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Abstract: 

The purpose of this study is to review existing supply chain and logistics competencies 

and their potential application in humanitarian logistics. The study uses a systematic 

literature review to identify relevant articles and bases its discussion on the integration 

of these findings with the broader humanitarian logistics literature. The research 

indicate that competency frameworks are not well developed in general supply chain 

management and logistics literature especially for behaviours and links to performance 

– and even less so within the humanitarian logistics literature. Nevertheless, the paper 

offers a conceptual model based on the material reviewed which can be used for further 

study. 
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Introduction: 

Humanitarian crisis occur around the world and can sometimes affect hundreds of 

thousands of people. Current trends in disasters from 1954 to 2014 show an increase in 

the number of disasters, the number of people affected by disasters and the economic 

cost of disasters – albeit the recent decade has seen a welcome reduction (Guha-Sapir, et 

al., 2015). Whilst this increase is partially due to better reporting and information on 

disasters as well as an increase in population (from 2,6 billion in 1953 to 7,1 billion in 

2013) the long term trend is likely to continue – for example as a result of the potential 

for an increase in the intensity (and associated impact) of flooding events due to climate 

change (Few, 2003). Natural disasters are, of course, not the only cause of humanitarian 

crisis; indeed states and sometimes non-state actors can affect civilians through conflicts. 

These conflicts can arise from poverty, inequities and lack of state legitimacy (Barnett, 

2003) but can also develop from natural disasters such as droughts where water access 

creates clashes between communities (Gleick, 1993). Although there has been a steady 

decline of conflicts in the past decade (Uppsala University, 2014), there is currently an 

upsurge in conflicts in the Middle-East region which requires the resources of many 

humanitarian organizations. Humanitarian organizations also work outside the context 

of disasters and conflicts to support development activities. 

The need for knowledgeable humanitarian logisticians is important since logistic 

activities can account for a very high cost of humanitarian activities. The transportation 

of materials in response to the needs of beneficiaries has been estimated as high as 60-

80% of the total cost (Trunick, 2005; van Wassenhove, 2006; Tatham & Pettit, 2010) 

although (Whiting & Ayala-Öström, 2009) estimated it at a slightly lower level of 40% 

which they compared with 15% for transportation costs in a normal business context. 

These percentages should be set against the high cost of humanitarian activities 

worldwide which, for 2011, was estimated to be some $12 billion in humanitarian aid 

and a further $156 billion in development assistance (Global Humanitarian Assistance, 

2014).  While important, these numbers do not meet the entirety of the needs; indeed in 

2013 consolidated funding appeals raised at best 77% of their funding and at worst 21% 

(Smith & Swithern, 2014). Thus, the use of efficient and effective logistics management 

is an important for mitigation of the issues of cost and lack of funding as well as helping 

to improve the response to those affected.  

The setting of humanitarian activities is frequently complex and it also reflects some 

key differences between traditional supply chains and logistics, and those of 

humanitarian relief. Such issues include the outcome which is to reduce the suffering of 

the beneficiaries and this, in turn, underlines the price of failure which is significantly 

greater than reduced profits. Furthermore, the timing, size and location of the demand is 

frequently unknown (Balcik & Beamon, 2008), the transport and communications 

infrastructure is often destroyed or damaged (Kovács & Spens, 2009), with the presence 

of various security threats adding yet another layer of challenge and complexity (van 

Wassenhove, 2006).  Finally, the focus of the supply chain on delivering to the 

beneficiary whilst simultaneously being accountable to the donors and this, together 

with the potential for political motivations amongst the organisations within the supply 

chain, clearly indicates a significant level of difference from the  usual client-company 

approach found in the ‘for profit’ world. 

Firm performance and the sustainment of competitive advantage are well-researched 

topics that led to the development of, among other research streams, the resource-based 
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view (RBV) of the firm (Wernerfelt, 1984; Barney, 1991). The subsequent elaboration 

of the dynamic capabilities approach (Teece, et al., 1997) supported development of 

research in the context of strategic human resource management (Wright, et al., 2001) 

and promoted the importance of competencies (Teece, et al., 1997). Effective human 

resource management plays an important part in firm performance (Huselid, et al., 1997) 

and, as such, human resource competencies became a subject of interest in the 1990s 

with Chris Pierce putting forward research on the development of standards for senior 

management competencies for the Management Charter Initiative (Pierce, 1995).   

Importantly, competency models differ from traditional job analysis as the latter 

focuses on job attributes which allows applied measurement, whereas competency 

management aims to orient employee activities in order that they better link into the 

organization’s strategy (Sanchez & Levin, 2009). This interest in competency 

management was not only taken up by firms trying to become more competitive but 

also by governments. Indeed, governments in the USA and the UK both put forward 

initiatives such as the standard attainment tests (SATs), the National Skills Standards 

Board and/or the National Council for Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) to address the 

decline of international business performance and the need for efficient and effective 

managers (Horton, 2000).  

By the same token, there is a clearly perceived need for efficient and effective 

logistic managers especially in organizations with complex supply chains such as those 

found in a humanitarian context.  This has led to calls for the further development of 

humanitarian logistics training and as well as the elaboration of standard for skills to 

improve the effectiveness of logisticians (Thomas & Mizushima, 2005; Tatham & 

Kovacs, 2010; Kovacs & Spens, 2011). This call was followed by research papers on 

skills and training in humanitarian logistics (Kovács, et al., 2012; Kovács & Tatham, 

2010; Marie Allen, et al., 2013) as well as general competencies in this sector (Bolsche, 

et al., 2013). 

Aim 

With this introduction in mind, the purpose of this study is to review existing supply 

chain and logistics competencies and discuss their applications in relation to the 

challenges faced by humanitarian logistics. As such, the paper studies employee-level 

competencies as distinct from level organizational competencies. With the help of a 

review of the current supply chain and logistics competencies from a private firm 

context the paper aims to address the following research question: what overall 

employee-level competencies should be developed for a humanitarian logistics specific 

setting? 

The paper starts with an overview of literature on humanitarian logistics 

competencies and this is followed by an explanation of the systematic literature review 

that was used to underpin this research.  The findings of the review are then analysed 

and discussed in the context of humanitarian logistics. The main finding of this paper is 

a conceptual model that identifies further avenues of research for employee-level 

competencies in humanitarian logistics.  

Humanitarian logistics, knowledge, skills and competencies 

     As indicated above, a body of literature exists that focuses on supply chain skills and 

competencies in the business setting. Previous articles by Murphy and Poist put a strong 

emphasis on three categories of skills for supply chain managers, namely: business 
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skills, logistics skills and management skills (Murphy & Poist, 1991 (a); Murphy & 

Poist, 1991 (b); Murphy & Poist, 1991 (c); Murphy & Poist, 1998; Murphy & Poist, 

2006; Murphy & Poist, 2007). The key finding from this body of research is the 

importance of management skills in the supply chain context. In parallel, Gaamelgard 

and Larson (2001) also investigated the skills required for logistic managers and they 

also put forward similar categories of skills areas as well as emphasizing the role of 

horizontal and vertical communication (Gammelgaard & Larson, 2001).  This approach 

is summarised in the T-shaped model of Mangan & Christopher (2005) 

     Drawing on this existing business-related supply chain skills and competencies 

literature, a number of authors considered its application in a humanitarian logistics 

context.  Thus, Kovács & Tatham, (2010) Kovács, et al., (2012) Bolsche, et al., (2013); 

Marie Allen, et al., (2013) all draw on the T-shaped which identifies the requirement for 

knowledge areas and competencies/skills required by logistics and supply chain 

managers to create a profile where “managers have an in-depth expertise in one 

discipline combined with enough breadth to see the connection with others” (Mangan & 

Christopher, 2005, p 181).  

Even though most research in humanitarian logistics competencies, skills, knowledge 

or training is based on concepts developed for business management, there are (as 

outlined in the introduction) some differences between both the business context and the 

humanitarian context. Indeed, developing countries as well as disaster affected areas 

create a complicated set of challenges such as difficulties in predicting demand (in 

terms of timing, location, type and size) with sudden occurrences of large demands with 

short lead times for different supplies, the importance of timeliness in deliveries and a 

lack of resources (material, human, technology and financial) (Balcik & Beamon, 2008). 

Issues that typically arise include the needs assessment process (who wants what 

where?) access to the affected populations due to custom problems, lack of or destroyed 

infrastructure and security. Other contextual issues that humanitarian logisticians must 

deal with are disaster types (the type, speed of onset and probability of disasters in the 

region), the focus and location of their own organization (their mandate, regional 

presence and declaration of a state of emergency), and the general stakeholder 

environment (Kovács & Spens, 2009) 

There is very little written on the role of competencies in humanitarian logistics; one 

exception is the article by Bölshce, Klumpp and Abidi (Bolsche, et al., 2013). Their 

paper identifies relevant skills and competencies through a survey and uses the 

European Qualification Framework to expand on potential levels of competencies. 

However this research was limited through a small number of responses and the 

education background of its respondents (Bolsche, et al., 2013). Nevertheless the 

authors reconfirmed the existing gap and the need for further training relevant to the 

specific conditions and frameworks and the resultant topics for study.  They also 

emphasised the need for continuous training as well as university study programs 

(Bolsche, et al., 2013).  

The training needs for humanitarian logisticians were further investigated by Marie-

Allen et al. (2013) who identified the link between such needs and the individual’s 

management responsibilities. In a result that parallels the work of Mangan & 

Christopher (2005) outlined above, Marie Allen, et al., (2013) confirmed that, as these 

responsibilities increase, there is a need for general management skills.  By the same 

token, logisticians with less management responsibilities are more focussed on technical 
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logistics training (Marie Allen, et al., 2013). In a parallel research stream, Kovács, 

Tatham and Larson (2012) also investigate the skills needed to be a humanitarian 

logistician. Humanitarian logisticians, work in an environment with a multitude of 

challenges and the content analysis of job advertisements for humanitarian logisticians 

offers an interesting insight into the required skills. In particular, contextual skills such 

as security management and donor knowledge are highlighted in their research (Kovács, 

et al., 2012). 

Method 

The purpose of this study is to review supply chain and logistics competencies and 

discuss their applications to the humanitarian logistics field. To obtain a thorough 

understanding of competencies in logistics and supply chain the research underpinning 

this paper used a systematic literature review of academic journals. To help orient the 

literature review a comprehensive definition of the term “competencies” was clearly 

needed. To this end the definition offered by Draganidis and Mentzas (2006, p. 53) was 

used as the basis for understanding what competencies are and what their role in the 

organization is. These authors defined a competency as “ … a combination of tacit and 

explicit knowledge, behaviour and skills that gives someone the potential for 

effectiveness in task performance.” This definition is based on different academic, 

business and governmental sources and gives a broad understanding of the notion of 

competence.  

The above definition was, therefore, used as the basis for a sub-set of the keywords 

that were used to carry out the review (figure 1). In addition to terms like “competency”, 

“knowledge”, “behaviour”, “skill” and “performance”, terms that refer to managers 

such as “logistician” and “supply chain manager” were also included in the search. To 

ensure a wide selection of sources the literature review used multiple databases (Science 

Direct, Proquest ABI/INFORM, Ebsco Host, Wiley and Emerald) with no time period 

specified. The search in the database was completed only for academic articles and at 

first the selection was made with the keywords for the abstract field of each article.  

This process led to 461 articles being found. The next step was to eliminate the 

articles that were extracted more than once which left 385 articles. Each article abstract 

was then evaluated for its potential relevance in relation to the topic of individual 

competencies for supply chain/logistics management which eliminated 329 articles. The 

remaining 56 articles were further analysed in their entirety to identify the articles that 

presented or discussed a relevant set of competencies, knowledge, behaviours, skills or 

performances relevant for logisticians and supply chain managers. This final selection 

left a total of 22 articles for further detailed consideration. 
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Databases:

Science Direct

Proquest ABI/INFORM

Ebsco Host

Wiley

Emerald

Abstract search terms:

“supply chain manager” OR “supply chain managers” OR “logistician” OR “logisticians”

AND

“competency” OR “competencies” OR “knowledge” OR “behaviour” OR “behaviours” OR “behavior” 

OR “behaviors” OR “skill” OR “skills” OR “performance” OR “performances”

Total: 461 articles

Eliminating duplicate articles

Total: 385 articles

Assessing articles on abstracts:

Total 56 articles

Assessing articles on text content:

Total 22 articles

 Figure 1 - Systematic literature review method 

 

Results 

An initial review of these 22 articles demonstrated a wide range of knowledge and skills 

with a total of 950 different skills being put forward as being relevant for supply chain 

managers and logisticians. However, some of these skills are either very similar or 

exactly the same - especially in the case of articles using the same model(s) as was the 

case for the research by Murphy and Poist whose 6 different papers follow a similar 

model (Murphy & Poist, 1991 (a); Murphy & Poist, 1991 (b); Murphy & Poist, 1991 (c); 

Murphy & Poist, 1998; Murphy & Poist, 2007; Murphy & Poist, 2006). When this 

factor is taken into account only 379 skills remain, however the majority of the 

knowledge and skills(218)  were offered in only one article with the skill/knowledge 

most mentioned being present in 14 articles (table 1).  
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Table 1 - Skills/knowledge Distribution in Articles 

Number of times a skill/knowledge 

is mentioned in an article Number of skills 

14 1 

12 2 

9 5 

8 6 

7 28 

6 14 

5 24 

4 11 

3 17 

2 53 

1 218 

 

It is also important to note that the terms ‘skills’ and ‘knowledge’ were the most 

common terms used, and that these were sometimes used interchangeably in the 

different articles. There were no articles discussing behaviours directly even though 

certain skills/knowledge presented in the literature could be linked to behaviours. The 

top 10 most common skills (table 2) show a mix of general management 

skills/knowledge as well as supply chain specific ones. When it comes to actual 

competencies a few articles did identify specific competencies as reflecting a 

combination of skills and knowledge for logisticians and supply chain managers, 

however this number is very small with only 23 potential competencies. These are 

considered potential competencies as they do not represent full competencies. Indeed, 

some of these potential competencies were also very similar to the concepts presented in 

other articles as skills or knowledge. For some articles, therefore, there seems to be 

some confusion in the literature on what constitutes a skill, knowledge, behaviour or a 

competency. That said, 15 of the 22 articles go through the process of regrouping their 

skills and knowledge into relevant categories which are close to competencies. In this 

regard, some articles use factor analysis or cluster analysis to regroup the data they 

obtained from surveys to identify the relevant skills and knowledge and to identify the 

interrelationships among them to create unified concepts. These unified concepts can 

also represent building blocks for competencies even though not always directly 

identified as such in the articles. 

 

Table 2 - Top 10 Recurring Skill/knowledge 

Skill Count 

Foreign language expertise 14 

Purchasing 12 

Quantitative analysis 12 

Facilities location 9 
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Marketing 9 

Materials handling 9 

Return goods handling 9 

Written communication 9 

Enthusiasm 8 

Oral communication 8 

Packaging 8 

Salvage and scrap disposal 8 

Statistics 8 

Training 8 

 

The different potential competencies present in the literature number 53 unique 

categories in total.  However, just as in relation to the different skills and knowledge, 

some categories of potential competencies are similar. When these are grouped together, 

they lead to a shorter potential list of 12 potential competencies (table 3). Some of these 

12 potential competencies are unique to the context of the research article from which 

they emanate (e.g. the skills for the humanitarian context).  Furthermore, some potential 

competencies might not be relevant in different contexts that were present in the 22 

articles in this systematic literature review. For instance an organisation that does not 

export might not find international issues relevant, while a government agency might 

not have much use for market oriented competencies.  

 
Table 3 -Potential Competencies Identified by the Literature review 

Interpersonal Analytical skills Legal issues knowledge 

interpersonal/managerial 

basic skills 

Analytical skills Compliance and legal 

knowledge 

Interpersonal skills Analytical abilities Legal knowledge and 

skills 

Personal qualities Quantitative analysis Labour/customs/tax laws  

Personal skills Planning/evaluation  International issues 

knowledge 

Problem-solving and 

personality traits 
General Management 

skills 

International finance and 

trade 

Leadership skills General management skills Internationalization 

Negotiation skills Business skills Market issues knowledge 

Logistics and SCM skills Basic business skills Market trends 

SCM core skills Managerial ability Customer orientation 

Functional logistics skills Initiative and enterprise 

skills 
Information technology 

skills 

International logistics Managerial and personal 

characteristics 

quantitative/technological 

skill 

Logistics Analytical Skill Risk and profit management Technology skills 

Logistics Awareness Skill Strategic ability Information Technology 

Skill 

Logistics planning skills Finance/cost control  Networking/computing 
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Storage and warehousing Communication skills Information integration 

International 

trading/procurement 

Communication skills Knowledge 

Logistics centre operation 

skills  

Communication and 

teamwork 

Knowledge areas 

Operational skills Communication abilities General knowledge 

Logistics-related Environmental issues 

knowledge 

Economics and finance 

knowledge 

 Environmental Awareness 

Skill 
Skills for the 

humanitarian context 

 Environmental protection  

 

Unfortunately these groupings of skills and knowledge do not represent proper 

competencies as there is a lack of a description or insights that relate to the appropriate 

indicators of behaviour (as implied by the definition of a competency that has been used 

to guide this research). Behaviours are core to competency management and help form 

the basis for the link between day-to-day activities and strategic concerns (Sanchez & 

Levin, 2009). Some authors would even argue that the competencies of individuals can 

only be inferred from the observation of individual behaviours (Hayton & Kelley, 2006).   

Competencies can thus be understood as dealing “with the sets of behaviour patterns 

which people need to display, and not with the job itself.” (Wooodruffe, 1991). 

Competencies are thus seen as leading to a certain behaviour which produces outputs 

and these can, in turn, produce results that are measured (Barnes & Liao, 2012). 

Importantly, the literature review found little in the way of examples of potential 

behaviours that would complement the skills and knowledge set and lead to the 

formulation of relevant competencies. 

However, competencies are not always so clearly set out in the literature.  For 

example, competencies for top management could be defined as leadership skills, 

general management skills, interpersonal skills, communication skills, creativity, and 

personality traits such as dependability and adaptability (Thornton III & Byham, 2013) 

while competencies for middle management can be seen as intellectual, interpersonal, 

adaptability and results orientation (Dulewicz, 1989). Organizations can also choose 

different routes to further competency development with job-based competencies 

focused on what there is to do, future-based competencies based on what will need to be 

done in the organization, person-based competencies focused on personal attributes that 

maximize potential, and a value-based approach which aims to link competencies to the 

core value of the organization (Cardy & Selvarajan, 2006). There is thus a mix of 

competency approaches available to organizations to manage their employees. However, 

the literature on supply chain managers and logisticians does not capture the richness of 

possibilities present in the discussion for competencies management in the human 

resource literature. As such it is hard to establish what would be the relevant 

demonstrated behaviours, and this creates some clear challenges when it comes to 

developing the link between the literature-based competencies and performance, or to 

discuss how the competencies should be assessed.  

Given that the main goal of competencies is to support the performance objectives of 

the organization, as such it is important to link competencies to strategic goals (Sanchez 

& Levin, 2009). To reach these goals, organizations will often have different hierarchies 
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of competencies with organizational-level competencies and employee-level 

competencies existing in parallel (Cardy & Selvarajan, 2006). Employee-level 

competencies are the focus of this paper, but organizations will often need to map their 

competency requirements, diagnose any gaps and address these through competency 

development to achieve their performance goals (Draganidis & Mentzas, 2006). In this 

regard, competency models differ from traditional job analysis, as the latter focuses on 

job attributes which allows applied measurement while competency management offers 

the opportunity to better link into the organizations strategy (Sanchez & Levin, 2009). 

However, the topic of performance in the 22 articles identified in the literature review is 

almost totally absent, with only one article that links operational, flexibility and supply 

chain spanning competencies to performance measure of cost, customer responsiveness 

and reliability (Barnes & Liao, 2012).  There is, thus, a clear need to improve the study 

of the link between skills/knowledge, behaviour and competencies with respect to both 

individual and organizational performance.   

Whilst the above analysis relates to supply chain management competencies in a 

business context, the same arguments would appear to apply to the case of humanitarian 

logisticians.  This is evidenced by the fact that there are only 3 articles (out of the 22 

mentioned earlier) that are relevant to the topic of competences in humanitarian supply 

chain management and logistics. One of the articles tests Mangan’s t-shaped skill model 

in the context of humanitarian logistics (Kovács & Tatham, 2010) while another focuses 

on very broad and general competencies and activities (Bolsche, et al., 2013). 

Fortunately one of the articles offers a list of specific skills for the humanitarian context 

(Kovács, et al., 2012) and thus helps take into account the unique aspects of the context 

in which humanitarian logisticians work. With the basis of this article and articles 

discussing performance in humanitarian logistics it is possible to develop a preliminary 

conceptual model for competencies for humanitarian logisticians – albeit, as indicated in 

the final section of this paper – the authors acknowledge its relative immaturity.  

In developing this model, it is important to note that performance in humanitarian 

logistics has certain similarities when compared to general business performance, but 

also some clear differences.  These dissimilarities directly impact whether general 

business supply chain performance measures can be applied to relief logistics, and as 

such, should be addressed prior to initiating an investigation of specific humanitarian 

logistic performance measures.  Distinct differences in strategic goals, demand 

characteristics and customer characteristics (as outlined by Beamon and Balcik, 2008), 

capture these variances effectively.   

Strategic goals for general businesses focus on the accumulation of profit for a single 

group of stakeholders that share common goals and interests.  In contrast, relief 

organizations operate in a more complex environment with multiple groups contributing 

to the same operation without a single control group and where financial constraints 

define the operation of the business, rather than the central goal of general business of 

attaining a profit (van Wassenhove, 2006; Beamon & Balcik, 2008).  This can prevent 

effective collaboration and potentially hinder the overall efficiency and effectiveness of 

all related logistics activities.  When compared to the relative stable and predictable 

demand of for-profit businesses, relief organizations face an added dimension of 

complexity due to the reasonably unknown nature of demand (Beamon & Balcik, 2008).  

Difficulties in reaching the customer/recipient of aid can be further hindered by 

damaged transportation and communication infrastructure, unstable or even hostile local 
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and political environments as well as relief organizations frequently being faced with 

unknown or uncertain circumstances (van Wassenhove, 2006). 

While commercial organizations operate in competitive marketplaces where 

customers have a choice on what product they will consume, relief organizations 

operate in an unregulated monopoly, where recipients frequently have no choice of the 

products that they receive, no formal contract and as such, no recourse to voice any 

dissatisfaction (Beamon & Balcik, 2008).  This complexity is further highlighted when 

differences in language and culture are combined with unstable, hostile environments 

(Muggy & Heier Stamm, 2014).  Further differences between general business firms 

and relief organizations can be characterized by the complexity of overall operating 

conditions, increased safety issues, (van Wassenhove, 2006) pressure of urgency, 

(Beamon & Balcik, 2008) and increased decentralization of decisions impacting relief 

outcomes for the whole system (Muggy & Heier Stamm, 2014) reinforce the need for 

performance measures that capture the intricacies of the environment that relief 

organizations operate in. 

Due to the central role of logistics in relief operations, measuring the performance of 

relief chain logistics is gaining interest due to the impact that logistics has on all 

organizations operational efficiency (Beamon & Balcik, 2008; Tatham & Hughes, 

2011). When performance measures are designed and implemented effectively, Poister 

(2003) argues that the measures will aid nonprofit managers in making better decisions, 

improving overall performance and providing accountability.  Overall challenges faced 

by relief chains are: the overall intangibility of services that are offered, the 

immeasurability of the operations, uncertain outcomes and the varying interest and 

standards of stakeholders (Beamon & Balcik, 2008), and the resulting performance 

measures should factors these challenges in.   

A performance measurement tool prepared for the International Federation of Red 

Cross and Red Crescent Societies included four major categories of performances: 

customer service, financial control, process adherence and innovation and learning 

(Schulz & Heigh, 2009). These performance measures reflect the general performance 

targets put forward by Beamon and Balcik (2008): resource use (costs), output 

(recipient reached) and flexibility (to improve response in rapid onset disasters).  There 

are also quantitative models that explore performance in humanitarian logistics with 

lifesaving, delay cost and equality put forward as objectives (Huang, et al., 2015). When 

it comes to prioritization of these objectives, research shows that the amount of cargo 

handled is more important while cost is the least, and there is some emphasis on 

reaching vulnerable communities and delivering critical commodities (Gralla, et al., 

2014). It is important to note that these performance indicators focus on the efficiency 

of the organizations. This emphasis needs also to be complemented with relevant metric 

for the recipient of aid (Tatham & Hughes, 2011). 

Model 

The resultant conceptual model (figure 2) has been derived from the systematic 

literature review and the associated discussion in the preceding section.  It offers a 

preliminary overview of how competencies could be integrated into the practice of 

humanitarian logistics. There is already research on performance (Beamon & Balcik, 

2008; Schulz & Heigh, 2009; Gralla, et al., 2014; Huang, et al., 2015) and some 

research on skills (Kovács, et al., 2012) in relation to the humanitarian context. 

However to develop a proper understanding of employee-level competencies for 
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humanitarian logistics there is a need to further explore the required knowledge and 

behaviour of logisticians and supply chain managers. Once established, the specific 

skills, knowledge and behaviors from the humanitarian sector in combination with the 

normal supply chain context will offer a better understanding of the relevant 

competencies. This will then underpin further research on employee-level competencies 

and performance for humanitarian logisticians. 

Furthermore, in the general context of the literature review, there is clear evidence 

that researchers have taken a traditional job analysis (rather than competency-based) 

approach, and focused on measurable skills and knowledge. Even though, competency 

management and traditional job analysis complement each other in terms of human 

resource management (Sanchez & Levin, 2009), the literature review points to a lack of 

research on competencies as discussed in the human resource literature. The main 

contribution of this conceptual model is, therefore, to put forward a number of 

unknowns that are present in the current field of competencies for logisticians and 

supply chain managers, and specifically those working in a humanitarian environment. 

The first unknown is a lack of description of behaviours relevant for competencies for 

supply chain managers and logisticians. The second unknown is the composition of 

each competency in relation to skills, knowledge and behaviours. The third unknown is 

how these employee-level competencies enable performance. 
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Figure 2 -Conceptual framework for competencies 

 

 

Skills: 

Analytical – General – Management 

Communication – Information 

technology – Logistics/SCM – 

Humanitarian context 

Knowledge: 

General – Market Issues – International 

issues – Legal issues – Environmental 

issues 

Behaviours? 

Competencies for 

supply chain 

managers/logisticians 

Humanitarian context 

challenges: 

Disaster type – Unknown 

demand – Access – Lack 

of resources – 

Stakeholder environment 

Performance: 

Cost control – Flexibility 

– Responsiveness – 

Equality – Customer 

service - Innovation and 

learning – Process 

adherence  

Known links in research 

Potential links for research 
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Conclusion: 

This paper set out to review supply chain and logistics competencies and discuss their 

applications in the humanitarian logistics field. This paper has shown that supply chain 

management and logistics literature follow a traditional job analysis approach that 

focuses on skills and knowledge. Additionally this paper points to a lack of research on 

competency management and, while skills and knowledge are well developed in the 

literature, there is a lack of research on behaviours and how these form to create 

competencies. There is also a lack of research on how individual level competencies can 

support performance. When it comes to humanitarian logistics, the research also 

highlights the lack of research between the context and the knowledge and behaviours 

relevant for competencies in this field. The findings of this paper, thus, offer further 

research directions for competencies in humanitarian logistics as well as in normal 

business logistics and supply chains.  

Although failing to completely address its purpose due to the paucity of research in 

certain areas of competency management this paper can serve as a basis for further 

study on competencies in humanitarian logistics.  It should be noted however that 

competencies are also criticized in the literature for creating the idea of a “great person” 

while disregarding results in the context of leadership competencies (Hollenbeck, et al., 

2006). Another critique of competencies is in relation to the future of the organization 

where the existing competencies might not be relevant for the future and, thus, the most 

important competence for employees might simply be the ability to learn 

(Antonacopoulou & FitzGerald, 1996).  

Nevertheless, given that competency models have been the object of little attention in 

supply chain management and logistics literature, further investigation is likely to lead 

to additional insights in the design or improvement of proper competency based 

management activities in organizations which aim to link employee-level competencies 

to their performance or strategic goals.  Further research may also accentuate a more 

thorough understanding of the current and future context of humanitarian logistics and, 

in turn, require further investigation into the proposed key performance areas, as well as 

the core competencies and resultant skills, knowledge and behaviours. Based on the 

framework the following hypothesis for further research could include:  

 H1: the humanitarian context defines relevant behaviours/skills/knowledge. 

 H2: the relevant behaviours/skills/knowledge in relation to the humanitarian 

context will, in turn, define individual competencies. 
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