding is crowding out [traditional] 
response funding”, a more serious evaluation of the 

relationship “would be a question for the figures.” The 
respondent emphasised their positive outlook towards 
AA (“I think it’s good that it [the funding] is there now.”) 
but also stressed the need for a balanced approach: 
“Should we drop anticipatory humanitarian action in 
favour of allocating these funds to crises that have 
[already] occurred?” They believed this must be decided 
“case by case” taking into account the fact that “prepara-
tion is needed and [thus] we cannot really play one off 
against the other.”

Determining the scope and impact of the available AA 
funding is crucial for finding an appropriate balance 
between reactive and anticipatory humanitarian 
response finance. This is both an operational issue, 
ensuring equitable access to and availability of the two 
types of assistance, and an epistemological one, influ-
encing how humanitarians perceive and frame related 
ethical questions. This is reflected in the response of one 
interviewee (3.004), who found it morally problematic “to 
invest in something that might happen in half a year or 
in three months, or in two months, when actually people 
now are hungry before your eyes.” However, they empha-
sised that this was “only a theoretical risk” since the vast 
majority of humanitarian funding still goes to traditional 
emergency response. This argument appeared repeat-
edly in the interviews, with many respondents recog-
nising the theoretical risk of harmful resource transfer 
but arguing that it does not occur in practice.

Such arguments are problematic because they do not 
sufficiently consider the absolute, rather than rela-
tive, value of AA funding. As noted in the introduction, 
Germany, which is known as the world’s second-largest 
humanitarian donor, has committed since 2023 to allo-
cating at least 5 % of its national humanitarian budget 
to AA. Based on 2023 funding levels, this amounts to 
roughly € 135 million per annum. The Central Emergency 
Response Fund (CERF) has similarly declared that it “aims 
to allocate 10 % of its annual funding to support coor-
dinated anticipatory action.”11 With an annual funding 
target of US$ one billion, this would mean an additional 
US$ 100 million per annum for AA funding if fully real-
ised. While aims and pledges should not be confused 

3.3. Prioritisation: Managing the risk of harmful resource transfer
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with actual disbursements, they are useful indicators of 
the increasing prominence and recognition of the antici-
patory approach.

Against this background, the paper argues that a more 
rigorous evaluation of the relationship between antic-
ipatory and reactive humanitarian response finance is 
needed. When assessing this relationship, it is important 
to remember that resource reallocation can manifest 
in forms other than direct transfer of funds from one 
budget line to another. A 2022 study commissioned 
by Risk-informed Early Action Partnership (REAP) and 
authored by Scott finds that initiatives are not always 
correctly labelled as early or anticipatory action, which 

can lead to underestimating 
the overall value of AA 
programming. The study also 
notes that existing methods 
of tracking donor spending 
are not always suitable for pre-arranged finance. For 
example, investments in insurance policies may yield a 
level of coverage or payouts significantly larger than the 
original amount spent, making it difficult to accurately 
estimate their financial value. These difficulties add to 
existing challenges in monitoring aid spending, such as 
unrealised pledges and the double-counting of previous 
commitments as ‘new money’ (Scott, 2022, 14; see also 
Tammi, 2024).

Initiatives are not 
always correctly 

labelled as early or 
anticipatory action
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AA is a positive force in 
contemporary humani-
tarian affairs. It can help 
aid organisations manage 

the effects of climate change by making humanitarian 
response more effective, efficient and predictable. Inter-
views with humanitarian practitioners also highlighted 
expectations that AA will make aid work more digni-
fied and humane by enabling assistance to be deliv-
ered pre-emptively, thereby challenging the established 
model where humanitarian intervention is triggered by 
visible human suffering. While this may be a reasonable 
long-term expectation, the study found that the transfor-
mative potential of AA is currently limited by insufficient 
dedicated funding, particularly for the operationalisation 
of established AA frameworks (often referred to as ‘fuel 
money’).

Another key finding was 
that close donor involve-
ment in promoting AA may 
lead to unintended policy 
consequences. Germany 
has been a staunch 

supporter of AA ever since the concept first emerged 
in the early 2010s. Its political and financial support has 
played a crucial role in piloting and institutionalising 
the approach. However, interviewees suggested that 
this level of donor commitment can create pressure 
on humanitarian organisations to prioritise AA in their 
everyday work. Over time, this could result in the antic-
ipatory approach being favoured even when traditional 
aid provision may be more appropriate. The study there-
fore calls for more data and rigorous research to better 
understand the relationship between AA funding and 
traditional humanitarian response finance.

The paper’s discussion and findings are based on original 
interview evidence, gathered over an extended period 
of dedicated research. The resulting data is represen-
tative of the views of humanitarian professionals based 
in Germany who have expertise in climate- and AA-re-
lated issues. However, caution is warranted when it 
comes to generalising the paper’s findings too broadly. 
For one, the data is limited to natural hazards and does 
not explore the applicability of AA in conflict-affected 
settings. Secondly, the perspectives of local and grass-
roots humanitarian actors are not included. Also missing 
are the views of key UN organisations, some of which 
have been instrumental in researching and promoting 
AA in international policy fora. These include the UN 
World Food Programme (WFP), the UN Office for the 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) and UN the 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). 

The third research limitation relates to the Germany-spe-
cific nature of the paper’s discussion. As one of the main 
drivers of AA in its current form, Germany stands out 
for its active commitment to the topic. This influence is 
reflected in the views of the respondents, most of whom 
tended to view AA as a logical next step in the human-
itarian reform process. Had the research included a 
wider geographic scope, it would likely have captured a 
broader range of perspectives.

With these limitations in mind, the paper offers the 
following recommendations. For humanitarians, it 
encourages aid organisations to continue integrating 
AA and other risk-informed activities into their 
everyday work. At the same time, organisations should 
remain realistic in their expectations regarding the 
transformative power of AA. While it holds the potential 
to significantly influence humanitarian thought and prac-
tice in the long term, this capacity is currently constrained 
by the limited availability of operational, pre-arranged 
funding. Thirdly, aid organisations should ensure that 
AA remains complementary to their reactive response 
activities. This includes continuing to actively engage 
with Germany and other key funders on AA-related 
topics while insisting on traditional aid provision where 
relevant and necessary.

For donors, the paper finds it crucial to ensure that 
earmarked funding and other investments in AA do not 
unnecessarily hinder needs-based humanitarian aid 
delivery. More specifically, donors should ensure that 
funding for AA is both sufficient and additional to their 
existing ODA commitments. Secondly, they should 
work towards increased autonomy and independence 
for aid organisations engaged in AA activities, including 
by providing more fuel money that aid organisations 
are free to use as they see fit. Finally, donors should 
endeavour to improve the transparency of AA funding 
and reporting practices. Where possible, they should 
apply internationally agreed terminology and follow 
standardised reporting practices. Donors not yet doing 
so are encouraged to participate in ongoing efforts to 
improve these processes, including the Grand Bargain 
caucus for scaling up anticipatory action.

4. Conclusion and recommendations
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