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The redesign process of the humanitarian community’s main information
management system provides a model and lessons for others contemplating

a website redesign.

Sebastian Naidoo

Redesigning the

Relief Web
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he mid-1990s marked a
seminal moment for
humanitarian information
management (IM) – the
advent of one of the last

century’s worst crises, the 1994 Rwanda
genocide and conflict in Africa’s Great
Lakes region and, at the same time, the
rapid growth of a new medium of com-
munications, the Internet.

This convergence led governmental
and non-governmental humanitarian
agencies to examine how web-based
systems could signal the emergence of
new crises and escalation of existing
ones. They developed a range of IM
tools to support humanitarian workers
in preparing for and executing coordi-
nated relief efforts. Among those were
three United Nations (UN) tools:

1. A humanitarian news and analysis
service, Integrated Regional Infor-
mation Networks, www.irinnews.org

2. An emergency-specific, data-exchange
platform, the Humanitarian Infor-
mation Center, www.humanitarianin-
fo.org

3. The ReliefWeb, www.reliefweb.int

Succeeding two pre-Internet initia-
tives developed in the late 1980s and
early 1990s under the UN Disaster
Relief Organization, ReliefWeb’s web-
based prototypes provided background
information on crises. But the 1995
“ReliefNet” conference of UN, non-gov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs), and
donor representatives called for a much

T

more ambitious system. The system’s
mandate at its 1996 inauguration was
“to strengthen the response capacity of
the international humanitarian com-
munity through the timely dissemina-
tion of reliable information.” The UN’s
General Assembly of 185 member states
endorsed ReliefWeb’s mandate in 1997
Resolution 51/194.

The majority of ReliefWeb’s fund-
ing is from voluntary contributions
from the governments of the United
States, the United Kingdom, Japan,
European Commission, Norway,
Sweden, The Netherlands, Finland,
Denmark, Austria, Canada, Italy, and
Switzerland. During the last 10 years, its
income has grown from just under
$500,000 (U.S.) to approximately $2
million.

The ReliefWeb, along with other
IM and coordination tools – notably
the Consolidated Appeals Process

(www.reliefweb.int/cap) and the Central
Emergency Response Fund (http://cerf.
un.org) – was central to the UN’s increas-
ing role in mobilizing the action of the
multi-faceted and often divergent
humanitarian community. Its Office for
the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs (OCHA) has worked with opera-
tional partners, including both UN and
non-UN humanitarian agencies, to reach
agreements on joint action in emergency
situations and streamline activities to
ensure the most effective possible deliv-
ery of aid. ReliefWeb’s pooling and man-
agement of relevant information from all
humanitarian response agencies support
these efforts.

Reflecting the member-state envi-
ronment and the principle of state sover-
eignty, ReliefWeb information is organ-
ized by country. In its early years, site
pages were updated daily with an average
of 25 documents and maps on 10 con-
flict-related crises, or “Complex
Emergencies,” for which governments
were receiving international assistance.
One of those, Africa’s Great Lakes crisis,
remains today as one of ReliefWeb’s 26
Complex Emergencies, containing more
than 28,000 documents and maps dating
back to May 1996.

ReliefWeb’s First Five Years
Between 1996 and 2001, the num-

ber of ReliefWeb’s information partners
grew from 250 to more than 800, com-
prising UN and other international
organizations, governments, NGOs, the
Red Cross/Red Crescent, news agencies,

At the Core
This article

Provides an overview of the
importance of systematized and
timely information management
for humanitarian response

Examines the process of “mental
modeling” as a user-centric device
for redesigning the ReliefWeb
system

Identifies best practices and lessons
learned from the site’s redesign 

“People need information as much as water, food, medicine, or shelter.

Information can save lives, livelihoods, and resources. It may be the only form

of disaster preparedness that the most vulnerable can afford. The right kind of

information leads to a deeper understanding of needs and ways to respond.

The wrong information can lead to inappropriate, even dangerous interventions.”

– International Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, World Disasters Report 2005
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and academic research institutes.
Nine information managers in

OCHA’s Geneva and New York offices
monitored partner outputs, processing
information in the two time zones
using hierarchical-style databases in
Lotus Notes, the UN’s standard plat-
form and one of the few online collab-
oration tools at the time. After receiv-
ing information through e-mail sub-
mission and website scans, informa-
tion managers selected relevant mate-
rial according to detailed IM guide-
lines, created a Lotus Notes record,
entered and formatted the text or map
graphic, and applied comprehensive
metadata. The record was then proofed
and saved locally before being replicat-
ed to the Geneva-based web server.

The amount of information man-
aged by ReliefWeb increased dramati-
cally during these first five years. The
number of records grew from 40,000 to
more than 200,000, while user “hits” on
the website increased from a daily aver-
age of 7,000 to 300,000. The site
included not only emergencies and dis-
asters, but also a map center, job vacan-
cy announcements, a calendar of train-
ing events, a contacts directory, and a
library of policy documents. Some sec-
tions comprised static content in
HTML, Word, PDF, and Excel and
other dynamic content in Domino,
Access, and SQL databases.

The increased volume of informa-
tion managed through the system 14
hours per day, combined with escalat-
ing use and demand for time-critical
updates, led OCHA to expand
ReliefWeb. With the support of the
government of Japan, a two-member
team was established in Kobe during
2001. The 24-hour operation and
enhanced capacity increased the infor-
mation load by approximately 25 per-
cent in the following year, and a survey
of 200 users and 30 focus groups
showed a demand for inproved
retrieval of site records. An ambitious
re-architecting of the system was need-
ed to allow maximum exposure of the
system’s resources.

User-centric Redesign
The challenges of maintaining opti-

mal functionality, while simultaneously
steering ReliefWeb through a two-year
redesign process, brought to light a num-
ber of best practices and lessons learned
for the IM profession.

The ReliefWeb system employed the
technique of “mental modeling” between
2002-2005 to redesign its interface while
at the same time responding to humani-
tarian crises that demanded short-term
thinking and immediate action to sup-
port relief actors in saving lives. The
redesign proposal focused on the chal-
lenge of simplifying users’ tasks by creat-
ing a system revolving directly around
their needs. A company known as one of

the leading advocates of user-centric
information architecture was selected for
its methodology, which combines
anthropology, computer science, and
journalism. The company’s project team
began meetings with ReliefWeb’s infor-
mation managers in November 2002,
starting the three-phase redesign process
that would take just over two years to
complete. (See Figure 1, “Phases of
ReliefWeb’s Redesign.”) 

Phase I: Discovery (November 2002 –
April 2003)

First, the project team and
ReliefWeb’s information managers con-
ducted inventories of users’ minds and
site content.

Phase 1: Discovery (6 months)

Step 1 – Created persona profiles of main users and conducted usability

testing

Step 2 – Inventoried and classified content assets, policies, and guidelines

Step 3 – Conducted critical inquiry interviews with representative user

samples

Step 4 – Grouped actions and decisions into common task themes

Step 5 – Arranged themes on “mental model”diagrams (See Figure 2.)

Phase 2: Interaction Design (7 months)

Step 1 – Combined content inventory and mental models in wireframes,

or skeleton pages  

Step 2 – Created wireframes for all pages and determined site hierarchy  

Step 3 – Analyzed consistency, coherence, accuracy, and implications of

wireframes

Phase 3: Implementation (16 months)

Step 1 – Applied visual design concept and branding to all wireframes

Step 2 – Programmed into servers information architecture derived from

wireframes

Step 3 – Tested architecture, fixed bugs, launched new system

Figure 1: Phases of ReliefWeb’s Redesign
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Step 1: “Persona” profiles of the sys-
tem’s main users created from the 2001
survey showed three groups of daily
users: humanitarian affairs desk offi-
cers, government officials, and field
officers. Representatives from each
group were brought together for usabil-
ity testing sessions during which the
redesign team observed their behavior,
confidence levels, and success rates in
carrying out specified tasks.

Step 2: ReliefWeb teams in New
York, Geneva, and Kobe reviewed the
records held in the system to assess
content assets that would later be
rebuilt around user needs. Fifteen types
were identified. Teams also reviewed
the system’s many policies, guidelines,
and standards. Content reviews were
categorized in Excel sheets.

Step 3: Nine samples of core users
were interviewed in-depth, mostly by
telephone, in their office locations
around the world. Interviewers assumed
that users would not necessarily be
aware of their information needs;
therefore, questions did not relate

specifically to information-retrieval
habits. They focused instead on users’
daily tasks and routines and required
responses relating to examples of recent
practice. For example, once established
that a field officer’s daily tasks included
writing weekly reports on refugee camp
sanitation, the question was posed:
“How did you go about producing the
report last week?”

Step 4: Task-related actions and
decisions were captured from the inter-
view transcripts and clustered into
groups of similar type; each group of
common tasks formed a common
theme. The results were displayed
graphically in a mental model map. (See
Figure 2 - The color red in the diagram
highlights tasks related directly to an
information need.)

Step 5: The mental mapping results
showed major implications for the site’s
framework. Three of the main findings:

1. Emergencies are treated within the
context of countries, and countries
within their specific regions

2. Humanitarian appeals are most val-
ued alongside their resulting finan-
cial contributions

3. Sectors of humanitarian activity are
treated separately and at country
level: Agriculture, Coordination
and Support Services, Education,
Food, Health, Infrastructure and
Rehabilitation, Mine Action,
Protection and Human Rights,
Refugees, Security, Shelter and
Non-Food Items, Water and
Sanitation.

Phase II: Interaction Design (April
2003 – October 2003)

The next phase was to match users’
frames of mind with the site’s frame-
work, aggregate content (e.g., countries
and emergencies) where it converges
in users’ minds, and disaggregate con-
tent (e.g., by sector) where it is treated
separately.

Step 1: Skeleton pages, called wire-
frames, were designed using top pages
for main site sections as prototypes.
Countries and their related emergencies

Figure 2: Mental Map of Task-Related Actions, Decisions for Field Workers

© Adaptive Path (www.adaptivepath.com). Used with permission.
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were presented together within regional
views, appeals and funding “balance
sheets” were constructed, and a filter
tool was developed to allow sectoral
views of country information.

Step 2: Forty-five wireframes were
built covering all site content at three
hierarchical levels: regional, country-
emergency-disaster, and sub-country.
The home page became a gateway to
navigation paths for all sections at all
levels, in some cases providing shortcuts
to the most highly used areas. It also
provided access to other sections of the
site, with a similar structure but fewer
levels. New tools were added, including
“My ReliefWeb,” allowing greater cus-
tomization of views.

Step 3: ReliefWeb IM officers stud-
ied each wireframe to ensure consisten-
cy, coherence, and accuracy. Many
issues were raised as the frames were
transmitted numerous times around
the globe. Among those issues were new
workflow arrangements needed to sup-
port new features; for example, the

addition of sector-related metadata to
enable filters to disaggregate content
records.

Phase III: Implementation (October
2003 – January 2005)

During this phase, wireframes were
transformed into web architecture and
programmed into server applications
employing two separate companies.

Step 1: A modernized visual-design
concept was applied across the wire-
frames, updating page layouts, font
types and sizes, color palette, logo, and
branding. Numerous iterations of the
home page were circulated among
ReliefWeb teams and stakeholders, and
a variety of comments and reactions
informed the direction, including exist-
ing web trends and standards, the time-
liness and reliability mandate of the sys-
tem, and the partnerships on which
information-sharing relies.

Step 2: A systems integration spe-
cialist programmed algorithms into the
data and web servers to redirect content
records through 14 databases to new
destinations on the site. Programmers
faced a highly complex task negotiating
interactions between Apache, Domino,
and SQL servers and between UNIX
and Windows NT platforms. This limit-
ed the successful construction of a com-
prehensive search tool – a development
that would be delayed until completion
of testing and resolution of system
instability.

Step 3: After a period of testing and
bug-fixing, the redesigned version of
the site was soft-launched in mid-
December 2004 with the official unveil-
ing in mid-January at the U.N. World
Conference on Disaster Reduction in
Kobe, Japan. The devastating and dead-
ly tsunami disaster that struck South-
east Asia and Africa on December 26
did not delay the launch but tested the
redesigned system with more than
3,000 documents and maps managed in
the first weeks after the disaster. The
system was also used successfully dur-
ing 107 natural disasters in 2005,
including the Category 4 Hurricane

Katrina in August and the 7.6 magni-
tude earthquake that hit Pakistan dur-
ing October.

In recent years, the ReliefWeb sys-
tem has annually managed between
35,000 and 40,000 documents and
maps, with a small cartographic team
creating between 100 and 200 maps per
year. Information is now provided by
more than 2,500 organizations, with
half that number contributing to the
job vacancies section, which serves to
ensure ready capacity for humanitarian
action. The total number of site visits in
2006 was seven million, of which more
than half were returning visitors. Daily
page views range between 200,000 and
400,000, depending on the number and
scale of disasters.

Lessons Learned
OCHA commissioned an independ-

ent evaluation of ReliefWeb in early 2006
to assess the system’s success in meeting
audience needs on the advent of its tenth
anniversary. (See references for report
URL). Using the product of the redesign,
a team conducted surveys and interviews
over six months with more than 1,500
system users, partners, and stakeholders.
Its final report found that ReliefWeb was
generally fulfilling its mandate, success-
fully disseminating timely and reliable
information, serving decision-makers,
and contributing to a strengthened
response capacity in the humanitarian
community.

The evaluation’s overall recommen-
dation was to increase the value of infor-
mation managed through the system by
taking advantage of new collaborative
and networking technologies, such as
wikis, expanding the system’s reach clos-
er to the centers of humanitarian action,
increasing the amount of content in
French and Spanish, and fostering
stronger relations with local and nation-
al NGOs. These recommendations were
incorporated into a three-year strategic
plan approved by OCHA’s senior man-
agement at the end of 2006.

The user-centricity of the Relief-
Web process was balanced with the
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detachment of three teams of external
consultants observing and analyzing user
behavior and then creating an online
space to accommodate it faster and more
reliably, allowing more rapid and better-
informed decisions by users.

The importance of studying a repre-
sentative sample size, of facilitating trans-
lations between information architects,
visual designers, and programmers, and
of conducting a post-production evalua-
tion are also valuable lessons with wider
applicability.

Planning contingencies for unpre-
dictable events is another aspect that
should not be overlooked: during the
redesign period, November 2002 –
January 2005, ReliefWeb initiated IM
of 203 natural disasters and continued to
manage more than 25 complex emergen-
cies.

Further lessons and best practices in
humanitarian information management
will be shared, examined, and document-
ed at a Symposium + 5 event, bringing
250 practitioners to Geneva in October
with the goal of advancing knowledge
and standards developed since 2002. (See
www.reliefweb.int/symposium for more
information.)

In the context of dramatic changes in
human security over the past five years
following the 9/11 attacks in New York
and Washington, D.C., and the increasing
ferocity of disasters like Hurricane
Katrina, the event will be an opportunity
to reflect on how IM efforts can be
improved to strengthen the service to
those most affected by such crises.
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