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06
orgAnizAtionAl
design for An interfAce 

Translating the six-element feedback loop from Chapter
5 into a practical system of V&TCs and humanitarian 
institutions requires a healthy dose of pragmatism. 
Interviewees said that an overstretched humanitarian 
staff wants to integrate new activities into a common 
workflow. They also indicated that this efficiency would 
be important for putting limited funding for coordina-
tion work to best use. This design of such a common 
workflow is the subject of this chapter. 

The authors assumed that the most practical approach 
to this design challenge was to build off existing initia-
tives and to glue them together into a constellation of 
activities. The organizational design includes new ele-
ments only where necessary. It includes four elements: 

1. Humanitarian Technology Forum
2. Humanitarian Innovation Lab
3. Humanitarian Information Coordination Cell (HICC)
4. Humanitarian Research and Training  
 Consortium (HRTC) 

 

the development of an interface between the v&tcs and 
formal humanitarian system is a design problem that must 
be left to the stakeholders. this chapter provides a guide to 
one possible organization design for an interface that might 
enable v&tcs to complement and augment the operations 
of the international humanitarian system. it is simple, practi-
cal, and without assumption that large budgets are available 
(although it is clear that new investments are needed). the  
design is optimized to enable continuous dialogue about and 
innovation to yield improved communications and information 
management between all stakeholders: donors, beneficiaries, 
v&tcs, ngos, and un agencies.

Credit: Government of Colombia, Nigel Snoad, Andrej Verity
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huMANiTAriAN TeChNology foruM
The forum would be a neutral venue for surfacing shared
problems between the VT&Cs and the international 
humanitarian communities, including member states 
whose work in humanitarian operations is expanding. 
Members would have space to review successes and 
failures and brainstorm possible solutions. Additionally, 
they could recommend further work on promising solu-
tions by members of the Lab and the academic com-
munity under the Humanitarian Research and Training
Consortium. Additionally, the Forum would function as 
the primary mechanism for dispute resolution between 
the communities, and would be a place for the discus-
sion of the ethical and procedural issues that must 
remain in balance to pursue humanitarian ends. 

The need for a neutral space
This concept of a ‘neutral space’ or ‘holding environ-
ment’ is a core design element of many best practices 
in dialogue and change management. 16 Work that
crosses organizations and specializations requires a 
safe space where those with different belief structures 
around the work can safely raise issues and explore 
alternative mindsets. The space should facilitate face-
to-face connections across organizational divides,  
enabling stakeholders to build relationships that are 
critical during field operations. This space should 
provide a forum for the discussion of how information  
management policy and ground truth interact. And it 
should be open to everyone from donors and benefi-
ciaries to technologists at operational organizations 
and the agencies that contract with them.

 

The Humanitarian Technology Forum would rely on this 
best-practice design as a starting point. A professional 
facilitator should moderate this neutral space. He or 
she could focus the communities on their common 
work and help various factions (which may not map 
neatly onto organizations) to find ways to acknowledge 
differences and adapt to changing situations. Facilita-
tion should gradually be handed over to the community 
itself as it develops its own leaders. 

The basic structure of this space would be the opposite 
of that found in most formal institutions: it would work 
by lightweight, largely informal processes—only as 
many rules as necessary to ensure focus on the work 
of bridging the communities and building common 
tools, practices, and policies. The internet engineer-
ing task force might be one model. The bylaws of the  
forum would contain clauses that enable the members 
to develop their organizational designs and processes 
to meet changing requirements, and ensure that the  
forum remains focused on what is simple and practical.

The Humanitarian Technology Forum should function 
as one of the primary means to engage in conflict reso-
lution between the international humanitarian commu-
nity and V&TCs. Through open dialogue, discussions 
could analyze the root causes of information manage-
ment challenges, while also making all parties aware of 
opportunities opened by new tools and practices.

The forum would also explore shared requirements 
and facilitate agreement on data standards and APIs. 
Through exploration of common technical problems, 
the Forum could agree to forward applied research 
questions to the Humanitarian Innovation Lab.

Meetings
The forum should be hosted at a neutral physical
space and facilitated by moderators skilled in dialogue 
across organizations and cultures. The forum would 

it seems to me to be quite perfect that it’s that kind of community 
based approach that could be a good way of getting discussion 
going. and the discussion is what creates the basis for trust and 
the trust creates the possibility of working together for practical 
projects.      –Paul Currion

“

” 
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hold an open face-to-face meeting once per quarter,
focused on bringing together key stakeholders to dis-
cuss agenda items that the group sets in its yearly plan. 
The meetings would also enable members of the forum 
to add problems to its agenda based on the unfold-
ing process of discovery. It would also hold a larger 
annual meeting, the goal of which would be to set an 
agenda for the year and to share lessons learned from 
responses both large and small.

Membership
Like the Crisis Mappers Network, the forum
would include practitioners and academics 
in crisis information management, including 
members of the IASC Information Management 
Task Force. It would also include donors, senior 
managers, and members of civil society who 
have participated in a leadership role in previous and 
ongoing emergencies. By inviting representatives from 
member states that received humanitarian assistance, 
the forum could harness lessons learned and focus 
on approaches that build the capacity of disaster-
affected communities. The forum itself will decide the 
mechanism for ensuring inclusive membership while 
also keeping the size of the conversation manageable. 
The forum might request to elect a member to repre-
sent it at the IASC Information Management Task Force 
meetings as an observer.

To build the capacity for in-house facilitation, the forum 
should enlist the aid of critical individuals in the social 
networks of the international humanitarian system and 
V&TCs—the so-called supernodes identified by many 
of the interviewed respondents, including Nigel Snoad, 
Paul Currion, and Patrick Meier. It should also lever-
age connections to major communities of practice,  
including Crisis Mappers, OCHA, and Crisis Commons, 
though it should maintain an existence separate from 
these institutions, which have a different focus. The  
Humanitarian Technology Forum is first and foremost 
a neutral space between V&TCs and the international  
humanitarian system; it cannot serve that role if it is itself 
merged with an existing V&TC.

budget
The forum’s budget would include paying facilitators
to establish a safe holding environment and to assist 
the community with any major conflicts. This could be 
treated as a start-up cost which would eventually dis-

appear. The budget would also include some amount 
to enable an annual a meeting of 100–150 people and 
quarterly meetings of 20–30 people, with at least some 
travel funds for small V&TCs who have little budget for 
these trips.

huMANiTAriAN iNNovATioN lAb
Cross-organizational experimentation plays a critical
role in the advancement of tools, practices, and policies. 
Most institutions design new information systems based 
on internal requirements. As a result, they optimize 
solutions to their own agendas, leaving little budget or 
staff time for the larger problem of coordination. As ex-
pectations for coordinated action among clusters and 
V&TCs increases, each organization will need develop 
methods to open its data to partners. There are very 
few venues for organizations to explore how to increase 
their openness to outsiders and make their systems 
both permeable and interoperable. The Humanitarian 
Innovation Lab would be way to provide this space.

The lab would find ways to connect data to specific 
decision making cycles. It would take recommendations 
from the Humanitarian Technology Forum, Humanitarian  
Information Coordination Cell, and the Humanitarian 
Research & Training Consortium, exploring possible 
solutions to gaps in crisis information management. 
Its especial focus would be the bridge between the 
V&TCs and the formal humanitarian systems. To that 
end, the lab would use open standards and would be 
biased towards open source software (though the lab 
would work with the vendor community to foster the 
use of service-oriented architectures with open APIs 
so as to integrate proprietary systems currently in use 
in the field). The lab would explore how to apply the 
data schema in the Common Operational Dataset to 
specific objects in the field, for instance, developing 
specific semantics to describe water bladders, sup-

Humanitarian Technology 
Forum

Humanitarian Innovation Lab

Humanitarian Research & 
Training Consortium

Humanitarian Information 
Coordination Cell

Protocols and APIs

Problem Definitions

Prototypes

Lessons from Field

New Questions

Credit: IRIN

DRAFT FRAmEWORk



57

like it is); to do rapid prototyping; to try things out in the field, 
fail utterly but instructively, and then try again. 
–Robert Kirkpatrick, UN Global Pulse

plies, and other objects that have not already been
so characterized, building on existing work by the 
Logistics, Health, and Camp Management clusters. 
It would also explore how to integrate information 
gleaned from crowdsourcing applications into the 
coordination of response operations. One example 
would be how to integrate local leaders into on- and 
off-line discussions during an emergency operation. 

Design
Taking advantage of best practices for these innovation
labs, the Humanitarian Innovation Lab would exist half-
inside and half-outside the UN. After exploring the pos-
sibility that the lab might exist as a virtual organization, 
interviewees strongly recommended that the lab bring 
together developers into a physical space. 

 
 
The lab would require physical space, where an initial 
staff might draw together UN and NGO staff with 
independent contractors from V&TCs to work out 
proper design before evolving the lab into a more for-
mal UN entity. It might also explore partnerships with 
NGOs that focus on cross-organizational technology 
issues, such as NetHope. This initial pilot would be suf-
ficient to support 1–2 coordinators to get the lab off the 
ground. At scale, the lab may model UN Global Pulse, 
which has about a dozen staff. Its other ‘staff’ would 
be personnel who are seconded from other agencies, 
NGOs, and V&TCs for the purpose of working on prob-
lems identified by the Humanitarian Technology Forum 
and Humanitarian Research & Training Consortium. 
The staff—who might be called ‘fellows’ to parallel the 
academic concept of an individual involved in a time-
limited research project—might also include members 
of the coordination cell who wish to collaborate on 
improving tools and methods from the field. The team 
would be consciously built from a small core of profes-
sionals from various skill sets: business analysis, infor-
mation management, database design, and standards 
building. 

To ensure that policy and ethical questions are  
addressed within the initial designs of the project, 
OCHA would augment its policy staff and provide 
an officer whose role is to ensure full respect for and  
adherence to humanitarian principles and to work them 
into the design of solutions built in the labs. This would 
ensure that humanitarian principles are baked into the 
design of prototypes—embedded in the code itself.

The lab would need a physical office, with meeting 
spaces to convene developers to discuss hard prob-
lems in the humanitarian space. Following the lead of 
UN Global Pulse and the InSTEDD Innovation Labs, 
much of the time, staff would also travel to regional and 
field offices with personnel who are closest to prob-
lems in the field.

UN Global Pulse would like to partner with the Humani-
tarian Innovation Lab. It may well be possible to develop 
additional partnerships with the World Bank Global 
Fund for Disaster Risk Reduction Labs and the UNI-
CEF Innovation Unit to share costs and build network 
effects around the people working on shared problems. 

you cannot innovate at velocity to create useful humanitar-
ian tools without interpersonal contact—trust building; sitting 
together; spontaneously drawing things, erasing, and redraw-
ing. brainstorming over coffee, grumbling over a beer, breaking 
things together and fixing them together. you need a space for a 
passionate, dynamic, multi-disciplinary in-house team to gather 
requirements (by hosting people who come to visit and tell it 

“

” 

Credit:Andrej Verity
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budget
The start-up budget would support 1–2 full-time
employees (FTEs) who would build a network of open-
source developers around the initiative and piggy-
back with other innovation labs at the UN, including 
the Global Pulse and UNICEF teams. This small team 
would grow to around a dozen FTEs, many of whom 
may be seconded from their respective organizations. 
The budget would include travel funds for core devel-
opers who volunteer their time and/or are seconded 
from their own organizations to work from field offices 
in the developing world. The lab might eventually  
curate an investment fund to commission software 
from the developed and developing world, preferably 
using best-practice models for investing in small-to-
medium sized businesses. 17

Processes
The Lab would craft and advance tools, practices, and
policies enable all stakeholders to humanitarian emer-
gencies—beneficiaries, donors, member states, inno-
vators, and operational organizations—to make better 

decisions on partial data, and to manage the handoff of 
data from preparatory work to responders and then to 
steward data from responders to development agencies. 
 
It would provide a safe place for experimentation, where 
stakeholders from across the V&TCs and international 
humanitarian community could explore common prob-
lems and devise solutions based on the best available 
solutions. Where necessary, the lab would explore the
development of new applications from scratch. The 
development process would be oriented around inclu-
sive, participatory analysis of problems and collabora-
tive approaches to innovation. The lab would convene 
thought leaders from various technology projects (pub-
lic and private) and seek ways to connect their tools 
together like legos. The lab might also explore open 
innovation models that incorporate the power of crowds 
to contribute to collective solutions. The lab would 
foster an ethos of iterative learning, where experi-
mentation leads to attempts, which may fail but which 
reveal some new element of insight into the problem. 

Creating this safe space for creative failure and cre-
ative destruction requires certain protections from the 
demands of performance metrics that are typical in a 
large organization. Innovators have to be free to fail. 
It should be emphasized to management that success 
in this context is in the quality of the thinking. That is, 
success is not in the number of fielded ideas generated 
by a process, but how the learning from problem solv-
ing changes the approach to problems themselves. It 
should be noted that the strength of the relationships 
created across clusters and V&TCs is another measure 
of success, as these relationships will be the pathways 
by which solutions flow during crisis response operations.

As part of this work, the lab would also work closely 
with the following entities:

•	 The IASC Standing Task Force on Information  
Management and cluster system for humanitarian  
coordination.

•	 OCHA ISS for data standards, common operational  
dataset, and field practices. 

•	 Connection into the proposed UN Center of Excel- 
lence on Spatial Data Infrastructure (COE on SDI).

•	 UN CITO efforts on crisis information management  
(CIM).

in any community of practice you have a core group, which does 
a lot of the work. and i’m talking about this in terms of discussion. 
i think the key will be to make sure that core group is enabled and 
empowered to pick up the slack when the emergency hits in terms 
of guaranteeing the service level response—almost like a service 
agreement.      –Paul Currion

“

” 

Credit: UN Photo/Sophia Paris
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• UN Global Pulse for innovation labs and collective
intelligence.

•	 World Bank Global Fund for Disaster Risk Reduc-
tion Labs.

huMANiTAriAN iNforMATioN
CoorDiNATioN Cell (hiCC)
Multiple veterans of field operations called for the
creation of some organization that would be respon-
sible for building a composite picture of response  
operations. Many had hopes for a simpler version of the 
Humanitarian Information Centre (HIC), which deploys 
to major emergencies to augment information manage-
ment processes. While some interviewees called for a 
new NGO, some looked toward extensions of existing 
volunteer entities, like the deployment of trained V&TC 
field operators under the Crisis Mappers Standby Task 
Force (SBTF). What was clear is that some entity would 
need to provide reliable and consistent services under 
a service level agreement to troubleshoot issues that 
clusters and NGOs are experiencing in the field around 
data collection, visualization, and analysis (as well as 
other IM challenges). 

Design
One suggested entity would be an NGO, whose mis-
sion is to deploy under OCHA to support the fusion of 
information into a common operational picture. It would 
contract with V&TC organizations like the Crisis Map-
pers Standby Task Force to deploy coordination cells 
under the OCHA team and provide services at reach-
back locations in countries of convenience to all parties 
(likely NYC or Geneva). 

This new coordination cell would augment the former 
role of the HIC and focus on creating information man-
agement services that stitch fragmented information 
systems into a composite picture of the operations. It 
would operate under a mandate from OCHA to deploy 
to large or complex emergencies (or both) to become 
problem solvers, helping cluster staff collect, character-
ize, analyze, and visualize data so that decision makers 
have a full picture of the operation. 

staff
The team on the coordination cell would draw together
specialties in information management, including GIS 

analysis, needs assessments, database management, 
data schema, data transformation, SMS-based crowd-
sourcing, communications, and information design. 
Members might be drawn from each cluster’s area of 
specialty, especially during complex emergencies. 
Physicians with experience in informatics would be 
particularly valuable, as they tend to understand how 
information impacts critical decisions in public health
as well as the overall administration of the response. 
The staff would likely also be drawn from entities like 
MapAction, IMMAP, and the Crisis Mappers Standby 
Task Force. 

budget
The budget would be similar to MapAction: under a
memorandum of understanding, donors to UN agen-
cies and private sector groups would be invited to 
fund deployments of small teams to major crises. The  
entity would work between crises developing and test-
ing tools with the Humanitarian Labs.

Credit: OCHA/Akiko Harayama
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Processes
The staff would play the critical role of fixer: a team of
information management experts who can assist clus-
ters in understanding data faster and more accurately 
than current methods allow. They would evangelize 
and train field staff and V&TCs on use of the common  
operational dataset. The entity would deploy under 
some kind of service level agreements that enable 
the organization to grow into the hectic tempo of  
humanitarian emergencies. The team would also field 
test prototypes and solutions from the lab, determining 
the maturity of the solution for deployment to the field.

huMANiTAriAN reseArCh & TrAiNiNg
CoNsorTiuM (hrTC)
There is a need for neutral, scientific evaluation of
tools, practices, measurement of impact and policies 
in humanitarian information management, as well as 
for training of current and future humanitarians in best 
practices in information management. Academia is the 
natural home for this activity. The Humanitarian Re-
search and Training Consortium would be a network of 
educational institutions around the world with commit-
ments to various forms of humanitarian education that 
enter into partnership to offer several types of training 
and M&E:

•	 Funded by grants to provide training to V&TCs in 
humanitarian principles, field practices, cluster sys-
tem integration. 

•	 Funded by grants to provide retreats to formal 
and informal humanitarian field staff to reflect on  
recent operations and integrate lessons learned into 
practices for information management and decision 
support.

•	 Funded by grants to staff from UN agencies 
and NGOs to learn how to integrate new tools and 
practices from the V&TCs into humanitarian opera-
tions, including training in basic geospatial analysis 
and crowdsourcing. This would be the equivalent of 
translational research from medicine, which explores 
how to bring new drugs from the laboratory bench to 
the bedside.

Design
A consortium of universities and programs would be
linked together across continents to align research 

and training programs to current problems, not only 
in information management, but also across the spec-
trum of issues in humanitarian affairs. This consortium 
would be coordinated by a council convened under the 
Humanitarian Forum. As with most academic consortia,
it would not seek to create a centralized authority struc-
ture; instead, it would use a collegial mechanism for 
aligning efforts and ensuring common standards. It 
would be prudent to leave the design of this mecha-
nism to discussions between specific institutions, each 
of which will bring its own traditions to the dialogue.

 
staff
Partners at educational institutions would manage the
consortium on behalf of OCHA, liaising with staff at the 
Humanitarian Labs and the coordination cell. In the 
initial stages, the Humanitarian Studies Initiative (HSI) 
might convene the core partnership, tying together 
Tufts University, Harvard University, and MIT with other 
partners in Europe, Africa, Asia, and the Americas. HSI 

Credit: UNICEF/Marco Dormino
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has already been performing research and training in
humanitarian operations for several years, primarily 
centered on public health. It would need to work with 
partners to expand to a global scale and to ensure tran-
sition to a larger consortium of equals. A core focus 
should be on recruiting institutions from the developing 
world to take leadership roles in the consortium, har-
nessing the thematic and regional expertise that they 
bring to the dialogue.

Processes
The Consortium would engage in several areas of activity:

1. Research: exploration of problems in information 
management, crisis pattern identification, impact  
assessment, verification and validation of citizen-
generated data, organizational designs of crisis 
operations, and other issues as determined by  
innovative minds and discussions in the Humanitar-
ian Forum.

2. Training: training and certification to V&TCs in the 
methods of the formal humanitarian community, in 
technology and information management, and in the 
innovative methods for supporting decision making 
to all-comers.

3. Monitoring and Evaluation: reporting on the les-
sons learned from the application of new techniques in 

information management. One key area of focus would
be on ideas generated by the Humanitarian Forum, 
developed by the Humanitarian Innovation Lab, and  
deployed by the Humanitarian Information Coordina-
tion Cell. 

4. Convening Humanitarian Technology Forum. 
The consortium would provide the convening space 
for a neutral forum with alternative sites around the 
world to foster inclusion of humanitarians from
across the globe.

Credit: UNICEF/Marco Dormino
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diAlogue
The purpose of this document is not to set forth the 
final word on how to connect new information flows into 
the international humanitarian system; but to initiate a 
conversation about the design challenges involved 
with this endeavor. Getting beyond the fog of informa-
tion will take political commitment, time, and diligent 
effort. Technologists will need to connect information 
flows from their organizations into the Semantic Web. 
Policy makers will need to determine what information 
is safe to release to the global public and under what 
conditions. And V&TCs will need to discover how to 
best integrate new thinking into existing international 
systems.

There are many open questions that emerge in 
a world where V&TCs and affected populations are  
active stakeholders in the cluster system. What tools 
and practices will be needed when clusters can  
exchange data on their operations, and coordinate their 
field activities with hundreds of organizations in other 
clusters? What happens when all data collected from 
surveys can be linked with other data in the operation, 
enabling everyone to see the relationships between an 
indicator for cholera and the status of medical supplies 
to treat this disease?

In this future, there might be more time for field staff to 
focus on comparing past and present—to find patterns 
from previous operations repeating themselves, and to 
catch the dynamic sufficiently early to take proactive 
steps to mitigate disease outbreaks, medical supply 
stock outs, and predictive logistics around where IDPs 
are just starting to congregate. Working with patterns 
and trends will raise new technical and organizational 
challenges. What evidence constitutes a pattern, and 
when does one know when a pattern is occurring the 
chaos of a sudden onset emergency? When does 
this pattern trigger administrative actions, including  
requests for funding? It is our hope that these ques-
tions will be solved in the near future.

07

Credit: FAO/Truls Brekke, MapAction, Ushahidi/Jonathan Shuler
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If this dynamic is going to work, it will happen when
stakeholders come together and perform a critical 
task: engaging in active listening. Interviews for this 
report revealed that the longer a person tends to be in 
humanitarian operations, the greater an awareness of 
the complexity of the problem. Often, the awareness 
generates a practical sense of humility about what any 
individual can do or know, as well as comfort in leaning 
into discomfort that divergent views may expose. This 
wisdom, humility, and willingness to listen and engage 
in difficult conversations will be the keys to success in 
the dialogues that follow. 

Credit: OCHA/Akiko Harayama
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The information systems that are used to manage core processes
in an enterprise, including logistics, finances, human resources, procure-
ment, and other data sets that are critical to operations.

Mobile communications service that provides both voice and broadband 
data simultaneously through a single, compact device on a global basis.

Cloud computing describes computation, software, data access, and 
storage services that do not require end-user knowledge of the physical 
location and configuration of the system that delivers the services.

A unified system of space data acquisition and delivery to those affected 
by natural or man-made disasters.

An expression that means “concerning law,” as contrasted with de facto, 
which means “concerning fact.” The terms de jure and de facto are 
used instead of “in principle” and “in practice,” respectively, when one is  
describing political or legal situations.

A verb meaning to position a point at a specific latitude and longitude.

Model that seeks to reconcile schemas from humanitarian response 
agencies. When possible, it matches humanitarian attributes to existing 
map features in OpenStreetMap.

The umbrella educational program led by Harvard Humanitarian Initia-
tive, including the Humanitarian Studies Course (HSC) and Humanitarian 
Studies in the Field. Educational content includes seminar series in  
essential crisis management and field simulation exercises. 

The core set of beliefs of the humanitarian community that govern the 
way humanitarian operations are carried out including humanity, impar-
tiality, operational independence, and neutrality. OCHA On Message: 
Humanitairan Principles states: “Humanitarian principles provide the  
fundamental foundations for humanitarian action.

Humanitarian principles are central to establishing and maintaining ac-
cess to affected populations whether in the context of a natural disaster, 
an armed conflict or a complex emergency. Promoting compliance with 
humanitarian principles in humanitarian response is an essential element 
of effective humanitarian coordination.” 
(ochaonline.un.org/OchaLinkClick.aspx?link=ocha&docId=1164797) 

Annex 1: glossaRy oF teRms
Back end system

BroadBand GloBal area network 
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cloud
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Key documents that establish humanitarian principles are the Code of
Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 
and NGOs in Disaster Relief (http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/doc-
uments/misc/code-of-conduct-290296.htm) and the United Nations 
General Assembly Resolution 46/182. (http://www.un.org/documents/
ga/res/47/a47r168.htm)

Open source projects allow anyone to download and install a copy of 
their software and to run it on compatible computers or servers. Each 
copy running on the Web is called an instance.

A web page or application that uses and combines data, presentation or 
functionality from two or more sources to create new services.

An online microtasking/crowdsourcing marketplace. See:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amazon_Mechanical_Turk

Microtasking is a strategy for ensuring quality control and high through-
puts for large amounts of data that is most commonly used for quick, 
scalable processing of unstructured data. Workers or volunteers under-
take tasks that are broken down into small assignments called micro-
tasks that are given to multiple workers in parallel. Most microtasking 
platforms are primarily statistical systems, using a variety of analytics to 
track inter-worker-reliability and the appropriately distribution of tasks to 
multiple workers to ensure quality outputs and timely throughput.

Mission 4636 is a partnership between Samasource, 1000 Jobs Haiti, FA-
TEM, Union Haiti, Stanford, Energy for Opportunity, CrowdFlower, SEIU, The 
Crisis Mappers Network, Ushahidi, FrontlineSMS, Thompson-Reuters Foun-
dation, InSTEDD, The US State Department, Microsoft Research, Digicel, 
Voila, and a dozen more Haitian NGOs. It was affiliated with Internews and the 
Communicating with Disaster Affected Communities initiative.

Collaborative inter-agency website designed to enhance humanitarian 
coordination within the cluster approach, and support the predictable  
exchange of information in emergencies at the country level.

A norm for technical systems derived by an open process and published 
in an open format, usually royalty free. The World Wide Web consortium 
includes a set of principles which may resonate with the humanitarian 
community (from Wikipedia):

instance (software)

mashup

mechanical turk

micro-taskinG

mission 4636

oneresponse

open standards
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• transparency (due process is public, and all technical discussions,
meeting minutes, are archived and can be referenced in decision making)
•	 relevance (new standardization is started upon due analysis of the 
market needs, including requirements phase, e.g. accessibility, multi-
linguism)
•	 openness (anybody can participate, and everybody does: industry, 
individual, public, government bodies, academia, on a worldwide scale) 

•	 impartiality and consensus (guaranteed fairness by the process 
and the neutral hosting of the W3C organization, with equal weight for 
each participant)
•	 availability (free access to the standard text, both during develop-
ment and at final stage, translations, and clear IPR rules for implemen-
tation, allowing open source development in the case of Internet/Web 
technologies)
•	 maintenance (ongoing process for testing, errata, revision, perma-
nent access) See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Open_standard.

A military term referring to the placement of resources, capabilities, and 
expertise at a physical distance from an area of interest, supporting the 
people who are there performing their tasks. 

Special telephone numbers, significantly shorter than full telephone 
numbers, which can be used to address SMS and MMS messages from  
mobile phones or fixed phones. There are two types of short codes:  
dialing and messaging.

The text communication service component of phone, web or mobile 
communication systems, using standardized communications protocols 
that allow the exchange of short text messages between fixed line or  
mobile phone devices.

A series of civil-military demonstrations that show methods for civilian 
and military agencies around the world to work effectively together within 
a disaster response.

Individuals who are highly connected in the small world of humanitarian 
operations. They are hubs who play a crucial role routing information, 
bridging organizational boundaries, and healing broken connections 
when staff rotate from one role to the next. 

An effort to convene the many stakeholders to crisis response operations 
and to “harmonize the use of tools and systems to produce, disseminate 
and archive information in a manner that can be scaled up or rapidly  
focused to deal with any type of crisis.” See http://ict4peace.org/what-
wedo/the-crisis-information-management-strategy.

Eleven groups of UN agencies, NGOs and other international organiza-
tions arranged based on a sector or service they provide during a hu-
manitarian crisis: Protection, Camp Coordination and Management, 
Water Sanitation and Hygiene, Health, Emergency Shelter, Nutrition, 
Emergency Telecommunications, Logistics, Early Recovery, Education 
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and Agriculture. Each cluster is led by a designated agency. The system
was established by the UN IASC in 2005. 

Combining outsourcing with upgrading

An internet site that collects information from diverse sources, then  
displays it in a unified way. Also known as a links page. 

A software system designed to support interoperable machine-to- 
machine interaction over a network.

A website that allows the creation and editing of any number of interlinked web 
pages via a web browser using a simplified markup language or text editor.

Mobile communications service that provides both voice and broadband 
data simultaneously through a single, compact device on a global basis.

A coordination mechanism facilitated by UN OCHA to plan, implement 
and monitor humanitarian activities. Includes preparation of coordinated 
appeals for funding from the international community and donors when a 
humanitarian crisis response requires international response from more 
than one organization.

Crisis Information Management

A predictable, core sets of data needed to support operations and deci-
sion making for all actors in a humanitarian response.

A system adopted by the UN to simplify the means by which countries 
are reimbursed for providing equipment, personnel and self-sustainment 
support services to formed military or police contingents in peacekeep-
ing missions.

Design, Monitoring and Evaluation

Delta State University in Mississippi

Thomson-Reuters Foundation Emergency Information Service – deploys 
expert Action-Units of journalists to scenes of major catastrophe where 
they seek out, collate and disseminate information to disaster-struck pop-
ulations.

A high level position in the United Nations that heads the Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. The ERC serves as the UN Under 
Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs.

European Union 

First assessment system toolset for the first 72 hours. 
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Full time equivalent

A partnership of 36 countries and 6 international organizations commit-
ted to helping developing countries reduce their vulnerability to natural 
hazards and adapt to climate change. 

Geographic information system

Global positioning system 

Model that seeks to reconcile schemas from humanitarian response 
agencies. When possible, it matches humanitarian attributes to existing 
map features in OpenStreetMap

Humanitarian Free Open Source Software: a collaborative, community-
building project started by computing faculty and open source propo-
nents at Trinity College, Wesleyan University, and Connecticut College.

Harvard Humanitarian Initiative – interdisciplinary academic and research 
center that works to relieve human suffering in war and disaster by ad-
vancing the science and practice of humanitarian response. 

Humanitarian Information Coordination Cell

Humanitarian Studies Initiative – the umbrella educational program led 
by Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, including the Humanitarian Studies 
Course (HSC) and Humanitarian Studies in the Field. Educational content 
includes seminar series in essential crisis management and field simula-
tion exercises. 

Humanitarian Research & Training Consortium

Committee that aims to improve coordination of humanitarian assistance 
through its membership, which includes both UN and non-UN humanitar-
ian partners. 

Information Communication Technology

A foundation that aims to enhance the performance of the international 
community in crisis management through the use of ICTs.

Internally displaced person

International humanitarian systems

Nairobi’s Innovation Hub for the technology community is an open space 
for the technologists, investors, tech companies and hackers in the area. 
This space is a tech community facility with a focus on young entrepre-
neurs, web and mobile phone programmers, designers and researchers. 
It is part open community workspace, part vector for investors and VCs 
and part incubator.
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Information management

Humanitarian organization that for more than a decade has worked on 
the effective use of information management practices and principles in 
service to the world’s most vulnerable populations.

Information management officer

A non-profit organization focused on bottom up design and development 
of tools and services for social good. 

 
Monitoring & evaluation

United Nations Stabilization Mission in Haiti

Memorandum of Understanding

A legally constituted group that operates independently from any govern-
ment. They generally pursue social goals, but are not overtly political. 
They are sometimes referred to as civil society organizations.

New York University Tisch School of the Arts Interactive Telecommunica-
tions Program

OCHA is the arm of the UN Secretariat that is responsible for bringing to-
gether humanitarian actors to ensure coherent response to emergencies. 
OCHA’s mission is to mobilize and coordinate effective and principled 
humanitarian action in partnership with national and international actors 
in order to alleviate human suffering in disasters and emergencies; advo-
cate for the rights of people in need; promote preparedness and preven-
tion; and facilitate sustainable solutions. 

OCHA Information Services Section

Community of hundreds of thousands of mappers dedicated to building 
a free and open map of the world.

Rochester Institute of Technology

Return on investment

An online volunteer-based community that turns ad hoc groups of tech-
savvy mapping volunteers that emerge around crises into a flexible, 
trained and prepared network ready to deploy. Represents the first wave 
in Online Community Emergency Response Teams, first launched at the 
2010 International Conference on Crisis Mapping (ICCM 2010) to stream-
line online volunteer support for crisis mapping following lessons learned 
in Haiti, Chile and Pakistan.
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San Diego State University

A labor union in the United States, focused on organizing workers in 
health care, public services, and property services. 

Service level agreement

Small and medium enterprise

The text communication service component of phone, web or mobile 
communication systems,  using standardized communications protocols 
that allow the exchange of short text messages between fixed line or mo-
bile phone devices.

United Nations Chief Information Technology Officer

A stand-by team of disaster management professionals who are nominat-
ed and funded by member governments, OCHA, United Nations Devel-
opment Program and operational humanitarian United Nations Agencies 
such as WFP, UNICEF and WHO.

Organization that links the UN’s work with others around the world, mo-
bilizing the energy and expertise of business and non-governmental or-
ganizations to help the UN tackle issues including climate change, chil-
dren’s health, peace and security, and poverty eradication.

UN High Commission for Refugees

The United Nations Children’s Fund

An autonomous body within the UN system with the purpose of enhanc-
ing the effectiveness of the UN through appropriate training and research.

A UN technology-intensive program that delivers imagery analysis and 
satellite solutions to relief and development organizations within and out-
side the UN system to help make a difference in humanitarian relief, hu-
man security, strategic territorial and development planning.

Urban search and rescue

Volunteer and Technical Communities

OCHA supported website that facilitates decision making for international 
response to major disasters though real-time information exchange by all 
actors of the international disaster response community.

Water, sanitation, and hygiene

The UN’s frontline hunger relief agency, WFP aims to bring food assis-
tance to more than 90 million people in 73 countries in 2011.
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UN Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs
UN OCHA is the arm of the United Nations Secretariat 
that is responsible for bringing together humanitar-
ian actors to ensure coherent response to emergen-
cies. OCHA also ensures there is a framework within 
which each actor can contribute to the overall response  
effort. OCHA’s mission is to mobilize and coordinate 
effective and principled humanitarian action in partner-
ship with national and international actors in order to  
alleviate human suffering in disasters and emergencies; 
advocate for the rights of people in need; promote  
preparedness and prevention; and facilitate sustain-
able solutions. 

http://ochaonline.un.org

The United Nations Foundation & Vodafone 
Foundation Technology Partnership

Created in October 2005, the United Nations Founda-
tion & Vodafone Foundation Technology Partnership 
leverages mobile technology programs to support and 
strengthen UN global health and disaster relief work. 
Our core areas of focus are to: (1) strengthen communi-
cations in humanitarian emergencies though capacity 
building and support for disaster response missions 
that connect aid workers and the affected community; 
(2) support the development of mobile health (mHealth) 
programs that tackle critical public health challenges 
and improve public health systems, decision making 
and, ultimately, patient outcomes; and (3) promote  
research and innovation using technology as a tool for 
international development. 

www.unfoundation.org/vodafone

Harvard Humanitarian Initiative

The mission of the Harvard Humanitarian Initiative 
(HHI) is to relieve human suffering in war and disaster 
by advancing the science and practice of humanitar-
ian response worldwide. HHI is a leader in providing ap-
plied research, education and training on disaster man-

agement, humanitarian assistance, and humanitarian  
action. As an inter-disciplinary organization it has a his-
tory of producing high impact research that translated 
directly into evidence-based policy and programming.

http://hhi.harvard.edu/
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4  Data dictionaries act like thesaurus around one concept. For instance, if WHO is referring to a particular region of a river in a cholera report, it 
  is not possible for WFP and the water/sanitation cluster to automatically relate their own data to that region. Any analysis would be the   
 responsibility of a human to collect, analyze, and report on any possible interlinkages manually. Automated discovery or early prediction of 
  action (such as a cholera outbreak automatically triggering an analysis of medical supply chains and water purifiers to the affected region)  
 would be highly unlikely. Such data would need to be pulled by a coordinator who understands the complex interdependencies of a cholera   
 response operation.

5  For example, the schema in the WASH cluster lack a means to specify a water bladder of x type has been placed in an IDP camp with y P-  
 Code with at a specific latitude/longitude with z capacity. Without this level of specificity—including location-aware attributes for integration   
 into GIS applications—the common operational dataset will be hard to implement in way that facilitates breakdown of data silos.

6  Under UN humanitarian principles, datasets with personally identifiable information about refugees and internally displaced persons require   
 special protections so that no harm comes to the people about whom the UN has data.

7 Political sensitivities are sufficiently high that the authors of this document chose to leave out quotes from these interviews.

8  Crowdsourcing Crisis Information in Disaster-Affected Haiti, Jessica Heinzelman and Carol Waters, US Institute of Peace, Sept 2010.

9  For more on software code as a form of modern law, see Code by Lawrence Lessig.

10  ICT4Peace Foundation document from Palisades meeting and Crisis Mappers document.

11  See Peter Senge, The Fifth Discipline; Ronald Heifetz et al, The Art and Practice of Adaptive Leadership; Otto Scharmer, Theory U; John  
 Sterman, Business Dynamics (which takes a quantitative approach to systems thinking as applied to business processes).

12  The Common Operational Datasets (COD’s) are predictable, core sets of data needed to support operations and decision-making for all 
 actors in a humanitarian response. The COD’s are defined in the IASC Guidelines Common Operational Datasets (CODs) in Disaster  
 Preparedness and Response, Endorsed Nov 2010 http://bit.ly/eigMGI.

13  IASC Needs Assessment Task Force (draft) IASC Operational Guidance for Coordinated Assessments in Humanitarian Crises, and Key  
 Sectoral Indicators http://oneresponse.info/resources/NeedsAssessment/Pages/Indicators%20and%20Guidance.aspx

14  See P. Senge, The Fifth Discipline, opening of Chapter 1.

15 A. De Tocqueville, Democracy in America, Volume II, Book Two, Chapter V.

16 Cf. The Practice of Adaptive Leadership from Ronald Heifetz taught at Harvard for 25 years and The U Process from Otto Scharmer and  
 applied by Peter Senge, which has been in use for nearly as long.

17 Although on another order of magnitude, the ‘KfW’ framework used by Germany to manage Marshall Plan funds over the past six decades 
 and reinvest those funds in small-to-medium-sized businesses might be a good thought exercise to ensure feedback loops will lead to  
 continual reinvestment.
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