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Introduction 
Humanitarian Assistance has become a rapidly expanding, multi-billion dollar, global industry with 
an estimated workforce of approximately 250,000 that impacts directly on the lives, livelihoods, 
health and wellbeing of millions of the world’s most vulnerable people.  
 
With a growing interest in ‘professionalising’ the sector and an emphasis on accountability, the key 
debates in humanitarian assistance education and training are around the ‘what, who, how, where, 
when and why’ of the following issues:   
 

 To develop and define professional standards and career pathways;  
 

 To create globally accessible standardised education and training programmes appropriate 
to different levels of need and experience;  

 
 To promote objective and transparent processes for monitoring, evaluation and 

accountability;   
 

 To foster a culture of high quality, ethical research that will inform policy and enable 
practitioners to demonstrate with confidence that humanitarian interventions are rigorously 
evidence-based.  

 
Collaboration between humanitarian organisations, academic institutions, other training providers, 
and, where appropriate, national and international professional accreditation and registration 
bodies, will be crucial in addressing these issues.  
 
The greatest challenge, which if met will produce the greatest rewards, lies in improving access to 
high quality professional education and training for people living in the regions of the world that are 
most vulnerable to humanitarian emergencies.  
 
Historic background, actors and achievements 

The need for a more professional approach to humanitarian assistance came into sharp focus in the 
1990’s, particularly following detailed scrutiny of the international response to the catastrophic 
humanitarian emergency following the genocide in Rwanda in 1994. The Joint Evaluation of 
Emergency Assistance to Rwanda, published in 1996, highlighted a host of weaknesses in the 
provision of humanitarian assistance including the need to improve performance through the 
development of standards and self regulation mechanisms, and particularly emphasised the need for 
greater accountability. 

A number of important initiatives followed, most notably the development and launch in 1997 of the 
landmark SPHERE Project by a group of leading humanitarian NGOs and the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent movement. In addition to publishing the ‘Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in 
Disaster Response’ (now in 3rd edition, 2011), the SPHERE project has also developed an extensive 
range of training resources and provides on-the-ground workshops worldwide.  



Most well-established humanitarian organisations offer in-house training for their staff. This ranges 
from induction-level programmes to competency-based technical and professional skills training. 
Some of the larger organisations also make training available to ‘external’ participants. One of the 
best known of such programmes is ICRC’s Health Emergencies in Large Populations (HELP) course 
which was launched in 1986. This course is now offered in many different locations worldwide, 
hosted by a variety of different academic institutions. 

RedR (Register of Engineers for Disaster Relief) has been offering a range of training programmes 
since 1990, expanding their portfolio following the merger with International Health Exchange (IHE) 
in 2003. RedR training is mainly in the form of short courses that can be provided in a variety of 
different locations, thus optimising access for humanitarian workers in the field.  

During the past decade, a variety of consortia have formed between NGOs and other key actors 
resulting in the production of a range of specific competency-based frameworks and guidelines. 
Notable examples include: The Emergency Capacity Building (ECB) Project, which led to the 
development of the ‘Good Enough Guide’ and the ‘Building Trust in Diverse Teams’ toolkit, and the 
Humanitarian Competencies Study; The Development and Humanitarian Assistance Competency 
Framework (D&HA CF), an industry-wide benchmark developed in Australia; and The Public Health 
Preparedness and Response Core Competency Development Project initiated at the request of the 
Centre for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) Atlanta, USA.  

The involvement of academic institutions has grown steadily over the past 20 years. This is most 
evident in the development of education and training initiatives and in research activities. The 
development of academic programmes focussing on humanitarian assistance has been accompanied 
by the creation of new networks and associations. A well known example is the Network on 
Humanitarian Assistance (NOHA), established in 1993. This EU supported consortium of universities 
from seven European countries offers a Masters in International Humanitarian Action. Since 2005, 
with support from the EU Erasmus Mundi Partnerships Programme, the network has expanded to 
include universities in Australia, Brazil, Canada, Colombia, Indonesia, Lebanon, South Africa and the 
USA.  

In 2010, the Geneva Centre for Education and Research in Humanitarian Action (CERAH) compiled a 
comprehensive worldwide overview of interdisciplinary humanitarian education programmes 
offered to mid-career and entry-level humanitarian workers. A total of 118 programmes were 
identified related to humanitarian action. Of these a total 77 programmes offered by 50 different 
institutions met the criteria for inclusion in a directory of interdisciplinary humanitarian studies. 
These include 39 Masters programmes and 27 other postgraduate, professional or short courses. 
Two-thirds of these have been developed within the past 10 years. Many involve some level of 
collaboration with humanitarian NGOs, for example in curriculum development, provision of 
teaching faculty and in joint research projects.        
 

The first World Conference on Humanitarian Studies, a landmark event hosted by the University of 
Groningen in 2009, provided a meeting ground for academic communities and practitioners 
concerned with in-depth research on humanitarian issues. The purpose of the conference was to 
take stock of the current theory, debates and issues of humanitarian studies, to reflect on and 
identify opportunities for improving current humanitarian practice, and to involve Southern scholars 
and practitioners more strongly in humanitarian politics, responses, debates, and studies. 
Significantly, the conference resulted in the formation of the International Humanitarian Studies 
Association (IHSA), which, following the second world conference hosted by Tufts University in 2011, 
has grown to a membership of over 600 academics and practitioners. The IHSA has been identified 
as a possible forum for agreeing a core content for humanitarian masters programmes, for 



approving humanitarian training centres and for devising mechanisms for accrediting prior 
experience towards academic qualifications. 

Another notable development occurred in the UK in 2009 with the creation of ELRHA (Enhancing 
Learning and Research for Humanitarian Assistance). Although UK based and funded, ELRHA has an 
international vision that is reflected in the organisation’s principle objectives: to bring together the 
research community and the international humanitarian community to create world-leading 
partnerships, which produce research that has measurable impact in the humanitarian field; and to 
further enhance the professionalisation of the humanitarian sector by bringing together 
organisations, initiatives and universities from around the world with existing experience in training, 
capacity development and quality assurance for the humanitarian sector, in order to develop and 
test an internationally recognised humanitarian certification process.  

The current conference ‘Articulating an Agenda for Humanitarian Education and Training’, organised 
by CERHA in collaboration with ELRHA is a further indication of the growing momentum towards 
standard setting and professionalisation of the sector.  

Looking to the future: remaining questions  

Questions remaining for the future emerge from the key issues highlighted in the opening 
paragraphs of this brief paper. Collaboration between humanitarian organisations, academic 
institutions and others will be essential in addressing these issues. 

In order to define the experience, education and training that may be required for an individual to 
be certified as a qualified humanitarian professional, it may be helpful to examine the diagram 
below, giving particular consideration to the intersection points: 

Figure: Core attributes of a humanitarian professional  
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Several questions arise.  

First, how do we define a humanitarian professional? Should professional humanitarian training and 
accreditation be available only to people working with humanitarian organisations? What about 
training and accreditation of personnel in government, military and donor organisations who 
interact with humanitarian organisations?   

Given that skilled individuals without specific humanitarian training can nevertheless make a 
valuable contribution in a humanitarian response, in order to be a certified humanitarian 
professional, is a comprehensive understanding of the humanitarian context always essential? If so, 
what are the essential elements that should be included at the various points of intersection in the 
core attributes of the humanitarian professional? Who should be involved in defining these 
elements and providing appropriate training and experience? How should an individual’s ability be 
assessed and by whom?   

What criteria will be required for an individual to maintain accreditation as a humanitarian 
professional and what processes will be necessary for monitoring of accreditation? How will the 
impact of humanitarian professional training be evaluated?  

Should the ‘global’ or the ‘local’ context be the reference point for humanitarian professional 
training, certification criteria and standards? In either case, what processes are necessary for 
approving training programmes and providers, legitimising an accrediting body, maintaining quality 
assurance and ensuring external scrutiny and accountability?   

Building and supporting local capacity is an essential step in reducing vulnerability to disasters and 
moving towards the goal of sustainable development. How can we improve access to high quality, 
accredited, professional education and training for people living in the regions of the world that are 
most vulnerable to humanitarian emergencies? What opportunities can the application of new 
technologies offer in enhancing training and research?  
 
The evidence-base for humanitarian action is currently weak. How can we develop an enabling 
environment for collaboration in research? How can we better manage the challenges and 
constraints in conducting high quality research in humanitarian settings, giving due consideration to 
issues such as ethics, timelines, security, human resources, and conflict of interest?   

Finally, how do we fund all of this? 
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