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Abstract 
 
 Since 1990' several cases of child sexual exploitation and abuse by peacekeepers and 

humanitarian workers have been disclosed to the public, resulting in the humanitarian system to 

establish policies and measures to counter the phenomenon. However, the structural aspect of the 

humanitarian system has been overlooked by the organizations and superficially explored by 

academics concerning the bureaucratic and institutional factors that creates opportunities for the 

perpetration of such acts. Thus, this paper will stage the current literature on child SEA in the 

humanitarian context. Then, it will identify and analyze some of the key features of the 

humanitarian system that hinder prevention and enhance perpetration. It will be done through 

bureaucratic and institutional theoretical lenses under three dimensions (accountability, legitimacy, 

and internal culture). The analysis found that insulation from feedback, administrative secrecy, 

professionalization, ceremonial inspection and evaluation, the prioritization of self-preservation, 

and the normalization of deviance were some the key factors that create child SEA opportunities 

and hinder its adequate prevention. The key concerns of child SEA by those enlisted to protect 

them are highlighted through the use of case studies from the Haiti child sexual abuse scandals, 

describing how these factors interplay in a real-life scenario. Finally, this paper states the current 

measures in place and presents some recommendation to help counter the phenomenon. 
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1. Introduction 
 

The latest report about the State of the Humanitarian System (SOHS), conducted by the 

humanitarian global network ALNAP, reveals that approximatively 201 million people needed 

international assistance in 2017. Most countries affected by humanitarian crisis were torn by 

conflicts, refugee related problematics, and natural disasters (Knox Clarke, 2018). Hence, 

humanitarian aid workers and peacekeepers are fundamental for the survival of millions of 

individuals. Humanitarian actions should revolve around the principles of neutrality, humanity, 

independence, and impartiality; while peacekeeping missions are expected to assist the 

achievement of durable peace and the development of countries shredded by conflicts (Allais, 2011; 

Widyono, 2015; Knox Clarke, 2018) (Widyono, 2015). However, since the 1990's and the 

peacekeeping mission in the Bosnia and Herzegovina, a trend of child sexual exploitation and 

abuse (SEA) by humanitarian interveners has been disclosed to the public. In fact, the Balkan 

witnessed a sex trafficking network linked to peacekeepers and UN police with allegations of 

prostitution and sexual exploitation of women, young women, and children (Alexander & Stoddard, 

2021). In 1993, Canadian peacekeepers raped, beat, and tortured to death a teenage boy who 

attempted to steal food and water in Somalia (Westendorf & Searle, 2017). In 2002, a child abuse 

scandal was revealed, relating the extensive and chronic SEA of refugee children in Guinea, 

Liberia, and Sierra Leone. It was established that these crimes have been perpetrated by 67 

humanitarian workers and peacekeepers from over 40 agencies (UNHCR, 2002; Save the Children 

UK and UNHCR, 2002; Alexander & Stoddard, 2021). Two years later, in the Democratic 

Republic of Congo allegations of SEA were investigated, leading to the dismissal of a small 

number of peacekeepers, with one French logistic worker accused of videotaping himself torturing 

and abusing naked girls (Notar, 2006; Alexander & Stoddard, 2021). Haiti also became the center 

of attention when in 2007 a sex ring involving nine children was dismantled by the repatriation of 

114 Sri Lankan peacekeepers, and in 2011 where five Uruguayan peacekeepers were alleged to 

have gang raped a teenage boy and filmed the offense (Dodds, 2017). French peacekeepers also 
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faced sexual abuse allegations towards 6 boys (9 and 13 years old) in Central African Republic in 

2014 but the charges were dismissed in 2018 by the French judicial system because of lack of 

proof (CNEWS and AFP, 2018). Then, in 2017, the media disclosed information about Oxfam 

employees in Haiti organizing orgies and hiring prostitutes that could have been underage. 

Moreover, the news paper highlighted the disregard of the humanitarian organization toward two 

emails relating the complaints of two minors back in 2011 (Danyi, 2019; BBC, 2019; Charity 

Commission, 2019; Press Association, 2021).  

 

Children in aid missions are more vulnerable to become victims of SEA because of their 

unstable livelihood, their excessive poverty, and the lack of family presence among other factors 

(Save the Children UK and UNHCR, 2002; Ferris, 2007; Csáky, 2008). SEA can have dramatic 

consequences on them with social, psychological, physical, and health related traumas that can 

affect them in the long term (Ferstman, 2020; Institut nationale de la sante publique Quebec). The 

phenomenon also negatively impacts aid and peacekeeping missions by enhancing mistrust 

towards the humanitarian actors and the entire system, impacting their image due to the breach of 

humanitarian and peacekeeping principles, as well as establishing obstacles to the success of 

operations (Allais, 2011). 

 

Sexual exploitation and abuse of children by humanitarian aid workers and peacekeepers 

is a widespread phenomenon, where only a few cases are made public thanks to media attention. 

SEA of children by humanitarian aid workers and peacekeepers shows a paradox where some of 

the very people that are supposed to protect the most vulnerable are the same people who are 

abusing them. When scandals arose, the humanitarian organizations were forced to look at 

themselves. However, they are still acting with a problematic concern over their reputation. The 

crimes are seen as isolated actions perpetrated by a few ‟bad apples”, putting less light about the 

structural role into the perpetuation of child SEA and its impunity (Wang, 2002; Westendorf & 

Searle, 2017). Hence, this research aims to understand and analyze to what extent does the ecology 
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of the structure of the humanitarian system create opportunities for SEA, and how to mitigate it. 

One of the aims of this study is to analyze to what extent the structure of the current humanitarian 

architecture for SEA crimes to be committed on children during aid missions through the 

theoretical lenses of bureaucracy and institutional theory. The second aim is to investigate how 

these underlying issues could be mitigated in a realistic manner.  

 

This paper will be divided into six chapters. The first chapter consists of the introduction of 

the topic, which is previously depicted. The second chapter will relate to the current stage of 

research about child SEA by humanitarian aid workers and peacekeepers in the academic field and 

the different approaches that have been used so far to analyze the phenomenon. Moreover, it will 

describe the theoretical framework used. The third chapter will explain the methodology employed 

to convey this research: document analysis. Then, the fourth chapter will analyze the extent to 

which bureaucratic and institutional features of the humanitarian structure create opportunities for 

the perpetration of child SEA through three dimensions (accountability, legitimacy, and internal 

culture). This chapter will also present the case study of child SEA scandals in Haiti and analyze 

the role played by the features analyzed in the previous chapter. Furthermore, measures taken by 

the humanitarian sector to counter child SEA will be identified, followed by recommendations. 

The fifth chapter will discuss about the theoretical and practical implications of the present study. 

Finally, the last chapter will serve as a conclusion. 
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 2. Literature review 

 

2.1 Sexual abuse and exploitation (SEA) by peacekeepers and humanitarian workers: 

 

 The United Nations considers sexual abuse and sexual exploitation with two distinctive 

definitions. "Sexual abuse is the actual or threatened physical intrusion of a sexual nature, whether 

by force or under unequal or coercive conditions. [While] sexual exploitation is the actual or 

attempted abuse of a position of vulnerability, differential power or trust for sexual purposes, 

including, but not limited to, profiting monetarily, socially or politically from the sexual 

exploitation of another" (United Nations, 2017). The UN forbids any sexual activity with a person 

under the age of 18 years old without regard to the local age of majority or sexual consent (United 

Nations, 2017). Most of the time, these crimes find themselves underreported and the exact scale 

of the gravity of this phenomenon is unknown due to a lack of empirical data and studies made 

difficult by the vulnerabilities of the victims and unsafe environments (Grady, 2016; Parliament 

UK, 2018). 

 

 Children, in a humanitarian context, are even more at risk to be victims of SEA because of 

their unstable livelihood due to war, natural disasters, or health crises. Poverty and the lack of a 

family presence (orphaned or separated children) were found to be among the main factors 

contributing to SEA. Insufficient resources, mistrust towards the system, lack of education access, 

the absence of knowledge about their basics rights, the pressure of the family and/or peers, and the 

dependence on humanitarian assistance make children also vulnerable in a system that can 

oftentimes fail them (Ferris, 2007; Csáky, 2008; Save the Children UK and UNHCR, 2002). Girls 

aged between 13 and 18 years are the most affected by SEA by peacekeepers and humanitarian 

workers, but younger children are likewise victims of these crimes. It is mainly due to an 

entrenched and structural belief of inequality between the genders which leads to discrimination, 

especially when in a militarized and unregulated environment, as well as in a place where the 
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"shadow of colonial violence" (Westendorf & Searle, 2017, p. 376) is still present (Save the 

Children UK and UNHCR, 2002; Ferris, 2007; Save the Children, 2009; Ferstman, 2020). 

However, when the exact magnitude of the phenomenon is already obscure for girls, for boys it is 

even worst, mostly as a result of a general taboo around homosexuality in society (Save the 

Children UK and UNHCR, 2002).   

 

Victims are scared to report SEA because they feel powerless, they are fearful of retaliation 

from humanitarian workers/peacekeepers and feel the threat of being excluded from their 

communities. The risk of stigmatization exists for both genders, whether it is for girls about losing 

their purity or boys losing their symbol of masculinity. Moreover, they do not want to jeopardize 

their survival or their families' survival when transactional sex might ensure their only ways to 

have food or to fulfill other basics needs. Inadequate mechanisms of reporting with complex 

procedures to go through as well as little to no knowledge on the part of the children on how to 

report such crimes are also factors of underreporting (Csáky, 2008; Save the Children UK and 

UNHCR, 2002; Save the Children, 2009; Ferstman, 2020; UNHCR, 2002). 

 

The consequences for the victims can be severely damaging, provoking psychological, 

physical, social, and health-related traumas and injuries, as well as a greater chance to be subject 

to revictimization (Ferstman, 2020). Indeed, children are at risk to have early pregnancies, 

abortions, contract sexually transmittable diseases, and experience physical and health 

consequences such as vaginal or anal injuries from rape. There is also a high risk to be rejected 

and stigmatized by their communities where virginity is an essential feature of girls' bodies and 

homosexuality is seen as unmentionable when it comes to boys (Save the Children UK and 

UNHCR, 2002; Notar, 2006; Allais, 2011; Ferstman, 2020). On the psychological side, children's 

victims of SEA can suffer from anxiety, fear, guilt, post-traumatic stress disorder symptoms, 

isolation, grief, distress, and inappropriate sexual behaviors. Moreover, these consequences can 

affect them in the long term, during their adulthood, parenthood, and married life (Institut nationale 
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de la sante publique Quebec; Allais, 2011; Ferstman, 2020).  

 

The principal perpetrators are men, usually foreign or national aid staff members, although, 

apart from peacekeepers, SEA towards children is predominantly committed by the national groups 

enlisted to help them. The abuse of power perpetrated by these offenders is often enhanced by the 

context of humanitarian intervention where those who seek their help are in a position of extreme 

vulnerability. Moreover, peacekeepers are particularly guilty of having prejudicial perspectives on 

girls and women, along with the fact that they appear more threatening to the population 

considering that they carry weapons (Csáky, 2008; Allais, 2011; Westendorf & Searle, 2017; 

Parliament UK, 2018). By doing so, the perpetrators break their principles to protect civilians and 

violate standards and legal norms (Inter-Agency Standing Committee Task Force on Protection 

from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse, 2012). 

 

 Sexual abuse and exploitation by peacekeepers and humanitarian workers can be divided into 

four main types: opportunistic, transactional, networked, as well as planned and sadistic 

(Westendorf & Searle, 2017). Opportunistic sexual abuse generally originates from an impulse of 

immediate sexual relief or sexual gratification on the part of the offender and is typically made 

possible by a permissive environment. The sexual abuse is then unplanned, devoid of attachment, 

situational, with the search of an instantaneous sexual relation (Canter, et al., 1998; Robertiello & 

Terry, 2007; Westendorf & Searle, 2017; Thornton, 2021). Transactional sexual abuse or "survival 

sex" represents the majority of the cases concerning SEA, especially with children. It refers to 

sexual activities performed in exchange for money, food, or other basics needs. This category, 

often, gives rise to cognitive dissonance on the offender's side, the crime is thus justified and 

acceptable because it gives the victims a way to survive (Westendorf & Searle, 2017). Networked 

SEA describes this scenario when the interveners are involved in the sex trafficking industry and 

with its criminal actors. It could be manifested by increasing or incentivizing the demand of 

trafficked persons and by consequence the creation of a criminal network to respond to this market. 
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Their involvement can also be displayed by peacekeepers and aid workers closing their eyes on 

the traffickers' actions or going to brothels that are part of criminal activity. Literature on 

networked SEA shows that peacekeepers are the main clients for this type of SEA (Mendelson, 

2005; Smith & Miller-De La Cuesta, 2011; Westendorf & Searle, 2017; Bell, et al., 2018; Horne 

& Barney, 2019). However, this conclusion could also be the result of a lack of research on the 

impact of international and national humanitarian workers on networked SEA. The literature found 

was only focusing on peacekeepers and their link to sexual and human trafficking. Finally, planned 

and sadistic sexual abuse defines abuses that contain cruelty, torture, sexual and non-sexual high 

levels of violence. This offense can lead to sexual murder and is often the product of a high level 

of planification. Pain and/or fear from the victim are the goals of the aggressor in order to attain 

sexual relief. In fact, this category of offenders often turns out to have psychopathic traits. Planned 

and sadistic sexual abuse appears more rarely than the three others in the context of SEA by 

interveners (Marshall, et al., 2002; Robertiello & Terry, 2007; Westendorf & Searle, 2017).  

 

The perpetration of SEA does not only have dramatic consequences on the victims but also 

on the humanitarian and peacekeeping missions. Humanitarian actions are expected and designed 

to "save lives, alleviate suffering and maintain human dignity during and after man-made crises 

and [natural] disasters" (ALNAP, 2018), as well as to increase the resilience of vulnerable 

communities towards these critical situations. They evolve around key principles such as 

impartiality, neutrality, humanity, and independence (ALNAP, 2018). On the other hand, 

peacekeeping missions' goal is to achieve durable peace in countries fractured by conflicts with 

the help of military troops, police, and civilians. For example, peacekeeping missions provide aid 

with the economy, human rights monitoring, political transparency (electoral oversight), 

demobilization and disarmament, rehabilitation, and assistance on civil administration (Allais, 

2011; Widyono, 2015). Peacekeeping is also guided by fundamental principles: impartiality, 

consent of the parties, and non-use of force except in self-defense and defense of the mandate 

(United Nations Peacekeeping).  
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Humanitarian and peacekeeping missions respond to the concept of human security that 

encompasses a people-centered approach to security. It refers to the universal protection of human 

being's dignity, well-being, and safety. However, human security is the subject of many debates 

and criticism as to its definition and application inside scholars and policy makers' spheres (Gasper, 

2005; Trachsler, 2011; Massari, 2020). Human security involves seven elements according to the 

United Nation Development Program (UNDP) 1994 (seen as the original document explaining the 

concept of human security): economic security, food security, health security, environmental 

security, personal security, community security, and political security (Allais, 2011; Peoples & 

Vaughan-Williams, 2020). Therefore, when SEA occurs, it breaches the personal security of the 

individuals and violates human security concepts that humanitarian organizations are pursuing in 

their values and actions.  

 

Furthermore, SEA by interveners also negatively impacts the notion of impartiality that the 

humanitarian organizations should embody, inducing the local population to be suspicious about 

the benefices of these organizations for them. Consequently, it could eventually lead to the 

establishment of obstacles as to the implementation of humanitarian or peacekeeping mandates. In 

addition, SEA could constitute violations of international human rights law, international 

humanitarian law, as well as international human rights standards. Thus, when such crimes take 

place, humanitarian and peacekeeping missions may not seem to be legitimate to impose 

international human rights standards on countries. Another point is that SEA could also increase 

the risk of the perpetrators contracting or spread sexually transmitted diseases such as HIV/AIDS, 

a catastrophic outcome from the offenders and the failure to protect the victims. Finally, the 

possibility exists of the mission and the interveners being targeted into violent retaliation and 

blackmail (Allais, 2011). 

 

In recent literature focusing on SEA crimes, a few main factors facilitating criminal acts 
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not to be caught are highlighted. First, the lack of accountability is a significant loophole to fight 

against children SEA. Even though an allegation is made, it rarely ends with a prosecution, because 

of the legal status of the perpetrator. In fact, when the perpetrators are peacekeepers, they are often 

repatriated before the investigation could conclude and only the justice system of their country of 

origin can prosecute them. These two factors help peacekeepers' impunity by putting up obstacles 

to their prosecution, for example, it can be more difficult to requisition evidence from another 

country and the complaints are dismissed due to a lack of evidence (Notar, 2006; CNEWS and 

AFP, 2018; Ferstman, 2020). With regard to international humanitarian workers employed by 

International Non-Governmental Organisations (INGO), unless an agreement has been made with 

the host country, they should be prosecuted by the national court of the country where they 

committed their crimes. However, in practice, INGO developed a similar internal system of 

complaints with the UN which makes INGO process complaints without passing by the national 

justice system of the host country (Jóźwiak, 2018).  

 

Secondly, the lack of transparency towards the public on the side of the organizations 

combined with the "conspiracy of silence" culture (Save the Children UK and UNHCR, 2002, p. 

5) inside humanitarian agencies leads to the impunity of such crimes (Allais, 2011; Ferstman, 

2020). This culture of silence among interveners can be explained by SEA being a norm of the 

social group with a pressure to conform or/and by the fear of being stigmatized and sidelined from 

the group if someone denounces the crime perpetrated by their colleagues. Moreover, this culture 

is enhanced by high-level staff members covering up these crimes (Save the Children UK and 

UNHCR, 2002; Allais, 2011). Regarding the secrecy from humanitarian's agencies towards the 

public, it can be explained by organizations being fearful of the potential negative impacts that 

could create such a negative image such as decreases of donor funding, supply of contingents 

(concerning peacekeepers), loss of trust, and legitimacy from the local population, the public, and 

states (Notar, 2006; Westendorf & Searle, 2017; Ferstman, 2020; Javed, et al., 2021).  
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Gender constructed discrimination and behavior is another factor found in the literature, 

whether it be to excuse the sexual behavior of interveners with speeches such as "boys will be 

boys" (Westendorf & Searle, 2017, p. 366) - pronounced by the head of mission after the number 

of prostitutes including girls in Cambodia tripled (6000 to 25 000) in 1993 during the UNTAC 

mission - or to disinhibit certain behaviors and scheme of thoughts towards children (Save the 

Children, 2009; Westendorf & Searle, 2017; Ferstman, 2020). 

 

Lastly, the lack of enforcement towards recommendations made by independent studies 

and reports is perceived as problematic (Ferris, 2007; Inter-Agency Standing Committee, 2012; 

Ferstman, 2020; Parliament UK, 2018). Nevertheless, several recommendations have been made 

through academic research and reports, from oversight organizations (i.e., Save the Children or 

Inter-Agency Standing Committee Task Force on Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse) 

or governments. They are providing frameworks such as the implementation of a zero-tolerance 

policy, better training, and sensibilization in the local communities and within aid workers and 

peacekeepers, the setting up of enhanced communication channels for the complaints to be heard, 

reinforced transparency, and the support of senior management leadership (Ferris, 2007; Csáky, 

2008; Notar, 2006; Save the Children, 2009; Freedman, et al., 2018; Ferstman, 2020; Parliament 

UK, 2018). However, only a few of these suggestions address the actual structure of the 

humanitarian aid system and its challenges.  

 

2.2 The different analysis lenses of child SEA in the literature:   

 

As stated in the introduction, the first research question of this paper is: to what extent does 

the ecology of the structure of the humanitarian system create opportunities for the SEA of children? 

Some scholars already studied the problematic structure of the current humanitarian aid realm 

examining the different main perspectives of legal, gender-based discrimination, power abuse, and 

bureaucratic underlying narratives. 
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A) The legal perspective: 

 The literature examining the legal structure of the humanitarian sector highlights several 

elements which contributes to the impunity of aid interveners (peacekeepers and humanitarian aid 

workers) and thereby create opportunities for the SEA of children. It critiques the inadequacy of 

actual international human rights laws and the international criminal justice system (Wang, 2002).  

 

First, the current legal status of peacekeepers and humanitarian aid workers facilitates their 

exemption from punishment. Albeit crimes are committed, peacekeepers possess immunity of 

prosecution in the host country and can only be legally liable in their country of origin. 

International aid workers, on the other side, are legally liable to be prosecuted in the host country. 

However, it rarely happens due to a lack of transparency towards the local authorities from 

humanitarian organizations and the application of internal disciplinary measures that often involve 

the repatriation of the individual. Hence, host countries will have to face extradition-related 

obstacles to prosecute the alleged culprit. On account of the general status of host countries being 

shredded by conflicts or natural disasters, the related high costs and requirements of extradition 

cannot often be met (Wang, 2002; Notar, 2006; Nkounkou-Ngongo, 2007; Jóźwiak, 2018).  

 

With regards to the International Criminal Court (ICC), peacekeepers and humanitarian aid 

workers cannot be prosecuted in this court. The Rome Statute recognizes rape, sexual slavery as 

distinct war crimes, but sexual exploitation and abuse are not recognized on their own (O'Brien, 

2011; Cornell Law School). Moreover, in order for the crime to be eligible for ICC's prosecution, 

it needs to be "part of a widespread or systematic attack, […] the attack must be directed against a 

civilian population, and ultimately a specific form of intention must exist" (Nkounkou-Ngongo, 

2007, p. 22). Notwithstanding, in the majority of the cases, SEA against children is not a 

widespread and systematic phenomenon per se but more of a personal sexual relief based on 

environmental opportunities (Westendorf & Searle, 2017). 
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The second element involves the distinction between the morally and legally binding 

responsibilities of the humanitarian organizations. As non-state actors, their legal entitlement to 

conventions such as the Convention of the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the Geneva Conventions 

or International human and humanitarian rights laws (which all condemn SEA) is unclear and not 

literal as these frameworks only directly bind states actors. These laws and conventions were 

created to protect the vulnerable population against states actors. Nevertheless, humanitarian 

organizations have the moral responsibility to be governed by these frameworks, which for many 

scholars is not a sufficient liability. Concerning the Geneva conventions, in 1999, the UN rules 

incorporated these norms which can be interpreted that the UN joined the conventions, and by 

doing so it can be understood that these norms rule peacekeepers (Wang, 2002; Nkounkou-Ngongo, 

2007; Ndulo, 2009; Reyes, 2009; Kramps, 2019).  

 

Finally, limitations regarding the UN, host countries, and troops contributing states favor 

impunity of SEA against children. The investigation system of UN peacekeeping missions has an 

administrative nature. Therefore, they cannot lawfully punish their employees, only disciplinary 

and administrative sanctions (for example: a recommendation to repatriate, a written reprimand, 

or removal from his/her current position, etc.) can be given. Moreover, when an investigation is in 

process, it is not conducted by criminal investigation experts which can lead to a lack of evidence 

gathered or evidence not being collected respectively to the law of the troop-contributing state of 

the alleged individual. Furthermore, SEA is already a complex crime to prosecute in most 

circumstances (Nkounkou-Ngongo, 2007; Ndulo, 2009). The establishment of strong monitoring 

mechanisms within the UN is recommended, unfortunately, it presents a meaningful financial cost, 

which could be directed towards the distribution of food or other basics needs to the beneficiary 

population. This limitation can also be applied to humanitarian organizations in general (Wang, 

2002).  

 



18 
 

Concerning host states, admitting that prosecution would be a preferable option in their 

territory due to the ease of evidence gathering and the presence of the victim in the process as well 

as witnesses, a few limitations come as obstacles. The country's legal system condition (which can 

be altered due to conflicts or natural disasters), the state of gender biases, the perception of SEA 

within the local law enforcement, as well as the capacity to investigate and prosecute are variables 

to consider (Ndulo, 2009).  

 

Prosecution in origin countries also has its limitations. For example, the hardship on cross 

border SEA cases when most countries already have difficulties countering their domestic SEA 

against children. Moreover, often the lack of evidence - due to logistical impediments such as the 

burden of proof being on the responsibility of the victim who often lacks free legal representation 

and the nature of the crime - usually results in the dismissal of cases, letting interveners free (Wang, 

2002; Ndulo, 2009; CNEWS and AFP, 2018). 

 

 

B) Gender-based discrimination and abuse of power: 

Gender-based discrimination implies a disadvantageous, different, or unequal treatment of 

a person or group of individuals based on their gender (FindLaw, 2020; Langston University). 

Discriminatory attitudes towards girls and women in general, by peacekeepers and aid workers, 

are described in the literature as a demonstration of a "hypermasculine culture" (Allais, 2011, p. 

3). Girls are objectified to respond to the sexual pleasure of perpetrators, or to fill their need to 

correspond to the toxic and homophobic social pressure of masculinity performance by proving to 

their colleagues that "they are not homosexual" (Westendorf & Searle, 2017, p. 375; Ferstman, 

2020). This gendered tinted view is normalized because of the militarized and unregulated 

environment where interveners found themselves in, as well as the predominance of male 

employees whether it be in high-level positions, in peacekeeping troops, or among aid workers 

positions. Furthermore, these schemes of thought, for some perpetrators, do not only concern 
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gender but also involve colonialist attitudes towards the local population (Westendorf & Searle, 

2017). 

 

On the other side, abuse of power is also an underlying and structural narrative that helps 

to comprehend SEA against children. SEA is on itself a demonstration of abuse of power, 

especially when the victims are already dealing with several vulnerabilities and the perpetrators 

are the very ones that should protect them. In fact, interveners have the power over very basic and 

necessary needs such as food, tents, security, etc. Moreover, these resources are usually limited 

during a humanitarian crisis, one of the main reasons being the difference between the demand and 

the financial funds of organizations. It, thus, reinforces the abusive environment and the 

dependency of the local population towards humanitarian aid. SEA even becomes, when it falls 

under the category of transactional sex, a way for children to survive (Wang, 2002; Ferris, 2007; 

Allais, 2011; Westendorf & Searle, 2017). This power imbalance is at the core of the aid sector's 

purpose and human relations, whenever help is needed if self-reliance is not empowered, an 

asymmetrical relationship sets in. 

 

C) The bureaucratic nature of the aid sector: 

The bureaucratic nature of humanitarian organizations especially within large 

organizations, such as Oxfam or the UN, creates a need to narrow the approach and the policy 

frameworks around SEA. This narrow approach is taken in order to be able to measure the 

phenomenon through tools such as the production of statistics that can have several limitations 

(Grady, 2016; Westendorf & Searle, 2017). As an example, the UN statistics, regarding SEA by 

peacekeepers and other types of UN employees, oversimplify the SEA phenomenon, present 

definitions, and methodological difficulties, as well as display incomplete and flawed data (Grady, 

2016). Adopting a narrower approach also allows the organizations to develop measurable 

solutions to the issue including training, statistics, and reporting. This approach is embraced 

because organizations are accountable to their donors whether it be the public, businesses, or states. 
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Hence, they need to deliver comprehensible policies to stay legitimate, even though these policies 

are not the most efficient solutions in the long term (Westendorf & Searle, 2017). 

 

In addition, the bureaucratic structure of the aid sector, because of its concern around 

success, control, and order, favorize reactive policies rather than pro-active and more flexible ones. 

Accordingly, rigidity, regulatory loopholes, and lack of accountability are emerging and push the 

humanitarian system to move away from its philanthropic ideal (Wang, 2002; Westendorf & Searle, 

2017).  

 

So far, the problematic bureaucratic nature of humanitarian organizations in the 

management of SEA has been superficially mentioned in multiple texts by scholars. This paper 

will, then, deepen the analysis of the current humanitarian system' failures to prevent SEA of 

children by interveners through the theoretical frameworks of bureaucracy and institutional theory. 

 

   2.3 Theoretical frameworks: bureaucracy and institutional theory  

 

Bureaucracy and institutional theory are two different perspectives emanating from 

organizational theory. They will be used as the theoretical framework to critically analyze elements 

of the humanitarian ecology that create children SEA's opportunities. Organizational theory is an 

interdisciplinary field that studies organizations as social entities. According to Pfeffer (1997), this 

subject focus on: 

 

(a) the effect of social organizations on the behavior and attitudes of individuals within 

them, (b) the effects of individual characteristics and actions on organizations, with a 

particular emphasis on the efficacy and, indeed, the possibility of potent individual 

influence (e.g., through leadership) in organizational systems, (c) the performance, 

success, and survival of organizations, (d) the mutual effects of environments, including 
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resource and task, political, and cultural environments on organizations and vice versa, 

and (e) concerns with both the epistemology and methodology that undergird research 

on each of these topics (Pfeffer, 1997, p. 4). 

   

A) Bureaucracy: 

Defined by the German sociologist, Max Weber (1864-1920), the concept of bureaucracy is 

a form of organization characterized by a legitimized and rationalized formal social structure. For 

the sociologist, bureaucratization is evidence of the process of Western modernization and a 

response to growing market-based competition and reforms. This type of structure is the epitome 

of the technical rationalization of governmental administrative organizations, bringing efficiency, 

order, predictability, security, and rationality to a system becoming more and more complex. 

Rational knowledge becomes the dominant power instead of politics. In fact, for Weber, politics 

and administration should be separated (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Bolon, 1998; Barnett & 

Finnemore, 1999; Sager & Rosser, 2009; Adler, 2012; Mishra, 2019). 

 

Bureaucracy is composed of four principal dimensions: hierarchy of authority, specialization, 

formalization, and standardization (Walton, 2005; Adler, 2012). Hierarchy of authority happens in 

a structure based on a vertical link of authority, the higher the position is the more authority and 

power the individual has. Specialization is a method of division of labor within the organization, 

where activities are sectioned and require specific expertise and knowledge from workers. 

Compartmentalizing the workforce allows the organization to reduce labor costs (Barnett & 

Finnemore, 1999; Walton, 2005; Adler, 2012). Finally, formalization and standardization are 

mechanisms that facilitate the uniform codification of knowledge, practices, rules, and procedures 

through written documents (Walton, 2005; Adler, 2012).  

 

In addition to these key dimensions, other features are fundamental to the "ideal type" of 

Weber's bureaucracy concept. Indeed, the formal structure also embodies an impersonal and 
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neutral essence that is legally and normatively legitimized. Moreover, promotions are granted 

through meritocracy and the assessment of objective criteria. Lastly, discipline is necessary to 

generate obedient workers. Discipline establishes norms of conduct through the imposition of 

negative consequences when there is a non-compliance with the rules that were made (Garston, 

2012; Serpa & Ferreira, 2019).  

 

Nevertheless, Weber's "ideal type" of bureaucracy and the actual application of bureaucracy 

in the real world has caused several debates among scholars. One of the academic debates concerns 

the normative proprieties of bureaucracy. Two schools of thought in organizational theory differ in 

their vision about bureaucracy, the rational system view, and the natural system view. They both 

represent Weber's ambiguity toward the negative and positive sides of bureaucracy. For rational 

system view scholars, bureaucracy is perceived as a positive structure that allows efficiency 

through its expertise, neutrality, technical assets, and its independence by dissociating the labor 

and the worker's personal qualities. Moreover, bureaucracy helps the management of complex 

organizational structures, especially with the decentralization of decision-making and the 

instauration of routines (Adler, 2012). 

 

On the side of the natural system view of academics, bureaucracy presents several significant 

negative aspects. In fact, bureaucracy exhibits a risk of dehumanization of the labor force by its 

strict vertical hierarchy that allows rigid domination with the help of its disciplinary culture. 

Bureaucratization is not recognized, especially by Marxist theorists, as serving a productive 

aspiration but rather a managerial control of capitalist production, which can lead to psychological 

alienation. Furthermore, due to the appraisal of expertise, the specialization of sub-units, and the 

rigidity of the system, bureaucracy becomes unable to be creative and flexible (Adler, 2012). 

However, this pessimist view of bureaucracy is criticized for not offering viable alternatives to the 

already bureaucratized world (Mishra, 2019). 
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Forecasts of the collapse of bureaucracy have been made, mostly because of a failure to "cope 

with bureaucratic pathologies, technological determinism, organizational humanism, or 

democratization" (Walton, 2005, p. 574). However, despite the apparent rigidity of bureaucracy, it 

can also adapt, diversify itself and be on a spectrum of shapes rather than embodying an extreme 

monolithic ideal. To do so, the environment should not reach a significant degree of instability (Du 

Gay, 2005; Walton, 2005).  

 

As an example, nowadays, the diffusion of bureaucracy and bureaucratic culture – where 

"members share common attitudes, values, beliefs, orientations, and sentiments which are 

distinguished from others" (Mishra, 2019, p. 1)– is still relevant regarding international 

organizations (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999; Mishra, 2019). In fact, the international humanitarian 

system is perceived as a bureaucracy due to its top-down hierarchy, even though authority is more 

dispersed than in other types of bureaucracies (i.e., state bureaucracies). Moreover, the sector is 

following other bureaucratic features such as the standardization of practices (i.e., operations, 

emergency measures) and formalization (i.e., code of conduct) (Walton, 2005; Seybolt, 2009; 

Collinson, 2016). In addition, because of shared common values and beliefs, the bureaucratic 

culture is significant within the humanitarian industry (Wang, 2002; Collinson, 2016; Westendorf 

& Searle, 2017).  

 

Nevertheless, the international humanitarian sector cannot only be understood through a 

bureaucratic lens because it is also, simultaneously, a product of institutionalization. The system 

is not only shaped by the desire for enhanced efficiency as a result of technical rationalization but 

also by the influences of social and cultural constructs, procedures, routines, and practices - all of 

which are features of the institutional theoretical framework. (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999; Bjorck, 

2004; Collinson, 2016).  
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B) Institutional theory: 

The institutional theory analyzes social phenomena in organizational structures. The research 

tradition's axiom is that the world is mostly the fruit of subjective interpretation that cannot be only 

reduced to economical or technical rationality. A shared history of perception is the essence of 

institutions and organizations, seen as social structures (Suddaby, 2015). 

 

Through this theoretical framework, organizations are described as a place where cultural 

and social forces (external and internal) are constantly in interaction and mold actions, behaviors, 

beliefs, processes, and norms (Zucker, 1987; Bjorck, 2004; Lawrence & Shadnam, 2008; 

Fuenfschilling & Truffer, 2014). Organizations are embedded in a cultural and social system with 

significant symbolic aspects and not only the results of resources and production (Scott, 1987; 

Bjorck, 2004). To sum up, institutional theory in organizational studies is an approach used to 

understand how the organizations' structure, management, and actors are influenced by (and 

influence) the social world and its pressure (Suddaby, 2015).  

 

Organizations are also the product of institutions and/ or the place where these institutions 

can be born, be replicated, evolve, and/or die. Institutions are social structures that influence and 

are influenced by the social world, as well as they display cognitive, regulative, cultural, and 

normative aspects along with their diffusion (Bjorck, 2004; Fuenfschilling & Truffer, 2014). 

Formal and informal institutions represent practices, norms, or customs that become taken for 

granted assumptions and are ideally resilient as well as stable (Scott, 1987; Bjorck, 2004).  

Moreover, the internalization of the institutions favors their (re-)production (Mohamed, 2017). 

However, there is no universal agreement on the definition of the concept of institutions among 

scholars (Bjorck, 2004).  

 

The humanitarian system is institutionalized through the share of norms, culture, procedures, 

and cognitively embedded frameworks. Organizations that compose the humanitarian sector are, 
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then, entrenched in a shared institutional environment, which allows them to pursue legitimacy 

and support as a result of their conformism. Therefore, these organizations become isomorphic in 

practice and form (Bolon, 1998; Barnett & Finnemore, 1999; Lawrence & Shadnam, 2008).  

 

Institutional carriers can be divided into four categories: symbolic systems (values, laws, 

categories, rules, schema, typification), relational systems (identities, governance systems, 

structural isomorphism), routines (scripts, standard operating procedures, roles, protocols, 

obedience to duty), and artifacts (objects meeting conventions, objects that possess symbolic 

values, standards) (Bjorck, 2004, p. 2).  

 

  Along with debates around the definition of institution - which differ depending on scholars 

in the institutional research tradition and is perceived by realist's scholars as unpractical for 

research purposes due to its ambiguity - intellectual boundaries are also an issue for some theorists. 

In fact, due to its wide application within different fields like economy, organizational, or 

international relations, several scholars perceive the theory is used outside its limits (Lawrence & 

Shadnam, 2008).  

 

   2.4 Research implications 

 

This paper will attempt to fill three gaps in the current literature on child sexual exploitation 

and abuses by peacekeepers and humanitarian aid workers. It will explore the ecology of the 

humanitarian sector through bureaucracy and institutional theory structural lenses. The application 

of bureaucracy and institutional theory to the humanitarian system is already described in the 

literature to analyze the current dysfunctional behaviors of the sector. However, it does not analyze, 

or it does so in a superficial manner, the extent to which these pathologies create opportunities for 

peacekeepers and humanitarian workers to perpetrate SEA against children. Therefore, this 

research contributes to the expansion of bureaucracy and institutional theory applications as well 
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as gives new insights on the phenomenon of SEA of children by interveners.  Furthermore, this 

study will also consider humanitarian aid workers and organizations which are often understudied 

in the research, especially academic ones, which are more detailed about peacekeepers and UN 

organizations (Ferstman, 2020). In this regard, this research will have a theoretical added value. 

The theoretical side of the study will contribute to a better understanding of the structure of the 

humanitarian sector and the manner in which they have an impact on the failures of the current 

humanitarian system to protect children against sexual exploitation and abuses. This paper will 

lastly have a concrete contribution by exploring and providing new types of recommendations, 

based on the findings on the theoretical side, beneficial for the humanitarian aid agencies to 

enhance their efficiency in tackling child SEA. 
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3. Methodology 
 

3.1 Research design: 

 

 This research is designed as a qualitative study based upon the use of document analysis as 

the sole method. Document analysis is a procedure that requires the interpretation of documents in 

order to give meaning, build up empirical knowledge, and have a better understanding of a specific 

subject. Documents allow the researcher to acquire contextual knowledge on the phenomenon 

studied. The information gathered through the analysis of these documents can then be put in 

perspective to analyze gaps and generate research questions to resolve the issue. Moreover, 

documents are also used to furnish valuable research data during the analysis part of the research 

process. Finally, documents can be used to track change over a subject and its conceptualization 

as well as to corroborate findings (Bowen, 2009). The advantages of this method are several. 

Indeed, document analysis is an efficient cost-effective method, which is convenient in time and 

financially constrained research contexts. In addition, this procedure is based upon non-reactive 

and stable information carriers which makes them unaffected by the research. However, there is 

still the subjectivity of the interpretation of the documents. Lastly, documents can provide wide 

coverage and exactness than other methods such as interviews may be not able to provide (Bowen, 

2009).  

 

 The theoretical lenses adopted for the interpretation and analysis of data and information 

gathered through document analysis are bureaucracy and institutional theory with a constructivist 

approach. The constructivist approach postulates that knowledge is a product of the social world 

in order to understand it. In fact, through this approach, knowledge is perceived as not describing 

reality in an objective way (Jackson, 2010). Moreover, following the same tendency, 

constructivists theorists argue that the world that we inhabit is the world that we have socially 



28 
 

constructed, action is enabled or constrained because of social constructs such as identities, beliefs, 

norms, or ideas (Parsons, 2010). The application of the constructivist approach during this research 

supposes that institutional and bureaucratic pathologies of the humanitarian system, which create 

opportunities for the SEA of children, are dysfunctions related to social constructs (i.e., norms, 

knowledge, legitimacy, accountability, culture, etc.). However, it is important to stress that when 

something is socially constructed it does not mean that it is not impactful or not real in our world.  

 

Bureaucracy and institutional theory were previously described in the literature review 

chapter. The choice of these two theories came after the analysis of the current literature about 

children SEA by humanitarian workers and peacekeepers. Indeed, as mentioned earlier, the 

organizational structure of the humanitarian sector and its bureaucratic and institutional 

characteristics were presented as a part of the problem. However, no research has yet been 

conceived to deepen these analyses on the organizational structure's influence on the children SEA 

problematic. The decision of taking these two perspectives rather than only one is the result of 

findings in the literature that both have relevant values for answering the research questions. 

Furthermore, while these two schools of thought may have some common ground, they also have 

two main differences that complete each other analytical strength if put together. First, the 

bureaucracy perspective generally ignores the external social system, in contrast with institutional 

theory for which the interplay between the environment and the organizations is highlighted. 

Second, unlike bureaucracy that states that formal structures occur to facilitate rational and 

efficient goals accomplishment, the institutional school perceives them as a reflection of their 

socially constructed environment (Bolon, 1998). In conclusion, combining the two perspectives 

adds more nuance and comprehensiveness to the analysis of the problem. Thus, what Bolon (1998) 

calls "institutionaucracy" becomes the analytical tool for this research (Bolon, 1998, p. 77).  

 

The data analysis has been done through the medium of three dimension of evaluation: 

accountability, legitimacy, and internal culture. These three concepts have all been mentioned in 
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the literature as part of the main drivers of child SEA by interveners. Their selection has been 

strengthened also by the fact that they belong to and influence / are influenced principally by 

bureaucratic and institutionalized structures. These criteria will be further developed in the analysis 

section. 

 

Finally, the theoretical findings will be illustrated with the analysis of a case study. The 

case study selected is the SEA of children during the humanitarian and peacekeeping assistance of 

Oxfam and the UN in Haïti between 2004 and 2019. The choice of this specific case study of 

children SEA was made because it exemplifies both peacekeepers and humanitarian aid workers' 

crimes or allegation of crimes with enough documentation. It also reveals what happened in the 

aftermath, when scandals arose, as well as highlights the structural dysfunctions of the UN and 

international humanitarian organizations (here Oxfam) as a system. Indeed, the level of analysis 

of this research is the organizational field – the humanitarian system.  

 

3.2 Data collection: 

 

 For this research, as aforementioned, the method used is document analysis. In consequence, 

data collection revolved around the search and analysis of different types of documents for diverse 

purposes. The literature review on the current state of children SEA phenomenon, the analysis, and 

the recommendations were made upon data gathered from academic articles and books, reports 

from the humanitarian agencies concerned (such as Oxfam and the UN), agencies dedicated to 

providing oversight upon the protection of human rights (like Save the Children and Human Right 

Watch), and governmental reports (i.e., United Kingdom). Moreover, journalistic sources were 

used for this part, in order to fill some data gaps in the other sources. In fact, this type of source 

was important to consider to dive into more details about certain findings that were not disclosed 

in reports or academic literature, such as whether individuals have been judged in their home 

country following the perpetration of SEA of children. However, when journalistic sources were 
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examined, to reduce the probability to come across biased or false information, multiple sources 

from different journalistic backgrounds, presenting the same information, were studied.  

 

3.3 Ethics: 

 

 This dissertation will be based upon open sources data; thus, no privileged access will be 

required. 

 

3.4 Scope: 

 

 One of the limitations of this study is the methodology being based on the analysis of open 

sources. Data related to SEA crimes often involve a tendency of being underreported, whether 

from the victims or due to a lack of solid and transparent reporting channels in the institutions of 

perpetrators. Thus, this research had to work upon incomplete data or data that is available. Biased 

selectivity, which relates to an incomplete compilation of documents, is also a phenomenon that is 

probable to occur with document analysis as the sole method, limited time, and restricted financial 

resources (Bowen, 2009). Moreover, this research relied on some information gathered through 

media sources which could lead to a risk of subjectivity or bias of this study. Additionally, a part 

of the literature that was uncovered in this study are reports from agencies whose goals may be to 

protect their interests, hence it is necessary to be cautious about the potential political intentions 

behind them. Finally, it is also important to acknowledge that the theoretical frameworks used only 

cover one side of the explanation of the research question. Therefore, this research must be 

understood as one piece of the puzzle belonging to a wider and more comprehensive analysis of 

the humanitarian system failures to prevent, address, and punish child SEA by its employees. 
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                         4. Analysis 

 

Situational child sex offenders are more common than child sexual abusers who present a 

psychiatric diagnosis such as pedophilia or ephebophilia which refer to the intense, recurrent, and 

often exclusive sexual arousing with underage individuals. Pedophilia characterizes the sexual 

preference for prepubescent children while ephebophilia refers to a sexual attraction to adolescent 

individuals (Terry & Ackerman, 2008). It was found within the literature that concerning child 

SEA by peacekeepers and humanitarian aid workers, transactional sex and opportunistic sexual 

encounter are the most common types of abuse against children. Transactional sex is facilitated 

due to the extreme vulnerability of children and their need to survive when there is a significant 

scarcity of basic needs such as food, security, money, or material necessities (Westendorf & Searle, 

2017). However, transactional and opportunistic sex with children is also facilitated by a 

permissive environment allowing the perpetration of an act considered illegal to most societies. 

Whereas the classification of sexual offenders as pedophiles, ephebophiles, or just opportunistic 

predators is not specifically mentioned and studied throughout the literature on peacekeepers and 

aid workers abuses, it was observed that most sexual encounters with children are devoid of 

attachment, and due to situational factors, not because of a clear sexual preference for underage 

individuals. When the offenders behave with an opportunistic mindset, the crime is perceived as 

not overly costly (whether legally or morally) for the perpetrator and is embedded in an 

advantageous environment to commit it (Terry & Ackerman, 2008). The situational environment 

for peacekeepers and aid workers refers to the ecology of the humanitarian system and the 

embedded organizations, as well as the nature of aid missions encompassing an asymmetrical 

power relationship. In order to reduce the opportunities created by the ecology of the humanitarian 

system, bureaucratic and institutional features of the sector need to be analyzed to situate current 

gaps to fill for countering child SEA. The analysis will present the examination of three 

organizational dimensions (accountability, legitimacy, and internal culture) that generates 



32 
 

possibilities for child SEA and their related "institutionaucratic" features. First, accountability 

which is a significant concept to counter impunity is presented as being hindered because of the 

administrative secrecy of aid agencies and their insulation from feedbacks. Second, legitimacy is 

fundamental for "institutionaucracies" to survive. However, this fear of losing their legitimacy 

push humanitarian organizations to professionalize aid mission, resort to ceremonial evaluation 

and inspection, as well as prioritizing their self-protection rather than their primary goal (to help 

vulnerable populations). Third, an analysis is made on how the internal culture of aid agencies 

through the normalization of deviance facilitated by the sharing of the same attributes within 

employees, ethical dilemmas, and extreme solidarity create permissive environments. Then, a case 

study relating Haiti's child SEA cases or allegations toward UN peacekeepers and Oxfam personnel 

will be developed to understand the "institutionaucratic" features at play in a real case scenario. 

Finally, the current measures and policies will be presented as well as recommendations drawn 

upon the analysis of the system failures to address, prevent, and punish child SEA offenders. 

 

 

 4.1 Accountability 

 

The concept of accountability is a social practice mostly understood and accepted as the 

process and set of practices by which a given authority scrutinizes one's actions, with the 

expectation of seeking sanctions, responsibility, or answers for these actions - the person in 

question held accountable (Roberts, 1991; Mulgan, 2000). Accountability, then, is a principle that 

represents an ambition to achieve a societal order that is less impacted by detrimental anarchic 

behaviors through the sharpening of civic trust and by increasing the adhesion of individuals as 

well as society to the rule of law (Gallen, 2014). In that sense, accountability is an external process, 

the authority that asks for accountability is a different entity or individual than the person who is 

held accountable. Social interaction is then provoked by the desire on the authority's part to pursue 

amends and answers, while the person being held accountable accepts amends and responds to its 
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actions. In addition, calling someone to be accountable involves that a right of authority has been 

granted in order to impose amends and request answers. However, more and more, in the academic 

field and common language, accountability or responsibility also become a principle with internal 

meaning. In fact, internal responsibility, although debated, is also a part, of accountability. The 

internal side of accountability implies the questioning of professional, individual choice, and 

personal values as well as actions to meet/be concerned by moral, legal, and normative 

expectations (Mulgan, 2000). Therefore, accountability is a strategic and moral mechanism that 

allows entities and individuals to have a reflection on themselves. Indeed, accountability shapes 

one's reality by inducing external scrutiny (whether internalized or not), which in turn sharpens, 

designs, confirms, reinforces, or discourages one's actions and sense of self. Thus, it counter 

negative outcomes that could occur in a context that lacks accountability such as mistrust, low 

engagement, individual devaluation, low morale, low productivity, as well as make entities and 

individual's sense of self and situation confusing and weak (Roberts, 1991; Pomeroy, 2015). 

 

The humanitarian architecture and its staff members, as a part of society, also have to be held 

accountable for their acts and decisions, especially when acts such as SEA against children are 

committed. Due to their special status, taking care of the most vulnerable, moral accountability is 

expected from the humanitarian organization, thus, the respect of international laws and 

humanitarian principles is fundamental. Moreover, the humanitarian community is also 

accountable for more practical considerations. In fact, the community is expected to provide and 

adhere to technical standards, indicators of efficiency, and result-based policies and management 

(Humanitarian Practice Network, 2011). Then, when SEA against children occurs and stays 

unpunished it indicates that the humanitarian community lacks accountability in both fields of 

morality and practical considerations as well as towards the entities and persons that have the right 

to hold the system accountable. In fact, the humanitarian community and its employees can be held 

accountable externally and internally by diverse stakeholders such as donors, the sector, their 

organization, the legal system, and the beneficiaries (Featherstone, 1999; Carolei, 2018). 
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Due to their financial power, donors exercise a certain authority and significant leverage upon 

the humanitarian system. Here, donors can be comprised of governments, non-governmental 

organizations, businesses, or private individuals (Kreidler, 1999; Carolei, 2018). Humanitarian 

organizations must be accountable for their spending, transparency about the distribution of the 

funding in programs, administrative tasks, or regarding other areas is fundamental to preserve the 

trust of donors. Donors further expect that organizations and their employees meet moral 

requirements to work with vulnerable populations as well as anticipate a particular level of quality 

concerning policies and programs introduced, and their application (Kreidler, 1999). When child 

SEA happens, donors find themselves in a very uncomfortable situation where their funding is 

linked to organizations that could not prevent such a criminal act. In that case, donors can withdraw 

their funding or threaten to do so if no measures are taken by the organizations to correct the 

situation. In 2004, several peacekeepers were alleged to have perpetrated rape, transactional sex, 

and torture in the Democratic Republic of Congo towards children and women. One case involving 

a French logistic employee videotaping himself torturing and abusing young girls was investigated 

by the U.N. After this scandal arose, in 2005, a bill was introduced by members of the 109th 

Congress in the United States to urge the suspension of payments of peacekeeping funds from the 

U.N. towards missions that present evidence of on-going abuses and fail to be investigated and 

punished. Moreover, the U.S. will also retain its military assistance (Notar, 2006). However, since 

the moment the bill was introduced in the House and referred to the House Committee on 

International Relations, no more actions have been taken (Congress.gov). 

 

Individuals who commit child SEA as well as organizations that try to cover illegal behaviors 

can also be held accountable by the humanitarian sector. In fact, when negligence or problematic 

behaviors are performed by individuals and organizations, it affects the reputation and credibility 

of the whole system (Carolei, 2018). When scandals of child SEA arose, the entire field found 

itself under a negative spotlight. In fact, "individual organization commitments and practices 
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cannot be divorced from collective commitments and the overall humanitarian architecture" 

(Featherstone, 1999). Accountability was institutionalized throughout the system with the 

establishment of the 1994 Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Movement as well as for NGOs in Disaster Relief. A few years later, in 1997, the Sphere Project 

focusing on humanitarian ethics was launched and still guides the field with updated handbooks. 

Over the years, accountability initiatives increased such as the Core Humanitarian Standards (CHS) 

or the Humanitarian Accountability Partnership (HAP), and eventually, oversight entities became 

a cluster within the humanitarian system (Save the Children, 2009; Sandvik, 2019). Although the 

external side of humanitarian organizations' accountability is represented within the sector by the 

development of accountability initiatives and oversight bodies, its internal dimension also exists. 

Indeed, among the organization's administration and governance, accountability processes can also 

happen; code of conduct, disciplinary measures as well as specialized oversight bodies are created 

within the organization (Carolei, 2018). As an example, in 1994, the U.N. Office of Internal 

Oversight Services (OIOS) was created to provide effective oversight on U.N. practices and 

behaviors such as SEA through investigations, internal audits, evaluation activities, and inspection 

(Office of Internal Oversight Services).  

 

Legal or criminal accountability expresses the process by which an individual or an entity is 

punished for the execution of behaviors that society condemns (McGibbons, 2015). Therefore, 

everybody should be held accountable by the law when a crime is committed, however, 

humanitarian aid workers, peacekeepers, and the organizations themselves very often escape from 

this type of accountability. Humanitarian aid workers should be legally liable in the host country, 

but even if most agencies are aware of child SEA perpetration, they do not report them to the 

national authorities. Humanitarian organizations fear the consequences that these situations could 

create, whether it is to hand over their employees to local justice or to face negative publicity 

(Ferstman, 2020). On the other hand, peacekeepers can only be criminally accountable to their 

country of origin, yet only a handful of cases were prosecuted and led to a prison sentence. 
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Accordingly, Troop Contributing Countries (TCC) should be held accountable to prosecute 

peacekeepers, and mechanisms to increase the state's responsibility should be strengthened. At this 

point, the U.N. has very limited power over states to make them dedicated to the compliance of 

child SEA policies (Westendorf & Searle, 2017). Furthermore, INGOs or NGOs can be liable for 

negligence in the case of child SEA on the account of their failure to prevent SEA by establishing 

appropriate measures to diminish the phenomenon. The U.N., contrary to INGOs and NGOs, has 

immunity against the private lawsuits (Ferstman, 2020). Taking into consideration the gaps 

described concerning criminal accountability, it is then not surprising that offenders feel invincible 

and have little concern about the consequences of their acts. They are aware that the probability to 

get caught and/or punished is low. Hence, some individuals disregard completely SEA policies to 

the level where they continue their sexual activities even during investigations (Notar, 2006). 

 

As the receivers of humanitarian aid, beneficiaries are at high risk to be the first victims of 

child SEA misconducts from interveners. In order to follow their duties and counter systemic 

immorality and impunity, accountability towards the local population is fundamental. To 

implement efficient accountability between the helpers and receivers, humanitarian organizations 

need to provide information to beneficiaries, represent the vulnerable, consult and involve locals 

in decision making, enhance the use and monitoring of complaint procedures, as well as oversee 

their staff's attitudes (Mango, 2010; Lupson & Beattie, 2013). Strong accountability towards 

beneficiaries will result in a better trust between the system and the population and operations will 

meet beneficiaries' needs more precisely. The outcome will enhance missions' efficiency and 

improve the self-reliance of the vulnerable population. Regarding child SEA, self-reliance is a core 

aspect in diminishing the toxic repercussions of the asymmetrical power relationship between aid 

receivers and aid givers (Ferris, 2007; Mitchell, 2007; Mango, 2010; Lupson & Beattie, 2013). 

However, the lack of adequate implementation of accountability mechanisms is still observed 

despite some improvements made by the organizations (Humanitarian Practice Network, 2011). In 

fact, the system must overcome some significant challenges in order to provide effective 
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accountability to beneficiaries. Organizations have to define coherent accountability paths, as well 

as achieve the implementation of participatory and complaints mechanisms without putting the 

local population at risk of retaliation. Moreover, organizations must adequately balance the results 

that donors expect and the needs of beneficiaries, which could be different. Finally, organizations 

have to overthrow their hierarchical vision and start to give importance to aid receivers displeasure 

the same way that they are threatened by donors' indignation (Mitchell, 2007; Humanitarian 

Practice Network, 2011; Lupson & Beattie, 2013; Carolei, 2018). 

 

As it was described, humanitarian accountability can take many forms and be directed towards 

several actors. The system has to face many challenges to achieve effective accountability that 

results in the prevention of child SEA. By providing adequate mechanisms and policies, the SEA 

of children will become less attractive for opportunistic offenders and less systemic. However, 

administrative secrecy and insulation from feedback are the bureaucratic and institutional features 

of the humanitarian architecture that hinder current actions to strengthen accountability for child 

SEA (Bolon, 1998; Barnett & Finnemore, 1999). It can also be argued, even if not mentioned 

directly by the literature, that these features participate in enhancing the neo-colonial aspects of 

humanitarian organizations. Insulation from feedback and administrative secrecy can reflect a 

colonial power dynamic where organizations have control over the local population (often nations 

that were under colonial power) while delivering westernized values, norms, and practices. 

Humanitarian agencies can be looked upon as substitutes for states' welfare programs whereas 

closing itself to outsider scrutiny, mystifying and making it difficult to understand their intentions, 

recalling the practices of foreign administrations during the colonization era (Barnett & Finnemore, 

1999; Hours, 2002; Jayawickrama, 2018; Ehtisham, 2021). 

 

 Without the adequate collection and integration of feedback on the child SEA phenomenon, 

accountability cannot be reached comprehensively, and major gaps will persist. It will, thus, lead 

to the perpetuation of impunity for individuals who commit such acts and organizations that try to 



38 
 

cover them up. Insulation from feedbacks and complaints is a dysfunction that appears when 

bureaucracies lack efficient feedback mechanisms. Intentionally or subconsciously, to protect 

themselves from potentially life-threatening structural reforms, formal organizations tend to close 

themselves off from valuable evaluation and only notice superficial new information to monitor 

their efforts and rectify established routines (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Barnett & Finnemore, 1999). 

Beneficiaries' and victims' feedbacks to counter child SEA would be among the most relevant 

materials to draw upon when the system is evaluating itself. However, reports from a few oversight 

entities and the academic literature keep mentioning how victim's viewpoints and complaints are 

still ignored (Notar, 2006; Csáky, 2008; Save the Children, 2009; Grady, 2016; Freedman, et al., 

2018; Ferstman, 2020).  

 

Indeed, humanitarian organizations as bureaucracies carry - or see themselves as carrying - 

specialized knowledge and expertise about aid relief, vulnerable populations, and on the 

approaches that must be taken to correct their own anomalies such as child SEA. Hence, it is 

observed that the system tends to adopt isolating processes, as it sees its authority as the most 

rational and adequate to shape the system and organizations' responses to accountability demands. 

Bureaucracies are making decisions on "scientific" knowledge that they acquired through 

information gathering, specialized training, and experiences on matters under their jurisdiction. 

However, these decisions - which can seem rational to formal structures - can be the results of an 

overconfidence from bureaucrats, ultimately leading to judgmental biases and significant policy 

failures (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999; Liu, et al., 2017). Moreover, this insulation from 

beneficiaries/victims' feedbacks also creates a paternalizing dynamic where the international 

humanitarian system expertise surpasses the local one, imitating, with contemporary tools, a 

colonial relationship. However, bureaucracies may only see this power dynamic as the result of 

their rational, neutral, and legitimate authority which is a channel to express their impersonal 

interests and values, and not a consequence of an unhealthy power dynamic (Barnett & Finnemore, 

1999).  
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 On the other hand, it can be noticed that when feedback is taken into considerations from 

beneficiaries but above all from oversight entities and donors, it is mostly integrated under a 

ceremonial form. Producing procedures and norms to counter child SEA but not putting efforts to 

correctly implement them create an illusion of solving the problem. On paper, accounting policies, 

mechanisms, and codes of conduct are written, however, the literature mentions a gap between 

these theoretical engagements and their application. In fact, managerial accountability to 

implement these accounting measures is severely lacking (Inter-Agency Standing Committee, 

2012). This ceremonial adoption of accounting measures can be interpreted as a defense 

mechanism put up by humanitarian organizations to make child SEA accountability seem 

manageable and controlled through written policies and reports that can lead to the production of 

quantifiable outcomes. It, thus, assures the protection of their core internal activities by 

diminishing the need for outside inspection and feedbacks (Diamond, 1985; Bolon, 1998).  

 

 Bureaucratic administrations of institutionalized organizations usually attempt to ostracized 

outsiders' surveillance by keeping their intentions and knowledge to their internal system. This 

administrative secrecy permits the organizations to appear conformed to the norms, values, and 

practices of the institutional environment while avoiding creating situations the relevant actors 

could question their actions and decisions. Consequently, it lowers the probability for these entities 

or individuals to ask organizations to be held accountable for problematic behaviors (Bolon, 1998). 

In fact, when child SEA occurs, humanitarian agencies tend to cover up allegations and cases. This 

lack of transparency is a direct threat to accountability because it prevents actors that have the 

authority to hold organizations or individuals accountable to stay in the dark regarding their illegal 

actions. Moreover, information about child SEA allegations stays internal to the organizations, and 

without scrutiny and evaluation from external bodies, dysfunctional practices remain unchanged, 

increasing the risk of child SEA by perpetuating a culture of impunity (Notar, 2006; Allais, 2011; 

Freedman, et al., 2018). Administrative secrecy is begotten by the fear of "institutionaucracies" to 
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lose their legitimacy, and consequently put at risk their survival (Bolon, 1998). Indeed, when child 

SEA behaviors are put into the spotlight by the media, it negatively affects the image of 

humanitarian organizations which should be the ones with immaculate morals and strong 

mechanisms to prevent this phenomenon. 

 

 

4.2 Legitimacy 

 

According to Suchman, legitimacy is "a generalized perception or assumption that the actions 

of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, 

values, beliefs, and definitions" (Suchman, 1995, p. 574; Johnson, et al., 2006; Suddaby, 2015). 

Thus, the entity becomes an accepted part of the social reality. The purpose of legitimacy through 

the lenses of bureaucracy and institutional approaches is to ensure the survival of organizations, 

which also require cultural acceptance in addition to technical and material resources (Johnson, et 

al., 2006). In fact, the formal structure or features of the organizations cannot assert rational 

domination without being perceived as valid and necessary. In consequence, institutional theorists 

claim that the first goal of an organization is to pursue legitimacy in order to assure its place in the 

social world and to continue its survival (Bolon, 1998).  

 

If the legitimacy of the current humanitarian organizations wants to be understood, it is 

necessary to leap in history. Originating in the late nineteenth century, humanitarianism is an 

ideological movement that embodies altruistic and philanthropic actions to relieve societies' 

suffering and offer an answer to urgent needs. Humanitarianism also represents the Western world's 

ambition, during its industrialization, to provide assistance to those struggling with hardships 

(Benthall, 2018). However, before the theorizing of humanitarianism in the industrialized era, the 

assistance of vulnerable populations has always existed throughout history and across cultures, for 

example via the channels of religious beliefs and laws of war. Indeed, all types of religions 
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generally encompass a philosophy of charity and promote the idea that vulnerable people should 

be taken care of. Regarding the laws of war, the articulation of acceptable codes of conduct during 

wartime was established and promulgated through time and societies (ancient Rome and Greece, 

China on the 5th century BC with The Art of War assigned to Sun Tzu, promoted in the Middle 

East in the 1100s, and taught to Swedish soldiers in 1600) (Davey, et al., 2013; Rysaback-Smith, 

2015).  

 

Despite these various underlying roots (geographic and chronologic), the modern 

humanitarian system stemmed from a Western background, and more particularly a European one 

after incidences of natural disasters and the First World War. In order to regulate the peace 

conditions of this war as well as to prevent the occurrence of future wars that would come with a 

great cost to European nations, in 1919, the Treaty of Versailles was created. The treaty was signed 

by Germany, the United States, France, Italy, as well as Great Britain and led to the creation of the 

League of Nations, the ancestor of the United Nations, to establish an international forum to 

resolve transnational disputes (Davey, et al., 2013; Rysaback-Smith, 2015; Britannica, 2021). 

Following the Second World War, in 1945, the UN is founded by fifty-one countries aspiring to 

maintain international security and peace, promote human rights, and increase living standards 

around the globe. The UN became a forum for its current 193 Member States to keep the peace, 

develop friendly relations among nations, improve the living conditions of underprivileged people, 

settle international intervention (for both international and civil conflicts), and diffuse human 

rights and freedom (Rysaback-Smith, 2015; United Nations). Subsequently, during Cold War times, 

between 1945 and 1949, more than 200 non-governmental organizations flourished intending to 

alleviate global suffering, with a focus on "third world countries" and not only Western misery 

(Davey, et al., 2013; Rysaback-Smith, 2015). 

 

In 1948, the UN Peacekeeping launched its first official mission, the United Nations Truce 

Supervision Organization (UNTSO), which consisted of the monitoring of the Armistice 



42 
 

Agreement between Israel and its Arab neighbors with the help of the deployment of UN military. 

Peacekeeping's first aspiration was to prevent war; however, the post-cold war context imposed a 

drastic shift from military observation towards inter-state conflicts ("traditional" missions) to 

sustainable peace and development assistance towards civil wars and intra-states conflicts affected 

countries ("multidimensional" missions) (United Nations Peacekeeping). The same drift happened 

for non-governmental organizations, shifting from providing short-term relief (food and medical 

aid) to more complex and development-related assistance. INGOs and NGOs have multiplied and 

spread to all parts of the globe, this upsurge was facilitated by the globalization of the international 

system. In fact, due to growing globalization and the diffusion of information, aid regarding 

manmade and natural disasters became no longer the sole responsibility of local actors. This 

proliferation of humanitarian organizations is also welcomed politically. These philanthropic 

organizations, spreading and embodying liberal values, represent great interest to some 

governments that provide funds for a few organizations such as Oxfam (41.7% of their income in 

2018/2019) and Save the Children (400 000£ in 2018 coming from institutional donors) 

(Rysaback-Smith, 2015; Save the Children, 2019; Oxfam, 2018-2019). 

 

This gradual expansion and institutionalization of humanitarianism provided fertile soil for 

the rise of critical literature about humanitarian missionaries. This pan of authors analyzes and 

reviews the negative sides of the humanitarian system, questioning its nobility and relevance to 

carry the tasks that it has progressively been granted. In his book, The Dark Sides of Virtue (2005), 

Kennedy depicts his cynicism toward the current system, which can be described in four main 

themes: denial, distortion, displacement, and diversion (Kennedy, 2004; Dixon & Stephens, 2004). 

The danger of humanitarian organizations failing to recognize the extent of their power and the 

denial of the consequences of their acts can lead humanitarians to increase the harm that they are 

trying to alleviate. In fact, some humanitarian decisions and actions can legitimize injustice or 

violence when the wider context of the conflict is not taken into consideration; a critic also 

recognized by l'Anson and Pfeifer (2013). Because of its "state-centric and institution-centric 
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character" (Dixon & Stephens, 2004), aid agencies distort the social change that they believe in 

bringing to populations (Kennedy, 2004). Other authors, such as Chomsky and Fraser, as well as 

Belloni, go further by describing the system as a moral cover for liberal states' interests as well as 

a pertinent shield to protect Western states from the effects of human and political crises (Chomsky 

& Fraser, 2000; Belloni, 2007). While humanitarian organizations interfere politically and 

economically with the host state, its apolitical vocabulary is not adequate and can displace political 

struggle for which a political response would be more successful in combating injustice or violence 

(Kennedy, 2004; Dixon & Stephens, 2004). The last main theme explored by Kennedy is diversion, 

in which depoliticizing humanitarian issues leads the organization to mistake progress favorable 

to beneficiaries and progress on the projects, missions, or definitions (i.e., debates over refugee's 

definitions) and become deaf to the actual needs of the local population. This diversion is linked 

to the professionalization of the field which institutionalized aid into specific routines and 

expectations that are not always the most efficient to help those in need (Dixon & Stephens, 2004; 

Kennedy, 2004; I'Anson & Pfeifer, 2013). Additional texts discuss the oversimplification of 

problematics experienced by beneficiaries in order for the humanitarian audience to better digest 

information, whether it is to create measurable variables by the creation of categories, actors, tasks, 

and interests or to describe atrocities to attract donations. The media has a role to play in the 

oversimplification of worldview. In fact, they need to quickly inform the world about complex 

issues and, in doing so, tend to go for catchy and condensed descriptions. To some extent, this 

oversimplification helps the marketing part of organizations who are often perceived as businesses 

with a philanthropic disguise (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999; Rozario, 2003; Belloni, 2007; I'Anson 

& Pfeifer, 2013; Collinson, 2016). Even when the suitability of humanitarian organizations in some 

contexts is often just an assumption based on faith, the system is still perceived as legitimate by 

institutional donors (governments) and by the public because agencies give the appearance of 

embodying shared values, norms, and practices (Efuk, 2000). 

 

Four stages are identified by Johnson et al. (2006) for a new social object to become 
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legitimized; innovation, local validation, diffusion, and general validation. Innovation corresponds 

to the creation of a new social object. Then, local validation occurs when the social object resonates 

with already existing and approved local norms, beliefs, values, and cognitive frameworks. The 

next stage is the diffusion of the social object. The social innovation that has been embedded in 

the local cultural environment is now spreading to other cultural contexts, where it will be accepted 

as taken-for-granted facts in these different contexts to end as a general validation. After acquiring 

validation from diverse contexts, a majority of actors now accept the social object as a part of 

society's institutional framework and culture to find its place in the status quo. It will then turn into 

an instrument to mold future actors' behaviors and decisions across contexts (Johnson, et al., 2006). 

 

As the history of the current modern humanitarian system was depicted previously, we can 

clearly see the four stages of legitimization happening. At first, the Western organizations appeared 

with a more defined structure in the industrialized period, an era that witnessed consequential 

economic growth, with the potential of more funds being allocated to humanitarian efforts. The 

alleviation of suffering and the prevention of war by a methodical collective effort represented 

through organizations and entities such as states was an innovation. A re-invented social object 

took place in Western societies and especially in the European local context. To reach local 

validation, humanitarian organizations had to embrace already presents cultural values and norms 

in the local context. In Europe, humanitarian related values have been present for centuries and 

articulated through several lenses; one of them being religion with Christian charities and beliefs 

hidden in the subconscious collective memory (Davey, et al., 2013; Rysaback-Smith, 2015). Then, 

this concept of humanitarian aid structure was diffused to other parts of the world after the Second 

World War especially with the establishment of the UN, composed of fifty-one countries at first. 

The international side of the UN has rooted a shared vision of technical and cultural aspects on 

how to perceive and handle the prevention of war. Regarding other humanitarian organizations, 

they permeated due to the growing visibility of vulnerable population's needs. Economical 

asymmetry became more and more prominent between the "North" and countries devasted with 
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war and natural disasters. Indeed, "industrialized countries" became economically wealthier during 

the twentieth century, thus, they were able to allocate funds to organizations that facilitated aid 

provision as well as allowing the organizations to reach remote places. Humanitarian organizations 

are then generally validated throughout the context and become widely accepted, particularly by 

the international community. Therefore, organizations gain legitimacy by becoming isomorphic 

with their environment, thus becoming an accepted part of the environment and leading other 

organizations from the same field to become similar to the already existing organizations in order 

to be legitimized in their turn. However, even though the contemporary system keeps evolving, its 

Western approach is often criticized by beneficiaries. Nevertheless, these contestations are not 

considered powerful enough to threaten the whole system just yet (Walkup, 1997; Davey, et al., 

2013; Collinson, 2016). 

 

Isomorphism is a concept used by institutional theorists to describe the process that leads 

social objects to become similar to each other due to powerful forces (Collinson, 2016). An 

organization' isomorphism can be separated into two forms: isomorphism with the social 

environment and its institutions, and isomorphism with organizations already existent in the field. 

The four stages of legitimization illustrate how organizations become isomorphic with their 

environment by engaging with and embodying the already existing legitimated norms, values, 

beliefs, rules, and practices (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Johnson, et al., 2006; Collinson, 2016). These 

organizations will then produce technical or/and social knowledge on their turn that will merge 

with the social environment. The consequence will be that other organizations that will flourish in 

the future will have to adhere to the dominant practices and norms in order to be widely accepted, 

legitimatized, and successful in their field (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999; Jamali, 2010). The initial 

diversity in shapes and approaches let place to the homogenization of the sector, and the 

duplication of its dysfunctions (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  

 

 "Institutionacracies" acquire symbolic authority through legitimacy, and humanitarian 
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expertise, thus, presented as impartial and disinterested because it is perceived to adhere to the 

existing environment social values. Due to "institutionaucracies" ability to format knowledge, 

create and diffuse new norms, actors, and principles surrounded with legalities, rules as well as 

procedures; the participation and inclusion of outsiders become more and more difficult (Barnett 

& Finnemore, 1999; Collinson, 2016). In fact, a process of professionalization occurs within the 

organizations where they develop "a special institutional life, professional routines, and status" 

(Kennedy, 2004, p. 26). In this case, common knowledge and vocabulary arise, drawing the line 

between the "professionals" and other citizens that would like to contribute to help vulnerable 

people. Professionals and experts have the authority and legitimacy to help and, simply put, others 

do not (Kennedy, 2004). The same conclusions can be deduced regarding child SEA. Even though 

the issue is happening within the system, isomorphism makes organizations share the same 

practices and worldviews which could lead to a counter-effective result; outsiders' feedback and 

different approach on the phenomenon and its resolution are not welcomed, hindering effective 

solutions to be implemented to counter child SEA. 

 

 Moreover, institutionalized organizations, to keep their legitimacy, rationalize ceremonial 

evaluation and inspection. Indeed, it was observed in the accountability part that feedbacks from 

oversight entities were ceremonially considered, mostly written on paper but not efficiently 

implemented because it could threaten the current structure of the system. Evaluations and 

inspections are also ceremonially performed because they can disclose issues such as child SEA 

that could undermine humanitarian organizations' legitimacy. This is the reason why when external 

examinations happen, they do not lead to reformative measures because of the isolation of the 

system (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Additionally, when evaluation is performed by internal bodies 

within the organizations such as the OIOS inside the U.N. it is necessary to understand that these 

internal oversight bodies are limited. In fact, due to their membership to the organizations' culture, 

principles, institution, and assumptions they can hardly remove themselves totally from this shared 

worldview and perform an objective inspection. They can, thus, misinterpret the phenomenon and 
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perpetuate pointless policies to counter child SEA (Walkup, 1997). Furthermore, these internal 

oversight bodies also have to face a significant dilemma between achieving an in-depth evaluation 

to bring light to structural factors that create opportunities for child SEA and risking endangering 

the survival of their organization with such revelations (Walkup, 1997). Child SEA is a sensitive 

topic that often results in negative sentiments from donors and the public, especially when a 

thorough evaluation is carried out it could lead to illegitimate behaviors being brought in front of 

the world's eyes. Therefore, by association, it would also hinder aid agencies' legitimacy to operate 

missions towards vulnerable populations (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). 

 

As it can be noted, bureaucratization promotes the prioritization of survival and self-protection 

at the expense of their primary goals, what they were created for: the alleviation of suffering of 

vulnerable populations (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999; Mohamed, 2017). Their obsession with their 

image and their imperative to demonstrate success to keep their legitimacy and have access to 

resources (which are usually scarce in the humanitarian field) push organizations to be silent and 

keep up appearances when illegal acts take place (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999; Westendorf & 

Searle, 2017). Moreover, this bureaucratic pressure for agencies to seem perfect on the outside, 

lead to focusing on individual aspects presenting social pathologies rather than on the systemic set 

of factors implicated in child SEA, narrowing the approaches on the phenomenon (Kennedy, 2004; 

Westendorf & Searle, 2017).  

 

 

4.3 Internal Culture  

 

 Culture is described by anthropologist Geertz (1973) as a "pattern of meanings" handed down 

through time and generations (McCarthy, 1998, p. 160). Culture has multiple aspects: it can be 

universal (etic), local (emic), implicit (inferable through another channel than verbalization), and 

explicit (verbalized). The cultural concept plays a significant role in the way individuals perceive 
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their environment and their beliefs, assumptions, and the collective memory about the world and 

behaviors that should be displayed. In other words, culture acts like tinted glasses (McCarthy, 

1998). Culture "can thus be viewed as represented in the cognitive maps, motivations, perceptual 

structuring, affective controls and ego defenses of individuals" (McCarthy, 1998, p. 157). 

 

 Organizations are the social places where individual cultural backgrounds meet an established 

organizational culture already in place to create a sub-culture that will vary depending on 

individual and organizational factors. Organizations are fashioned around a structure, a cultural 

system, and individual members. All these aspects influence and are influenced by each other as 

well as are affected by the societal social environment and the narratives and purposes of the 

organization (Franks, 1989; Bjorck, 2004; Allais, 2011). Thus, organizational culture is a "pattern 

of meanings" which operates at three levels: the organization, the large group, and the small group 

or individual, generating a dominant culture and several subcultures (McCarthy, 1998; Franks, 

1989). As a community learns to deal with its challenges of outward adaptation and internal 

integration, it invents, develops, or discovers basic assumptions. These basic assumptions, then, 

are passed down to new members if they were regarded as efficient enough to become the proper 

way to view, feel, think, and behave about the community challenges of adaptation and integration 

within the organizations (Franks, 1989; McCarthy, 1998). Therefore, to become a member of the 

organization, individuals need to adopt the organizational culture in order to integrate the already 

existing group and to not set up defense mechanisms such as rejection (McCarthy, 1998; Lubis & 

Hanum, 2019). Organizational culture can manifest through several channels: myths, rituals, 

values, symbolism, communication, and power, as well as the physical environment. Myths create 

the organization's narrative about its cultural identity, rituals serve the group to develop a routine 

that will help to create a sense of security and cohesion, while values determine guidelines for the 

social behavior (McCarthy, 1998; Lubis & Hanum, 2019). Symbolism corresponds to the 

implementation of ideas through language and slogans. On the other hand, by looking at the ways 

of communication and the power dynamics within an organization, one can easily detect the 
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underlying deep values of the agency related to problem-solving, quality, and equality. Finally, the 

physical environment also plays a role in the reflection or formation of organizational culture. The 

architecture of the buildings and their internal design, as well as the location has a significant 

impact on the cultural system of the organization (McCarthy, 1998). 

 

 A healthy and strong organizational culture allows the organizations to adapt easily to 

changing environments, to acquire a sharp organizational performance, and enhance ethical 

standards as well as the accurate implementation of the organizations' aims. Moreover, it favors 

individuals and groups to be clear about the behaviors that need to be accounted for in order to 

achieve the goals. The organizational culture also has the function of increasing cooperation, 

offering members a sense of belonging and identity, as well as shaping members' actions and 

decisions by assisting them in being more aware of their surroundings (Lubis & Hanum, 2019). 

 

As mentioned, organizational culture has several functions and presents numerous advantages 

when no significant cultural deviations come into play, aligning with the initial purpose of the 

culture instituted. Due to the difference between the formal structure of an organization (based 

mostly on impersonalized and technical characteristics) and its culture (based mostly on subjective, 

affective, and symbolic characteristics) the potential risk of discord and tension amid bureaucracy 

and its internal culture is accentuated (Franks, 1989). Furthermore, due to the isomorphism process 

happening among organizations to be legitimized, when dissonances occur in a few organizational 

cultures they can expand to the whole field and generate long-lasting dysfunctional cultures or 

subcultures (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999; Collinson, 2016). 

 

One of the mechanisms described by Finnemore and Barnett (1999) (based on the study of 

Diane Vaughan on the space shuttler Challenger disaster) to illustrate international organizations' 

"institutionaucracies" pathological behaviors is the normalization of deviance (Barnett & 

Finnemore, 1999, p. 721). Deviance can be defined through several lenses such as pathological, 
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statistical, normative, and social reaction. Deviance can be seen as pathological when medical 

conditions or medical vocabulary are involved. The statistical stance views deviance as a numerical 

rarity without any normative (good or bad) underlying assumptions. On the opposite, the normative 

definition of deviance usually attributes a negative connotation to the concept, depicting the social 

phenomenon as a legal and informal failure to follow the rules of the group. Deviance is, thus, a 

violation of conventions and social rules (Goode, 2015; Abrahams). Lastly, deviance can be 

determined by the social reaction that it provokes. This posture is closely linked to the normative 

definition but adds a "reactivist" dimension to the concept, where the reaction of the audience 

renders the process of deviantization interactive through social negotiation. Within this paper, 

deviance is understood through a normative and reactive lens as a concept that can possess 

interactionist features as well as vary across cultural contexts and groups. In fact, deviance, here, 

is understood as a collective action achieved as a result of the construction and evolution of 

meanings (Goode, 2015). 

 

Sexual deviance refers to "behaviors where individuals seek erotic gratification through means 

that are considered odd, different, or unacceptable to either most or influential persons in one's 

community" (Tewksbury, 2015, p. 1). The sexual abuse and exploitation of children are forms of 

sexual deviance considered by the majority of the population as unacceptable and is regulated and 

punished by law (Ferris, 2007; Csáky, 2008; Save the Children UK and UNHCR, 2002; Ferstman, 

2020). Socialization has a significant impact on sexual behavior and its classification into a deviant 

or conformist practice, which is strongly connected to the norms of the social groups with which 

one's identifies itself, in this paper, the social groups within humanitarian organizations (Allais, 

2011; Tewksbury, 2015; Lumen).  

 

Therefore, the normalization of deviance (and sexual deviance) happens when, over time, 

deviance becomes a normal part of the cultural procedure and develops into a routinized accepted 

behavior. The normalization of deviance is a calculated irregularity that is believed to not pose a 
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significant danger of policy failure and gradually lose its initial label as a dangerous or 

unacceptable practice (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999). Regarding child SEA, the culture of silence 

and the secrecy around allegations and perpetrations is the deviance that has been normalized 

within the humanitarian system. The consequences that will arise if the gaps of humanitarian 

organizations toward child SEA prevention and punishment are publicly highlighted are believed 

more threatening for the survival of "institutionaucracies" rather than keeping the phenomenon 

taboo and internal to the system.  

 

This secrecy and covering up around child SEA happening in the humanitarian field translates 

into a cognitive dissonance from the entire system and its staff members. In fact, child SEA is 

prohibited by humanitarian organizations and the overall system which established a written code 

of conduct, training, and disciplinary measures, to counter these crimes (Ferris, 2007; Save the 

Children, 2009; Save the Children UK and UNHCR, 2002; Ferstman, 2020). Child SEA is also 

prohibited outside the humanitarian system, with the vast majority of contemporary societies 

condemning this behavior with the constitution of laws and legal punishments such as 

imprisonment. However, within humanitarian organizations and the overall aid architecture, 

subcultures emerge to tolerate this behavior and keep it hidden. Therefore, it results in a conflict 

between external and internal cultures.  

 

The normalization of secrecy and covering up around child SEA by peacekeepers and aid 

workers can hinder the prevention and punishment of the phenomenon and, thus, create 

opportunities for its perpetration. The normalization of deviance is helped by the standardization 

of the deviant practices which are facilitated by several factors - such as sharing the same set of 

professional and personal attributes, the ethical dilemmas that lead to the porosity of morality, and 

the solidarity within individuals which tolerate and accept deviant behaviors to protect the 

organization or group's survival. 

 



52 
 

First, bureaucracies have a tendency to hire individuals sharing the same worldview as well 

as a similar set of characteristics. However, while this process could facilitate group cohesion and 

enhance the implementation of efficient goals, it can also have a few negative effects. In fact, in 

front of an issue, people that are drawn from the same background or share the same set of 

attributes will not be able to remove themselves completely from their social and cultural 

environment to provide new and finer solutions (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Professionalization 

of the humanitarian field helps this process by establishing shared standards that are taken for 

granted and, thus, become characteristics and behaviors which are wanted when hiring, reducing 

diversity (Kennedy, 2004). Regarding child SEA, it could lead employees to produce the same 

procedures and policies which do not present the necessary reformative power. The group will 

share the same perceptions of the phenomenon and be blinded about how their shared values and 

norms can trigger opportunities for the perpetration of such crimes.  

 

Second, as bureaucracies and, as the symbol of modern virtue, humanitarian organizations 

must demonstrate success, presenting a perfect implementation of goals and organizational culture. 

For humanitarian organizations, no mistakes are expected when they work with the lives of 

thousands of people. Therefore, this perpetual pressure can ironically establish an ethical dilemma 

for humanitarian workers and peacekeepers where they could be tempted to make harmful 

decisions and actions (directly or indirectly) towards beneficiaries to not put the organization or 

their colleagues at risk of scrutiny or to not lose authority, resources, and legitimacy. In fact, 

bureaucracies are very protective of themselves and tend to institute a culture where all elements 

focus on the bureaucracy's survival rather than the adequate completion of its primary goal: in this 

case, the alleviation of suffering of vulnerable populations (Walkup, 1997; Westendorf & Searle, 

2017; Mohamed, 2017). The constant fear of humanitarian organizations of losing donations and 

legitimacy if their image becomes negative endanger internal consistency and can create cognitive 

distortions among humanitarian actors (Walkup, 1997). Then, the "culture of silence" observed 

within the system concerning child SEA becomes the perfect defense mechanism to overcome this 
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need for an irreproachable image by donors and the public (Allais, 2011; Save the Children UK 

and UNHCR, 2002; Westendorf & Searle, 2017; Ferstman, 2020). 

 

Thirdly, solidarity and a sense of group develop because of the internal culture of humanitarian 

agencies. This solidarity is strengthened due to the similarities of humanitarian actors' set of 

attributes, their pressure on the field to make "life or death" decisions about beneficiaries on a daily 

basis (who eats or not, who gets medication, etc.) due to the scarcity of resources. Additionally, 

because of the multinational nature of aid agencies and their staffs, a sense of belonging can be 

threatened for some individuals, thus, solidarity acts as a source of identity, improving the feeling 

of kinship with other individuals that share the same cognitive maps and norms (Walkup, 1997; 

McCarthy, 1998; Saner & Yiu, 2004). Solidarity between interveners also increases proportionally 

as their separation from beneficiaries is put forward by asymmetrical power dynamics and cultural 

differences (helped by the lack of training of aid workers and peacekeepers regarding the cultural 

context in which they operate) (Walkup, 1997; Wang, 2002; Kennedy, 2004).  

 

Moreover, management strategies are taken on by humanitarian organizations to hinder their 

staff from becoming too personally attached to beneficiaries and further support the rigidity of 

cultural institutions. The supervision of interveners is made difficult by their geographical distance 

from the organizations, a risk of identification to beneficiaries at the expense of assimilation 

towards organizations' culture can, over time, impede humanitarian agencies' managerial control 

(Walkup, 1997). Walkup (1997) identifies four strategies adopted by humanitarian organizations 

to prevent their staff to escape the constraints of their cultural institutions. To begin with, recruited 

individuals have similar characteristics, especially their usual shared devotion for the 

organizations' goals and their methods. This unique process of recruitment, combined with the fact 

that interveners receive short-term contracts, makes their employment vulnerable and reduces the 

potential questioning of organizations' authority over problematic decisions and actions, creating 

two powerful strategies for organizations to keep workers at arm's length. Furthermore, personnel 
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are repeatedly rotated to new responsibilities, reducing the time spent with the same beneficiaries. 

The fourth strategy consists in the institutionalization of the socialization process (formal and 

informal) through the use of formatted training and formal handbooks (Walkup, 1997). These 

strategies observed by Walkup demonstrate the organization's desire to encourage group cohesion 

within the organization at the expense of a better understanding and connection with beneficiaries. 

Indeed, by doing so, it also sharpens differences with beneficiaries that can lead to humanitarian 

workers dissociating themselves and losing sensibility towards the population and thus risking 

being indifferent to harmful behaviors or decisions toward them. 

 

This solidarity created by the nature of aid missions as well as the internal culture of 

humanitarian organizations and military contingents is pushed to the extreme in the sense that 

loyalty surpasses personal values. Namely, staffs, whether aid workers, administrative employees 

or peacekeepers feel pressure to conform and accept deviant behaviors by fear of ostracization or 

rejection. Interveners can engage in the perpetration of child SEA towards underage girls to prove 

to their colleagues that they are not homosexuals. Moreover, this sense of a group mentality can 

lead individuals to have a strong bond with their colleagues, thus, making them reluctant to snitch 

on them by informing the relevant authorities about crimes committed. Fear of retaliation is also a 

strong factor for the lack of denunciation, due to the difficult environment of humanitarian aid, 

interveners may not want to jeopardize their security in the social group they are in, scared of 

rejection. At the management level, some individuals, may fear severe repercussions on them or 

on their organizations if cases or allegations of child SEA are reported to high-level staff members. 

(Notar, 2006; Allais, 2011; Save the Children UK and UNHCR, 2002). Lastly, this solidarity 

creates an unsafe environment for whistleblowers who are not protected enough (Allais, 2011).  

 

To sum up, the analysis of "institutionaucracies" features that create opportunities for the 

perpetration of child SEA by peacekeepers and humanitarian workers were categorized under three 

dimensions: accountability, legitimacy, and internal culture. The lack of accountability that 
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engenders a culture of impunity is reinforced by the insulation from feedback and the 

administrative secrecy of the humanitarian system. Legitimacy is fundamental in order for 

organizations to survive, which tends to lead bureaucratized agencies to overlook their primary 

goals. Through the professionalization of aid, ceremonial inspection, and evaluation, as well as the 

prioritization of self-protection, humanitarian organizations become unresponsive to their 

environment which as a result produce non-efficient policies and measures to counter child SEA. 

The obsession of the humanitarian system with its benevolent image is a significant factor in 

current failures to adequately address gaps toward the phenomenon. Lastly, internal culture 

reinforces the established culture of silence regarding child SEA through the normalization of 

deviance. Over time, the normalization of deviance can affect the sexual and social identities of 

individuals and increase child SEA (Allais, 2011). This process is reinforced by the sharing of a 

common set of characteristics that often include devotion toward organizations, ethical dilemmas 

creating cognitive distortions toward moral matters, and solidarity pushed to the extreme where 

deviant behaviors become tolerated as defense mechanisms. 

 

 

 

4.4 Case Study: Haiti 

 

 The following case study is developed and analyzed to highlight and illustrate the 

"institutionaucratic" features that can be found in a real case scenario and how they do unfold. 

However, it was noticed that the case study chosen only partially mentioned theoretical and general 

arguments previously made. In this case, this real-world scenario due to its specificity cannot be 

expected to fit neatly into artificial classifications. Moreover, due to the nature of the sources, 

mostly nonacademic, theoretical links can be more difficult to draw. Finally, the 

"institutionaucratic" features presented above are usually interconnected to each other and can be 

implicit, rendering their specific identification harder, especially when looking at scandals.  
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A) UN scandal: 

 

 Since 1990, Haiti has witnessed the presence of the U.N. through multiple forms and mandates. 

At first, as an answer to the request of the provisional government in Haiti, the UN Observer Group 

for The Verification of Elections was established to supervise the preparation and conduct of 

elections (Vezina, 2011). Then, between 1993 to 2004, numerous peacekeeping missions were 

established (for example, UNMIH and UNSMIH) to help the political stabilization of the country 

by assisting the democratic reforms, professionalize the military forces, create a separate police 

force, and improve the respect for human rights and the rule of law (Vezina, 2011; United Nations, 

2003; United Nations Peacekeeping). Next, on the 1st of June 2004, the United Nations 

Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH) was established by the resolution 1542 of the Security 

Council due to the extensive spread of an armed conflict preceding Haitian President Bertrand 

Aristide exile, leaving the country open to rebel control and a worrying economic situation. The 

mandate of MINUSTAH included:  

 

support of the Transitional Government in securing and stabilizing the nation; assistance in 

monitoring, restructuring and reforming the Haitian National Police; assistance with restoring 

and maintaining the rule of law, public safety, and public order in Haiti; support of the 

constitutional and political processes; assistance in organizing, monitoring, and carrying out 

free and fair municipal, parliamentary and presidential elections; and support the Haitian 

Transitional government and other human rights groups and institutions in their efforts to 

promote and protect human rights (Vezina, 2011, p. 435).  

 

In 2010, following the earthquake that devastated Haiti, MINUSTAH was reinforced to help the 

country recovery and aid its reconstruction as well as its stabilization. Then, in 2011, the 
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peacekeeping mission came back to its original mandate after the Presidential elections have been 

completed (United Nations Peacekeeping). Moreover, the mission also mobilized resources to 

contain the cholera outbreak that its own Nepalese peacekeepers' troops introduced to the local 

population (Vezina, 2011; United Nations Peacekeeping). Finally, the MINUSTAH peacekeeping 

mission ended in October 2017, evolving into a smaller peacekeeping mission to increase the rule-

of-law of governmental institutions (such as the police forces) and further develop human rights 

engagement (United Nations Peacekeeping). 

 

 However, in April 2017, the media exposed peacekeepers' numerous misconducts and SEA of 

children during the MINUSTAH operation. Over three years, ranging from 2004 to 2007, a sex 

ring of nine children was active in Haiti. These ongoing SEA acts on the Haitian children were 

perpetrated by 134 Sri Lankan peacekeepers sent to Haiti to help protect the population. In late 

2017, after receiving complaints about "suspicious interaction" amid Sri Lankan troopers and 

underage local children, the U.N. investigated those allegations, leading to the interview of nine 

victims while the sex ring was still active. Some of the victims were as young as 12 years old when 

they were forced into having sexual activities with the peacekeepers and had to perform sexual 

acts with more than 50 peacekeepers during the active period of the sex ring. The conclusion of 

the U.N. investigation was the repatriation of 114 Sri Lankan peacekeepers, which ended the sex 

ring. Despite the allegations, the corroboration of the U.N. regarding the sex ring, and the gravity 

of their acts, none of the 114 Sri Lankans were sentenced to prison when they got back home. 

Moreover, some of them were still working for their national army (Dodds, 2017; Allen-

Ebrahimian, 2017).  

 

 A few years later, in 2011, an allegation of the gang rape of a Haitian teenage boy is brought 

up to the U.N. targeting five Uruguayan peacekeepers (including their commanding officer). The 

alleged rape was found on the phone of one of the peacekeepers who filmed the crime. However, 

due to the low quality of the video, Uruguayan officials stated that no rape occurred, and the images 
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seen on the video represented a prank that went wrong. Four of the five men implicated in the gang 

rape were convicted of "private violence" instead of sexual abuse by the Uruguayan tribunal, 

giving them a diminished sentence. Furthermore, in 2012, a mentally disabled 13 years old was 

raped by three Pakistanis from the UN police unit, inducing U.N. officials to come to Haiti to 

examine the case. Therefore, to avoid consequences, the Pakistanis personnel abducted the boy to 

keep him silent. The three men were then trialed in Pakistan, who kept the prosecution behind 

closed doors (even to the U.N.), with only one of them being sentenced to one year of prison 

(Dodds, 2017). 

 

 As it can be observed, the Troop Contributing Governments tend to minimize sentences and 

consequences toward cases of child SEA by its own troops, even though they have a responsibility 

to punish their nationals who commit crimes while serving in peacekeeping missions and their 

criminal codes punish such crimes (Vezina, 2011). This persisting impunity can encourage 

offenders to continue to perpetrate their crimes or offer a lack of risks for individuals who would 

like to take advantage of the situation. The U.N. oversight upon the trial of the three Pakistanis 

offenders was even refused (Dodds, 2017). In the rare instances where the U.N. tries to hold 

governments accountable for their troop's behaviors, they found themselves facing a wall, and lack 

of political power upon states. Moreover, the U.N. still carried on sending Sri Lankan peacekeepers 

to Haiti even after the corroboration of the sex ring, without implementing relevant changes within 

their prevention and complaint mechanisms. Even though the agency knew the little consequences 

that offenders face when repatriated (Dodds, 2017). The U.N. continued to act as if nothing 

happened, insulating itself from feedbacks. 

 

 

 B) Oxfam' scandal: 

 

The international organization Oxfam was also conducting missions throughout the years in 
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Haiti, and its employees faced allegations of child SEA. Originally Oxfam (Oxford Committee for 

Famine Relief) was founded in 1942 in Britain, in order to procure food supplies to Greece, when 

it was occupied by the enemy during WWII. After, the improvement of Europe's poor people's 

condition, Oxfam's focus shifted to answer the needs of struggling populations within developing 

countries. Accordingly, in 1995, a group of independent NGOs came together to form Oxfam 

International and extend the reach of the new confederation to reduce injustice and global poverty 

by holding the powerful accountable, save lives in disasters and help individuals to build better 

futures (Oxfam International; Oxfam). Since 1978, Oxfam has been working in Haiti, with a 

reinforcement of its presence after the earthquake of 2010, helping reconstruction and the 

development of long-term solutions to reduce inequalities and poverty (Oxfam International). 

 

On February the 9th in 2018, The Times accuses Oxfam GB to have covered up sexual abuse 

and harassment carried out by its personnel in Haiti, between 2010 and 2011 (Danyi, 2019). The 

agencies and their employees have been blamed to hire prostitutes for orgies where some girls 

could have been underage but also to have overlooked allegations of SEA from two children 

(Danyi, 2019; Press Association, 2021; Ratcliffe, 2019; Gayle, 2018). The scandal led to a decrease 

of donations to the humanitarian organization with 1,200 private donors cancelling their direct 

debits three days after the scandal went public. Moreover, its image has been damaged with the 

Duke of Edinburgh's Award considering whether children should be allowed to volunteer in Oxfam 

shops (Carolei, 2018). Regarding child SEA, Oxfam received two emails on the 18th of July 2011, 

and the 20th of August 2011, from two girls, aged 12 and 13 years old, relating sexual misconducts 

from some Oxfam's personnel. The Charities Commission Inquiry (responsible for monitoring the 

organization) was informed that it was suspected by the organization to not be a genuine allegation, 

however, Oxfam did not prove their accusation and put aside these emails without any further 

investigation. Thus, it will never be possible to know whether minors were involved between 2010 

and 2011 (Charity Commission, 2019; BBC, 2019). Moreover, concerning the hiring of prostitutes 

(and the probability that some could have been minors), as legally required the organization made 
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a press release and reported in 2011 to the Charities Commission that "abuse of power" and 

"bullying" complaints were investigated (Cooper, 2019, p. 343) covering up the true nature of the 

crimes (SEA allegations). After this internal investigation in 2011, a few employees were 

dismissed, however, some of them were found to have taken jobs in other aid agencies (Danyi, 

2019). In fact, the Charity Commission report in 2019 relates that when asked for references, 

Oxfam lied about the fact that employees where under formal investigation, enhancing 

administrative secrecy and allowing potentially dangerous individuals to swing between aid 

organizations (Charity Commission, 2019).   

Additionally, the UK Charity Commission relied on incomplete information and not proven 

information from Oxfam. This behavior illustrates the ceremonial inspection within the sector. In 

fact, Oxfam was regarded as trustworthy enough due to their expert authority and shared values, 

for the Charities Commission to not conduct any independent investigation at the time (Khan, 2018; 

Cooper, 2019). The incomplete disclosure of information regarding the emails and the hiring of 

prostitutes that could have been minors, demonstrates the administrative secrecy of the 

humanitarian organization and its limits toward their internal investigations of allegations. Oxfam 

partially disclosed the nature of the complaints related to the use of sex workers and relied on 

intuition rather than on evidence to disregard the emails of the two underage girls. 

 

A cultural problem has been both identified by Oxfam in its Plan January (2019) and by the 

Charity Commission report. The aid agency is guilty of a normalization of deviance through its 

problematic behaviors and morals, which need to be fixed via day-to-day actions and attitude, as 

well as understanding their current culture to provide relevant changes (Charity Commission, 2019; 

Oxfam, 2019). Moreover, the culture of silence, illustrated by the hiding of employees under 

formal investigation and the incomplete disclosure of information is playing a key role in the 

normalization of deviance observed. 

 

Lastly, the prioritization of survival can be noticed by looking at the strategies used by Oxfam 
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to handle the scandal crisis in 2017 by mostly adopting a defensive posture. In fact, at first Oxfam 

GB strategy was to give explanation and justification about their actions in 2011, justifying the 

non-disclosure of SEA to local authorities despite their legal entitlement to, due to legal advice 

received. Oxfam was apparently suggested that because of the 2010 earthquake damages, Haitian 

authorities were likely to dismiss the report of these incidents (Rodríguez, 2018). Furthermore, 

Mark Goldring the former CEO of Oxfam GB (who resigned in 2018), tried to minimize the 

severity of the accusations when the scandal broke out in 2017 stating that the media backlash is 

disproportionate and translate an anti-aid agenda (Cooper, 2019).  

 

In conclusion, the Haiti case of child SEA are suggested to illustrate, to a certain extent, 

"institutionaucratic" features that were involved in the creation of opportunities for offenders to 

commit these crimes. This section tried to highlight the omnipresence of the culture of impunity 

and silence, the prioritization of survival, administrative secrecy, an organizational culture 

problematic as well as ceremonial inspection and insulation from feedbacks. 

 

 

 

4.5. Measures and recommendations 

 

 Until this day numerous measures, policies, mechanisms, procedures, initiatives, task forces, 

and principles have flourished within the humanitarian sector after the scandal in 2002 of extensive 

SEA of children refugees in Guinea, Sierra Leone, and Liberia (UNHCR, 2002; Parliament, 2018). 

In fact, in 2002, the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) was created as a task force 

responsible for the protection from sexual exploitation and abuse in humanitarian crises. Following 

the IASC recommendations, in 2003, the U.N. published the Secretary General's bulletin labeled 

Special Measures for Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse, relating the behavior 

that U.N. related personnel and staffs should have regarding SEA. However, the task force 
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recommendations are usually accepted by the U.N. and other humanitarian organizations but not 

implemented efficiently (Parliament, 2018).  Other interagency bodies have been set up such as 

Keeping the Children Safe Coalition, Building Safer Organizations, or NGO Task Force on Sexual 

Exploitation and Abuse, without any significant success (Csáky, 2008; Parliament, 2018).  

 

 Guidance measures - such as the Keeping Children Safe Toolkit (2006), zero-tolerance 

policies, training on safeguarding SEA policies, videos about the procedures to adopt when 

receiving and investigating SEA allegations by peacekeepers and humanitarian workers, high-level 

declarations of commitment, mechanisms and methods to adopt for monitoring, reporting, as well 

as responding to complaints of abuse - are perceived as insufficiently implemented or not 

completely adequate to tackle children SEA within the aid sector (Csáky, 2008; Parliament, 2018). 

In fact, regarding safeguarding policies, the policies and rules of the humanitarian system are 

described as inadequate because they do not specify measures and procedures specialized to 

children. The generalization of SEA safeguarding policies without taking into consideration the 

peculiar needs and vulnerabilities of children reveals a bureaucratic pathology of universalization 

at the risk of weakening child SEA prevention and tackling (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Barnett & 

Finnemore, 1999; Freedman, et al., 2018). Moreover, with peer review processes materializing 

(i.e., Oxfam, Save the Children and International Committee of the Red Cross reviewed each other 

performance) and the U.N. establishment of an internal oversight body with the OIOS, a conflict 

of interest emerge with the risk of a lack of independency increasing the potential for a ceremonial 

inspection followed by shallow recommendations (Csáky, 2008; Inter-Agency Standing 

Committee, 2012; Parliament, 2018). 

 

 Another practice that has been implemented by humanitarian organizations bureaucracies but 

especially the U.N. is the use and creation of statistics about the phenomenon. Statistics allows the 

interested parties to visualize the scale of the phenomenon with its different variables, the tool is 

usually employed to set priorities and make visible tendencies. Statistics could then be used to 
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tackle - in a more precise and effective manner - child SEA by collecting and organizing 

information or data about the issue. However, generally, users such as policymakers are biased by 

the urgent need and omnipresent pressure to answer child SEA questions, forgetting about the 

quality of the statistics. In fact, U.N. statistics present an oversimplification of a complex social 

issue, methodological difficulties because of the nature of child SEA (underreported and 

underground phenomenon), as well as problems of scale, definitions, and comprehensiveness 

(Martin, 1981; Grady, 2016). U.N. statistics, even flawed and representing an incomplete vision 

of child SEA, tend be preferred by the bureaucracy than local knowledge in order to understand 

the phenomenon. Indeed, this tool is politicized (i.e., the nationality of perpetrators was only 

disclosed in 2016) and a demonstration of global governance and western technical expert 

knowledge (Grady, 2016). 

 

 After the Oxfam SEA allegations in Haiti's scandal broke in February 2018, increased efforts 

to improve current measures and policies have been witnessed in the humanitarian sector. Incident 

reports to the Charity Commission (the governmental charity regulator for England and Wales) 

have been increasing, external hotline services have been contracted to receive abuse complaints 

removing the conflict of interests when it is done internally to the organizations. Stricter 

recruitment practices have been established with as an example the organization CARE asking for 

check references and criminal records of its new personnel (Parliament, 2018; CARE). 

Additionally, safeguarding resources and training have been improved and expanded, as well as 

screening procedures for employees. However, these sudden movements from humanitarian 

organizations still illustrate a reactive attitude toward child SEA and translate the inefficiency of 

the system to take the phenomenon seriously unless it is publicly revealed by the media (Parliament, 

2018). Consequently, resulting from this paper overall analysis, further recommendations are 

needed to help the humanitarian system to close its gap regarding child SEA. 

 

 Humanitarian organizations should acknowledge the power that they hold as well as the 
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weaknesses of their own "institutionaucratic" system (Collinson, 2016). To diminish their 

obsession over their image and their own rules, organizations should be more transparent with the 

public and institutional donors by proactively addressing child SEA allegations, cases, or 

difficulties regarding its prevention. In fact, if organizations begin to get actors situated outside of 

the system used to the disclosure of imperfections it could lead to the diminishment of negative 

fallout when scandals arose through the media, thus, reducing the pressure of the aid system to 

maintain a perfect image and focus more on its primary goals. It could, thus, lead to hinder the 

insulation from feedbacks and administrative secrecy of the organizations by opening to external 

scrutiny and review. The short-term effects could be negative with backlash from donors and the 

public, but in the long term it will allow the organizations to not be expected as representing 

perfection and will give them a more nuanced and realist image.  

 

Moreover, the system should take more responsibility toward child SEA and not only blame it 

on individual's responsibility. Accountability toward managers and the organizations for the 

implementation of measures and policies should be strengthened (Inter-Agency Standing 

Committee, 2012). It could be achieved by fostering healthy connections among the personnel by 

facilitating feedback, setting clear goals, and to addressing obstacles with diverseness.  

 

To counter the short coming of the current organizational culture, organizations should 

emphasize the recruitment of people with different backgrounds and attitudes. Usually, individuals 

who share the same devotion as the organization are perceived as positive, however, it also 

prevents vital reforms to be made when most individuals share the same worldviews. Moreover, 

as it is already mentioned in the literature, the enrollment of qualified women, especially at senior 

ranks, is fundamental to shatter the ambient toxic masculinity culture (Notar, 2006; Javed, et al., 

2021). Finally, strict measures and a positive attitude toward whistleblowers should be enforced 

(Allais, 2011). 
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As suggested by several authors, auditing and reporting should be done by external 

organizations to avoid conflict of interest and ceremonial inspection (Notar, 2006; Allais, 2011; 

Freedman, et al., 2018). Moreover, the training of internal investigation unit should be made by 

investigative specialists, reducing the risk of errors during the collection of evidence and would 

enhance interviews skills when auditing victims and survivors.  

 

Measures to alleviates difficulties of aid missions should be implemented such as the active 

hiring of psychologists, effective implementation of resources and an extensive communication 

within the personnel about their options when in need. It will allow to provide psychological 

support to the personnel, thus, diminishing cognitive distortions and help the individual with his 

or her difficulties. High level of psychological support entails a blend of outsourced and in-house 

mental health assistance, whether by telephone or with practitioners able to go on the field (Porter 

& Emmens, 2009). 

 

Furthermore, the self-reliance of the local children and population is stated as one of the key 

factors to diminish the asymmetrical power dynamic between aid providers and aid receivers 

(UNHCR, 2002; Ferris, 2007). A power relationship leading child's survival at the goodwill of 

humanitarian interveners increases their vulnerability to perform transactional sex (Westendorf & 

Searle, 2017). Hence, information toward the population about child SEA and the mechanisms in 

place to fill complaints should be implemented with the help of the community (radio, school, 

community safeguarding). In addition, underreporting is a serious issue concerning child SEA, 

humanitarian organizations should brainstorm innovative ways to facilitate complaints 

mechanisms to children such as making it technology friendly with phone applications (Inter-

Agency Standing Committee, 2012; Freedman, et al., 2018). 

 

Taking into consideration the limitation of the aid system toward the enforcement of legal 

sentences, negatives consequences should be introduced by the international community, civil 
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societies, and the humanitarian system when states do not prosecute child SEA offenders. States 

have the duty to prosecute peacekeepers perpetrating child SEA, however, in the rare cases that a 

trial is held, the punishment does not adequately represent the severity of the offense (Vezina, 

2011). Therefore, pressure should be imposed on states that neglect child SEA prosecutions with 

the risk of ceasing the concerned states troops onto peacekeeping missions. Moreover, the trial 

should be made public and accessible to the U.N. to oversight and provide the evidence gathered 

during investigations. 

 

Finally, Situational Prevention Crime (SPC) techniques should be implemented to analyze the 

specific context and gaps relative to each humanitarian mission which create opportunities to 

perpetrate child SEA, countering the bureaucratic tendency to over generalize knowledge and 

solutions and problematic institutional cultural norms (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999; Terry & 

Ackerman, 2008). SPC is a criminological perspective of crime-reduction that seeks to prevent 

crime by addressing the environmental and situational factors facilitating the offender to commit 

the criminal act. This crime prevention framework is composed of five major components 

(increased risk, increase effort, reduce reward, reduce provocations, and reduce 

permissibility/excuses) with a total of 25 techniques (see Appendix A p.91) (Freilich, 2017; Krone, 

et al., 2020; Australian Institute of Criminology, 2003). The current legal gap, previously 

mentioned, could be reduced by the introduction of an adapted SPC to child SEA in the 

humanitarian field, reducing crime opportunities regardless of the offender's motivation (Krone, et 

al., 2020).  
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5. Discussion 
 

The theoretical implications of the present paper can be divided into three components: 

implications for the bureaucracy and institutional theory, implications for research on the 

"institutionaucratic" analysis of the humanitarian system, and implications for research on child 

SEA by aid interveners. Firstly, through the specific case of child SEA, this study exemplifies how 

the research of efficiency, rationality, and survival, as well as the influence of the social 

environment - concepts specific to the two theories - can turn into negative aspects of organizations 

(Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Bolon, 1998; Barnett & Finnemore, 1999; Serpa & Ferreira, 2019). It 

expands the application of these two organizational theories, adding qualitative evidence to the 

body of work that already exist. Secondly, this paper adds to the analysis of the humanitarian 

system as a bureaucracy and institutional organization. The literature studied already analyzed the 

pathologies that such an organizational structure might create concerning humanitarian efficiency 

on the delivery of aid. This research will thus continue the comprehension of the aid sector through 

bureaucratic and institutional lenses focusing on another gap of humanitarian agencies, namely 

child SEA (Collinson, 2016). Thirdly, this study adds new insights on the phenomenon of child 

SEA by aid interveners, providing a better understanding on the role of the nature of the 

humanitarian system and the "institutionaucratic" features which composes it. It adds up to the 

existing research that analyzed structural factors that lead to the perpetration of child SEA and its 

impunity, such as the gender-centered, legal, and power abuse literature. By analyzing the 

dimensions of accountability, legitimacy, and internal culture, this paper addresses an additional 

part of the complex and multi-factorial puzzle of child SEA by humanitarian aid workers and 

peacekeepers, to adequately and comprehensively counter child SEA and understand the 

underlying roots of the issue. Finally, this research also has practical implications because it 

highlights areas that need to be examined by practitioners to hinder "institutionaucratic" 



68 
 

pathologies that facilitate child SEA, as well as provide a few recommendations that might have a 

relevant impact to counter the phenomenon. 

 

It can be noted that this study presents several limitations that need to be taken into 

consideration. First, due to a constraint of time, financial resources, and the methodology 

employed in this research can display some gaps. In fact, the use of document analysis as the sole 

method implies that this research was based on already existing information which can influence 

the depth of the analysis. Second, the nature of the analysis is probabilistic and not causal. The 

complexity of the phenomenon and the variety of factors involved hinder the precision of this study. 

Therefore, this paper is intended to be one more brick in the field of research on child SEA by aid 

interveners and does not claim to grasp the whole complexity and dimensions of the subject studied. 

Lastly, cognitive bias due to the author's cultural and social background can weaken the objectivity 

of this study.  

 

In order to lessen gaps and limitations of the present paper, additional research could be made. 

As it was mentioned in the recommendation section, the SPC perspective and techniques may be 

a useful tool for humanitarian organizations to analyze the environmental and structural variables 

that trigger or prevent the perpetration of child SEA during aid missions. Therefore, it would be 

beneficial to thoroughly analyze the theoretical and practical implications that SPC could bring to 

counter child SEA in humanitarian settings, as well as to investigate the parameters of its 

implementation. Another avenue that would be worth exploring is the study of states' responses 

towards child SEA by humanitarian interveners. States are important external actors that have a 

significant influence on the humanitarian system, specifically regarding financial and material 

resources, and the policies adopted by organizations. Thus, the analysis of actions and attitudes of 

donors’ states, hosting states, and TCC states (which have the sole responsibility for the 

prosecution of peacekeepers) is valuable. In fact, because of their influence on the aid sector, states 

gaps toward child SEA are also affecting the humanitarian organizations. Thus, an analysis will 
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provide additional insights into the actions that need to be taken to fill the current gaps on the 

impunity and prevention of child SEA by aid givers. Lastly, to strengthen research on the role 

played by "institutionaucratic" features into the creation of opportunities for child SEA 

perpetration, field research on how these features materialize in real-life scenarios could be 

suggested, adding a more concrete and empirical dimension to the topic. 
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6. Conclusion 
 

In conclusion, this research identified and analyzed some of the key bureaucratic and 

institutional features that can create opportunities for the perpetration of child SEA by 

humanitarian aid workers and peacekeepers. The culture of impunity concerning child SEA - that 

is often deplored in the literature due to a lack of accountability - is partially generated by a 

tendency of aid organizations to isolate themselves from relevant feedback, such as beneficiaries’ 

input, that could reform current anomalies. Moreover, humanitarian agencies keep their difficulties 

internal through administrative secrecy, blocking external scrutiny, and thus, fail to be held 

accountable for their immoral or illegal behaviors. In fact, keeping appearances and display an 

image of control in the public's view is fundamental for "institutionaucracies" to keep their 

legitimacy. Legitimacy is a question of survival for humanitarian organizations, through which 

they receive power, authority, and resources. However, the prioritization of self-protection and 

survival can be harmful to counter child SEA because it can promote rules, practices, values, and 

procedures that present only advantages for the aid system without analyzing and taking into 

consideration the negative impacts that could arise for aid receivers. Ceremonial inspection and 

evaluation also play a crucial role for organizations to keep their legitimacy. Indeed, the pattern of 

the sector to proceed to SEA investigation by internal oversight bodies can lead to limited results 

because these oversight entities cannot totally separate themselves from the organization of which 

they are attached to. Professionalization is a process that helps aid agencies to gain legitimacy by 

standardizing practices and expected norms, however it also creates a gap between practitioners 

and others, whether beneficiaries or civil societies, which can lead to overconfidence on the 

expertise from aid interveners and the perpetuation of ill policies or actions. The last dimension 

studied was the internal culture of the aid system, and how the normalization of deviance 

throughout the system helps the omnipresent culture of silence and the tolerance of child SEA. 
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The fact that aid employees usually share the same set of attributes can lead organizations and 

individuals to view the problem of child SEA in the same manner and with the same bias, hindering 

effective solutions to stay in the status quo. The daily difficulties of aid missions push aid 

interveners to often face ethical dilemmas towards aid receivers due to resource scarcity (those 

who receive food, shelter, water, security) and can provide interveners cognitive distortions such 

as a gradual insensitivity that will distant them from the local population. The ethical dilemma can 

also be observed when groups or individuals have to choose between keeping the image of the 

organization "clean" because of the pressure of the sector to always appear perfect and pure at the 

cost of beneficiaries' security. Thus, potentially ruining the image of the organization, increasing 

the risk to compromises current and future missions that could save lives (because of the loss of 

funds) and jeopardizing the survival of the agency which employs the individuals and give them a 

salary and sometimes a purpose. Furthermore, normalization of deviance is suggested to be 

reinforced by an unhealthy solidarity among employees that can surpass individual moral values, 

and lead to a culture of silence by kinship or a fear of negative consequences and retaliation. The 

case study of child SEA perpetrated or alleged by peacekeepers and Oxfam employees illustrate 

how the features previously identified and analyzed display themselves in real life scenario. For 

example, it was found that ceremonial inspection and evaluation could be demonstrated by the UK 

Charity Commission not providing an independent investigation, relying on Oxfam authority and 

expertise, when Oxfam declared investigating cases of abuse of power and bullying in 2011. 

However, in 2017, the media revealed that the information provided was incomplete and did not 

disclose the true nature of the crimes. Finally, this study describes some of the key measures to 

prevent child SEA from a structural viewpoint and their weaknesses. Recommendations were then 

made to lessen the impact of the "insitutionaucratic" features identified such as increasing the 

hiring of internal and external psychologists and the use of SPC to analyze the risks in the 

situational environment and find more adequate solutions to counter child SEA. 
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Appendix A: SCP 25 techniques 
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Increase the effort - Harden targets 

- Control access to facilities 

- Screen exits 

- Deflect offenders 

- Control tools/weapons 

Increase the risks - Extend guardianship 

- Assist natural surveillance 

- Reduce anonymity 

- Utilize place managers 

- Strengthen formal surveillance 

Reduce the reward - Conceal targets 

- Remove targets 

- Identify property 

- Disrupt markets 

- Deny benefits 

Reduce provocations - Reduce frustrations and stress 

- Avoid disputes 

- Reduce emotional arousal 

- Neutralize peer pressure 

- Discourage imitation 

Remove excuses - Set rules 

- Post instructions 

- Alert conscience 

- Assist compliance 

- Control drugs and alcohol 
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Source: Cornish, D. B. & Clarke, R. V., 2003. Opportunities, precipitators and criminal decisions: A reply to 

Wortley's critique of situational crime prevention. Crime prevention studies, Volume 16, pp. 41-96. 

 

 

 

 


