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ABSTRACT

Humanitarian grants provide the operational and financial foundation of humanitarian assistance. These grants offer vital financial and material resources to assist
those impacted by emergencies, ultimately preserving lives, reducing suffering, and advancing respect and dignity for those facing adversity. This study
examined needs articulation and its role in grant award decisions for humanitarian assistance projects in South Sudan. This study appraised Institutional Theory
building on the hypothesis that these theories influence, to a significant extent, the grant award decision on a proposal. A descriptive research design was adopted
by the study. Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and humanitarian donors operating in South Sudan were targeted by the study, with a sample of 14
NGOs and one donor representative using a stratified random sampling technique by employing Krejcie & Morgan sampling formula. A 5-point Likert scale was
used for data collection. Pilot testing was done to check the user-friendliness/appropriateness of the study questionnaire. Data cleaning was carefully done and the
completed and returned questionnaires were examined for accuracy, reliability, and coded. Raw data was processed and analyzed using Statistical Package for
Social Sciences. The study finds that a grant proposal can hardly be funded if the needs of the affected people are not well articulated, the proposal doesn’t align
with donor priorities, the proposal doesn’t showcase experience or the proposal doesn’t demonstrate a realistic sustainability model. The study concludes that it’s
paramount to clearly articulate the needs of the affected population in a grant proposal, that alignment with donor priorities is a critical factor to consider when
designing grant proposals, that experience is a critical element prioritized by donors when making competitive grant award decisions, that a project’s
sustainability model is a key determinant of a positive grant award decision, and that a project may still be funded even if it doesn’t include a theory of change.
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Introduction

Humanitarian grants provide the operational and financial foundation of humanitarian assistance globally. The Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD, 2023) defines humanitarian assistance as aid intended to preserve and uphold human dignity both during and after
emergencies while also saving lives and reducing suffering. These grants are highly significant as they offer vital financial resources to assist those
impacted by emergencies or natural catastrophes. Humanitarian initiatives support those who have suffered trauma or loss, help to strengthen the
resilience of those in need, and shield those who are susceptible from danger (OECD, 2023). Ultimately, humanitarian efforts help to preserve life,
reduce human suffering, and restore respect and dignity for people facing adversity. Sectorial or multi-sectorial approaches are used to develop and
offer this assistance, which includes but is not limited to giving those in need of access to food, water, shelter, education, safety, psychosocial support,
and medical treatment.

Over the decades, Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs) have shown crucial function and meaningful results in designing and delivering
humanitarian assistance to the affected communities globally (Daniela, 2010). This is partly because NGOs are widely believed to be more efficient and
closer to the affected people than the donors in providing aid to the poor and needy recipients, also known as project participants. On the other hand,
donors (government, private sector, individuals) play a critical role in ensuring that funds (humanitarian grants) are available for the NGOs to reach the
affected populations.

Funding humanitarian responses is marred with its unique challenges, including the capacity to design projects that impact donor humanitarian
assistance funding decisions. As conflicts, natural disasters, and climate emergencies continue to rise, humanitarian needs continue to swell globally
while funding shrinks (United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, 2022).

With insufficient funding and more humanitarian agencies at play, the competition for funding has risen in recent years explicitly bringing to light the
capacity issues of the grant applicants to design projects that influence the grant award decisions by the donors. In 2022 alone, the donor resources were
spread across major crises like the Ukraine conflict crisis, Syria crisis, Somalia hunger crisis, South Sudan conflict crisis, Ethiopian conflict among
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other humanitarian responses. Globally, 274 million individuals needed humanitarian protection and humanitarian aid in general in 2022, compared to
235 million people the previous year, which was the largest number in so many years; these numbers represent a huge increase in humanitarian needs
(OCHA, 2022). Moreso, these humanitarian crises suggest a strained donor capacity and fatigue to provide the necessary financial resources to satisfy
the urgent humanitarian requirements. This further implies that the implementing agencies on the ground must now ‘compete’ for the few donor
resources to maintain their life-saving operations in crisis zones like South Sudan, Somalia, and Afghanistan among others.

The South Sudan Humanitarian Fund (SSHF), the country’s donor-pooled fund, allocated US$68.8 million to 64 humanitarian partners operating in the
country in 2022, through the standard and reserve allocation modalities (OCHA, 2022). The SSHF is a country-based pooled fund in which major
donors contribute to one funding pool, with UNOCHA as the fund manager in the country.

By July 2022, the SSHF allocation for the year only amounted to US$25 million (close to 64% reduced funding level relative to the previous year); this
was intended to give a major boost to humanitarian assistance activities in tackling the effects of heightened violence and food shortages in ten counties
of the four most severely affected states of South Sudan: Warrap, Jonglei, Unity, and Western Equatoria states (OCHA, 2022).

With the 64% reduction in SSHF funding in 2022 in comparison to the funding levels in the previous year, the number of partners eligible to receive
this funding increased from 64 to 125, close to double the number eligible in 2021. This implies serious ‘competition’ for funding slots in the pooled
fund; this is definitely not the ‘usual’ state of things in the country’s humanitarian industry. Suddenly, there is a 64% reduction in resources (funds) and
a close to 50% increase in the number of implementing partners, the potential fund recipients. This is a case of more eligible (potential) implementing
partners, less funding in the pool; more needs, and stringent partner (fund recipient) selection criteria. As the competition for funds becomes steep, and
as the number of eligible partners becomes twice as much, the chances that a grant proposal by an eligible applicant gets funded are diminishing. This
further implies that project designs will be subjected to more stringent selection criteria during grant award decision-making process by the donors.
With the low funding levels, there is a high risk of grant proposals being rejected for funding, which ultimately implies that the needs of the affected
populations will not be met adequately which further triggers a crisis within crisis. The reduced donor appetite and little prioritization of funding
allocations to South Sudan crisis is a recent phenomenon that humanitarian agencies in the country are facing in the last few years, given that South
Sudan has been on the priority list of the major humanitarian donors since the country became independent in 2011.

Amidst the looping funding shortages globally and in the country particularly, an astounding 76 percent of South Sudan's population, or over 9.4
million people, were predicted to require humanitarian aid in 2023. In the country, at least 148,000 foreign returnees were still displaced and unable to
return to their homes (OCHA, 2023). In 2023, there were 9.4 million individuals in need of humanitarian assistance, an increase from 8.9 million in
2022 due to the decline in people's coping strategies, living conditions, and physical and mental health. Compounding shocks brought on by ongoing
conflict, extensive flooding, growing food insecurity, inflation, rising food costs, and limited access to essential services are the main causes of this
escalation (OCHA, 2023).

South Sudan became a self-governing state in 2011, having gained her independence from Sudan through a popular referendum. The young nation
started off with promising economic prospects. However, the country’s economy was heavily dependent on oil revenues, making up to 98% of the
overall government revenue base (Attipoe et. al, 2014). South Sudan had no external debts in 2011 when it gained independence. More so, the
government spent far less per person due to its relatively small population and abundant oil income, compared to many of its neighbors in the region.
With these prospects, external observers believed that the nation indeed had a promising economic future. With the inherited untapped oil reserves
supplementing the nation's well-established oil sector, the nation was in a good position to finance the significant expenditures needed for physical
infrastructure, health care, and education coupled with its mining and huge agricultural potential. However, a few years into independence, this
potential was lost. Cross border conflict with Sudan and internal political wrangling crippled South Sudan oil exports in particular and the economy at
large. In 2015, South Sudan devalued its currency against the US Dollar and a year later, the nation had the highest rate of inflation in the world, just
five years after gaining independence, as its currency lost more than 90% of its value (South Sudan Humanitarian Project, 2016).

Two years after its independence, the young nation was back to the frontline, this time against itself and within its national boundaries; an armed
conflict broke out in the country’s capital, Juba, between the government and opposition groups, and spread across other parts of the country fast. This
triggered a humanitarian catastrophe in the form of widespread displacement, loss of lives and livelihoods, and a fragile economy. A peace agreement
was signed to quell the conflict, but this didn’t last long. In 2016, another conflict broke out, again between the government and opposition forces. This
resulted in mass displacement, the creation of Protection of Civilians (POCs) camps, a spike in food insecurity levels, major safety challenges, access
restrictions, and economic meltdown. The food security levels continued to worsen while humanitarian needs continued to deepen and became complex
in nature.

As the humanitarian needs deepened in South Sudan, other sustained and emerging humanitarian crises and responses also grew in complexity and
number in other countries including Somalia, Yemen, Afghanistan, Ukraine, and Democratic Republic of Congo in the recent times. According to
OCHA (2024), Somalia endured a devastating protracted dry spell in 2023, which preceded severe floods in a matter of months. The severity and
spread of the humanitarian requirements remain unabated. Acute food insecurity affects nearly one in five Somalis. The Integral Food Security Phase
Classification (IPC) analysis, which was published on February 15, 2024, projected that until March 2024, at least 4 million people, or 21% of the
population, was going to be in IPC Phase 3 or worse (Crisis or Emergency phase). Given that 23 out of 74 districts are deemed difficult or extremely
difficult to access, the drawdown was expected to exacerbate the difficulty of humanitarian access and raise the cost of relief efforts during a period
when a decrease in humanitarian funding was anticipated, as only 43% of the funding allocated for the 2023 Humanitarian Response Plan was received
the previous year (OCHA, 2024). One significant obstacle is that, at US$ 1.6 billion, the nation's financial needs for 2024 are 40% lower than those for
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2023. An estimated 4.8 million people needed assistance from this allocation, which was 32% fewer than the number of people targeted in 2023
(OCHA, 2024). With the limited funding and increasing humanitarian needs in Somalia, it’s apparent that competition for funding would rise and well-
designed projects to meet specific donor requirements likely received positive funding decisions. Similar humanitarian challenges cut across other
regions and countries, for instance, Yemen.

In 2024, after nine years of conflict escalation and more than a year since the agreement between the warring sides expired, Yemen found itself at a
crossroads. The developments of the recent regional conflicts, such as the war in Gaza, have increased the humanitarian hazards involved and worsened
the overall humanitarian outlook. Now and in the next few years, there will be a great demand for humanitarian aid across the country. In 2024,
Yemen's complicated protection issues remained the main source of the nation's humanitarian needs (OCHA, 2024). OCHA (2023) reported that by the
end of December 2023, just 38.3% of the US$4.34 billion Yemen Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP) had been financed, prompting 229 humanitarian
agencies in the country to scale back or discontinue vital support programs for 17.3 million people. This situation bears similarities to both South Sudan
and Somalia, with notable declines in funding, a huge number of aid agencies on the ground, and growing unmet humanitarian needs. This supports the
theory that, in this fiercely competitive environment, donor funding will most likely only be attracted to well-designed programs. Afghanistan and other
humanitarian disasters bear a similar dent.

Afghanistan is still battling the aftereffects of four decades of warfare, pervasive poverty, effects of climate change, and grim barriers to women's
equality and involvement in public life. The Republic's underlying fragilities, such as inadequate chances for rural as well as urban residents to earn a
living, have been made worse by the economic downturn that followed the change in leadership in August 2021, which also happened to coincide with
the suspension of significant bilateral development cooperation (OCHA, 2024). Moreover, half of Afghanistan's population, or 23.7 million people
needed humanitarian aid by 2024, out of which, only 17.3 million were targeted for humanitarian support. This means over 6.4 million individuals who
needed aid couldn’t be reached due to lack of funding. Humanitarian actors have been and will continue to be forced by these limited resources to
prioritize the most vulnerable and those in dire need (OCHA, 2023). The strained Afghan economy, which is mostly dependent on remittances and
humanitarian assistance, is facing difficulties made worse by women's marginalization from the workforce. From the project design perspective, given
the high competition for the limited humanitarian funding in Afghanistan, project designs that best meet specific donor requirements will likely receive
positive award decisions.

In the West and Central Africa, similar humanitarian trends are witnessed in conflict-affected countries like the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).
The DRC's humanitarian outlook is still grave. More than 25.4 million people, or 25% of the population, needed humanitarian aid in 2024. The Eastern
provinces, which have been particularly affected by conflict and insecurity, continue to have the greatest humanitarian needs. With almost 9.6 million
people in the DRC on the move as of December 31, 2023—including 2.6 million returnees, 527,000 refugees, and 6.5 million displaced by conflict
people—the country had one of the worst displacement crises in the world, second only to Sudan.

According to OCHA (2023), the 2023–2024 DRC Humanitarian Response Plan estimated that the nation required $2.25 billion for national and
international NGOs, as well as United Nations agencies, to provide aid to 10 million people. This aid was used to help those affected meet their basic
needs while also preserving lives, easing suffering, and improving civilian protection.

Despite the huge humanitarian needs, only 33.5% of the humanitarian funding needs were met in the country in 2023, leaving a huge gap of unmet
needs. Given the significant funding gaps with a huge presence of humanitarian agencies, the competition for funds rises dramatically and this calls for
high capacity to design projects that best meet the donor requirements in order to enhance an agency’s chances of positive grant award decisions from
the donors.

The level of humanitarian funding is expected to significantly decrease in 2024 and 2025 following major cuts by the leading government donors in
their humanitarian budgets for the year. As the humanitarian funding shrinks and humanitarian needs continue to rise globally, regionally and in South
Sudan in particular, the competition for the little available funds is anticipated to rise. To exacerbate this further, particularly in the context of South
Sudan, the number of humanitarian agencies eligible for the locally available funds has been rising over the last few years, despite the shrinking
funding levels. This creates a limited space for acquiring funds to meet the increasing needs of the affected populations. The immediate consequence of
which is that the needs of the affected populations will not be adequately met, lives will be lost, and the already vulnerable communities will plunge
into deeper crises. The donors on one side will need to make critical, if not hard, decisions on the type of proposals to fund with the little available
funding while the humanitarian grant applicants will need to be creative on what would make a winning grant in this hyper-competitive humanitarian
environment.

This study is cognizant that donor funding will always be limited as there are not enough resources to meet all the needs; nonetheless, agencies that
design humanitarian projects will need to demonstrate the capacity to design projects that positively influence humanitarian donor grant award
decisions. The study is premised on the fact that no substantial literature exists on project design and donor award decisions for humanitarian assistance
in South Sudan. Therefore, the paper endeavored to clearly ascertain and document what project design parameters make a winning grant proposal in a
competitive humanitarian context of South Sudan. Specifically looking at project design and grant award decisions for humanitarian assistance projects
in Juba, South Sudan.

Literature review

Needs assessment and grant award decisions for humanitarian projects.
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Addressing the needs of the affected populations is at the heart of good humanitarian donorship and humanitarian action in general. However, to
address the needs of the affected people, a coherent needs assessment is key. While a needs assessment may clearly identify the severity, triggers, and
breadth of the challenges facing the affected population, the grim reality is that the donors almost always have limited funds to meet all the needs of the
affected population. This makes needs assessment a rather tough task which not only requires fairness but great analytical skills. This section looks at
the historical, contemporary, and developing issues on needs assessment and grant award decisions by donors.

Stufflebeam et al. (1985) are among the earliest known authors on the subject of needs assessment. They contend in their work, Conducting Educational
Needs Assessment, that needs assessments provide a logical method for setting priorities and assigning resources. Key findings from the study include
the following: current performance; means to maintain or achieve the desired outcomes; and costs, viability, and other pertinent information are related
to the recommended actions. Needs assessments are critical for strategic decisions. The study emphasizes that to create a grant proposal and secure
funding, a needs assessment is necessary. This is true in the contemporary humanitarian practice where some, if not most, donors require a needs
assessment of not more than six months from the time of data collection, as a measure of currency and relevance of the assessed needs for grant award
decisions. However, this new requirement by some donors is a gap in the work of Stufflebeam et al. (1985) as this study doesn’t stipulate how long
needs assessments remain useful for donor decision making, especially when making decisions on grant awards in relation to the needs on the ground.

Gunther Fink and Silvia Redaelli (2011) have also contributed to the discussion of needs assessment and grant award decisions. They delved deeper
into the subject in their paper, Determinants of International Emergency Aid—Humanitarian Need Only? Fink and Redaelli (2011) examined the
factors influencing international emergency help using an original data set encompassing 270 natural catastrophes. The study concludes that while
humanitarian requirements seem to be a significant factor in determining emergency relief payments, political and strategic considerations are as
important in determining how emergency aid is allocated. Donor states exhibit notable biases toward politically less aligned countries and their former
colonies, and they generally favor smaller, geographically closer, and oil-exporting nations.

The United Nations General Assembly resolution 46/182, which stipulates that emergency assistance shall "... be provided in accordance with the
principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality, and independence," clearly defines the goals and standards for humanitarian aid from an ethical and
legal standpoint (United Nations, 1991). Humanitarian assistance is intended to relieve human distress during emergencies, regardless of ethnic
background, nationality, or other political affiliations, legal or ethical perspective. Notwithstanding these relatively explicit directives, worries over the
distribution of emergency relief have grown in recent years, and criticism of foreign aid policy has increased from the media and commercial charity
groups (Fink and Redaelli, 2011).

The study used a sample of 270 disasters that happened between 1992 and 2004 to give the first cross-country examination of emergency assistance
determinants. The study examined how the world reacts to humanitarian crises brought on by natural catastrophes and assessed the extent to which
humanitarian principles conceptually underpin international aid flows. According to the study, a number of bilateral and strategic considerations seem
to have a big impact on the decisions made by donors regarding emergency help. Generally, donor states tend to send help more frequently to nations
that sell oil and disproportionately more to nations that are closer physically and politically, as well as to their former colonies.

The research also reveals that there are significant differences amongst donors in the variables influencing both the decision to participate (selection)
and the actual quantity of help awarded (allocation). Oil exporting nations are more likely to receive aid from the United States of America, the Britain,
and Norway, while Japan and other private donors are not as likely to do so. The five largest donors—the United States, the United Kingdom, Norway,
Germany, and Japan—all appear inclined to support nations with less political polarization in their recent UN voting records and to offer more
substantial assistance if they choose to step in following a disaster.

These findings imply that emergency relief is utilized by donors to solidify ties with states whose foreign policy outlook often differs (Fink and
Redaelli, 2011). While Neumayer (2003) indicates that civil and political rights have a significant role in determining aid allocation, Alesina and Dollar
(2000) establish sturdy evidence of strategic preconceptions favoring former colonies and political partners, which is consistent with the study's
findings. According to Neumayer's (2003) analysis of development banks' and UN agencies' aid initiatives, the majority of regional development banks
only consider the recipient's economic needs, whereas UN agencies also include human development factors.

An overview of how humanitarian donors make decisions is given by Rose Worden and Patrick Saez's study from 2021, "How Do Humanitarian
Donors Make Decisions, and What Is the Scope for Change?" The study focuses on the importance of needs assessments in grant ward decisions made
by humanitarian donors. This work aimed to dissect the decision-making process used by the major humanitarian donor organizations when awarding
grants. The study also looked at the factors that support and hinder donors' efforts to alter the way they decide which projects to sponsor. The study's
intended audience consisted of humanitarian donors, who in 2020 accounted for 80% of all humanitarian spending.

Fourteen contributors answered an online survey to provide data for this study. In follow-up interviews lasting around two hours, representatives from
nine donor organizations took part, which accounted for 62% of humanitarian funding in 2020. The questions were intended to elicit information about
internal limitations on humanitarian funding, planning, and decision-making, as well as the effects of the larger political and economic environment in
which donors operate. Data analysis was not provided for each donor individually, and the study collected information in a secret manner because of
ethical concerns. The research notes that it is not able to present a complete picture of donor practices because data was gathered on a subset of donors;
however, it makes an effort to highlight similarities and variations among the practices of those consulted.

According to the report, humanitarian techniques employed by donors are typically focused on preserving human dignity both during and after
calamities, as well as on saving lives and reducing suffering. According to the report, the majority of donors worked together to promote the Good
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Humanitarian Donorship Initiative's values and best practices for humanitarian funding. Donors differed in their ability to consistently assess, monitor,
and prioritize crises response efforts, but they were all committed to focusing on the most urgent needs.

The quality of HRPs and other papers, such as Refugee Response Plans (RRPs) and Humanitarian Needs Overviews (HNOs), has been inconsistent,
according to donors, which has hampered their usefulness for deeper planning or comparing the urgency and severity of needs across crises. The study
discovers that donors were driven to depend more on instruments developed outside of the UN-led system to close this gap, such as the Assessment
Capacities Project's ACAPS severity index, which serves as an "objective algorithm" for deciding on needs-based financing priorities. Ninety percent of
the humanitarian cash allocated by some donors was reportedly directed toward situations with high ACAPS severity index scores. Additionally, the
survey discovered that about 40% of contributors kept 20–40% of their funds in reserve. Donors viewed early planning figures primarily as
approximations and maintained flexibility to adjust for evolving needs. Most significantly, smaller contributors relied on larger donors to provide
information for needs evaluations that determined which funding priorities, while some donors collaborated more closely with a small number of peers.

Theoretical Review

Institutional Theory

John Meyer and Brian Rowan developed institutional theory in the late 1970s to investigate how organizations interact with, are influenced by, and
were formed by their local, regional, national, and international contexts. The theory considers the ways in which tools and frameworks—such as work
plans, rules, norms, and conventions—become acknowledged as the only acceptable frameworks for social behavior (Gordon, 2022). According to the
idea, institutions, also known as organizations, have normative, regulative, and cognitive traits that work together to give people's social conduct inside
the organization structure, stability, and meaning (Muller et al., 2019).

This theory elaborates how each institution/organization embodies a unique set of knowledge, experiences, and physical assets, operating systems such
as finance and accounting systems, policies, cultures, values, professional networks, and operational capabilities. These unique ‘qualities’ make an
organization stand out in executing tasks.

Inasmuch as the theory is primarily geared toward social behavior, it is also true in professional settings in which stakeholders such as donors or
government institutions make decisions on channeling of critical resources like humanitarian funds based on how they perceive the institutional
capacity of the applicant agency. This in a way implies a form of ‘soft bias’ in favor of organizations that are perceived by the donors to exhibit
credible institutional capabilities including good track record of performance, possession of critical expertise, availability of adequate means of
mobility to the project sites and good accounting and social safeguarding policies.

In grant acquisition processes, the question is whether organizations that present stronger and unique institutional capabilities tend to stand a higher
chance of being trusted by the donors and communities they serve to ultimately meet the project goal. This may boost their chances of being selected in
a competitive grant acquisition process. This affirms part of the institutional theory’s tenet that an institution’s technical capabilities, approaches, and
operational capacity greatly influence the organization’s position to bargain for more resources while commanding trust and operational excellence in
competitive environments.

Although institutionalism has been successful in taking center stage as the most popular theory for researching macro-organizational phenomena, it
should be noted that the theory's original intent has been greatly expanded upon to explain how organizational structures and processes gain continuity
and meaning beyond their functional objectives (Suddaby, 2010). Furthermore, the idea has inherent flaws regarding strong outside influences.
Regardless of an institution's competence and capability, factors like political instability, unfavorable natural diseases, and conflict or insecurity can
significantly impair its functioning. This limits the idea of institutionalism by rendering an institution's capacity and capability "temporary."

Materials and Methods

Research Design

Descriptive research design was used to conduct this study. This is because the study focused on the use of statistical measures of tendencies to describe
how different factors relate or corelate to one another (Churchill, 1991). According to Kothari (2004), descriptive research accurately describes
individuals, events, or circumstances. A description of the variables connected to a demographic subject is part of descriptive research. This type of
approach makes it possible to correctly attribute the observed characteristics of the study subject (the who, what, and how of an issue). To identify
relationships and create a model that describes how well project design is connected to grant award decisions by the donors, regression and correlation
analyses were conducted. The organization of the research activity is also called the research set up or research design. According to Kisilu and Tromp
(2006), this forms the cornerstone of all the various facets of any research endeavor. According to Orodho (2011), a research design is a blueprint that
contains all the requirements and elements required to collect and evaluate data impartially and in line with the goals of the study. Research design
offers a structure for carrying out research.

Target Population

The institutional humanitarian donors and International Non-Governmental Organizations (INGOs) operating in South Sudan were the main target
population of this study. The study focused on interviewing donors and INGO staff members with at least two years or more experience in project
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design, project management, and grant award processes. This included but not limited to program officers, sector specialists, and grant managers who
work for an INGO or a donor agency. The study focused on the decisions and strategies made by INGOs when writing proposals for humanitarian
assistance projects. On the donor side, the study documented decision making process by the donors when they fund grant proposals for humanitarian
assistance. The study's target population also included other relevant authorities/individuals with background in project design and grant award
decisions as a way of triangulating views while capturing different perspectives on the study subject.

According to the South Sudan Relief and Rehabilitation Commission (Government office that registers non-governmental organizations and donors
operating in the country) and the South Sudan NGO Forum, there are 118 international non-governmental organizations (INGOs), 1,800 National
NGOs, and several donor agencies operating in South Sudan (South Sudan NGO forum, 2024). Despite the high number of INGOs (118) making up the
South Sudan NGO forum, not all of them are regular or big recipients (by grant size) of funds from the country’s pooled fund, the South Sudan
Humanitarian Fund (SSHF). The study targeted 15 INGOs who are the top recipients (by grant size) of funding from SSHF. The 15 INGOs composed
an adjusted primary target population for this study, alongside the institutional donors represented by UN OCHA in the country. South Sudan uses a
country-based pooled funding mechanism in which several donors put their resources together into one pool called South Sudan Humanitarian Fund
(SSHF), managed by UN OCHA. Thus, OCHA staff were targeted and interviewed by the study as the overall representative of the donor community
in the country.

Sampling Procedures sample size

In this study, the respondents were selected using a stratified random sampling technique. According to Cooper and Schindler (2006), stratified random
sampling is a technique used to reduce chance variance between a sample and the population it represents. The approach produces population parameter
estimations with higher precision. Program officers, sector specialists, and advisers in the INGOs and donor teams were the three main strata from
which every affiliate of the population has an equal chance of being selected. For a sampling formula, the study adopted Krejcie & Morgan (1970)
sampling table to determine the study’s sample size. According to Krejcie & Morgan (1970), if the target population is 15-19 units, the target sample
will be 14 units. Therefore, the sample size of this study was 14 INGOs and one donor, UN OCHA, as the representative of an umbrella of donors as
per the country’s pooled funding mechanism. The respondents were targeted for interviews and their responses gathered and analyzed.

Table 2. Sampling Criteria

Program sector Sample percentage Sampled number Type of Organization

FSL 33% 5 INGO

Protection 25% 4 INGO

Nutrition 20% 3 INGO

Health 15% 2 INGO

Multiple 7% 1 Donor

100% 15

Source: Author, 2024

Analysis and Display of Data

A thorough data cleaning was carefully done following a successful data collection exercise. During this procedure, the completed and returned
questionnaires were examined for accuracy, reliability, and assigned unique codes. The cleaned data was processed using Statistical Package for Social
Sciences (SPSS v.30) as a tool for data processing; preliminary entries were made in an Excel Spreadsheet (Office 2013). Data accuracy, consistency
with additional details, uniform entry, completeness, and organization to facilitate coding and tabulation was guaranteed during the data cleaning
processes. Following the data entry stage, the entire dataset was recorded and saved, in case of need for future reference or if needed to run another
analysis. During the data cleaning and coding stage, no outliers were identified.

The procedure of giving the vast pool of information gathered a sense of organization, order, and meaning is known as data analysis. This entails
reviewing the information gathered and drawing conclusions and deductions (Kombo & Tromp, 2010). Quantitative analysis, according to Maxfield
and Babbie (2014), is the process of representing and manipulating data numerically in order to describe and explain the processes that they reflect.
Both quantitative and qualitative methods were utilized to analyze the data. Based on the respondents' qualitative responses, quantitative analysis was
performed using numerical measures of tendencies (mean, averages, percentages, and standard deviation) to assess the study's objectives.
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Results and Discussion

Response Rate

The sample of this work was 15 units of the targeted population. A total of 15 questionnaires were administered through face-to-face interviews and
pick-and-drop approach; all the questionnaires were filled and completed at a 100% response rate. A study response rate of up to 60% r is considered
fair and a 70% response rate or higher is considered exceptional, according to Mugenda and Mugenda (2003).

Needs articulation and grant award decisions

The study examined the relationship between needs articulation and grant award decisions for humanitarian projects. A five-point Likert scale was used
to administer a set of questions to the study respondents. The thoughts and technical opinions of the study participants are recorded in table 9 below
with the statistical measures (mean, standard deviation, and variance) for each variable. Table 9 below presents the findings under the needs articulation
independent variable, with an in-depth interpretation of the findings provided below.

Table 9: Needs articulation and grant award decision

Needs articulation and
positive grant award decision

Proposal funding and
needs articulation

Needs articulation and
amount of funding

requested

Needs assessment and project
implementation period

N
Valid 15 15 15 15

Missing 0 0 0 0

Mean 4.40 2.20 2.73 3.33

Std. Error of Mean .163 .279 .182 .187

Std. Deviation .632 1.082 .704 .724

Variance .400 1.171 .495 .524

Sum 66 33 41 50

Source: Author, 2025

Needs articulation and positive grant award decision

This variable sought to ascertain whether needs articulation is a key determinant of a positive grant award decision. The thoughts and technical opinions
of the respondents were tallied and analysed as shown in table 10 below. The study finds that clear articulation of the needs of the affected people is a
key determinant of a positive grant award decision by donors. Majority of the respondents (46.7%) agreed while 46.7% others strongly agreed that
needs articulation is a key determinant of a positive grant award decision. This makes a combined 93.4% of the total count of the respondents (Mean,
4.4; number =14, standard deviation = 0.632) who either ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ to the statement. The study’s finding goes contrary to the work of
Rahman et al (2021) who suggest that contextual factors, such as institutional support, infrastructure, and project management, can also play a role in
grant funding decisions, beyond the needs articulation. Rahman et al (2021) findings may not directly address the role of needs articulation, but they
strongly indicate that needs articulation is likely not the sole or even a key determinant of a positive grant award decision. The evidence points to a
more complex set of factors that influence grant funding success, including peer review process, applicant characteristics, proposal quality, and
contextual factors. Nonetheless, further discussions with some of the respondents indicate that in most donor Terms of References or calls for proposals,
the premise of clear articulation of needs is a critical item in the partner selection criteria. Humanitarian donors like ECHO are need-based donors of
which majority of their funding decisions are based on how much a proposal states the needs on the ground, the underlying vulnerabilities of the
affected populations, and triggers of the vulnerability being addressed.

Table 10: Needs articulation and positive grant award decision

Response Count Percent

Strongly disagree 0 0.00
Disagree 0 0.00

Neutral 1 6.60

Agree 7 46.70

Strongly agree 7 46.70

Total 15 100.00

Source: Author, 2025
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Proposal funding and needs articulation

This variable sought to determine whether a proposal can be funded even if needs are not well articulated. The thoughts and opinions of the respondents
were tallied as shown in table 11 below. The study finds that majority of respondents (46.7%) disagreed with the statement, 26.7% strongly disagreed,
while 20% agreed to the statement. The mean score for this variable was 2.2 with a standard deviation of 1.082 with the overall finding that a proposal
can hardly be funded if needs are not well articulated. This makes it imperative to clearly articulated needs for a positive grant award decision.

The study finding collates with the findings of Mirando (2018) who emphasizes the importance of well-written, thoroughly prepared grant proposals in
achieving funding success, rather than solely the needs articulation. Mirando (2018) argues that while a well-articulated needs statement is important
for a grant proposal, it is not the sole or even a key determinant of a positive grant award decision.

Table 11: Proposal funding and needs articulation

Response Count Per cent

Strongly disagree 4 26.70

Disagree 7 46.70

Neutral 1 6.60

Agree 3 20.00

Strongly agree 0 0.00

Total 15 100.00

Source: Author, 2025

Needs articulation and amount of funding requested

This variable determined whether needs articulation justifies the amount of funding a grant applicant can request for a project during the proposal
design process. The views of the respondents were collected and tallied as seen in table 12 below. Majority of the respondents disagreed with the
statement (40%) or remained neutral (46.7%), making the overall finding for this variable nullify the statement that needs articulation justifies the
amount of funding requested. This means that however much the needs are well articulated, this doesn’t justify the amount of funding the donor is
willing to award for a grant.

Further discussions with the respondents observed that not all needs can be met as donor budgets come with budget ceilings, indicating resource
constraints in relation to the magnitude of needs to be met. Moreso, needs will always outweigh the amount of financial resources available with any
donor at a time; thus, not all needs can be met fully however much a proposal may articulate the needs. With the majority of respondents either
disagreeing (40%) or remaining neutral (46.7%), the mean score for this variable was 2.73 with a standard deviation of 0.704. Thus, due to resource
constraints, not all the needs can be met; this means that needs articulation may justify why certain vulnerabilities groups are targeted, not how much
funding should be channelled to the targeted populations. This finding supports the views of Ahmad et al. (2023) who find that sometimes donors
consider the need to distribute available funds equitably among different types of applicants despite the initial amount of funding requested by each
applicant. Therefore, needs articulation alone doesn’t justify the amount of funding requested from a donor as some donors consider the principle of
equitable distribution of available funds.

Table 12: Needs articulation and amount of funding requested

Response Count Percent

Strongly disagree 0 0.00

Disagree 6 40.00

Neutral 7 46.70

Agree 2 13.30

Strongly agree 0 0.00

Total 15 100.00

Source: Author, 2025
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Needs assessment and project implementation period

The variable determined whether needs assessment justifies the length of project period. The feedback from the respondents was collected and tallied as
seen in table 13 below. The study finds that 60% of respondents neither agreed nor disagreed with the statement; 26.6% agreed with the statement,
making a mean score of 3.33 with a standard deviation of 0.724 for the variable. Therefore, the study finds no correlation between needs assessment
and length of project period. Further discussions with the respondents revealed that project periods depend on the nature of humanitarian response at
hand; emergency or life-saving humanitarian responses are usually implemented in shorter time frames (6-12 months) while development or
transitional development responses usually take about 2 years or more of project periods. Moreso, most donor terms of references for proposals pre-
stipulate the project implementation periods and the applications are therefore tied to these timeframes regardless of the findings of their needs
assessment reports. Contrary to this view, Kalman (2016) argues that a project period is largely dependent on the nature of the root cause identified
during needs assessment. Kalman stresses that a needs assessment is critical in determining whether the underlying cause of the problem is a knowledge
or skill deficiency, which further provides the justification to consider a training intervention (long-term intervention) or an awareness raising activity
(short-term engagement) as a potential solution. This argument gives weight to the need to design the project intervention period depending on the
nature of the problem at hand.

Table 13: Needs assessment and project implementation period

Response Count Percent

Strongly disagree 0 0.00

Disagree 1 6.70

Neutral 9 60.00

Agree 4 26.60

Strongly agree 1 6.70

Total 15 100.00

Source: Author, 2025

Pearson Correlation Analysis

To ascertain the type and degree of relationships between the hypothesized project design (independent) variables and grant award decision for
humanitarian assistance projects in Juba, South Sudan (dependent variable), the study performed Pearson correlation analysis. The Pearson correlations
between the project design variable and the positive funding decisions for humanitarian assistance projects are shown in Table 34 below.

Table 34 : Pearson correlation matrix

Needs
articulation Positive funding decision

Needs articulation 1

Positive funding
decision .494 1

Source : Author, 2025

Based on the results from the analysis, there is a positive relationship between the grant award decisions for humanitarian assistance and the assessed
project design elements (study variables). The results showed that there was the strongest correlation (r = 0.494) between needs articulation and positive
funding decision by humanitarian donors.

Determining how best the model fits

Table 35: Model summary

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate

1 .853 .728 .711 1.448

Source, author, 2025
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Table 36: ANOVA

The model summary table is shown in table 35 above. Regression model fit to data can be assessed using the R, R2, adjusted R2, and standard error of
the estimate provided in this table. The results indicate that positive funding decision for humanitarian aid and needs articulation are positively
correlated. The correlation coefficient (R Square) is equivalent to 0.728, according to the study. The significant degree of prediction is indicated by the
coefficient of determination, which is 0.711.

In particular, the 0.711 coefficient of determination shows that variations in needs articulation can explain 71.0% of the variance in the positive funding
decision for humanitarian assistance projects. Given that the R2 value exceeds 70%, the donor grant award decisions forecasting model is fit for
prediction.

4.9.3 Statistical Significance

Source, author, 2025

The combined significance of the F ratio in the ANOVA as shown in the table above shows how well the regression model fits the data. The F-test
results indicate that F = 11.45 > 2.61, p-value = 0.008801<0.05, indicating the presence of a jointly significant linear association between positive grant
funding decisions and needs articulation.

Estimated Model Coefficients

A regression analysis was conducted to determine the degree to which Needs articulation affected the donor grant award decisions for humanitarian
assistance projects in South Sudan. The analysis was based on the assumptions that the variable would be generally spread to prevent misrepresentation
of suggestions and consequence tests; this was achieved because no extreme outliers were found; and that the independent and dependent variables
would have a direct relationship to ensure accuracy of estimation; this was achieved by using standardized coefficients in the interpretation process.

Table 37: Estimated Model Coefficients

Source: Author, 2025

The following was the general multiple linear regression model:

Y = α + β1 X1 + є

Positive grant award decision = α + β1 (Needs articulation) + ε.

Therefore, the likelihood of positive donor grant award decision = 15.721 + 12.472 X1

The study finds that there was a positive correlation between the dependent variable and the independent variables. The determinant of the positive
donor grant award decision was observed in the needs articulation variable (coefficient = 12.472, t = 3.021). The study used standardized coefficients
because at 95% confidence level, there was no need to use unstandardized coefficients.

ANOVA

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.

1

Regression 4.545 5 0.909 11.45 .008801

Residual 22.502 9 0.3766

Total 27.047 14

Model

Standardized

Coefficients

β

Std. Error t-value Pr (|>t|)

(Intercept) 15.721 3.700 .924 .000

Needs articulation 12.472 3.664 3.021 .000
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Elasticity of the Model Limit

The coefficient of the needs articulation variable, β1 = 12.472 shows that the likelihood of a positive donor grant award decision can be predicted by a
factor of 12.472 given that other project design elements are held constant. Thus, needs articulation and positive donor grant award decision are
strongly (positively) correlated.

Conclusion

The study finds that clear articulation of the needs of the affected people is a key determinant of a positive grant award decision by donors (co-efficient
= 12.472) and that a proposal can hardly be funded if needs are not well articulated. More so, the study finds no correlation between needs assessment
and length of project period. Thus, however much the needs are well articulated, needs articulation doesn’t necessarily justify the amount of funding the
donor will be willing to award for a grant. This is because the needs almost always outweigh the amount of resources available at a time.

The study concludes that it’s paramount to clearly articulate the needs of the affected population in a grant proposal for a positive award decision. This
conclusion is made with the understanding that a clear needs articulation will likely get a proposal funded but it doesn’t guarantee that the donor will
avail all the amount of funding requested. This is because not all needs can be met at a time as donor resources are usually limited while needs largely
remain vast.

Recommendation

The study concludes that it’s paramount to clearly articulate the needs of the affected population in a grant proposal to enhance the possibility of getting
a positive award decision. This conclusion is drawn with the understanding that a clear needs articulation will likely get a proposal funded as it gets to
the dept and breadth of the real problem being addressed; however, a succinct articulation of needs doesn’t guarantee that the donor will avail all the
amount of funding requested. This is because not all needs can be met at a time as donor resources are usually limited while needs largely remain vast.

Based on the conclusion drawn from this study, this work strongly proposes that a thorough needs assessment should be carried out timely to inform the
design of a grant proposal. More so, a grant proposal design should be based on the needs or gaps identified during a recent needs assessment (not older
than six months from the time of data collection) in a particular location. Overall, the study recommends that project designs should be need-based in
practice and theory. Besides, some donors may be biased towards need-based designs and would therefore favor project designs that strongly articulate
the needs of the affected people. This work proposes that, where possible, the proposal development unit should carry out a needs assessment in line
with the donor request for proposal or the application terms of reference. Once the needs are well documented, the project proposal should be based on
the identified needs as a justification for the funds being requested.
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