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Abstract
Blockchain has increasingly been positioned in the humanitarian
aid sector as a revolutionary technology that can deliver decentraliz-
ing and transparent alternatives to traditional aid systems. Yet exam-
inations of blockchain’s practical implementation in humanitarian
contexts reveals gaps between what it promises and what it delivers.
This paper examines Oxfam’s UnBlocked Cash (UBC) project in
Vanuatu, a blockchain-enabled cash-and-voucher assistance (CVA)
program, to interrogate how such blockchain-based systems are
implemented on the ground. Drawing on semi-structured inter-
views with organizational stakeholders, we show how the allure
of “charismatic” technology mobilizes funding, attention, and en-
thusiasm around promises of decentralization, transparency, and
choice, while consolidating control over data and infrastructure
amongst non-ni-Vanuatu actors. We analyze how blockchain inter-
twines with existing power structures, transparency claims, and
inclusion in post-disaster aid delivery, highlighting tensions around
sovereignty and governance. In addition, we offer insights for HCI
practitioners around limitations and considerations for designing
humanitarian technologies in low resource settings.

CCS Concepts
• Human-centered computing → Collaborative and social
computing; Empirical studies in HCI; • Applied computing
→ Digital cash.
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1 Introduction
In April 2020, the small island nation of Vanuatu was struck by
Cyclone Harold, a Category 5 cyclone and the second-strongest
tropical cyclone in the country’s history [15]. As one of the most
disaster-prone countries in the world, Vanuatu was no stranger to
disaster response. However, in the aftermath of Cyclone Harold,
many factors complicated recovery, primarily a highly decentralized
population scattered over an archipelago of 83 islands and limited
transportation methods between islands. Vanuatu’s post-disaster
logistics were further strained by the destruction of physical and
communication infrastructures and the lack of front-line workers
due to COVID-19, compounding the many complex challenges
Vanuatu already faced with humanitarian aid distribution [15, 67].

Against this backdrop, Oxfam Australia collaborated with two
private-sector companies — fintech start-up Sempo and software
developer Consensys — to implement the UnBlocked Cash (UBC)
project: a blockchain-powered cash-and-voucher assistance (CVA)
program in Vanuatu. Oxfam distributed ‘tap and pay’ near-field
communication (NFC) cards with a preset monetary value to ben-
eficiaries, enabling them to purchase goods and services from a
network of vendors equipped with mobile phones that accepted
payment [67].

In recent times, the increased frequency, severity, and logistical
complexity of humanitarian aid response has paralleled the rise
of technological interventions and private-sector partnerships in
humanitarian spaces. Such technological deployments have been
explored by HCI and design scholarship examining how digital
technologies can support vulnerable communities, especially in
humanitarian contexts [5, 11, 38, 51, 59, 70, 73, 81, 82]. However,
HCI scholarship has also cautioned that some technologies, promis-
ing transformative impact in low resource settings, gain popular-
ity and traction primarily because of their promise, rather than
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real-world impact. Ames [4] characterizes these as “charismatic
technologies,” technologies that inspire enthusiasm and mobilize
resources through compelling narratives, regardless of how their
implementation unfolds.

Since its emergence in 2008, blockchain has been discussed as a
revolutionary technology that can transform existing institutions
for good [71]. It has also been embraced as one of the most viable,
innovative solutions capable of disrupting bureaucracies and ineffi-
ciencies in traditional aid systems [18, 34, 46]. UBC employed this
rhetoric when implementing its own blockchain-enabled aid dis-
tribution system, promoting the project as a tool for transparency,
decentralization, and financial inclusion, and marketing it as a sleek,
incorruptible alternative to traditional aid [40, 67]. Given the re-
cent hype of blockchain and its active deployment in humanitarian
contexts, we ask:

How does the integration of blockchain technologies into human-
itarian aid programs, such as the UnBlocked Cash (UBC) project
in Vanuatu, mobilize blockchain’s promises of decentralization and
transparency among implementing organizations, and with what
consequences for power distribution in humanitarian contexts?

To answer this research question, we conducted 11 semi-
structured interviews with organizational stakeholders involved in
UBC’s design, implementation, and governance in Vanuatu. Our
study shows that the deployment of UBC relied on promises of
decentralization, transparency, and inclusion to mobilize resources
and garner local support. At the same time, there remained central-
ized controls over data, infrastructure, and key decision-making
with non-ni-Vanuatu actors, revealing a gap between rhetorical
promise and operational reality. We situate these dynamics within
Vanuatu’s sociopolitical and regulatory environment and consider
their implications for tech-humanitarian initiatives. Building on
these findings, we examine how charisma, decentralization rhetoric,
and localization efforts intersect with governance arrangements,
data sovereignty, and ni-Vanuatu agency, and we offer design con-
siderations for HCI researchers and practitioners working on hu-
manitarian technologies in low resource, postcolonial settings.

2 Related Work
2.1 Tech-Humanitarianism and HCI
Scholarly work on digital technology usage in humanitarian aid has
grown significantly over the past decade, reflecting an increasing
need to address the growing complexity of humanitarian crises
caused by climate change, natural disasters, and conflict. As these
crises have increased in frequency and severity, research has fo-
cused on how technological innovations can address inefficiencies
in humanitarian aid and the proliferation of investments in tech-
nologies promising to improve the efficiency, quality, and trans-
parency of aid delivery [8, 77].

Human-computer interaction (HCI), and adjacent fields such as
ICT4D/ICTD (Information & Communication Technology for/and
Development), have analyzed technology’s role in supporting vul-
nerable populations and stakeholders in various contexts [16]. In
the context of humanitarian technology, a prominent thread has
been the use of technology to support the social and financial inte-
gration of migrants [38, 70] and refugees [5, 81, 86]. Other studies
have examined how digital platforms have enhanced the capacity of

humanitarian stakeholders, particularly those in under-resourced
environments [11, 21, 51]. These studies highlight localization and
how power imbalances between foreign and local aid organiza-
tions can shape effectiveness and technological acceptance [51]. In
post-disaster information environments, research highlights the
complex, collaborative nature of technology’s role in humanitar-
ian response and the vital role of accessible information-sharing
platforms in supporting the adoption of technology by new users
[59, 73]. Furthermore, there is a growing emphasis on co-designing
with communities using participatory methods, ensuring that af-
fected populations are actively involved in decision-making pro-
cesses [26, 68, 82, 83]. This has revealed how stakeholders strive to
use digital technologies not just as tools, but as part of decision-
making loops that build resilience and empowerment among hu-
manitarian aid recipients.

Historically, technology and development initiatives in the
Global South primarily had a technology-centric focus. However,
scholars have argued that they should instead be considered “a
magnifier of human intent and capacity [79].” These works, while
diverse, have challenged techno-deterministic narratives, arguing
for the inclusion of more critical perspectives that take into account
local contexts, social structures, and power dynamics [69].

2.2 Blockchain and Blockchain
Humanitarianism

Blockchain, or “distributed ledger technology,” operates as a de-
centralized system combining three key elements: a shared ledger
allowing multiple participants to read and write; immutable storage
that records all transactions as an unalterable chain of blocks; and
consensus algorithms enabling actors to securely verify and agree
on the database’s state [14]. Recently there has been a growing
focus in HCI on specific application areas of blockchain [28], in-
cluding social and political domains (e.g., rural development [61],
governance [14, 35]), along with assessing possible futures through
engaging the public [22, 62]. Elsden et al. [22] present a typol-
ogy of blockchain applications and highlights four key roles for
HCI researchers: holding blockchain technologies accountable by
scrutinizing their ethics and biases, engaging participants in de-
sign through participatory and speculative methods, developing
user-centric design methodologies, and expanding the imaginaries
around blockchain applications, especially into diverse and inclu-
sive contexts.

Explorations of blockchain technologies in humanitarian appli-
cations follow this trajectory, highlighting the potential of these
systems to reimagine aid delivery and reduce bureaucratic ineffi-
ciencies. Blockchain’s application in cash-and-voucher assistance
(CVA) during humanitarian response has been noted for enhanc-
ing transaction efficiency and security, primarily through smart
contracts that automate aid disbursement based on predefined con-
ditions, with claims that it eliminates unnecessary intermediaries
and curbs corruption and unregulated transactions [18, 39, 87].

Central to these claims are promises of decentralization and
transparency that position blockchain as fundamentally disrupting
traditional aid hierarchies. Uwantege Hart, Jones and Carvalho [34]
accentuate blockchain’s capacity to accelerate disaster response and
meet beneficiary populations’ diverse needs while creating a safety
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net for long-term crises as beneficiaries gain access to financial and
technological instruments. Kshetri [46] provides early evidence of
blockchain’s potential to enhance transparency, financial inclusion,
and transactional efficiency in the Global South. These perspectives
emphasize blockchain’s alleviation of logistical challenges, costs,
and intermediaries, and highlight opportunities for scalability and
sustainability in developing regions. However, a significant gap
exists between the transformative promises of blockchain and how
such deployments reconfigure power, sovereignty, and accountabil-
ity in humanitarian spaces.

2.3 Techno-colonialism and Critiques of
Blockchain Humanitarianism

While Zwitter and Boisse-Despiaux [87] recognize blockchain’s
potential for revolutionizing humanitarian aid, they also highlight
risks, such as energy consumption, scalability, and data privacy
concerns in field environments. Further, scholars have raised con-
cerns about blockchains’ regulation and scalability [2]. A promi-
nent critique is how an overreliance on technology can lead to the
‘abandonment’ of beneficiaries through remote and de-politicized
data management. Duffield [19] critiques how technology shifts
the responsibility for the crisis response to beneficiaries and sub-
sequently shifts the focus of aid organizations from sociopolitical
and environmental challenges to technological design. Additionally,
blockchain systems pose considerable challenges related to digital
literacy, stakeholder and private-sector partner conflicts of interest,
limited access due to immutability of sensitive data, and regula-
tory and trust deficits [48, 66]. Finck [25] emphasizes the need for
regulatory frameworks to adapt to blockchain’s evolving nature,
eliminate regulatory uncertainty, and ensure alignment with public
policy objectives.

Critiques of blockchain also intersect with broader conversations
about power, coloniality, and digital sovereignty in humanitarian
aid. For example, Bruder’s [8] postcolonial analysis of decentralized
technologies identifies the concentration of ‘innovative’ technology
design and funding in the Global North, who often use humani-
tarian projects in the Global South as strategic pilots to demon-
strate proof-of-concept. Through conflating ideals of technological
utopia with Indigenous self-determination, foreign actors market
the innovative prospects of blockchain while also exploiting In-
digenous populations to pilot their technology and profit from the
humanitarian space [43], a phenomenon that Burns [10] defines as
“philanthro-capitalism.” Martin et al. [52] further highlights tech-
nology’s preservation of power imbalances through a lack of data
sovereignty for beneficiaries.

Power imbalances are a significant thread in criticisms of blockch-
ain humanitarianism, where vulnerable communities rely on pri-
vate and foreign actors to design and maintain digital infrastruc-
tures for humanitarian projects [43]. Jutel’s critical examination of
blockchain humanitarianism in the Pacific is a particularly crucial
piece of the literature, positioning blockchain projects as agents
of techno-colonialism that erode local governance and Indigenous
sovereignty [43, 44]. Martin et al. [52] reference UBC as a project
that allows private companies to access and infiltrate financial and
technological industries in Global South countries.

Madianou [49] and Cheesman [13] caution that blockchain’s
potential to reinforce power imbalances may perpetuate techno-
colonialism, where external foreign actors control data and critical
infrastructure, facilitating surveillance and undermining local au-
tonomy. Projects such as the World Food Programme’s blockchain
initiatives in Jordan and Yemen exemplify this, where digital vouch-
ers improved aid speed and transparency, but also centralized tech-
nological control. Heitlinger [35] further argues that such techno-
logical solutions overlook local practices and undermine commu-
nity autonomy, reinforcing existing power dynamics rather than
fostering self-determination.

Despite these criticisms, there remains a gap in empirical exami-
nations of how blockchain technologies are implemented on the
ground and the opportunities and challenges of integrating them
into humanitarian contexts. While humanitarian aid is often framed
as short-term relief, recurring disasters and systemic vulnerabilities
demand approaches that also consider long-term resilience and sus-
tainability. Our paper responds to this gap by analyzing blockchain
humanitarian efforts in Vanuatu, focusing on its interactions with
existing power structures, the tensions between private, public, and
NGO stakeholders, and the compatibilities between visions and
realities of blockchain and techno-humanitarianism.

2.4 Charismatic Technologies as an Analytical
Lens

Drawing on Max Weber’s theory of charismatic authority, Morgan
Ames [4] conceptualizes “charismatic technologies” as technologies
that inspire devotion through utopian promises that persist even
when they fail to deliver. Ames argues that technologies derive
power not from material form but from the promises that they em-
body, invoking a faith-like commitment that sustains belief against
counterevidence [4]. She argues that charismatic technologies pos-
sess a “holding power,” maintaining ideological commitments and
reinforcing worldviews through promissory rhetoric [4].

However, despite promising transformation, charismatic tech-
nologies function conservatively, recycling familiar narratives, af-
firming existing hierarchies, and obscuring social complexities [4].
When looked through a postcolonial computing lens [41], charisma
helps explain how global technological imaginaries perpetuate colo-
nial patterns of domination [17]. While postcolonial computing
advocates for design frameworks to prioritize local agency over
universal solutions [41], scholars have demonstrated that even
when communities appear involved, they often lose meaningful
agency while projects are framed uncritically as empowering [24].
This reflects broader techno-colonial patterns where Global North
expertise and solutions are imposed on the Global South under
narratives of progress. This paper employs Ames’ conception of
charismatic technologies as a lens for evaluating the deployment
of blockchain in Vanuatu, and contributes to existing HCI, decolo-
nial computing, and tech-humanitarian scholarship by assessing
the capacity and limitations of blockchain technology to address
entrenched structural issues in humanitarian aid delivery.
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3 Background
3.1 Natural Disaster Response in Vanuatu
Vanuatu, a small island nation in the South Pacific composed of 83
islands, is highly vulnerable to natural disasters due to its location
within the Cyclone Belt and the Ring of Fire. It is regularly affected
by earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, cyclones, droughts, tsunamis,
landslides, and floods [63]. On average, these disasters result in
an estimated annual loss of $48 million USD [23]. Climate change
has increased the frequency and severity of these natural hazards,
significantly straining the country’s recovery capacity and economy
[63].

Vanuatu’s socioeconomic conditions have exacerbated the dif-
ficulties of disaster recovery. The country’s population is largely
decentralized across remote islands, contributing to a high per-
centage of the population being unbanked, complicating access to
financial resources in times of disaster [30]. Further, it struggles
with high poverty levels, limited human resources, and an economy
heavily dependent on agriculture and tourism. Both sectors are
particularly affected by natural disasters, limiting the ni-Vanuatu1
(Indigenous population of Vanuatu)’s ability to meet basic needs
and rebuild after significant climate events [29].

In response to disasters, Vanuatu’s Natural Disaster Management
Office (NDMO) leads traditional recovery efforts, working with lo-
cal authorities, communities, chiefs, churches, and international
partners to assess recovery needs and coordinate the distribution of
relief items, including food, water, clothing, and shelter materials.
However, traditional disaster recovery faces significant challenges
[80]. Distribution of relief items takes an average of three weeks
after a disaster and saturates local markets, undermining the ability
of local businesses to recover. Moreover, relief efforts tend to bypass
local economies, disrupting long-term rebuilding efforts and often
delivering items that do not match the needs of the affected com-
munities [37]. Traditional recovery frameworks are also rooted in
colonial structures, where international aid organizations dominate
the process, often sidelining Indigenous knowledge and undermin-
ing local communities’ agency in decision-making [36]. In recent
years, there have been increasing efforts to integrate kastom (ni-
Vanuatu ways of being, including traditional practices, knowledge
systems, and governance) into recovery processes, with the NDMO
supporting initiatives that prioritize resilience, self-sufficiency, and
reliance on local and natural resources [55].

Recently, cash-and-voucher assistance (CVA) has emerged as a
flexible alternative to traditional aid, enabling recipients to purchase
goods and services based on their specific needs. This approach also
stimulates local economies by directing funds toward businesses
within affected communities [50]. CVA has gained traction in Van-
uatu, particularly in remote regions where logistical challenges
make the distribution of physical aid difficult. However, Vanuatu’s
cash-based society presents obstacles, as many citizens lack bank
accounts and national identification (ID), which are required to
access financial resources through banks.
1Ni-Vanuatu refers to the Indigenous population of Vanuatu, in contrast with the
demonym Vanuatuan, which refers to any citizen of Vanuatu, regardless of their origin
or ethnicity.

The first CVA program in Vanuatu, launched in 2018 after the
mass evacuation of Ambae Island due to a volcanic eruption, dis-
tributed paper cheques to affected families. While effective, the
cheque-based system was costly, time-consuming, and relied on
intermediaries. These challenges, including the exclusion of un-
banked individuals and those without national IDs, slowed aid
distribution and increased costs, highlighting the need for more
inclusive and efficient systems [67].

In 2019, a private fintech company, Sempo, conducted a sample
pilot of a blockchain technology CVA program. Sempo surveyed 80
ni-Vanuatu participants to determine their views on autonomous
choice in traditional humanitarian aid and blockchain CVA aid,
which included the use of near-field-communication (NFC) cards
that enabled mobile payments between vendors and beneficiaries.
When beneficiaries were asked about their previous disaster experi-
ences regarding “choice” in resource allocation, 85% of participants
rated their experience as a 1, indicating a severe lack of autonomy.
In contrast, 96% felt they had considerable options with the NFC
card system, rating their experience as a 5. Additionally, 86% of
participants linked monetary aid with increased choice. Over 98%
favoured using NFC cards in future disaster relief [67]. These results
legitimized Sempo’s decision to more widely administer blockchain
CVA in Vanuatu, becoming what was later known as UBC.

3.2 The UnBlocked Cash Project
In 2018, international NGO Oxfam, in partnership with fintech
startup Sempo and blockchain developer Consensys, piloted the
UnBlocked Cash (UBC) project in Vanuatu to address aid distribu-
tion challenges. The initial 2019 pilot was launched in two urban
communities in the Efate province, and enrolled 1,209 beneficiaries
and 29 vendors, distributing VUV 966,443 ($8,066.46 USD) over one
month. Following the pilot’s success, UBC scaled up in 2020 to
respond to COVID-19 and Tropical Cyclone Harold, distributing
VUV 300 million ($2.5 million USD) to 24,000 individuals across 13
islands [33].

UBC operated on Ethereum’s blockchain, leveraging smart con-
tracts to automate aid transactions, with program reports claiming
it ensured transparency while eliminating intermediaries. Initially,
UBC used a stablecoin pegged to the USD during its pilot phase [31].
However, as the project scaled, it transitioned to a local currency
stablecoin to better align with Vanuatu’s non-dollarized economy
and regulatory preferences. This shift involved the use of wrapped
tokens to comply with local regulations and integrate with existing
financial systems. The project’s private implementation aimed to
manage regulatory compliance and effectively engage with local
banks and stakeholders [2].

3.2.1 Operational mechanics. In UBC, beneficiaries (aid recipients)
are given NFC cards with a preset monetary value, enabling them
to purchase goods and services from participating vendors with-
out an internet connection. Vendors scan QR codes on the NFC
cards to record transactions on a decentralized blockchain ledger.
Although the technology can function offline temporarily, ven-
dors must periodically connect to the internet to synchronize and
complete transactions [33]. Program-reported metrics [31] claim
UBC significantly enhanced aid delivery by reducing enrollment
times, lowering distribution costs, and improving transparency. By
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Figure 1: An overview of how the UBC project worked. Blue boxes indicate a beneficiary-specific process. Green boxes indicate
a vendor-specific process. Purple boxes indicate beneficiary- and vendor-specific processes. The white box indicates a role
specific to Oxfam and Sempo.

2022, UBC had distributed an estimated $2 million USD in aid, re-
ducing delivery times by 96% and cutting costs from $13.40 USD
per bank transfer to just $0.067 USD per Ethereum transaction.
UBC also expanded beyond Vanuatu, with pilots launched in the
Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea. The project garnered
global recognition, winning the European Union’s Horizon 2020
Prize for Blockchains for Social Good [40]. However, questions
about UBC’s long-term sustainability remain, necessitating further
evaluation.

4 Data and Methods
4.1 Participants
This study adopts an exploratory qualitative case study approach
[32] of the UnBlocked Cash (UBC) project in Vanuatu, focusing
on organizational stakeholders directly involved in design and im-
plementation. We conducted semi-structured interviews virtually
through Microsoft Teams (n=3) from March to April 2023, and
in-person in Port Vila, Vanuatu (n=8) in May 2023.

Between October 2022 and March 2023, we systematically
mapped UBC’s stakeholder ecosystem through secondary desk
research. From this, we purposively sampled a list of key contacts
from participating organizations (Oxfam, Consensys, and Sempo).
We chose not to interview anyone from Consenys after preliminary
conversations with other stakeholders, who indicated that Consen-
sys was not actively involved in the implementation of the project

and would likely not inform our findings. After reaching out to
these initial contacts, we used snowball sampling to recruit addi-
tional participants, ensuring our sample reflected the diversity of
roles from organizations that participated in UBC. We interviewed
participants from organizations including Oxfam, Sempo, local
NGOs, the Vanuatu government, and the local private sector (see
Table 1). Eligibility criteria required direct involvement in UBC’s
design, implementation, or oversight. To keep the study anchored
on implementation and organizational governance (rather than
end-user experiences), we excluded anyone not directly involved
in the design or implementation of UBC, including beneficiaries,
vendors, and any individuals whose exposure was limited to earlier
pilots.

We did not fix the number of participants in advance; instead,
our approach prioritized significant reflection, detailed dialogue,
and in-depth examination of each transcript. By systematically
mapping the various stakeholders involved in the process, reaching
out to further participants based on reflection, and triangulating
perspectives across multiple organizations and stakeholders, we
collected adequate data to respond to our research objective. We
acknowledge that our recruitment occurred during and directly
following Tropical Cyclones Judy and Kevin, which hit Vanuatu in
March 2023. This impacted our capacity to communicate with and
recruit participants prior to travelling into the field; however, we
were successful in recruiting participants in-person in Port Vila,
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Table 1: In-depth semi-structured interview participants

ID Ni-Vanuatu (yes/no) Role in UBC
NGO1 Yes Non-governmental Organization
NGO2 Yes Non-governmental Organization
O1 Yes Oxfam
O2 No Oxfam
O3 No Oxfam
CL Yes Community Leader
S No Sempo

PS1 No Local Private Sector
PS2 No Local Private Sector
PS3 Yes Local Private Sector
GO Yes Governmental Organization

and were able to conduct interviews with all relevant stakeholder
groups involved in the implementation of UBC.

Because participants were easily identifiable, we did not collect
demographics of participants beyond their identity as ni-Vanuatu,
so as to maintain participant anonymity. The study received ap-
proval from our research ethics board, and all participants gave
informed consent. Upon arriving in Vanuatu, our team received
approval from the Vanuatu National Cultural Council to conduct
research involving ni-Vanuatu participants, ensuring adherence to
local research protocols.

4.2 Method and Analysis
Interview guides were created for each participant with questions
that explored the logistics of implementing UBC, short- and long-
term impacts of UBC, identification and communication with ni-
Vanuatu communities, the implications of using blockchain tech-
nologies in populations with low digital and financial literacy, and
broader sociopolitical and regulatory contexts. Interviews were
individual and were conducted by any two or three members of the
research team. Interviews took 30 to 60 minutes and were recorded
and transcribed by a notetaker. All interview data was anonymized
by the research team.

Interview data was analyzed using thematic analysis [6] and
coded using Dedoose v9.0.17 [1]. Open coding was performed inde-
pendently by at least two independent coders for each transcript.
Initially, a subsample of three interviews from varying stakeholders
was selected to develop an initial coding framework. The research
team discussed this coding framework during scheduled meetings
and any discrepancies between codes were discussed until agree-
ment was reached. The coding framework was applied to subse-
quent interviews and was iteratively refined throughout. Following
the coding of transcripts, codes were grouped into themes, and
sub-themes. Researchers met regularly to collectively define the
themes and sub-themes. During these meetings, researchers often
referred to their reflexive journals and memos they created through-
out data collection and analysis. Thematic maps were created by
the research team to illustrate the relationships between the codes,
themes and sub-themes. Each theme and sub-theme was defined
and supported by interview quotes.

As reflexive thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke [6]
was used, the results emphasize interpretive depth and researcher

reflexivity rather than statistical reliability. Consistent with reflex-
ive thematic analysis, we did not calculate inter-coder reliability
metrics or produce a formal codebook, as these practices assume
coding uniformity rather than reflexive engagement. Instead, credi-
bility was established through double independent coding, collabo-
rative theme development, andmaintaining an audit trail of analytic
decisions, supported by reflexive memos and thematic maps.

4.3 Reflexivity
The research team consisted of three researchers with backgrounds
in engineering, social science, and rehabilitation science, super-
vised by a senior researcher with expertise in HCI and CSCW in
low resource contexts. Collectively, the team brought prior experi-
ence in qualitative research and humanitarian technology, which
informed our sensitivity to power asymmetries and ethical con-
siderations in post-disaster settings. The study was approached
with the assumption that blockchain technology’s application in
humanitarian aid is complex, shaped by sociopolitical and financial
interests. Recognizing that positionality could influence interpreta-
tion, the team engaged in reflexive practices throughout the study,
including maintaining journals, memoing, and regular group dis-
cussions to critically examine assumptions and analytic decisions.
The team also adhered to local research protocols and ensured in-
formed consent. These steps, combined with iterative mapping and
collaborative analysis [7], supported credibility and trustworthiness
[57].

5 Findings
Our analysis examines UBC’s implementation on the ground and
the project’s evolution from initial piloting as a paper-based CVA to
an NFC-mediated, blockchain-enabled system. We describe how im-
plementation hinged on ni-Vanuatu actors, generating enthusiasm
around increased agency and decentralization while pushing for
“localization” primarily as operational delegation to ni-Vanuatu em-
ployees amid tensions with state institutions and data sovereignty.
Finally, we analyze organizational centralization in data access
and governance despite technical ledger-level decentralization and
program narratives about the removal of intermediaries.

5.1 The Logistics of Implementing UBC
5.1.1 From paper-based CVA to blockchain-based UBC. Prior to
UBC, traditional paper-based CVA methods were used, and UBC
was introduced in response to the logistical challenges and inef-
ficiencies observed during early implementation. Earlier voucher
and paper-based transfer systems, introduced following the 2018
Ambae volcano eruption, were widely perceived as cumbersome:
they required physical monitoring, were easily damaged in humid
or cyclone-prone environments, and excluded participants who
lacked ID cards. As one Oxfam staff member explained,

“With paper vouchers, it was slow, it was expensive,
and it didn’t reach everyone it needed to. People lost
their papers, and the most vulnerable were often left
out.” — O1

Further, as Vanuatu is an archipelago, physical delivery is time-
and cost-intensive. An Oxfam employee noted,



Promise, Power, and Charisma: Evaluating the Realities of Integrating Blockchain Technologies into Humanitarian Contexts CHI ’26, April 13–17, 2026, Barcelona, Spain

“[It is] geographically and logistically expensive to
deliver aid in any form [...] Assistance organizations
spent lots of money in delivering aid. 1 dollar of rice
[requires] 3 dollars in delivery.” — O2

By digitizing CVA, UBC streamlined the logistical organization
of aid distribution for Oxfam, eliminating challenges that arose with
paper-based CVA systems. Participants described the digital compo-
nent of UBC as reducing logistical costs for Oxfam by distributing
humanitarian aid funds directly to recipients, eliminating the need
for expensive intermediaries. Additionally, Sempo designed the
NFC cards to work in remote geographic areas where there was
poor, or an absence of, internet connectivity, as long as a mobile
network was present. As an Oxfam employee stated,

“Mobile networks are accessible even if it’s not the
best on most islands [...] Digital infrastructure reach-
ing farther than brick-and-mortar infrastructure [...]
CVA is difficult and technically very complicated –
humanitarian assistance, financial transfers, handling
multiple databases [...] Something automated is best.”
— O2

In participants’ accounts, the allure of UBC as a CVA mechanism
seemed to rely on the logistical ease of cash distribution that digital
transfers and NFC cards offered. However, stakeholders appraised
blockchain for its promises of decentralization, transparency, and
financial inclusion. While digital CVA could have been delivered
through other technologies, stakeholders reported that blockchain
technology was deliberately chosen for its promise of decentral-
ization, and for limiting the role of local financial institutions in
transaction management. Sempo further noted that by identifying
eligible humanitarian aid recipients through the recommendations
of local community leaders rather than those with government-
issued national IDs, enrollment times were minimized and the pro-
gram was accessible to beneficiaries that were otherwise difficult
to reach due to lack of banking or ID. A Sempo employee discussed
how UBC was able to streamline enrollment of beneficiaries:

“From a programmatic standpoint, it was also easier
for technology. Made it easy to integrate into work-
flow [...] Enroll beneficiaries very seamlessly.” — S

Stakeholders emphasized that, unlike mobile money systems
tied to government infrastructures, blockchain-based tokens could
circulate outside traditional financial institutions, thereby reducing
the need for coordination with the central government. As one
Sempo employee stated,

“The challenge of setting up in a new country is not on
technology. Barriers are due to financial partnerships
and how the program is run.” — S

In these narratives, blockchain addressed perceived institutional
barriers, while digital CVA and NFC cards addressed logistical ones.
Overall UBC conflated the two, providing cash distribution to hard-
to-reach populations and reducing logistical delays and obstacles
stakeholders encountered when reliant on centralized banking and
government infrastructures. A ni-Vanuatu community leader cor-
roborated how UBC addressed roadblocks created by coordination
with central government after a disaster, stating,

“My goal is to cut down the time going back and forth
to connect with the disaster office [NDMO] and the
community [...] The area council is across the penin-
sula, so cutting down on time, making use of the
time for other activities. In 2015 there was chaos with
[Cyclone] Pam disaster. It was hard. With the cash
voucher, it makes things easier and faster.” — CL

Across accounts, the obstacles in the way of UBC meeting its
promises were stated to be organizational — in relation to coordi-
nation with local actors and partnership constraints — rather than
inherent technical limitations of the system.

5.1.2 Reliance on local NGOs and community stakeholders. Because
Oxfam, Sempo and Consensys originated outside of Vanuatu, build-
ing relationships with ni-Vanuatu stakeholders across government,
private sector, and community levels was imperative for program
acceptance. In Vanuatu, a small country where strong interpersonal
relationships are important, participants repeatedly emphasized
that this relational work was critical to the acceptance of UBC’s
method of humanitarian aid delivery. This relational work included
engagement with ni-Vanuatu chiefs, whose authority within vil-
lage governance structures shaped whether new programs were
viewed as legitimate. Chiefs acted as cultural gatekeepers, and
participants explained that in some regions, UBC needed to be in-
troduced through established chiefly protocols to be accepted at
the community level:

“There is not a great amount of government on each
island, but chiefly authorities have power.” — PS1

As the ni-Vanuatu population has been learning to adapt to ex-
treme weather conditions, the Vanuatu government and NGOs
have focused on designing humanitarian aid programs that pro-
mote resilience, with specific efforts made to integrate kastom and
Indigenous knowledge systems into recovery processes. They de-
scribed traditional aid as unreliable due to operational inefficiency
and dependence on foreign entities; instead, they emphasized the
need for “localization” — designing programs through local organi-
zations and employing ni-Vanuatu staff. However, one implementer
also noted that the pressure to localize staff was a result of regula-
tory and health mandates during the COVID-19 pandemic, includ-
ing shortened work visas, visa denials, and COVID-19 restrictions,
rather than from a purely voluntary redistribution of power.

Nevertheless, UBC continued to depend on local chapters of
NGOs and community leaders, who were responsible for identify-
ing and enrolling beneficiaries, distributing NFC cards, and training
recipients (beneficiaries and vendors). Trust-building with local
communities through local organizations was integral to technolog-
ical acceptance and program success. Oxfam’s approach to localized
technological training was aimed at empowering ni-Vanuatu com-
munity leaders to operate UBC at the ground level. A private sector
stakeholder stated,

“We had people living in the community. For the first
month, 2 full-time staff were in Santo, so if the users
had any issues, they could meet face-to-face. For the
beneficiaries themselves, they were supported by the
NGO they were affiliated with [...] We liked that it was
a localized response using global standard technology,
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and it worked really, really well because of that.” —
PS2

Oxfam localized technological training by simplifying descrip-
tions of how UBC’s technology worked and making training mate-
rials available in Bislama, one of the Vanuatu’s official languages.
An Oxfam employee described the simplified training,

“They [Oxfam] tried to simplify it. The partners would
get trained, go to the field, and teach the vendors. As-
sisted directly by Oxfam in each area of vendors on
how to use the phones. They got advice and were
registered. On a one-to-one basis, individual benefi-
ciaries who may have lost their cards or had their
cards stolen were talked to and reported so that a new
card could be put in the system. Minor but important
things.” — O3

Network mapping of UBC (see Figure. 2) illustrates the com-
plex web of actors involved. While the technological backbone was
designed and controlled by Oxfam Australia, Sempo, and Consen-
sys, the program’s success on the ground relied on a network of
ni-Vanuatu NGOs and community leaders, who carried out iden-
tification, training, and distribution. This organizational structure
highlights the primary implementers of UBC as Oxfam (the lead
organization), Sempo & Consensys (the technology designers), and
several international NGOs, whose local Vanuatu branches were led
by ni-Vanuatu employees who bore the operational burden of im-
plementation. While Sempo retained full control over the technical
architecture and operational parameters, they acknowledged:

“Trying to run programs in communities is not
Sempo’s area of expertise [so] they therefore part-
nered with NGOs to deal with the ethics and people.”
— S

5.1.3 Enthusiasm from local NGOs and ni-Vanuatu stakeholders.
ni-Vanuatu staff at Oxfam and other international NGOs expressed
strong enthusiasm for UBC, framing it as more “empowering” than
previous aid distribution programs. For Oxfam’s ni-Vanuatu staff,
the CVA component in UBC symbolized a shift towards “dignity and
choice”: the term “dignity” was invoked on multiple occasions to
describe beneficiaries’ ability tomake their own purchases. This was
in contrast to traditional aid programs where foreign aid providers
would often send disaster recovery resources without consulting
local community leaders, causing resources to be unnecessarily and
poorly distributed. A ni-Vanuatu Oxfam employee stated,

“With UBC, we had the freedom to choose what was
best for our families. It made us feel respected and
empowered.” — O1

Oxfam stakeholders claimed that, in contrast to traditional hu-
manitarian aid, where there is a dependence on foreign entities, a
localized approach built resilience and “decolonized humanitarian
aid.” Both non-ni-Vanuatu and ni-Vanuatu Oxfam employees stated
that hiring ni-Vanuatu employees was evidence of localization (and
therefore decolonizing) aid delivery:

“Oxfam is moving forward to decolonize some ways
NGOs work in regard to humanitarian aid and long
term development. Our niche is around networking

and partnership with local partners on the ground to
support and implement interventions.” — O1

Participants offered concrete illustrations of perceived benefits.
For example, an NGO participant reflected that UBC was tailored
according to the circumstances and needs of aid recipients:

“There was one man on Efate – he had a child with
a disability and was given a card. [It] helped to build
and extend the house for the child to play outside. It
had a really big impact on their homes. A lot of them
also built little canteens or shops after the program
ended — it provided them with financial income after
the program ended.” — NGO1

We note that these accounts reflect organizational and NGO
perspectives on empowerment and dignity — as our data did not
include direct testimony from beneficiaries or vendors, and thus
speaks to how ‘dignity’ of choice was narrated by implementers
rather than how it was actually experienced by aid recipients.

5.1.4 Resistance from state institutions and tensions around
sovereignty. Enthusiasm among NGOs contrasted sharply with cau-
tion and resistance from certain Vanuatu state institutions. Since
blockchain technology and digital infrastructure used by UBC were
new to Vanuatu, Oxfam was required to obtain permission through
a memorandum of understanding (MOU) from Vanuatu’s Council
of Ministers and a no-objection letter from the Reserve Bank of
Vanuatu (RBV) prior to UBC’s implementation. The Reserve Bank
of Vanuatu (RBV) initially rejected UBC, expressing concern over in-
troducing a parallel currency (at the time the RBV only allowed the
local Vatu currency as the legal tender). UBC only received approval
from the RBV once Oxfam and Sempo agreed to tokenize the Vatu
and route all funds through the Bank, which allowed regulators to
retain control. An Oxfam employee recounted,

“The Reserve Bank had to verify and approve the
project. A presentation was made for the financial in-
telligence office. There was an absence of laws around
cash transfers in general but especially involving
blockchain. But that in itself does not make it not
okay. It was not illegal, but it complicated the ability
to cash out money since these systems do not already
exist in Vanuatu.” — O2

From implementers’ accounts, these negotiations unfolded as
negotiations between foreign actors (Oxfam and Sempo) and the
RBV. Technical changes — moving from an initial dollar-pegged
stablecoin to a tokenized version of the Vatu that the RBV could
treat as a voucher rather than as a new currency — were framed as
necessary steps for regulatory compliance. Ni-Vanuatu NGOs and
other state agencies were not involved in these design decisions,
and UBC implementers described the wrapped-token solution as
an adjustment required to make the project work, rather than as an
opportunity to redistribute technical control or build local capacity
around the new infrastructure [67].

Sempo further attributed the resistance to institutional path-
dependence, i.e., local actors not wanting to adapt to new systems,
as well as divergent financial incentives:

“There is a lot of work with local governments. Gov-
ernments don’t want to use the new system. [They
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Figure 2: Mapping the network of organizations involved with UBC, including organizations where tensions were negotiated.

want UBC to] just adapt [to] the old system. Technol-
ogy is not bottlenecking aid distribution, but it is more
murky, different people are working together, and dif-
ferent stakeholders are involved, bringing different
incentives.” — S

The National Disaster Management Office (NDMO), the gov-
ernmental agency responsible for the coordination of response
to emergencies and disasters across Vanuatu, was amongst those
that voiced skepticism. In traditional disaster recovery, the NDMO
works with NGOs in Vanuatu to implement disaster recovery ef-
forts on the ground. While both the NDMO and NGOs acknowledge
the importance of collaboration, tensions can arise post-disaster,
particularly when the established structure of disaster recovery is
perceived as being bypassed. This was described by a ni-Vanuatu
government employee:

“Working with partners is really good in Vanuatu.
When it comes to response, some partners want to go
quickly out there, and it causes many complications
of activities. People are asking to do their own stuff
and don’t really fall into the structure anymore. We
try our best to keep everyone together.” — GO

UBC disrupted the structure of traditional disaster recovery by
introducing many unfamiliar concepts, including a market-based
approach and blockchain technology. Under particular scrutiny was

blockchain’s decentralized approach and lack of reliance on tradi-
tional banking and logistical infrastructures. Government stake-
holders at the NDMO claimed that the exclusion of local govern-
ment from such projects would undermine program effectiveness
as community resilience was rooted in long-term relationships
and reciprocity. NDMO officials expressed discontent that Oxfam
did not appropriately consult with the government prior to UBC’s
roll-out, which they felt undermined historic relationships and the
central coordination of state institutions in traditional Vanuatu aid
delivery:

“I didn’t hear from them, instead only from the locals.
Asked the local government official and asked why
they weren’t involved in it. I approached them [Ox-
fam] and asked what they were doing here, anything
you do will affects what we do, it’s best we are all
involved in the process. They didn’t really explain
everything and didn’t really explain the project.” —
GO

The NDMO officials believed that UBC’s reliance on large inter-
national donations and advanced technology like blockchain risked
overshadowing local authorities’ efforts to develop sustainable dis-
aster recovery solutions. A government official argued that,

“This community, we need them to be resilient, we
need them to have the land to grow crops... we can’t
have them asking us to pay them to go grow their own
food [...] I don’t want NGOs coming and taking my
people’s resilience. We want people to take initiative
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to do something for themselves. We want them to
build for themselves.” — GO

Further, during a state of emergency — for e.g. right after a natu-
ral disaster — a cluster system is activated and NGOs are expected
to “fall into the structure.” The failure of Oxfam to consult prior
to the roll-out was viewed negatively by the NDMO, and also re-
flects a major gap in localization efforts. Although NGOs such as
Oxfam were not legally required to consult the NDMO, excluding
the government agency undermined existing response systems. In
traditional disaster recovery practice in Vanuatu, the NDMO initi-
ates programs to encourage local communities to develop their own
disaster response plans and implement community-led recovery,
such as providing land for farming and organizing labour programs
for displaced individuals. However, with UBC, many ni-Vanuatu in-
dividuals were less willing to participate in the NDMO’s initiatives,
preferring the cash provided by Oxfam.

Notably, due to UBC’s infrastructural complexity, the project re-
lied on non-ni-Vanuatu implementers for the design, maintenance,
and governance of the technical system. This reliance raised con-
cerns from the NDMO about the long-term effectiveness of UBC as
a sustainable recovery model:

“My worry is the long-term response for the people
- what happens when cash runs out? How can we
sustain this cash transfer program?” — GO

The NDMO also strongly advocated for the integration of In-
digenous ni-Vanuatu knowledge in disaster recovery efforts, em-
phasizing the importance of locally rooted practices in rebuilding,
resource distribution, and recovery processes.

5.2 Organizational Centralization and Power
Dynamics

5.2.1 Decentralization and data transparency. Oxfam and Sempo
stakeholders framed blockchain as delivering decentralization via
real-time, granular monitoring of NFC card financial transactions
without relying on local banks or government agencies as intermedi-
aries. In their accounts, every purchase made with an NFC card was
represented on a blockchain ledger, where financial transactions
were entered into a series of interconnected ‘blocks’ that formed
a chronological chain. Each block was cryptographically linked
to the previous one, creating an unalterable transaction history.
Further this system was claimed to be transparent: the informa-
tion surrounding the source and location of monetary funds was
traceable and auditable.

In practice, this transparency was operationalized through
Sempo’s web-based dashboard. Each transaction made with an
NFC-card was logged and visualized there, segmented by factors
such as age, vulnerability, gender, location, and frequency, provid-
ing program staff with detailed visibility into activity flows. Mul-
tiple interviewees mentioned that this enabled detailed oversight
into spending patterns and vendor activity near real-time without
reliance on centralized intermediaries.

However, access to this visibility was tiered. While Oxfam and
Sempo stated that the data was accessible to all “project partners,”
none of the ni-Vanuatu NGO stakeholders we interviewed indicated
they had access to the dashboard. A Sempo technology designer

described the system’s layered access controls and how they were
balancing transparency with data governance,

“You can have view level (only transactions), enroller
level (can add new info), admin level (effectively do
anything), and owner level (senior program manager,
legally responsible for user access management).” — S

Oxfam described using live monitoring data provided by Sempo’s
dashboard to help identify and address implementation gaps. For
example, a local Oxfam staff described arranging a shuttle service to
vendor shops for recipients with mobility or transport constraints
that were a consequence of this monitoring (CL). The dashboard
monitoring also included tracking ‘taboo’ purchases such as alco-
hol, cigarettes, and firearms. While this was not intended to restrict
beneficiary agency, it addressed concerns about potential misuse of
aid funds. Interviewees reported that less than 1 percent of trans-
actions were flagged as taboo, which they interpreted as evidence
that beneficiaries largely exercised responsible control over their
purchases.

Despite this optimism about the distributed blockchain ledger,
identifiable beneficiary information, including associated demo-
graphic attributes, were not written into the ledger but instead
stored off-chain on conventional AmazonWeb Services (AWS) cloud
servers hosted in Australia, under the control of Oxfam Australia
and Sempo. The blockchain ledger recorded only wallet-level trans-
action histories, while the off-chain databases maintained the map-
pings between program card or wallet identifiers and beneficiary
profiles, enabling web dashboards to join transaction histories with
demographic attributes. In practice, Sempo’s dashboards — which
integrated data from the ledger chain and off-chain databases —
were administered by a relatively small group of Oxfam and Sempo
staff with higher-tier permissions, concentrating real-time visibility
and configuration authority rather than distributing it across local
partners. ‘Transparency’ was therefore one-way — implementers
could monitor beneficiaries’ spending patterns in real time, while
ni-Vanuatu stakeholders and beneficiaries had limited visibility into
how their data was stored, combined, or accessed. Implementers
also reported that beneficiaries did not receive communication
prior to enrollment about what data would be collected, where it
would be stored, or who would have access, highlighting the limited
transparency around the data implications of participation.

5.2.2 Limitations of data sovereignty and knowledge asymmetries.
Despite claims made by stakeholders that UBC was decentraliz-
ing aid and empowering local communities, significant challenges
remained in terms of data sovereignty and knowledge asymme-
tries between non-ni-Vanuatu and ni-Vanuatu stakeholders. All
ni-Vanuatu stakeholders stated that they had a limited understand-
ing of blockchain technology, including its functionality, what data
was collected, and where data was stored. Although ni-Vanuatu
stakeholders often used key terms frequently cited by Oxfam and
Sempo such as ‘transparency,’ ‘efficiency,’ and ‘decentralization’ to
describe UBC, they were unable to provide explanations of these
concepts. A ni-Vanuatu private sector employee conceded,

“The [blockchain] itself, it’s about the digital, how
you can make the money align. This is the tricky part,
I don’t understand the concept itself.” — PS3
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These gaps in understanding may be attributed to Oxfam and
Sempo’s simplified training process for ni-Vanuatu stakeholders,
which omitted any technical descriptions about the program. These
gaps in understanding were not accidental but the result of delib-
erate design choices by foreign implementers. Training sessions
were designed to provide ni-Vanuatu stakeholders with an under-
standing of key concepts and equip them to use phones and NFC
cards, but “avoided” technical terms. Although the rationale for this
omission is unclear, ni-Vanuatu stakeholders iterated that training
was simplified so that it was digestible for audiences of all digital
literacy levels.

While ni-Vanuatu stakeholders did not express any discontent
regarding their limited understanding of the technology, their ig-
norance regarding this vital component highlights significant chal-
lenges in the sustainability and localization of the project. As local
ni-Vanuatu stakeholders had limited knowledge, they were unable
to lead or manage any technological component of UBC that in-
volved blockchain, including the collection and storage of data trans-
ferred through financial transactions. Despite Oxfam and Sempo’s
assertion that they were committed to a localized approach, this
did not extend to governing or maintaining the technical infras-
tructure, arguably the central piece of UBC. This left a major gap
in the capacity of ni-Vanuatu stakeholders to lead or sustain UBC
without dependence on foreign entities. Figure 3 summarizes the
distribution of decision-making power and data access rights across
stakeholders.

These knowledge asymmetries were compounded by uncertain-
ties around data access and control. While blockchain provided
traceability of individual transactions, the transparency concerning
who had access to this data, how it was controlled, and under what
conditions, remained unclear to ni-Vanuatu stakeholders — and
also to us, as researchers. Without the ability to fully comprehend
or manage this data, ni-Vanuatu stakeholders only obtained partial
knowledge of the blockchain system. The use of blockchain also pre-
sented limitations to local data ownership. Data collected by UBC
was stored in Australia under the ownership of Oxfam Australia
and Sempo. Non-ni-Vanuatu NGO stakeholders indicated this was
due to Vanuatu’s lack of data security, where digital infrastructures
are much weaker than in Australia. Non-ni-Vanuatu private sec-
tor stakeholders echoed these concerns, citing the vulnerability of
Vanuatu’s digital systems to cyberattacks and the frequent natural
disasters that threaten the stability of its infrastructure,

“[It’s a] lot safer to store in Australia than in Vanuatu...
smaller sovereign states keep getting hacked.” — PS2.

This arrangement was justified through comparative assessment
of regulatory frameworks. Foreign implementers contrasted Aus-
tralia’s “extremely stringent” data protection regulations with Van-
uatu’s perceived weaknesses, claiming that “the data protection
is only going to be as good as it has be to according to the local
law” (O2). While citing valid infrastructure risks, this perspective
reinforced the narrative that ni-Vanuatu institutions were deficient,
thereby legitimizing foreign actors’ retention of data custody.

Non-ni-Vanuatu stakeholders also argued that it was nearly im-
possible for Vanuatu to entirely localize UBC as Vanuatu does not
have the data servers necessary for storing UBC data and, even
if they did, substantial energy demands are required for hosting

and storing blockchain data. As a result, Vanuatu cannot retain
ownership over data collected on their own Indigenous population,
making them dependent on foreign actors tomanage the blockchain.
Oxfam and Sempo indicated that this was a significant challenge to
scaling UBC as it would require the Vanuatu government and local
organizations to collaborate with foreign entities and relinquish
Indigenous data ownership — an arrangement that sat uneasily
with program narratives of decentralization, empowerment, and
long-term local autonomy. It also reflected a contradiction in orga-
nizational implementation: although digital CVA could have been
implemented through simpler systems that integrated existing mo-
bile connectivity and less infrastructural dependency, blockchain
was touted for its promises of decentralization and transparency —
even though, in practice, it necessitated the very opposite.

6 Discussion
Drawing from stakeholder accounts, we show how the implementa-
tion of UBC leveraged blockchain’s charisma — promises of decen-
tralization, transparency, and localization — to mobilize resources
and garner support from local organizations and communities. At
the same time, there remained centralized controls over data, in-
frastructure, and decision-making. Our analysis focuses on these
complexities with respect to the implementation and operation
of UBC according to organizational narratives and stakeholder
perspectives, without claims about the actual implications for bene-
ficiary populations. We discuss how blockchain’s charisma shaped
organizational narratives of success and legitimated UBC as inno-
vative despite limited redistribution of technical authority. We then
trace how decentralization rhetoric intersected with governance
arrangements, showing how localization was framed as procedural
inclusion rather than control over data and decision-making. Ad-
ditionally, we offer design considerations for future humanitarian
technologies in low resource postcolonial settings.

6.1 Charisma of Blockchain in UBC’s
Implementation

Across interviews, stakeholders narrated UBC through the language
of decentralization, transparency, and localization. UBC’s charisma
[4] — its ability to invoke visions of socioeconomic and bureaucratic
transformation alongside technological adoption — was central to
how stakeholders framed and interpreted the project’s success.
There was also a conflation of blockchain’s technical decentraliza-
tion with organizational disintermediation (i.e. UBC getting around
the government and other intermediaries and directly reaching ben-
eficiaries). Charisma, in this context, was less about the delivery of
measurable technological change than its capacity tomobilize belief
— as with prior charismatic projects [4], this belief was sustained
by moral narratives of autonomy and empowerment rather than
by shared technical authority.

Much of UBC’s attractiveness relied on ideological commitments
common in digital humanitarianism, which included principles of
agency, inclusion, and empowerment. As Jutel [44] argues, digital
technologies in humanitarian projects succeed because they are
synonymized with ideas of “individual empowerment” and ethi-
cal practices, allowing designers to make grand promises of their
technology’s capacity to generate both material and social change.
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Figure 3: The governance layers of the UnBlocked Cash program, including the distribution of decision-making power and
data access rights.

Ames [4] describes the “uncanny holding power” of such technolo-
gies, where optimism is sustained by “utopian promise [...] and
connection to a greater purpose.” In UBC, implementers heralded
blockchain as a transformative tool that would fix not just the
humanitarian supply chain in Vanuatu, but the existing socioeco-
nomic infrastructure, remove intermediaries, empower ni-Vanuatu
stakeholders to retain greater autonomy over the recovery process,
and instill economic empowerment into local communities through
decentralization.

As we have discussed, many ni-Vanuatu stakeholders working
in local branches of international NGOs expressed negative views
of traditional (and bureaucratic) aid delivery, referencing its depri-
vation of choice, neglect of local resources, and how it fostered a
reliance on foreign organizations. In contrast, they idealized UBC
as a solution that promised “localization” and maintained their op-
timistic view of the project, even as our data described the lack
of local data access, off-shore storage, and simplified training that
“avoided technological terms.” Without this technical training, ni-
Vanuatu participants repeated the vocabulary of “transparency”
and “efficiency” while lacking material or procedural knowledge of
how those features operated in practice, demonstrating charisma’s
faith-like effect. However, unlike other charismatic projects like
OLPC [4] — which were highly visible failures — UBC’s charisma
persisted through partial successes and asymmetric legibility: faster
enrolment and mobile reach were read as evidence of success, even
as permissions remained centralized and data off-shore. Here, belief

was sustained not by demonstrated decentralization but by the af-
fective appeal of a forward-looking technology and its liberationist
narrative of freeing aid from bureaucracy.

Charismatic technologies can also reproduce existing power
asymmetries by preserving the worldviews and hierarchies that
enable their implementation [4]. Oxfam approached local commu-
nities through a deficit lens, viewing the absence of digital and
technological literacy as an innate flaw that had to be rectified [36].
Jutel [43] highlights how the use of blockchain techno-solutionism
relies on assumptions that Indigenous populations require “libera-
tion” through technology, while Ames [4] similarly notes the “irony”
that charisma often depends on power relations that valorize Global
North donors and their tools [4]. Rather than dismantling humani-
tarian power asymmetries, blockchain’s promises were mobilized
to stabilize them — rendering UBC legible as “innovative” while
leaving core asymmetric governance structures intact. In this sense,
blockchain’s ideology of ‘techno-liberation’ reproduced the very
dependencies it sought to overcome: on-the-ground gains coexisted
with reliance on foreign data centers and expertise. Our study sug-
gests that much of UBC’s perceived success were largely effects
of digitization itself along with mobile-network coverage — rather
than from blockchain.

Beyond shaping how participants narrated UBC, charisma mat-
tered for what counted as ‘success’ and whose interests were ad-
vanced. For example, integrating blockchain helped private sector
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partners position the pilot as innovative to donors, attract fund-
ing, and garner awards (e.g., EU Horizon 2020 ’Blockchains for
Social Good’), enhancing organizational reputation [13]. We have
found no reports or public updates about UBC after 2022 and par-
ticipant stakeholders also indicated the project stalled that same
year, further suggesting that UBC was a proof-of-concept for mo-
bilizing attention for blockchain applications, rather than a long-
term, sustainable solution. Following UBC, one of its implementers
co-founded a blockchain technology start-up focused on crypto-
enabled payments purpose-built for informal markets, and another
private sector implementer leveraged their experience in UBC into
blockchain-focused consulting in the Pacific islands. Both imple-
menters were non-ni-Vanuatu, exemplifying how UBC was used to
enhance reputation and opportunities for its foreign stakeholders.

We also see the unevenness of charisma as regulatory bodies
such as the RBV and NDMO resisted this enchantment. Their in-
sistence on consultation indicates charisma’s limits within institu-
tional arrangements that are oriented toward local accountability
and sovereignty. UBC’s eventual stalling demonstrates that while
charisma can mobilize projects, their sustainability is shaped by
infrastructural and institutional realities, echoing the NDMO’s con-
cerns about resilience and consultation: “What happens when the
cash runs out?”

6.2 Decentralization and Power Structures
In UBC, decentralization was a central narrative: real-time trans-
parency over NFC-card transactions and reduced reliance on in-
cumbent financial infrastructures were narrated as delivering trans-
parency and efficiency. Yet interview accounts locate control over
real-time visibility, data custody, and platform configuration with a
small set of actors (e.g., Australian data hosting, those with owner-
level access). Further, government and community leaders empha-
sized continued dependence on foreign organizations and limited
use of local resources, thereby preventing ni-Vanuatu stakeholders
from taking the lead in recovery efforts. This gap echoes scholar-
ship observing that technology pilots in aid frequently advance the
development and visibility of the technology itself, attracting re-
sources and recognition, even when simpler systems might suffice
[13, 20].

The rhetoric of “removing intermediaries” also had its limits.
Despite a decentralized ledger, strategic control over UBC’s core
systems rested with non-ni-Vanuatu partners. Energy and infras-
tructure constraints, along with perceived security concerns, were
cited to justify offshore data custody and external technical stew-
ardship — arrangements that left local actors managing operational
risks while foreign partners retained strategic control over core
systems [3]. Further, the implementation of new technologies such
as blockchain necessitates the involvement of private sector tech-
nology companies, leaving the humanitarian space vulnerable to
stakeholders who exploit philanthropic projects as a means of le-
gitimizing their tech [44]. Thus, non-ni-Vanuatu stakeholders from
Oxfam and Sempo retained decision-making and data ownership
authority, with critical data infrastructures managed physically and
administratively outside Vanuatu — a dynamic obscured by feel-
good narratives of decentralization and inclusion. This retention of
power by non-ni-Vanuatu stakeholders also reflects a deficit in the

sustainability of projects like UBC, where technological solutions
cannot be maintained by local stakeholders in low resource settings.

In practice, decentralized technologies do not, on their own,
reduce dependency and promote localization. These blockchain
systems still require centralized human oversight and expertise for
implementation, maintenance, and data management [34]. These
dependencies intersect with asymmetric North-South relations, the
disproportionate power of stakeholders (and aid donor markets),
and the entry of private actors. Even when local communities are in-
volved, projects marketed as ‘empowering’ hide how locals’ agency
is limited, subject to the authority of more powerful, foreign parties
[24].

6.2.1 The limits of localization. While UBC showcased the poten-
tial of technology to amplify community stakeholder responses,
it also exposed a paradox in the quest to localize aid. Our inter-
views suggest that “localization” in UBC was often equated with
procedural inclusion — e.g., hiring ni-Vanuatu staff and channelling
operational tasks to local offices — rather than a redistribution of
technical control or decision rights. In UBC, the idea of “localiza-
tion” largely collapsed into the inclusion of ni-Vanuatu stakeholders
(e.g., employment) and with aims of financial empowerment and
independence (from a beneficiary perspective), without correspond-
ing structural change. This left ni-Vanuatu stakeholders as passive
recipients of an (albeit innovative) aid system, replicating character-
istics of traditional aid that non-ni-Vanuatu stakeholders claimed to
disrupt. As Egger [20] argues, technological ‘innovation’ in aid of-
ten serves as a tool for the “continuation” of existing humanitarian
practices.

It is important to note that power asymmetries are not only
a product of the implementation of blockchain projects but in-
strumental to their very design. The synonymizing of blockchain
with innovation means that stakeholders can use promises of tech-
nological transformation to hide the actual inner workings of the
technology itself. As Cheesman [13] states, blockchain is commonly
referred to as “something nearly everyone has heard of [...] yet at
the same time essentially no one understands.” While ni-Vanuatu
stakeholders from NGOs praised the blockchain technologies as
‘transparent’ and ‘efficient,’ they showed no discontent or concern
over having no knowledge of how the technology operated or
where data was collected and stored. Instead, they were excited
about being involved in an innovative and futuristic project. This
highlights a key part of blockchain humanitarianism — the illusion
and ignorance surrounding blockchain was used to promote its
transformative potential. Although it is unclear whether greater
blockchain literacy among ni-Vanuatu stakeholders would have
changed the trajectory of the project, it should be questioned what
the goals of localization really are when ni-Vanuatu stakeholders
are completely excluded from ownership over the project’s central
feature (in this case — blockchain).

The initiative’s localization push was often framed as an ideo-
logical commitment to redistributing power within humanitarian
aid systems. However, as the findings indicate, this shift was signif-
icantly accelerated by external geopolitical constraints, especially
the COVID-19 pandemic. Localization was thus, in part, a response
to regulatory necessity, rather than a purely voluntary commit-
ment to power redistribution. This distinction matters — when
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localization is framed as ideological progress but driven by external
constraints, it obscures the fragility of the arrangement and the
underlying continuity of foreign control.

Despite localized training and the participation of ni-Vanuatu
NGOs and community leaders, UBC ultimately did not mitigate
or disrupt power asymmetries. UBC’s ‘innovative approach’ rein-
forced a form of digital neocolonialism where local actors remained
dependent on foreign expertise and systems [43, 44]. Blockchain’s
alignment with a techno-saviour narrative, wherein foreign imple-
menters position themselves as indispensable actors ‘rescuing’ local
communities from their perceived deficiencies, further obscures
structural inequalities perpetuated by these projects. Responding to
calls in HCI to interrogate the ethics of decentralized technologies
[14], our analysis suggests looking beyond the dispersion of data
storage to the redistribution of decision-making power: who holds
access to dashboards, who governs data, and who sets program
rules.

6.3 Designing For and With Dignity
Participants from local NGOs frequently framed UBC as restor-
ing “dignity of choice,” emphasizing the freedom of households to
purchase whatever they wanted through NFC card funds, aligning
with presumptions in the literature surrounding cash-based aid
[18, 39, 54]. However, conditions for sustained dignity need to ex-
tend beyond purchase choice. There is a need to acknowledge that
dignity is a context and culture-specific term [54] — for example,
how does authority, data, and institutional coordination shape the
agency of ni-Vanuatu stakeholders? Mosel and Holloway [54] argue
that dignity in humanitarian responses can only be attained if the
response is open, transparent, fair, respectful, and accountable to
the local population. In UBC, ni-Vanuatu stakeholders were not
fully aware of what data was collected, where it was stored, and
how it was used. This raises ethical concerns around whether ni-
Vanuatu participants were fully equipped to engage with blockchain
technology in a meaningful and autonomous way that enhanced
dignity of choice at a systemic level.

The colonial histories of Vanuatu are particularly relevant here
— colonized jointly by the British and French until independence
in 1980, the ni-Vanuatu population were drawn into coercive and
semi-coercive labour circuits in the 19th and early 20th centuries, at
the height of which, more than half the male population served on
plantations in Australia and other settler-polities [75]. The social,
economic, and political fabric of Vanuatu has been and remains
irrevocably tied to these colonial histories [42] — for e.g. ni-Vanuatu
continue to provide low-wage labour to Australia to this day, a
phenomenon that was frequently mentioned in our interviews with
ni-Vanuatu stakeholders [60].

As an independent nation-state, Vanuatu has been grappling
with how to align or transform externally imposed political struc-
tures with their own Indigenous ni-Vanuatu structures [56]. This
connects, more broadly, with the rise of modern humanitarianism
that — entangled with colonial histories — has purposefully sought
to sideline the sovereignty of postcolonial states [72]. Morgan [53]
recognizes that a key challenge in modern Vanuatu is enacting gov-
ernance within a postcolonial state regulated by both Indigenous
and state authorities — as reflected in the existence of government

bodies (such as the NDMO and RBV) alongside chieftain leadership
systems in local communities.

During independence, ni-Vanuatu identity became closely inter-
twined with kastom — a term used to describe ni-Vanuatu ways of
life in contrast to practices and belief systems introduced through
colonization [27, 64]. Contemporary scholars conceptualize kastom
as a worldview and framework for evaluating behaviours, relational
obligations, and the legitimacy of authority. In the early 2000s, Vanu-
atu cultural centers began to promote the “kastom economy,” which
advocated “national self-reliance” and the use of natural resources
and Indigenous economic practices to build wealth, rather than
reliance on external entities [65].

Within the context of Vanuatu — where kastom has become
increasingly essential to how state government and ni-Vanuatu
communities operate — UBC did not consider how its lack of com-
pliance with local authorities challenged kastom principles of con-
sultation and self-reliance, thereby inviting resistance from the
NDMO. While UBC’s operating model sought to streamline deliv-
ery by reducing dependence on local intermediaries, including state
institutions, in order to reach beneficiaries directly and efficiently,
it also reconfigured governance: who gets to make decisions about
program rules, data access, and operational adjustments, and who
gives them the mandate? From the perspective of the NDMO, heavy
reliance on international donations, cash transfers, and advanced
technology risked overshadowing the work of local authorities to
build sustainable recovery efforts. When local authorities are not
substantively involved, community initiatives that tie recovery to
land, subsistence practices, and kastom can be displaced by short-
cycle financial interventions that are shaped by foreign donors and
charismatic technologies.

However, we also see partial successes in UBC’s consideration
of local context, primarily in their inclusion of chiefly authority to
support implementation. UBC’s ni-Vanuatu NGOs and community
leaders appraised the role of chiefs as critical intermediaries who
could legitimate the program: they helped build trust with local
communities and supported the identification of beneficiaries. This
engagement could be read as a gesture signifying respect for kastom
governance [53, 85] but also as a condition for on-ground adoption.
At the same time, the NDMO resisted UBC over concerns that it
undermined efforts to strengthen resilience, self-sufficiency, and
Indigenous subsistence practices. We see how UBC both failed and
succeeded to consider kastom in its implementation (i.e. avoiding
consultation with the NDMO vs. the inclusion of chiefly authority),
and how this affected charisma’s uneven effects across stakeholder
groups. Within HCI, this raises critical questions about how techno-
logical interventions can cohesively account for local epistemolo-
gies across multiple governing institutions, and the importance of
considering how context and culture informs whether a technology
can plausibly meet the criterion for dignified design.

HCI researchers have highlighted technology’s amplification
of existing human capacity and how the absence of strong insti-
tutional support can reinforce, rather than resist, inequities [79].
Researchers have also argued for dignity to be embedded within
technological design, particularly humanitarian tech [9, 45, 76]. In
the face of asymmetric power relations, both autonomy and dignity
are compromised and humanitarian tech risks exploiting and un-
dermining the populations it claims to support. For future designs
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of humanitarian technology to support dignity, technologies must
be transparent and accountable to all stakeholders, while fostering
autonomy and dignity at every level of decision-making.

We argue that dignity is inseparable from governance and
sovereignty: a design that maximizes immediate purchase choices
but centralizes control over the underlying rules, data, and infras-
tructure can inadvertently narrow community agency. Designing
for and with dignity would mean two commitments: (1) maintain-
ing recipient choice and responsiveness in the short term, and (2)
embedding co-governance arrangements — with state bodies such
as the NDMO and with ni-Vanuatu organizations — that enable
local oversight, data sovereignty, and continuity after external im-
plementers step back in the long term.

6.3.1 Implications for humanitarian technology design. UBC’s prac-
tical achievements were built on digitizing the CVA process, the
use of local councils to identify recipients, and mobile connec-
tivity, rather than on properties unique to distributed ledgers. In
this context, blockchain’s complexity and resource intensity were
not a necessity but a design choice that amplified foreign infras-
tructural and technical dependence. Infrastructural and regulatory
gaps were used to justify offshore data custody and external gover-
nance. Implementers contrasted Australia’s “extremely stringent”
data protection regime and robust infrastructure with Vanuatu’s
minimal legal framework, limited technical capacity, perceived vul-
nerability to cyberattacks, and the energy demands of hosting and
storing blockchain data. The pattern of “operational delegation”
we document is structurally linked to the introduction of complex,
externally owned technical infrastructures (e.g. blockchain) into
low resource environments. In contrast, alternate digital voucher
systems, built around existing mobile infrastructure and alterna-
tive databases, could plausibly lower the technical barrier to local
administration and reduce the need for permanent reliance on a
foreign technology vendor.

Existing scholarship [47] on Indigenous Data Sovereignty [84]
has emphasized Indigenous peoples’ collective rights in relation
to who sets rules, controls access, and decides how their data is
used. Meaningful ni-Vanuatu data sovereignty in humanitarian
technologies would entail avoiding infrastructures that cannot be
governed locally, and instead prioritizing systems whose technical
and institutional complexity is compatible with local capacity and
institutions. In practice, this would mean designing CVA systems
where ni-Vanuatu institutions, such as the NDMO, RBV, and local
NGO actors, can hold primary decision rights over data use, ac-
cess rules, and retention policies, even if physical hosting remains
offshore in the short term. To make such co-governance plausible
would entail a move away from blockchain-based architectures in
favour of simpler digital CVA infrastructures. This would also mean
approaching consultative processes according to context, culture,
and existing governance systems — in the case of Vanuatu, rec-
ognizing the importance of kastom (e.g. consultation, sovereignty,
self-reliance) to humanitarian response, and considering how dig-
nified design can meaningfully address these principles.

Indigenous data governance frameworks, such as the CARE Prin-
ciples and Māori data sovereignty models, emphasize that commu-
nities retain ultimate decision-making authority over data affecting
them [12]. In the Pacific, analogous commitments to local control

are visible through the partnership between the Pacific Islands As-
sociation of NGOs (PIANGO) and Humanitarian Advisory Group
(HAG) which was explicitly aimed at promoting localization initia-
tives that are led by Pacific researchers and partners [58]. In the
Solomon Islands, local NGO umbrella body Development Services
Exchange (DSE), has excluded international NGOs from its board
to ensure local self-reliance, while advocating with the government
on NGO policy and local civil society participation in humanitarian
governance [58].

Building on these approaches, humanitarian programs should
mandate technical training and institutional capacity-building as
a core design requirement, ensuring that local stakeholders are
equipped to act as data stewards rather than data subjects. Beyond
training, introducing tiered governance structures in which ni-
Vanuatu institutions hold veto power over decisions such as data
retention, vendor selection, or program rule changes ensures these
roles become legally enforceable rather than merely consultative.
Regular community data audits, convened by local organizations
could provide a forum for beneficiaries and local leaders to examine
how their data is used, by whom, and for what purposes, countering
the one-way transparency that characterized UBC.

Finally, instead of accepting offshore data storage as inevitable,
there is potential in exploring hybrid models that separate physical
infrastructure location from governance control. This could include
regional data partnerships — for example, the Pacific Data Hub [74],
which is a regional initiative that manages shared infrastructure
around data management, sharing, and use across Pacific Island
countries and territories. This aligns with recent Pacific regional
digital initiatives that explicitly frame “digital sovereignty” and
regional cooperation as strategic priorities [78]. In such models,
service-level agreements would separate infrastructure from gov-
ernance and clearly define which functions are outsourced (for
example secure data hosting) and which remain with local insti-
tutions (for example data policy and access decisions), along with
pathways for renegotiation and transition.

The goal is not immediate infrastructural self-sufficiency but a
trajectory that maps a path towards ni-Vanuatu sovereignty. As
UBC shows, in the absence of such pathways, charismatic technolo-
gies will continue to lock humanitarian programs into enduring
dependencies that limit sustainability and scalability of projects,
while making claims of decentralization and empowerment.

7 Conclusion and Limitations
This paper examined Oxfam’s UnBlocked Cash (UBC) project in
Vanuatu to interrogate how blockchain-enabled cash-and-voucher
assistance (CVA) is implemented in practice, and with what conse-
quences for power, sovereignty, and data governance in humani-
tarian contexts. Our analysis traces how decentralization rhetoric
and claims of localization often translated into “operational dele-
gation” without corresponding transfers of technical authority or
data sovereignty, reinforcing colonial dependencies despite local
enthusiasm. In response, we argue that designing humanitarian
technologies “for dignity” in postcolonial, low resource settings
requires going beyond purchase choice to embed co-governance,
data sovereignty, and trajectories toward ni-Vanuatu institutional
control into the sociotechnical architecture of CVA systems.
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As an exploratory single-case study, we acknowledge limitations
in our work. First, our interviews were limited to stakeholders di-
rectly involved in UBC’s design, implementation, and governance.
We did not interview beneficiaries or vendors, and therefore cannot
make strong claims about recipients’ lived experiences or their
perspectives on UBC or blockchain technology. Second, our sample
size (n=11) was constrained by available funding and logistical chal-
lenges. Our ability to conduct virtual interviews was limited due
to compromised internet connectivity following Tropical Cyclones
Judy and Kevin, which occurred two months before we arrived in
Vanuatu. However, our results reflect the diverse perspectives of
each primary foreign and ni-Vanuatu stakeholder group involved in
implementing UBC. Third, our analysis is grounded in self-reported
accounts and public-facing documents rather than technical au-
dits of infrastructure, and is specific to Vanuatu’s sociopolitical
and regulatory context. As such, we do not claim generalizability,
but rather analytic transferability to other sites where similar hu-
manitarian, regulatory, and infrastructural conditions prevail. We
recommend that future computing research engage with multi-sited
comparative studies of blockchain and non-blockchain CVA pro-
grams and include the perspectives of vendors and aid beneficiaries.
This would add valuable insights into the lived experiences of those
whom humanitarian technologies are purported to serve.
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