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In focus : Articulating an agenda for humanitarian education and training 

Catherine Russ – Professionalisation Advisor ELRHA 

Theme 2 - An International Framework for Professional Development  

Introduction 

With each new humanitarian crisis, the humanitarian community continues to encounter a 
dangerous shortfall of qualified and experienced staff. The continuing lack of competent and 
skilled leaders and managers is undermining the reliability of aid delivery as well as the quality 
and consistency of services provided to disaster affected populations. In recent years the number 
of humanitarian crises have required  a rapid scale up of operations, such as the Haitian 
earthquake, Pakistan floods of 2010, and the drought in the horn of Africa this year,  have 
revealed a sector that is stretched to its very limits. This brings into question the existing systems 
the sector has for anticipating and preparing for the types of capacity building and scale-up of 
operations necessary to meet both current and predicted humanitarian needs. It could be argued, 
therefore, that if the sector is to be truly ready for the enormous pressures and challenges it will 
face in the coming years, this is a critical time to review and improve these systems.   

The inadequacies of the existing systems for training and capacity building for humanitarian work 
has implications for the sector's ability to remain answerable to scrutiny from external stakeholders; 
as was sharply reported in the aftermath of the Haiti earthquake. 

“The influx of many hundreds of humanitarian organisations, many of whom, while well-meaning, 
were not necessarily professional and well-informed in their approach, posed a huge challenge to 
coherence.  A new system of certification of capacity and experience needs to be looked at. “1  

The quote from John Holmes, the UN's emergency humanitarian co-ordinator at the time of the 
Haitian Earthquake, echoed recommendations made in the INGO review launched by Bill Clinton in 
2006. These set out the need to make global NGO relief and recovery efforts more effective across 
five areas:  
 accountability to affected populations;  
 coordination;  
 enhancing local capacity;  
 human rights and recovery; and  
 NGO professionalism.2   
 
The review went on to suggest that by building on existing guidelines and standards, INGO agencies, 
consortia, and networks should promote a common agreement on professional standards to ensure 
quality management, successful service delivery, and effective engagement with local communities 
through, amongst other things: 
 

 Fostering the training and credentialing of humanitarian staff and, 
 Identifying training and education opportunities that will help to ensure qualification of NGO 

staff across a range of essential tasks.  
 
This year the issue was once again brought into focus by the UK government’s Humanitarian 
Emergency Response Review (HERR) which declared that 'the uneven quality of personnel is a major 

                                                             
1 John Holmes, Learning the lessons of Haiti - http://www.odihpn.org/report.asp?id=3152 
2 NGO Impact Initiative: An Assessment by the International Humanitarian NGO Community 
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limiting factor in humanitarian response'3 and that  'Overall the level of professionalism in the 
humanitarian sector needs to be raised through better investment in skills and training.'4   

The fact is, there are simply not enough skilled people available to meet the need of today’s 
humanitarian crises let alone those of tomorrow, so additional thought needs to be given to scaling-
up mechanisms that can develop local people on the ground where disasters are most likely to hit. 
While global staffing levels of the three main providers of humanitarian assistance (NGOs, Red 
Cross/Red Crescent, UN agencies) continue to increase at an average annual rate of 6% over the past 
decade (with a currently estimated population of 220,000 humanitarian workers in the field alone) 
coordinated investment in capacity building and professional development has not increased apace. 
As ALNAP’s report on the State of the Humanitarian System identifies, there remains a recognised 
‘paucity of investment in local and national capacities’5.  The humanitarian response community 
must now evolve to address this gap in provision. Not only will aid organisations need to change, but 
more importantly, the expectation is explicit that aid workers will need to start working to increased 
minimum standards and therefore raise their skills and knowledge in order to supply the services 
needed in the future. 
 
Background 

Quality initiatives6 have been formed over the years to address quality and accountability within 
organisations, but none of these has served, or is serving the professional development needs of 
individuals. The focus is largely on organisations' own infrastructures, standards and abilities to 
respond as an agency.  This has meant that the provision of professional development opportunities 
and investment in capacity building has developed in an unplanned and un-coordinated way.  

Adding to the uncoordinated professional development in the sector is the uneven spread and type 
of provision of academic opportunities in the north versus the south.  CERAH published 
Humanitarian Studies7, in 2010 which is a guide to the 77 university study programmes currently 
available through 39 identified universities providing academic training and education in 
humanitarian action. That same year, ELRHA published its scoping study8  where no less than 80 
Masters Programmes were captured either providing Humanitarian related Masters programmes 
directly, or indirectly related studies such as Refugee Studies, Human Rights, Children in Armed 
Conflict etc. It's important to note that the majority of these programmes are found in Europe and 
America making access a real barrier for students from the south. 

While the proliferation of humanitarian Masters programmes continues apace, a stark contrast can 
be seen in the shortage of recognised entry and mid-level qualifications9.   This major gap in 
provision means that there are no established pathways to grow into the sector from an entry level 
point to an academic level, hence those people wishing to enter the sector have no other option but 
to do a Masters in order to gain a valid qualification. However, even those that are able  to complete 
a Masters have an added challenge in securing employment as there is no agreed core 
‘humanitarian’ curriculum between the various courses on offer (with the exception of the NOHA 
Masters Programme10). This means that humanitarian employers find it difficult to determine just 
what skills and knowledge graduates present with. 

                                                             
3http://www.dfid.gov.uk/Documents/publications1/HERR.pdf - pg. 2/executive summary 
4 Ibid, pg.17 
5 ALNAP, ‘The State of the Humanitarian System: Assessing Performance and Progress’ 2010, 
http://www.alnap.org/pool/files/alnap-sohs-final.pdf  
6 Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance (ALNAP), Humanitarian Accountability Project (HAP) , People in 
Aid, Sphere, Transparency International  
7 CERAH- Humanitarian Studies 2010: University  Training And Education  Programmes in Humanitarian  Action, First edition -  
Rainhorn, JD., Smailbegovic, A., and Jiekak, S. 
8 ELRHA - Professionalising the Humanitarian Sector - A Scoping Study - Walker, P., Russ, C. 
http://www.elrha.org/professionalisation 
9 ELRHA- Ibid, p.18 
10 Despite each of the seven NOHA university programmes specialising in different aspects of humanitarian response, all seven 
universities share the same systemic, practical and personal competencies. 
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The ELRHA scoping study11 consulted with 1500+ humanitarian workers and found that over 90% 
wished to see professionalisation of training and education a reality in the sector. To that end, the 
study made 13 recommendations with the aim of: 
 Creating recognised professional pathways and progression routes into the humanitarian sector 
 Adopting core humanitarian competencies for professional development 
 Ensuring coherence of core content within humanitarian masters degree programmes 
 Addressing the lack of entry and mid-level qualifications 
 Formalising occupational standards for humanitarian work 
 Quality marking of learning and development providers 
 Developing a system of certification for humanitarian qualifications 
 Creating international relationships for the promotion of global standards internationally 
 
The study determined that with capacity building continuing to be an ongoing and costly concern for 
most humanitarian agencies and donors12, there is a need to start bringing coherence and clarity to 
the number of initiatives providing training and professional development opportunities as well as to 
create the necessary links between vocational and higher education.  Significant funding is allocated 
for the purpose of training and capacity building activities in the sector annually, but to date there is 
little quality control or baseline requirements, leading to wide interpretation of what is considered 
appropriate professional development.  This, coupled with no humanitarian sector skill council or 
professional association to provide leadership and guidance, creates tangible barriers for all those 
wishing to enter and work in the sector as well as those training providers and universities wishing to 
provide appropriate training and education.   

Building on What Currently Exists 

Non-formal and informal learning13 is the approach most humanitarian agencies have adopted to 
address the lack of vocational qualifications for humanitarian work.  Big agencies like Save the 
Children, World Vision and Merlin have taken it upon themselves to develop entry and mid-level  
types of programmes linked to apprenticeships but these are developing  only a very small number 
of people in relation to global needs. For example, both Save the Children and Merlin's logistics 
programmes attract hundreds of applicants with only a handful of places for lucky candidates;  in 
Kenya the Consortium of British Humanitarian Agencies(CBHA) Leadership Development programme 
(for entry-level staff) recently attracted 2,000 applicants with places for only 15 people.  In Haiti, 
Bioforce and RedR joined forces to provide emergency capacity building of local staff through a 
newly formed Disaster Response Support Service which  piloted assessed certification for NGO 
drivers and are currently consulting on a professional trainer certification course.  These are 
examples of programmes with huge potential for wider use with appropriate scaling-up 
mechanisms.   

The idea of an internationally recognised professional development and quality framework has been 
gaining traction in the sector as a means  to address the large scale needs for training and 
professional development. This international framework could take into account local, regional and 
national quality frameworks that are transferable and adaptable to help bolster the inter-operability 

                                                             
11 ELRHA - Professionalising the Humanitarian Sector - A Scoping Study - Walker, P., Russ, C. 
12 Official estimates are that a quarter of total development aid, $15 billion a year, is ostensibly spent on capacity building (DAC 
2006) Although no figures exist for the humanitarian sector, it can be assumed to be a substantial sum of the estimated £8.3 
billion a year spent on relief. 
13 Non-formal learning: learning that is not provided by an education or training institution and typically does not lead to 
certification.  It is, however, structured (in terms of learning objectives, learning time or learning support).  Non-formal learning 
is intentional from the learner’s perspective. 
Informal learning: learning resulting from daily life activities related to work, family or leisure.  It is not structured (in terms of 
learning objectives, learning time or learning support) and typically does not lead to certification.  Informal learning may be 
intentional but in most cases it is non-intentional (or “incidental”/ random) (p32-33). 
Formal learning: learning typically provided by an education or training institution, structured (in terms of learning objectives, 
learning time or learning support) and leading to certification.  Formal learning is intentional from the learner’s perspective. 
Definitions taken from The EC (2001) Communication on Lifelong Learning: formal, non-formal and informal learning 
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between agencies and regions that has been sorely lacking. Any iteration of a quality framework 
would need to be underpinned by agreed sector-wide humanitarian competencies, which has been 
the subject of considerable work by a range of actors and widespread international consultation (see 
background paper one). 

Most established professions have their own professional development frameworks consisting of 
occupational standards and the necessary competencies to operate at varying levels of professional 
status.  What complicates the humanitarian sector is that it intersects with workers coming and 
going from  other established professions such as medicine, nutrition, engineering, logistics, finance 
etc. so there is a need to establish the minimum requirements/competencies for transferring into 
the humanitarian sector without cancelling or interfering with other disciplines' requirements . By 
exploring and learning from other professional  frameworks, the humanitarian sector can look to 
adapt and build on existing models in order to create an architecture that can serve its unique 
needs. 

National Quality Frameworks (NQFs) generally operate according to four main aims14: 

 to ease establishment of national standards for learning outcomes (competences); 
 to relate qualifications to one another; 
 to promote access to learning, transfer of learning and progression; 
 to promote the quality of education and training provision. 
 
Each of these four aims may be directly related to further development of methods and approaches 
for validating non-formal and informal learning.  National and local policy-makers have expressed 
strong social arguments for engaging more fully with validation of non-formal and informal learning.  
The 2005 European inventory 15 explains these arguments in full and provides examples of practice 
to support them.  In Fig.1 the main points are summarised to highlight the social and economic 
benefits. 

Fig. 1 Validating non-formal and informal learning is expected to: 
 
• support mobility within education/training and in the labour market by improving access and 
mobility of individuals, both into and within education and employment; 
• promote efficiency within education and training by helping to ensure that individuals are able to 
access tailored learning opportunities; 
• combat a qualifications deficit; 
• promote equality of opportunity for individuals to achieve recognition for their skills and 
competences, regardless of where these were acquired, so helping to establish a level playing field in 
education, training and the labour market; 
• support disadvantaged groups such as local national staff and third-country nationals; 
•support lifelong learning by making it more likely that lifelong recognition of learning is possible; 
• achieve coherence with other countries of operation; 
• address sectoral needs in relation to skills shortages or to comply with regulations regarding 
professional qualifications; 
• support the response to demographic change. 
 

One of the objectives of sharing and mapping varying NQFs around the world is to relate 
qualifications to one another and reduce barriers between education and training sectors, promote 
access as well as transfer and accumulation of learning; systems for validating non-formal and 
informal learning can contribute directly to this objective.  If introduced systematically, as a part of 
                                                             
14 Coles, Mike. Qualifications frameworks in Europe: platforms for collaboration, integration and reform. Paper presented at the 
conference ‘Making the European learning area a reality’, Munich, 3�5 June 2007. Available from Internet: 
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/ier/glacier/qual/eqf/mike_coles_eqf.pdf [cited 3.2.2009]. 
15 http://www.ecotec.com/europeaninventory/2005.html 
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the overall qualifications systems, this validation could open qualifications to a broader set of users, 
for example by professionally recognising/certifying work experience and voluntary work; this could 
also help people to work towards university degrees through their vocational work. 

Recently developed European level tools and frameworks such as the European Qualifications 
Framework16, Europass, European Credit systems, etc. could be used and adapted internationally to 
promote validation and recognition of learning on a global level.  Such a system is missing in the 
humanitarian sector and there is a need to explore the potential relationship that could be 
developed between ECVET and the humanitarian sector and other vocational frameworks around 
the world to create similar mobility and recognition. 

All of this would be responding to the need for a coherent blue-print that gives direction to 
humanitarian workers from the field programme to the head office. Any Framework would need to 
capture existing qualifications, but also make way for the growth of entry and mid -level provision 
for field and HQ  staff. This could be done by validating much of the non-formal and informal 
learning currently being delivered in the sector which would in turn address the much-needed 
scaling up in the sector. This could have a direct impact on increasing national capacity and give 
clarity to both those wishing to enter the sector and those wishing to continue developing.  

Summary 

Many individuals and groups in many parts of the world from INGOs, southern NGOs, Red Cross, the 
UN, universities and training providers have started playing a role in furthering  the 
professionalisation agenda in the humanitarian sector, including through ELRHA's working hubs17 . 
This tipping point presents a unique opportunity to collaborate on an international system of 
development, recognition and transference of education and skills in order to increase inter-
operability between employers and between countries.   An international framework would provide 
an opportunity to establish formal communication between the humanitarian community and 
national governments of southern countries so that they too can play a vital role in adopting  
recognised curricula18 through their vocational and higher education institutes. This level of 
collaboration is what is needed to provide the necessary building blocks for a new and improved 
approach to the way the humanitarian sector addresses professional development of all its workers 
to ensure: 

 Established baselines for professional development, career progression and capacity building 
 Agreed sector wide competency standards 
 Sector wide agreement on taking forward the professionalisation agenda 
 Established Humanitarian Sector quality framework with career pathways and progression 

routes from entry level right through to university level. 
 

The creation of a framework for the professional development and recognition of humanitarian staff 
could assist the sector in setting the bar for minimum professional standards and result in: 

 Increased professional sector capacity to respond to multiple large emergencies 
 Improved quality of programming to increased number of beneficiaries 

                                                             
16 http://www.ehea.info/article-details.aspx?ArticleId=65 
17 Hubs consist of individuals and agencies in the humanitarian sector with an interest in professional development and are 
regularly consulted on ELRHA's professionalisation work. Further hubs are planned in Asia and the South Pacific. 
18 There is a need to work in partnership with national and regional disaster management mechanisms such as ASEAN, and 
the Pakistan National Disaster Management Authority for example, to ensure that what is developed is recognised, valued and 
supportive of indigenous disaster management planning and programmes. 
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 Increased accountability to affected communities and donors through demonstrable increases 
in competency 

 Increased inter-operability between agencies, countries and ultimately sectors. 
 
Further questions  

 How do we ensure we regularly capture the changing professional development needs of an 
entire global community? 

 How can we ensure we are enhancing local communities' access to professional development 
opportunities? 

 How can we ensure a framework allows for difference and promotes rather than constrains 
growth?  

 

 

Useful publications and websites 

Glossary - Quality in Education and Training, European Centre for the Development of Vocational 
Training, 2011, ISNB: 978-92-896-0691-2 

Credit Transfer Guide, Feb. 2009, Education and Culture DG, ISBN: 978-92-79-09728-7 

European Guidelines for Validating non-Formal and Informal Learning, European Centre for the 
Development of Vocational Training, 2009< ISBN: 978-92-986-0602-8 

Added Value of National Qualifications Frameworks in Implementing the European Qualifications 
Framework, European Qualifications Framework Series, Note 2, ISBN: 978-92-79-15214-6 

NGO Impact Initiative: An Assessment by the International Humanitarian NGO Community 

Global Humanitarian Assistance (2009), Development Initiatives Global Humanitarian Aid Summary 
Report 209. Wells: Global Humanitarian Assistance 
 
Professionalising the Humanitarian Sector – A Scoping Study, 2010 ELRHA, Walker, P., Russ, C. 
http://www.elrha.org/work/professionalisation/scopingstudy 

Canadian Vocational Association – The Dacum Model 
http://www.cva-acfp.org/en/dacum-model.htm 
 
The European Association for University Lifelong Learning  
http://www.eucen.eu 

European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training 
www.cedefop.europa.eu 

The European Higher Education Area 
http://www.ehea.info/ 

Humanitarian Reform in Action 

www.humanitarianreform.org 
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Network on Humanitarian Assistance 
http://www.nohanet.org/ 
 
Learning for International NGOs - LINGOS 
http://ngolearning.org/aboutlingos/default.aspx 

 

 

 

 


