




September 2012 

After more than 15 years in operation, ReliefWeb’s raison d’être 
has never been more apparent, and the need for its services has 
never been greater. The rapid expansion of internet use and mobile 
computing devices has created unprecedented access to information 
around the world, including in disaster areas and during humanitarian 
crises. More people and new types of actors are taking action in times 
of crisis. There is more information available faster and in more forms 
than at any time in history, and yet this reality has only increased the 
need for an expert, reliable information service that helps distill it all 
into something meaningful and useful.

As we have worked with your team to make sense of all the 
opportunities and challenges facing ReliefWeb, there has been nearly 
constant news of change—changes at OCHA, new technologies and 
information services, new stakeholders or organizations who may 
have an impact on ReliefWeb’s future. Even so, every piece of news 
has seemed to support or add to ReliefWeb’s vision for the future. We 
are encouraged that momentum is very much in a positive, productive 
direction for ReliefWeb, and for OCHA more broadly. It is a sign to us 
that ReliefWeb’s best days could still be ahead.

We have thoroughly enjoyed working with your team, and we look 
forward to watching as you move forward implementing the product 
strategy that we have all developed together.

Best,

Ian & Ed
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This document provides an overview of the background that has led to change at ReliefWeb, and it 
outlines a strategy designed to make that change a reality.  It starts with a shift in thinking. 

To date, “ReliefWeb” has been viewed as synonymous with its core product: ReliefWeb.int. Moving 
forward, ReliefWeb needs to be viewed as a brand that encompasses a portfolio of products—
ReliefWeb.int being just one of them. For a number of reasons including the impact of emerging 
technologies and the variety of information needed by the humanitarian community, meeting all 
the information needs of the humanitarian community will not be possible through one monolithic 
website. At the same time, for the sake of consistency, credibility and impact, it is important that 
users understand related products as being part of ReliefWeb.

For those other, non-“core” projects, a new initiative called “ReliefWeb Labs” will be created 
to provide an on-ramp for new ideas and innovative projects. These will likely exist as separate 
applications at their outset. The “Labs” moniker will denote pilot projects as experiments, 
simultaneously drawing attention to ReliefWeb’s role as an innovator for the humanitarian community 
and providing a buffer against criticism if new ideas fail. Products developed as part of ReliefWeb 
Labs will either flourish and develop their own support, become fully integrated with ReliefWeb.int, or 
be decommissioned after a pilot phase if further investment is not merited.

This new product development strategy will be guided by a clear “Commander’s Intent”—a set of 
definitive statements about ReliefWeb’s overall objectives that remain true at all times and help 
provide focus as new opportunities emerge or new stakeholders get involved. Combined with user 
personas that capture the essence of ReliefWeb’s target audiences, future product decisions will be 
guided with a strong sense of principles and goals that the product should accomplish for specific 
audiences.

To accompany this high level strategy, ReliefWeb has developed an actionable plan for accomplishing 
this new vision for ReliefWeb. Communicated as a “product roadmap,” the plan outlines initiatives 
and specific goals to accomplish over the new three years to incrementally take ReliefWeb toward its 
goal of being a “one-stop shop” for the global humanitarian community.

In sum, this document provides the justification for a new strategy, an outline of that strategy, and a 
plan to guide it. ReliefWeb has a compelling vision for its future, and this document is a major step 
toward bringing that vision to life.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The global humanitarian community is facing evolving challenges to finding timely 
and reliable information on natural disasters and other crises. With more than 
8 million unique users annually, and with a proven business model, ReliefWeb is 
uniquely positioned as the platform on which OCHA can grow and expand its 
communications with the external humanitarian community. But what does it look 
like to take ReliefWeb from its current state to its future vision—to serve as a “one-
stop shop” for the global humanitarian community? 
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UN Resolution 51/194
10 FEBRUARY 1997

“The General Assembly, …

… Reaffirming the need for the improved accountability 
of all relevant actors involved in emergency relief 
operations, …

… 13. Requests the Secretary-General to further 
develop Reliefweb as the global humanitarian 
information system for the dissemination of reliable 
and timely information on emergencies and natural 
disasters, and encourages all Governments, the United 
Nations agencies, funds and programmes and other 
relevant organizations, including non-governmental 
organizations, to support Reliefweb and actively 
participate in the Reliefweb information exchange, 
through the Department of Humanitarian Affairs;”
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Background on This Document 
ReliefWeb has a wide audience and an enormous amount of content, but its core content has 
remained relatively unchanged for years. At the same time, the web becomes an increasingly critical 
communications channel for more people every day. Where should ReliefWeb go next? What does it 
mean to meet the “information needs of humanitarians” in 2012? What will it look like in 2015? How 
can OCHA get ready for that future?

This document is the result of a process 
that the ReliefWeb team has undergone to 
articulate a product strategy to guide the 
future development of ReliefWeb. The process 
began with a goal to evaluate ReliefWeb.int and 
consider various directions for future growth 
and management of ReliefWeb’s underlying 
technology platform. However, as it coincided 
with broader changes at OCHA, the process 
has included giving some attention to OCHA’s 
overall digital strategy and the emerging role 
ReliefWeb is likely to play communicating to 
the external humanitarian community.

In light of those considerations and plans to 
simplify and restructure OCHA’s web platforms, 
all parties involved have recognized new 
opportunities for ReliefWeb to serve as a 
“one-stop shop” for the global humanitarian 
community, leveraging the current goodwill 
of the ReliefWeb brand and its broad reach to 
disseminate more and new OCHA information 
and other data ReliefWeb’s core audiences. 

This document outlines recommendations for 
how OCHA can work toward achieving that 
vision for ReliefWeb in terms of the growth 
and evolution of the ReliefWeb.int website and 
related digital products. While this document 
considers and refers to other OCHA web 
properties and initiatives that may integrate 
more fully with ReliefWeb in time, its scope and 
focus is limited to ReliefWeb.

As ReliefWeb continues to pursue its mission to meet the information needs of the global 
humanitarian community in a rapidly evolving digital culture and evolving humanitarian landscape, 
we hope that this document provides inspiration and a general strategy that can be used to grow and 
strengthen ReliefWeb—now as a family of related digital information products.

How should ReliefWeb grow in the 
future, and why? This document seeks 
to answer that question through the 
following 5 sections:

The Future of ReliefWeb: Explores 
challenges & opportunities and 
suggests a way forward

Product Principles & Goals: 
Outlines fundamental goals for 
ReliefWeb and ways to measure 
progress

Audience Personas: Describes 
ReliefWeb’s target audiences

Product Roadmap: Outlines a 
tactical plan to grow ReliefWeb 
toward its goals & serve its 
audiences in the next 3 years

Technical Considerations: 
Explores several key technical 
areas that will impact the roadmap

It is accompanied by an “appendix” of 
sorts—the “2014 Vision: Meeting the 
Information Needs of Humanitarians” 
poster illustrating specific aspects of 
ReliefWeb.int and how it might grown 
in time.

I. 
 

II. 
 
 

III. 

IV. 
 
 

V. 
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I. 

The Future  
of ReliefWeb
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ReliefWeb as OCHA’s “One-Stop 
Shop” for External Audiences 

ReliefWeb is the most visited web property in the OCHA portfolio.

OCHA’s ReliefWeb was launched in 1996 under a UN mandate 
to create “the global humanitarian information system for the 
dissemination of reliable and timely information on emergencies 
and natural disasters.” Since that time, the ReliefWeb initiative 
has developed synonymously with its core product, the 
ReliefWeb.int website. With 24x7 global editorial coverage, 
ReliefWeb provides a unique stream of the latest updates on 
humanitarian crises published by nearly 4,000 different sources 
around the world and curated by a team of expert editors. 
This critical information stream for the global humanitarian 
response community—in combination with ReliefWeb’s unique 
collections of disaster profiles, maps, job postings and training 
announcements—has established ReliefWeb.int as the most 
visited web property in the OCHA portfolio, with over 8 million unique visitors each year, over 
250,000 user accounts, thousands of active job posts at any given time, and over 50,000 updates on 
humanitarian crises published each year.

ReliefWeb is uniquely positioned as a platform on which OCHA 
can grow and expand its communications with the external 
humanitarian community

All of this success is directly relevant to the transformation 
OCHA is currently undergoing in how it approaches its external 
branding, its knowledge products and its technology platforms. 
Among the array of OCHA web products and platforms, 
ReliefWeb has been uniquely successful in cutting costs 
while improving operational efficiencies and the quality of its 
product. It also has achieved a significantly greater number of 
regular site visitors than other OCHA properties, save IRIN. For 
these reasons ReliefWeb is uniquely positioned as a platform 
on which OCHA can grow and expand its communications—
specifically with the external humanitarian community. Plans are 
already underway (and discussed further below) to streamline 
OCHA online communications such that ReliefWeb could 
become the primary information dissemination channel to 
external humanitarian audiences.  The diagram below illustrates 
one possible future direction for OCHA’s existing products.

>8 Million  
Unique Visitors Annually

250,000  
User Accounts

50,000  
Updates Annually

ReliefWeb IRIN OCHA HR.info

Proportional unique visitors, based on Compete.com data 
for July 2012

Unique Visitors
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Responding to Emerging Content 
Challenges & Opportunities

While its existing content and reach has helped establish the ReliefWeb brand across the 
humanitarian sector and has solidified OCHA’s ability to disseminate disaster information in a timely 
fashion to a global audience, ReliefWeb’s current operational and content status quo will not continue 
to be effective at achieving its mission in the long run. Broadly, the following needs are driving 
change with ReliefWeb specifically, and they create opportunities for ReliefWeb as well as challenges:

•	 The humanitarian community demands content and services delivered in a simple, streamlined 
package—not segmented to match the organizational design of multiple multilateral 
institutions, national governments, and NGOs.

•	 The humanitarian community needs a wide range of content and relevant data to be effective—
even if it is not produced by OCHA.

•	 The humanitarian community needs help with information overload—there is too much 

RW.int
ReliefWeb.int

• Updates
• Jobs
• Country Profiles
• Disaster Profiles

IRIN
IRIN News

• Original Reporting
• Analysis
• Film
• Photos

HR.info
HumanitarianResponse.info

• On-the-ground 
   Coordinating
• Direct Data Sourcing

ReliefWeb-
Branded Products
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information bombarding them currently to effectively make sense of it all without time-
intensive study.

These needs from ReliefWeb’s core audience create an imperative for ReliefWeb to rethink its 
editorial function, the scope of the content and data it provides, and how it is provided. 

Over the past several months, ReliefWeb leadership have been considering these challenges and 
identifying ways to address them.  Moving forward, ReliefWeb will be pursuing the expansion of its 
content in several ways:

•	 Increased Editorial Curation: Increasing the signal-to-noise ratio has always been part of 
ReliefWeb’s editorial function, but with 50,000 stories published per year, there is a need 
for additional curation beyond simply choosing which content to publish. ReliefWeb content 
editors will begin exploring new ways to feature and organize important headlines, topical 
content, and other elements of the current website to provide visitors with more impactful 
summaries, highlights, and groupings.

•	 Supporting OCHA pilot initiatives like HumanitarianResponse.info: ReliefWeb’s involvement 
with and visible support of new OCHA initiatives like HumanitarianResponse.info can help 
provide a more consistent, streamlined user experience for humanitarians. As much as possible, 
ReliefWeb should provide a technical platform and support for these pilot initiatives, as well as 
design, branding, and user experience support. New OCHA initiatives need to feel like they are 
part of a single platform for the humanitarian community, and the digital product development 
skillset should be consolidated within OCHA.

•	 Inclusion of New Data Sources: Demand for information in the humanitarian community has 
moved beyond articles and updates to include raw data as well. The “open data” movement 
within the public sector (e.g. World Bank, UK and US governments, etc.) has been partly 
fueled by (and partly driven an interest 
among) citizens, journalists, and a wider 
range of organizations in developing skills to 
visualize and analyze data, in order to create 
new understanding and add context to other 
information. Understanding the full picture 
surrounding a humanitarian crisis requires 
access to data as well as reporting and analysis.  
As ReliefWeb has considered how it can engage 
to meet some of the demand for raw data in 
the humanitarian community, OCHA’s role as 
a convener and organizer in that community 
has been instructive. Rather than simply 
open and publish its own data, ReliefWeb is 
well positioned with its editorial capabilities 
and its understanding of the information 
needs of humanitarians to combine and promote data from various sources that are of value 
to humanitarians. In some cases, this will include OCHA data (e.g. FTS), but in other cases 
ReliefWeb will help add value to open data from sister UN agencies, other multilaterals, 
governments and NGOs by combining that data to add context to existing editorial content 
(e.g. Country Workbooks).

Three ways to “join the open 
data movement” 

1. Data Publisher: Make select OCHA data 
available in raw forms for others to use

2. Data User: Utilize/integrate OCHA’s data 
into ReliefWeb products and features

3. Data Curator: Utilize/integrate outside 
data sources into ReliefWeb products 
and features

ReliefWeb can be all three.
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•	 Collaboration with IRIN: The recognition of ReliefWeb’s effective business model and mature 
technology platform provided the start for conversations about incorporating more IRIN 
content more into ReliefWeb. As that conversation progressed alongside ReliefWeb’s product 
strategy process, it became clear that incorporating IRIN’s content and editorial expertise into 
ReliefWeb would both benefit the sites’ shared core audiences and streamline costs for OCHA. 
Specific opportunities are still being explored, but will likely include incorporating more IRIN 
content into ReliefWeb (including videos and photos), and may include IRIN editorial staff 
helping with new and existing ReliefWeb editorial tasks or features.

Responding to Technical Challenges 
& Opportunities

Similar to the content challenges and opportunities facing ReliefWeb and the corresponding changes 
to ReliefWeb described above, a series of technical challenges also present new demands and 
opportunities for ReliefWeb.

•	 Mobile: The rapid adoption of mobile computing devices around the world demands that 
ReliefWeb’s content and future products all consider mobile form factors. The primacy of 
the traditional ReliefWeb.int website in the ReliefWeb program’s operations needs to be 
reconsidered. ReliefWeb has built an initial prototype mobile application (Humanitarian ID) 
that is a first foray in this direction. Moving forward, it will be important to continue investing in 
this area and working to ensure that as much content as possible is available via mobile–be it 
mobile Web or native apps–and designed for a mobile form factor.

•	 Decoupling Content & Data from Display: A less visible but important technology trend that 
will impact ReliefWeb significantly is a maturation in standard web application architectures 
that decouples content and data from display so that content and data can be freely 
“remixed” and redisplayed in alternative contexts. Like the technical counterpart to the open 
data movement, separating content and data from display allows organizations to access 
information more freely—they can make use of information without having to take on the 
overhead of technical integration with the applications originally designed to display that 
information. This trend has implications on how ReliefWeb shares information, but it also has 
major implications on how ReliefWeb architects and maintains its own technology platform. 
Moving forward, efforts should be made to publish ReliefWeb content and data via application 
programming interfaces (APIs) such that the information can be reused more easily in other 
applications.

•	 Moving Beyond The CMS: Content management systems (CMS’s) like Drupal—the software that 
powers ReliefWeb.int—are designed primarily to manage traditional text content. As ReliefWeb 
expands its focus to incorporate structured data, redisplay content in multiple contexts 
(including mobile applications), and explore online collaboration and social networking ideas, 
a traditional CMS may not meet all of these needs. At the same time, emerging technology 
frameworks (alternatives to CMS’s) are providing faster solutions for building new displays 
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and handling structured data. The implication for ReliefWeb is that it will need to expand its 
technology capabilities. A CMS will continue to be needed for the foreseeable future, but it will 
need to be augmented by other technologies that help ReliefWeb accomplish its expanded 
goals. ReliefWeb will no longer be able to rely on one monolithic technology solution and will 
need to learn to manage a range of technology tools. 

ReliefWeb’s plans for addressing these technical challenges are explored in much more detail in the 
roadmap later in this document.

As a result of all the challenges outlined above, ReliefWeb needs to further evolve its strategy and 
operations model.  Effectively meeting the information needs of humanitarians in the future will 
require a combination of the following six elements:

1. Expanding the types of information and data available through ReliefWeb

2. Expanding editorial efforts to include more proactive features and content highlights

3. Maintaining a suite of targeted products each designed for divergent information needs of 
different types of users

4. Developing partnerships with other OCHA programs, UN agencies, NGOs and a wider group 
of software developers who can reuse ReliefWeb content and data in alternative contexts to 
further expand the reach of ReliefWeb’s information products, and vice versa

5. Increasing marketing and communications capabilities to actively promote all the knowledge 
products and digital products being created and supported (make sure investment is making a 
difference)

6. Pursuing technical innovations to keep the overall ReliefWeb platform up to date and able to 
compete as user needs evolve

A New Product Strategy
ReliefWeb.int, the Core Product

As mentioned above, ReliefWeb has been synonymous with its core product to date—all efforts 
of the ReliefWeb initiative have been expressed through the ReliefWeb.int website.  Based on the 
challenges and opportunities OCHA has identified to improve its overall external communications 
platforms, continuing to operate the ReliefWeb.int website as the only product of the ReliefWeb 
initiative will present conceptual, operational and technical challenges that will handicap the 
initiative from achieving its goals and make it more difficult to integrate other OCHA initiatives. 
Simultaneously pursuing the agenda described above—meeting user needs with the addition of new 
editorial content, integration of new data sources and types of information, developing innovative 
new technology components, etc.—will require the existing ReliefWeb team to do too much at once 
on one technology platform. At the same time, there is also a great opportunity to better position 
ReliefWeb as a leader within OCHA and among its peers at similar organizations by demonstrating its 
pursuit of innovation through new and innovative projects.
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A foundational aspect of the new ReliefWeb project strategy is therefore introducing a distinction 
between the broad ReliefWeb initiative and ReliefWeb.int. The latter is a single website and the core 
product of the initiative, but in the future it will be one product among several that are all part of the 
ReliefWeb initiative.

ReliefWeb, “The Brand”

Moving forward, ReliefWeb must be understood 
as a brand under which multiple specific products 
function in a strategic and coordinated way.  Starting 
from this conceptual space, it becomes possible 
to rethink the “expansion of ReliefWeb” not as an 
exercise to make an ever-larger single website, 
but instead as an exercise to align more products 
and initiatives toward a common audience—the external humanitarian community—and deliver a 
consistent user experience that accomplishes OCHA’s objectives for that audience.

In that scenario, it becomes necessary to clearly differentiate and define the relationship between 
various products, including the core ReliefWeb.int website. New and innovative projects will need 
to be pursued in such a way that their relationship to ReliefWeb the brand is clearly communicated, 
and as they achieve maturity and their value to OCHA and to users is established, further integration 
with the core ReliefWeb.int product will need to be considered. At the same time, the core ReliefWeb.
int product will need to be constantly improved to optimize its ability to meet the needs of OCHA 
and its audiences. This will effectively mean that the ReliefWeb team is constantly managing 
TWO tracks of work: running and improving the core product, and pursuing new innovations and 
projects.

Today

Future

ReliefWeb

RW.int
• Core Product
• Optimization Stage

RW Labs
• New Product Ideas
• Creation / Proof-of-Concept Stage

Rethink ReliefWeb: not a 
single website, but a group of 
products aligned to serve a 
common audience 
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Introducing ReliefWeb Labs, Incubator

Borrowing from the model of some of the top private sector software product companies (e.g. 
Google, Zappos, Digg, etc.), we recommend creating a new sub-brand called “ReliefWeb Labs” to 
encompass experimental new projects and explicitly differentiate them from the core ReliefWeb.
int product.  This will provide a framework for talking about a unified set of products (under the 
“ReliefWeb brand”), while the expansion of each product can still be pursued independently where it 
makes sense.  

ReliefWeb.int will need to develop and expand with a careful focus on existing user experiences and 
expectations, and within the constraints of the existing Drupal CMS platform.  At the same time, new 
products or experimental features will need to be tested and piloted without disrupting the core 
product’s user experience. In some cases they may need to rely on technologies other than Drupal 
(as mentioned above). In such cases (e.g., the ReliefWeb content API, mobile application, future 
mapping applications, and perhaps even HumanitarianResponse.info) new applications could be 
developed independently as co-branded products under the ReliefWeb Labs umbrella without the 
overhead of full integration with ReliefWeb.int. 

ReliefWeb Labs itself should have its own website used for promotion and engaging users in 
ReliefWeb Labs projects. Once products or features are proven in the Labs context, their path to full 
integration with ReliefWeb.int can be considered if/when appropriate.

This approach offers the following benefits:

•	 Ability to pursue “rapid prototyping” of new ideas and features

•	 Ability to test new features and functionality without fully committing to them or interrupting 
the core ReliefWeb.int user experience (This also helps avoid having to remove prototype 
functionality from ReliefWeb.int if it turns out to not be viable or useful.)

•	 Ability to diversify technology portfolio and experiment with new technologies that may play a 
more important role in the core product in the future

•	 Ability to keep separate development teams busy concurrently, advancing the core product 
and Labs projects in parallel

In summary, this vision for the future of ReliefWeb is one where the ReliefWeb family of products 
expands as appropriate to meet the emerging and diverse information needs of the global 
humanitarian community, and where the ReliefWeb team is constantly pursuing innovative or 
experimental new products to respond to those needs. At the same time, the core product can 
be reliably extended and optimized to better deliver in the areas where it has proven its value. As 
experiments through ReliefWeb Labs demonstrate success, they can be scaled up and more fully 
integrated into the core product to provide a consistent user experience to ReliefWeb’s audience.
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II. 

Product 
Principles & 
Goals
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The mandate of ReliefWeb to serve as “the global humanitarian information 
system for the dissemination of reliable and timely information on emergencies 
and natural disasters” is a bold mandate, but it needs to be broken down into more 
specific goals to understand if the mandate is being achieved. What constitutes an 
“information system?”  What is a helpful contemporary definition of “reliable and 
timely information” considering all of the information available today from various 
real-time sources? In day-to-day practice, the ReliefWeb product strategy will need 
to be refined and decisions validated based on unambiguous but overarching goals.

We refer to this concept as the “Commander’s Intent” for the product.1  By setting very clear, 
measurable principles and goals for the overall product, the product development process can 
proceed with a greater degree of certainty, and progress can be objectively evaluated. While each 
release or feature of a product might have additional goals and details developed around it, we 
recommend establishing some clear overall goals for the product that can be definitively measured 
on a regular basis and that together help communicate the “Commander’s Intent” for ReliefWeb. 

If accurate, these principles should become like mantras for all team members involved in the 
product—everyone should be intimately familiar with these statements and considering them when 
making decisions.

The ReliefWeb Commander’s Intent 

LONG FORM

At a general level, ReliefWeb should be established as the flagship externally facing brand of 
OCHA. ReliefWeb’s suite of products should provide the most useful and accessible information and 

1. Credit for this use of the phrase is due to Chip & Dan Heath’s book “Made to Stick.” (Random House, 2007)

Commander’s Intent Defined: 

Envision the end state from the beginning. 

What will success look like if the mission is carried out? By describing it in unambiguous but 
succinct detail, a team is able to adapt and adjust in real-time and still clearly evaluate its 
progress toward a goal. A good understanding of Commander’s Intent gives teams a more 
specific picture of success than a mission statement. It helps team members know when a 
mission is accomplished, or clearly communicates when the team is off course.
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The ReliefWeb  
Commander’s Intent
SUMMARY

•	 At a general level, ReliefWeb should be established 
as the flagship externally facing brand of OCHA.

•	 Qualitatively, ReliefWeb should be known primarily 
for being reliable and objective—a representation of 
its role as a UN project.

•	 ReliefWeb should be able to readily incorporate new 
categories of information or data that are relevant to 
humanitarians.

•	 The core ReliefWeb.int product should continue 
to be optimized and improved, such that user 
satisfaction and reach is steadily improving and 
essential new functionality and types of information 
incorporated as appropriate to meet demand.

•	 ReliefWeb Labs should be recognized as an 
innovation hub within OCHA and within the UN 
system more broadly as it successfully migrates pilot 
projects to full integration with ReliefWeb.int or to 
fully supported, independent products.
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tools available to individual humanitarians, and that community should clearly think of ReliefWeb 
as the premier information source for reliable and objective information about humanitarian crises 
and natural disasters. That status should be true across other UN initiatives, other NGOs, and 
private sector projects. For OCHA to be successful in its role as the coordinating body for the global 
humanitarian community, ReliefWeb needs to be the standard in information products essential to 
that coordination.

Qualitatively, ReliefWeb should be known primarily for being reliable and objective—a 
representation of its role as a UN project. This element is at the core of ReliefWeb’s brand and 
identity. It should also be known for innovation and creativity in addressing the problems faced 
by humanitarians with regard to their information needs, but those two aspects are secondary to 
reliability and objectivity. Rather than follow the lead of other organizations or maintaining its legacy 
business model, ReliefWeb should establish a reputation for seeing emerging needs within the scope 
of its business objectives and developing solutions to meet those needs. It should be seen as globally 
relevant, not just useful in international capitals and headquarters but in the field as well.

ReliefWeb should be able to readily incorporate new categories of information or data that are 
relevant to humanitarians. As a “one-stop shop” information system for the global humanitarian 
community, ReliefWeb should reflect the multifaceted 1. types of information that humanitarians 
need, and 2. the ways in which they can effectively consume that information. As new categories of 
information become relevant to the humanitarian community, ReliefWeb should work to quickly pilot 
ways to include that new information. Responsiveness to emerging needs is important to maintaining 
ReliefWeb’s leadership position among other humanitarian information sources.

The core ReliefWeb.int product should continue to be optimized and improved, such that 
user satisfaction and reach is steadily improving and essential new functionality and types of 
information incorporated as appropriate to meet demand. The value proposition and the audience 
for the core product is established, and ReliefWeb.int should be given appropriate attention to ensure 
its continued growth. Radical changes within this core product come with the risk of alienating users 
who rely on it. User satisfaction should be pursued as a top priority, and the goal of delighting users 
will naturally reveal what other functionality and information is suitable to incorporate.
 
ReliefWeb Labs should be recognized as an innovation hub within OCHA and within the UN system 
more broadly as it successfully migrates pilot projects to full integration with ReliefWeb.int or 
to fully supported, independent products. The effect of this center of innovation should further 
bolster ReliefWeb’s goal to serve as a “one-stop shop.” ReliefWeb Labs projects should be pursued 
with a goal to prototype or pilot new ideas, and as they come to maturity those should either be 
incorporated into ReliefWeb.int when appropriate or established as permanently-supported, related 
tools (e.g. a Humanitarian ID mobile application will always have a unique purpose and function such 
that it will not make sense to incorporate into ReliefWeb.int).
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Key Performance Indicators

If the assumptions about the ReliefWeb Commander’s Intent in the preceding section are true, then 
it remains to translate them into more granular goals and statements that are objectively measurable. 
These “key performance indicators” (KPI’s) will provide the measurements to assess whether 
ReliefWeb is indeed making progress toward the Commander’s Intent.

When people think about metrics for web-based products, it’s natural to think in terms of traditional 
web analytics—number of site visits, hits, unique visitors, etc. However, these metrics may or may not 
have any bearing on achieving the Commander’s Intent. For instance, the perception of ReliefWeb 
as the primary source for information about humanitarian crises might be measured relative to other 
competing products and anecdotal evidence, such as ReliefWeb being cited more often by third 
parties than competitors.

The KPI’s used to measure the success of ReliefWeb should evolve over time as priorities ebb and 
flow, so the suggestions here are intended only 
as a starting point. The ReliefWeb team should 
take ownership of both defining and tracking the 
appropriate KPI’s. A helpful KPI should be something 
that is measurable and meaningful to inform progress 
evaluations and should directly relate to the vision 
statement above.  For each KPI, questions might be 
asked at the end of every quarter and year to evaluate 
the relative success of investment—What have we 
done toward this end? Are the results what we 
wanted? If not, what are we doing to change things? What are we planning to do next?

Example KPI’s:

•	 Centrality and Brand Alignment: As OCHA’s flagship external brand serving the global 
humanitarian community, other OCHA products should re-align under ReliefWeb. New projects 
should launch with a clear relationship to ReliefWeb. (e.g. HR.info, IRIN, future projects)

•	 Average Traffic: Every Update should achieve [some average goal for traffic]. (If the goal isn’t 
achieved, options to improve on the KPI might include better promoting Updates, pushing 
new alerts via mobile or email, or perhaps cutting back on how many stories are published and 
redirecting editorial efforts.)

•	 Timeliness: The average spread between published date on ReliefWeb and originally published 
date should be [some metric, e.g. under .5 days.]

•	 Information Sources: Social media, multimedia, blogs, and raw data that expand ReliefWeb’s 
content coverage should be incorporated into ReliefWeb by 2014.

•	 Saturation in the user community: [Some percentage] of the 250,000+ users in the user 
database should have a demonstrable interaction with ReliefWeb (e.g. logging in, opening 
email updates, downloading mobile app, etc.) in any given [some time period].

Defining and tracking KPI’s will 
provide the ReliefWeb team with 
objective measures of progress.

The following list provides some 
examples that may be helpful.
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•	 Exposure for Labs Products: Every new project should/must hit a minimum threshold for use 
[goal set per project] before efforts move to other new Labs projects. (Goal of this metric 
is to be sure prototypes are tested with a sufficient sample size. If something doesn’t hit a 
threshold, it should perhaps get new promotion attention, or features improved in some way, 
or perhaps be cancelled.)

•	 Credibility as Innovators: The ReliefWeb product team should speak to at least [some 
number] conferences per year and be able to demonstrate [some number] favorable blog/
social media/press articles about work. (If numbers aren’t being hit, a focused outreach effort 
might be appropriate.)

•	 Leverage ReliefWeb to Promote Emerging OCHA Knowledge Products: Referral traffic from 
ReliefWeb to other products should be at least [some ratio that far exceeds other sources] that 
of the next best referrer. (Otherwise, additional promotional efforts may be in order.)

•	 Labs Dedication: At least [some number] new projects should be launched and promoted by 
ReliefWeb Labs each calendar year. (Demonstrates discipline in innovation and commitment to 
testing new technologies that will be important to remain relevant.)

•	 Support for Sister Agencies: Other OCHA programs and other UN agencies should bring at 
least two new product ideas to Relief  Web for help to launch them. (Maybe because of cost, 
maybe because of effectiveness, maybe because of exposure—regardless, if this is a goal the 
team finds ways to make it attractive.)

Separate Goals for ReliefWeb.int & 
ReliefWeb Labs
It is worth noting that there may be significantly 
different measures for success for ReliefWeb.
int (the core product) versus ReliefWeb Labs 
(regardless if it’s taken as a whole or as individual 
products).  The fundamental difference between 
the two is that ReliefWeb.int is in a stage in its 
lifecycle where it is established and needs to be 
optimized (marginally improved relative to already large success) while ReliefWeb Labs projects by 
definition are at the beginning of their lifecycle and need to be created and established (initial launch 
followed by major changes or improvements to create traction).

With ReliefWeb.int, an emphasis on small changes and “softer” aspects of product maintenance 
like communications, marketing, user engagement, etc. can create a greater volume of traffic to 
already established content and features.  Features that are working well don’t need to be radically 
redesigned, and hence major technical or design changes shouldn’t be as common. Market share 
and traffic levels become the focus for mature products. (For reference, a service like Gmail doesn’t 
undergo major design changes frequently because even small changes produce strong reactions that 
ripple through social media and elsewhere.)

There is a major difference between 
products in an optimization stage 
and a creation stage.
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With ReliefWeb Labs projects, a major emphasis on design and development is implicit in creating 
new tools, and the importance of those things is followed closely by focused and well-designed pilot 
efforts. Proving concepts and building new features in response to users’ demands is an intrinsic part 
of early-stage product development.
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III. 

Audience 
Personas
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As we talked with various members of the ReliefWeb team and other colleagues 
at OCHA, we heard that ReliefWeb strives to provide “vital information” about 
natural disasters and other emergencies that can serve as “a lifeline” during times 
of crisis. We also heard that ReliefWeb desires to create “innovative solutions 
for humanitarian information challenges” that deliver “critical information and 
knowledge” to its audiences. But who are those audiences? How do they receive 
information currently? What challenges do they face, and what kind of innovation 
would improve information delivery for them?  What constitutes vital or critical 
information for them?

Developing successful products requires a deep 
understanding of the products’ users’ wants and 
needs. As ReliefWeb moves forward with its product 
development, we recommend developing simple, 
unambiguous audience “personas”—descriptions of your 
various user groups that make educated assumptions 
about what each group wants or needs from ReliefWeb. 
These personas, combined with a strong Commander’s Intent, will help guide product decisions to 
the best outcomes. As any decision is made or a new feature is designed, it should always be done 
with specific audience personas in mind and should seek to meet their real needs.

The following audience personas are intended only as a starting point. In time we expect that the 
ReliefWeb team may further develop these, add nuances as you learn more about your user groups, 
and possibly identify new groups.

Audiences
These four general audiences capture the majority of ReliefWeb’s users, and product development 
should proceed with them in mind.

•	 Headquarters-based humanitarian professionals

•	 Field-based humanitarian professionals

•	 Donor agencies

•	 New visitors

Headquarters-based humanitarian professionals

User Personas + Commander’s 
Intent are the most important 
considerations when making 
product decisions
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“Headquarters-based” (HQ-based) humanitarian professionals provide critical support to field 
operations around the world. They make policy and programming decisions, determine how to 
spend funds, and coordinate operations during disasters or crises. Some are tasked with a focus 
on a particular country or region, while others are experts in a given subject matter.  They share a 
common limitation: they rarely have direct access to reliable information on the ground during times 
of crisis, and when they do, it is often limited to a specific staff member or locale.  They do have 
persistent access to the internet and to reliable technology.

Today these users may use ReliefWeb for a variety of purposes, but we know that a major common 
interest for them is original OCHA content—situation reports and maps. These resources provide 
unique value to this audience. They may take advantage of the ReliefWeb Jobs board or track 
updates from other sources, but there is a good chance that in the course of their work that HQ-
based humanitarian professionals are browsing AlertNet or IRIN for news, visiting sites from UN sister 
agencies or other multilateral organizations to collect various baseline or financial data, and perhaps 
relying on a favorite NGO or blog website for synthesis and analysis. The major opportunity for 
ReliefWeb with headquarters-based humanitarian professionals is providing a simple tool with more 
information. They need the information ReliefWeb provides and would benefit from having other 
information that they need in one spot, effectively delivered. The “one-stop shop” vision offers much 
to this audience.

Field-based humanitarian professionals

“Field-based” humanitarian professionals are at the forefront of response, whether temporarily after 
a major natural disaster, or for the long term in cases of protracted, complex emergencies. They 
are the direct counterparts to their headquarters-based colleagues, implementing the policies and 
operational decisions made upstream and reporting back with information from the field. They may 
have direct access to some information, but it is their job to know everything there is to know about 
a given disaster or country, and they need to know it all quickly. Their access to technology can be 
limited. In some cases they have substandard internet connections or hardware, and in others—
particularly during crisis—no infrastructure may be available at all.

These users are well served by ReliefWeb’s targeted email alerts, briefing kits, and the newly-created 
Humanitarian ID mobile application. More importantly though, these existing tools point to the real 
value these users see from ReliefWeb: targeted, fast and portable information products. Their focus is 
on operations, and they’re often on the move or without reliable computers and internet connections. 
As ReliefWeb considers ways to serve this audience, opportunities should be explored to find new 
and better ways to deliver packaged or targeted information products in low fidelity (including tools 
like email) and/or to mobile devices.

Donor agencies

International donors’ support of funding appeals makes humanitarian response efforts possible. Like 
the professionals described above, donors have a need for access to up-to-date and comprehensive 
information that paints an accurate picture of needs on the ground—but with a particular focus 
on financial information. These users want to know where the needs are greatest, what factors are 
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affecting those needs, and how their support can create the greatest impact. While funding appeals 
are available directly to these users, ReliefWeb’s other content and data provides important context.

An obvious opportunity to explore in the future for serving donors would be re-integrating Financial 
Tracking System (FTS) data alongside existing and other new ReliefWeb content to provide a more 
accurate picture of funding needs. ReliefWeb’s existing content serves these users in a similar way 
to humanitarian professionals, but with a key difference—donors are less likely to be familiar with 
the nuances and details of a situation. In addition to funding data, ReliefWeb may also be able to 
offer these users new forms of summary or synthesis information to help them make sense of a new 
situation.

New visitors

While not a class of humanitarian actor, it is important to consider new visitors as a class of users 
unto themselves. Regardless of their profession or location, any new visitor has one overarching 
question in mind: what value can I get from this product? If they are hunting for information, they 
may be seeking a quick and accurate search. If they are looking for a job, they might appreciate tools 
that help them narrow down to relevant jobs quickly. If they are unsure where to start, they will be 
drawn in by compelling content. Once they have found their way to any ReliefWeb products, they 
need to be convinced that ReliefWeb offers them some kind of value.

To capture these new visitors’ interest and make sure they can quickly understand what ReliefWeb 
has to offer, a couple different strategies might be pursued. Recognizing that new users may find 
their way to ReliefWeb products from any number of links, emails, search queries, etc., efforts could 
be focused on improving the design and content of interior pages. Featuring a variety of content 
on interior pages (and not just the obvious content relevant to that page) can help provide users 
both with a general sense of what ReliefWeb has to offer, and with headlines or other content that 
may catch their interest even if the immediate page does not. At the same time, while a variety of 
information visible on interior pages can provide an implicit overview of ReliefWeb’s content, effort 
could also be invested in introductions for new users. Succinctly explaining ReliefWeb’s goals, scope 
and various tools and services in a visually compelling way could help engage more new visitors who 
would otherwise “bounce” and never return.
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IV. 

ReliefWeb 
Roadmap
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Product Roadmap: The Path 
Forward
A product roadmap is an essential element of a mature software development 
process. Even the most aggressively agile teams must have some vision or sense 
for where they want to take their product, and what the big elements are that must 
be incorporated over time for the product to be successful. The goal of creating 
a product roadmap is to define what those elements are and communicate them 
in an effective format that lets all stakeholders understand where the product is 
headed. Many aspects of a product roadmap should be the logical outcomes of the 
Commander’s Intent and/or audience needs, and as a general rule nothing should be 
on a product roadmap that is not somehow related to the Commander’s Intent or a 
specific audience need. (If it turns out something must be on a roadmap that does 
not relate to either the Commander’s Intent or the Audience Personas, one or both 
of those should likely be updated to explain the new element.)

Past 2012 2013 2014

One-Stop Shop for 
the Humanitarian 

Community

Looking Forward
Inspired by the concept of tracking a 
hurricane, we recognize that forecasting is 
important, but our forecasts become more 
uncertain the further out we project. The 
Product Roadmap allows us to work 
towards a potential future, but 
requires that we reassess our 
assumptions over time.
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The idea of a product roadmap is common but its definition, the maintenance of a roadmap, and the 
format of a roadmap vary significantly. For our purposes, we like to use an analogy as a guide for 
creating an effective roadmap—the idea of tracking a hurricane. When a weather channel shows the 
expected path of a hurricane, it usually looks like a funnel. The immediate path is narrow because 
there are relatively few options for where it might go next. The longer-term trajectory is much wider 
to reflect variables that cannot be known with certainty.

Following that analogy, we would suggest breaking up the ReliefWeb roadmap over the next couple 
years into specific near-term goals, followed by progressively more thematic goals in the longer-term. 
The ReliefWeb 2014 Vision diagram in the Appendix communicates a vision for where ReliefWeb.int is 
heading, and the roadmap should provide the path to get there.

Based on our conversations and evaluations to date, our recommendations would be as follows for 
the ReliefWeb product roadmap in the coming years.

ReliefWeb 2012: Shoring up the Foundation

For the remainder of 2012 and into the beginning of 2013 as ReliefWeb begins to move forward on 
this product strategy, it is critical that two things happen nearly simultaneously: 1. Communicate the 
new strategy and value proposition for the new ReliefWeb so that external audiences and internal 
stakeholders begin to rethink what they expect from ReliefWeb, and 2. Demonstrate progress quickly 
so that stakeholders and audiences build their expectation that ReliefWeb will deliver on its new 
strategy.

•	 Launch new blog and marketing campaign. As part of 
the effort to expand ReliefWeb’s content and product 
portfolio, it is essential to begin to communicate with 
users, partners and other UN stakeholders to help them 
understand the new value ReliefWeb will provide through 
its new features and product strategy.

•	 Core site improvements focused on communication 
about ReliefWeb and responding to user experience 
concerns (including new Home, About, Updates, Topics, and Regional pages).  ReliefWeb 
has a long list of ideas for improving the core ReliefWeb.int product. The highest impact/
quickest to implement ideas should be pursued first to support communications objectives and 
demonstrate to users that ReliefWeb is investing in its systems in response to their needs.

•	 Launch Humanitarian ID mobile app. The Humanitarian ID mobile app needs to launch in 
the Fall 2012 and will need an accompanying communications plan to go with it. Early goals 
should be focused on validating product concepts and basic features with actual users. We 
recommend launching it branded as “Humanitarian ID” and using a ReliefWeb Labs logo so 
that users understand it as a pilot project separate from ReliefWeb.int from the start.

•	 Begin planning a data prototype. To build on the momentum of the open data movement 
externally and within OCHA, ReliefWeb should begin planning for a data-oriented Labs 
prototype project soon. We would recommend targeting the OCHA Country Workbooks 
project as a partner because of the relevance of that data to ReliefWeb’s audiences and the 

2012
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technical assistance ReliefWeb will be able to offer to the initiative. This prototype could allow 
ReliefWeb to experiment with including external data sources and building helpful content and 
data presentations that may eventually be fully integrated into ReliefWeb.int if successful. (The 
ReliefWeb 2014 Vision diagram in the Appendix provides some rough sketches for what this 
could entail.)

•	 Launch ReliefWeb Labs. Similar to launching the core site improvements, launching ReliefWeb 
Labs this Fall will be critical to demonstrate progress and give audiences and stakeholders a 
concrete vision of where ReliefWeb’s product strategy is heading. We would recommend this 
begin with a simple microsite explaining the initiative, giving the Labs sub-brand an online 
home, and promoting the following four initiatives as Labs projects:

•	 Humanitarian ID mobile app, 

•	 HumanitarianResponse.info pilot (with a profile explaining the initiative is run by a 
separate group but communicating ReliefWeb’s relationship to it), 

•	 A data-oriented prototype, likely focused on the “Country Workbooks,”

•	 The private ReliefWeb API prototype (with a profile explaining that the API exists and is 
being prototyped internally, so that awareness and interest in the API can begin to build). 

ReliefWeb 2013: Engage the Community

Once these new features and communications elements are in place, ReliefWeb’s energy should turn 
to actively engaging with its user base to validate its product direction and ensure future investment 
is closely coupled to user needs. The theme for 2013 should be centered around growth in use of 
ReliefWeb’s products, versus the expansion of those products.  (The one exception may be further 
integration with IRIN content depending on OCHA’s organizational and operational priorities.)

•	 Build product management capabilities and capacity. 
To guide future growth, ReliefWeb needs to develop a 
mature capability to evaluate the wants and needs of 
the users of ReliefWeb’s products and demonstrably 
increase engagement with existing features and tools. 
Efforts may include the use of web analytics, user testing, 
A/B testing, surveys or other feedback mechanisms, but 
should in total be oriented toward developing a clear 
sense of actual demand for products and features. These 
efforts should result in incremental/iterative improvements to existing ReliefWeb products 
(particularly the main website and mobile app at first).

•	 Expand ReliefWeb Labs projects. Following the launch of Labs in Fall 2012 and the first Labs 
projects, it will be important for audiences and stakeholders to continue to see progress on 
each project. 

•	 A new version of mobile app should be released and promoted, based on improvements 
derived from actual user feedback following launch.

•	 The country workbook data prototype should be launched.

2013



42

•	 A new version of HumanitarianResponse.info may be appropriate, incorporating user 
feedback.

•	 Improvements to the API should be made based on its use in the data prototype and 
mobile application.

•	 Other emerging opportunities to innovate should be explored, including interactive 
mapping and other data opportunities like a new FTS website or a financial data API.  
 

•	 Improve email distribution features. A major component of ReliefWeb’s core product is its 
email distribution feature, and this feature has significant latent value for ReliefWeb if it can 
be better used to engage users and bring them back to the website. Efforts should focus both 
on improving the end user experience for subscribing to and receiving emails, as well as more 
strategically using email distribution to advance ReliefWeb’s communications objectives (e.g., 
promoting new features or products alongside alerts).

•	 Launch private beta for API with interested partners. We would recommend only providing 
access to the API to those users or organizations who have demonstrated interest and intent to 
use it, so that the ReliefWeb team can carefully monitor its early use by outsiders and engage 
closely with external users to get feedback related to use. A broad public launch has a high 
risk of a lackluster response. A controlled private launch will help ReliefWeb test assumptions 
and more clearly understand the value proposition of the API to external audiences before any 
broad promotional efforts are undertaken.

•	 IRIN integration. We expect that further incorporation of IRIN into ReliefWeb may not 
immediately result in the elimination of the separate IRIN website, but that increased 
integration will be important to both ReliefWeb’s mission and OCHA’s overall operational 
concerns. Initial efforts might include involving the IRIN team more in the ReliefWeb editorial 
process, and establishing an IRIN API or other mechanism to more cleanly pull content into 
ReliefWeb products. 

ReliefWeb 2014: The One-Stop Shop for the Humanitarian 
Community

With ReliefWeb communications and marketing efforts firmly established, the ReliefWeb.int website 
consistently improving through smaller iterations based on user feedback, the ReliefWeb Labs 
brand launched with at least three important products directly 
managed by ReliefWeb (the mobile app, country workbook 
data prototype, and API), and IRIN potentially beginning to 
integrate more fully into ReliefWeb’s operations, the vision of 
ReliefWeb as a one-stop shop for information for humanitarians 
will be near. 

The next stage in the growth of the ReliefWeb product suite 
should likely include integrating the successful elements of 
previous initiatives more closely, such that country workbooks 
data, IRIN content, and perhaps HumanitarianResponse.info content are part of a more unified 

2014
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user experience. The wireframes in the Appendix that were created as part of this product strategy 
effort illustrate one possible version of this vision, with relevant information of all sorts available 
for countries and disasters on ReliefWeb.int.  Achieving this vision will likely require technical 
improvements to the ReliefWeb.int Drupal platform as well as the addition of new features.

•	 Make software platform improvements. By 2014, having pursued the plans above, ReliefWeb 
will have a good sense for how its use of the Drupal CMS may need to change.  By that time, 
Drupal 8 should have been released, and ReliefWeb should also have a good understanding for 
how experimental technologies used in ReliefWeb Labs projects may benefit the wider product 
suite.  Decisions will need to be made about how to either upgrade or phase out Drupal.

•	 Work toward vision of a unified country and disaster information portal outlined in 
wireframes. Experiments with data, mapping, and other Labs projects should yield valuable 
information about incorporating these concepts more fully into ReliefWeb.int, consistent with 
the concepts in the 2014 Vision wireframes. For instance, assuming that the country workbooks 
prototype is successful as a Labs project, new features and data may be fully integrated into 
ReliefWeb.int.

•	 Evaluate Labs efforts. Projects launched in 2012/2013 should be evaluated and either 
integrated into ReliefWeb.int, established as fully supported separate products, or shut down. 
New Labs projects may be appropriate to launch as well, based on identified needs.

•	 ReliefWeb Community. Based on engagement in 2013 and indications of both demand and 
adoption of new ReliefWeb services, by this time ReliefWeb will be in position to seriously 
consider how to expand services to the community—potentially to create user generated 
content, provide collaboration tools, etc. if appropriate.

A note on developing new features 
and adding to the roadmap

With every feature, project or growth area described on the roadmap, there is a need to plan and 
staff the ReliefWeb team to adequately support all of the factors that will go into making new 
features or initiatives successful.  For instance, with any of the roadmap items described above, 
there is an implied additional editorial burden to write, curate, market and promote the new content 
and knowledge products to ReliefWeb’s audience. And once the ReliefWeb team scales or adjusts 
accordingly to create new items, there is then a need to make sure audiences appreciate them.  The 
addition of new types of information alone will not suffice to create success. Audiences need to be 
engaged and their needs understood to really create successful new content or tools.

The net affect of these additional considerations is similar to how the mass of an iceberg hides 
below the surface of the water it sits in—new features are relatively easy to imagine technically or 
conceptually, but the full cost and burden involved to create them is not often readily apparent. As 
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ReliefWeb begins to execute on this roadmap and update it in the future, we encourage your team to 
develop a regular process through which the full cost of building new features can be assessed.  The 
pace or scope of the roadmap outlined above may need to be adjusted based on the team’s capacity 
to execute on all the various elements that will make ReliefWeb’s future growth successful.

Tech

Content

Promotion

User 
Engagement

Impact Metrics
/ ROI

What do we want 
to build?

What content and who 
will make it?

How will we tell people 
it exists?

How will we get them to not just 
vist, but use what we build?

How will we know people 
are getting the value we 
intended and whether it’s 

worth continuing?

Building New Features
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V. 

Technical 
Considerations



46
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The ReliefWeb team has requested suggestions and input related to its technology 
platform. Consistent with the scope of this document, the following section 
provides high-level architectural input for ReliefWeb’s consideration, focused on 
those areas we have identified as most critical to the roadmap.  With all of these 
recommendations, it is important that they be explored with ReliefWeb’s software 
developers and vendors to evaluate how they might be specifically implemented.

Separating data from display/
Publishing content “once” via API’s

Summary: ReliefWeb needs to explore ways to publish its content via application programming 
interfaces (API’s) so that it can facilitate its expansion to a suite of digital products each displaying 
the same dynamic content. ReliefWeb Labs projects should be the first clients of the API, and the API 
should be built in conjunction with the development of those Labs projects that make use of it. An 
API may also provide a mechanism to increase the integration between IRIN and ReliefWeb.

Why API’s?

The technology driving most websites today—and particularly those built with database-backed 
content management systems (CMS’s) like ReliefWeb—have evolved with an expectation of a 1:1 
relationship between content publishing and content display.  The fundamental architecture of these 
applications has anticipated that through a single application, content would be added to a database 
for publication online and then displayed through a front-end interface with direct access to that 
database. 

Recently, content publishers have discovered that they need applications that let them publish once 
and then display content in multiple front-end interfaces—their main website, as well as their mobile 
app(s), and perhaps other applications like partners’ websites or their own peripheral websites. Since 
it is inefficient to create a new database and duplicate content for each of these additional displays, 
modern publishers using CMS’s have discovered the need to build tools that make content available 
to other display (or “client”) applications. 

API’s provide a set of defined methods and rules for developers to access an application, and they 
have become the default method for helping modern publishers “publish once” and display the same 
content in many different contexts. For ReliefWeb, an API would provide a mechanism to publish 
content once via its primary CMS and then display that content on other applications like its mobile 
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app or other future Labs projects. Building an API that makes ReliefWeb.int’s content available to 
client applications is a foundational step that will make ReliefWeb’s roadmap possible to achieve.

Building the ReliefWeb API

When it comes to building an API, by definition an API is useful only to the applications using its 
methods and functions, and therefore it needs to be designed with a focus on the various needs 
of the applications that will use it. It is essential that early versions of an API be designed in 
conjunction/collaboration with the design of those client applications that will use it.  

We would recommend that ReliefWeb create the initial versions of an API through an iterative 
process in which the API is extended and improved to meet the direct needs of Labs projects. 
During this initial development process, it may be beneficial to let trusted external developers 
attempt to develop against the API for experimental purposes, but we would strongly recommend 
against promoting the API for use by external developers early on.  Once the API has been proven 
to be useful and to perform adequately in production for multiple Labs projects, it may be worth 
considering potential benefits from promoting its use by external developers.

Potential Benefits for IRIN

For the same reasons that building a ReliefWeb API will make new applications possible to develop 
for ReliefWeb, IRIN might also benefit from creating an API for its content. This could make it 
possible to prototype new applications that combine ReliefWeb and IRIN content dynamically and 
explore how their full integration could work in the long term.

The Future of Drupal for ReliefWeb

Summary: For the near term, it is ReliefWeb’s best interest to explore new strategies and growth 
opportunities without revisiting its foundational technology infrastructure—including continuing 
to use Drupal 7 for ReliefWeb.int. In the longer term, it is less clear what role Drupal should play in 
ReliefWeb’s technology stack, and ReliefWeb should explore alternatives as it keeps an eye on Drupal 
8’s development so it can make an informed decision about its core technology platform by the end 
of 2013.

Drupal vs. Other Technologies for Publishing & Display

To understand the strengths and weaknesses of Drupal for ReliefWeb in the future and evaluate 
alternatives, it is essential to consider the broad evolution of web publishing.  Drupal is an example 
of one category of software—content management systems (CMS’s)—that have been popular with 
web publishers for almost a decade. Based on ReliefWeb’s own roadmap and changes happening 
throughout the web publishing world, new categories of software will be important to understand 
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and adopt as CMS’s become less of a single solution for web publishers and more like a tool in a 
suite of other software tools.  For ReliefWeb to succeed in the future, Drupal therefore needs to be 
evaluated 1. As a CMS against other CMS’s, and 2. For whether it can effectively meet a given need as 
a CMS or whether other categories of software are more appropriate.

The first version of Drupal was created in 2001. For reasons described in the API section above, major 
aspects of Drupal’s architectural assumptions (and those of most other CMS’s) are being challenged 
by modern online publishing demands. In short, the fact that Drupal handles both the publication and 
display of content via one monolithic application offers practical conveniences, but it also includes 
implicit limitations. This architecture allows ReliefWeb to manage both publication and display via a 
single application, but it means there are significant dependencies and restrictions that come from 
having everything tied together.

As publishers move away from relying on this monolithic CMS architecture, new tools are being built 
to better handle modern content publishing and display needs.  Perhaps the two biggest areas of 
need that are driving innovation today are: 

1. The proliferation of data sources, such that many sites today expect to consume information 
from multiple content or data sources and conceptually cannot expect to store or replicate all 
data and information in one local database. This is the concept of the “mashup.”

2. The desire to create more compelling designs and user experiences (UX), such that traditional 
page templates cannot reasonably meet UX goals. CMS’s expect hundreds or thousands of 
pieces of content of a given type and attempt to simplify development by making all content 
of a given type look the same. Modern publishers are demanding the ability to curate content, 
sometimes on a per page basis, such that page templates get in the way of creating optimal 
UX.1   

ReliefWeb has already begun to experiment with some new publishing technologies via the 
Humanitarian ID mobile app pilot project, including a custom application built with node.js2,  
Express.js3, and Backbone.js4, and a new promotional website built with Bootstrap.  These 
technologies are equally relevant to both traditional web and mobile interfaces. Frameworks like 
Express and Backbone are well suited to developing applications that publish or consume data via 
API’s, while Bootstrap5 is helpful for quickly creating content displays.  None of these are dependent 
on a database or proscribe the use of a particular database technology, and they can be both faster 
to develop with and make it easier to add new data sources to applications built with them, in part 
because they are not constrained by rigid database dependencies.  However, none of them provide 
(without significant development effort) the publishing workflow tools that come with most CMS’s.  

This cocktail of software should be viewed as an experimental tool suite for solving modern web 
publishing needs—new categories of software, alternatives to the traditional CMS.  There are dozens 

1. Great starter reading on this topic here: http://bit.ly/made-to-measure 

2. http://nodejs.org 

3. http://expressjs.com  

4. http://backbonejs.org 

5. http://twitter.github.com/bootstrap/
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of competing approaches and frameworks in development today that attempt to provide publishing 
solutions for a still-emerging set of problems, and all of them are under significant development.  
Fundamental concepts and best practices for this new breed of online publishing are still being 
worked out.

At the same time, Drupal is undergoing a major architectural overhaul for its next major version 
release—Drupal 8.  Drupal is being driven to adapt to the issues described above, and Drupal 8 
will attempt to make Drupal better suited to publishing via APIs, supporting mobile applications, 
and supporting more innovative content displays.  Drupal 8 is still under active development and 
its release date is not certain, but at the earliest it will come in 2013 and some Drupal community 
members expect it might not be production ready until 2014.  Whatever adaptations it makes, it will 
still be a large and complicated application.

The net effect for ReliefWeb? We would recommend that ReliefWeb wait to make decisions about 
the future of its platform and let the rapid pace of innovation in the online publishing world continue 
to play out for at least another year. There is time for ReliefWeb to experiment with some new 
technologies and continue to watch how others solve similar problems to those faced by ReliefWeb.  
While Drupal may create frustrations at times in the near term, they are likely to be less burdensome 
than undergoing a major platform transition right away.  And there is time to make the decision about 
the future of Drupal at ReliefWeb.  Drupal 7 will continue to be supported by the Drupal community 
until the release of Drupal 9, which—given the pace of Drupal major version releases historically and 
the anticipated timeframe for Drupal 8—might not come until 2015 or later.

When the time comes, we would recommend that ReliefWeb consider some of the same factors it 
considered when choosing Drupal in evaluating potential new technology platforms—adoption by 
a broad community, support by a wide variety of developers, proven ability to support major online 
publishing endeavors, total cost of ownership, etc.

While it is hard to predict right now what will be the best decision for ReliefWeb’s technology 
platform after 2013, one likely option is that it will continue down the path it has already started on: 

•	 Drupal (or another CMS) might continue to be used for managing the publication of content 
(traditional CMS functionality), 

•	 The ReliefWeb API will publish that content via an API, “freeing” the content to be displayed 
separately from the CMS,

•	 Display applications can be built as appropriate, whether using Drupal (or another CMS), other 
non-CMS tools, or a combination of both. 
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Using Labs to Pilot New 
Technologies

Summary: 
Building on the previous section, we believe Labs projects should serve dual purposes: explicitly 
providing new functionality for new use cases, and implicitly providing ReliefWeb experience with 
alternative technologies may become core parts of ReliefWeb’s future.  Labs projects should be 
pursued with this additional purpose in mind, and alternative technologies used in Labs projects 
should be picked and adopted for strategic reasons.

Labs experiments can help “future proof” ReliefWeb

The present ambiguity surrounding Drupal’s future at ReliefWeb and the certainty that a new version 
of Drupal will require major upgrade efforts create an interesting predicament for ReliefWeb.  Over 
the next couple years, ReliefWeb must continue investing in its system of record, while at the same 
time also investing and planning to evolve away from it.  This reality does not have to be a hindrance 
though.  Once recognized, it can be harnessed as an opportunity.

Since research and development (R&D) will be essential to deciding which technologies to fully 
adopt for ReliefWeb’s future, it should be actively pursued. The ReliefWeb Labs concept provides 
the perfect opportunity, since new applications will by default be separate from the core Drupal 
application.  Rather than using Drupal (with which ReliefWeb is already well familiar), these projects 
should target using new software that is identified as important to evaluate for ReliefWeb’s future.

While initial investment decisions should be driven by having a clear business case for a new Labs 
project in and of itself, the importance of R&D to ReliefWeb’s future demands that investment be 
distributed across several different areas to effectively evaluate new technologies.  Specifically, the 
following areas need to be explored based on ReliefWeb’s future needs:

•	 Tools for working with and displaying structured data: ReliefWeb’s transition to publishing 
and incorporating structured data alongside its unstructured content will require new tools 
suited to working with and storing structured data, as well as tools to visualize and represent 
that data. Determining the “best” tools should be a function of ReliefWeb’s actual structured 
data that it gathers and the display needs it determines through future design efforts.

•	 Alternative content publishing and content storage tools: If everything else changes, Drupal 
will still provide its core value as a content publishing tool in the future, and it is worth 
exploring alternatives in this area to know what else exists. Are there faster/more malleable/
more customizable/more intuitive tools out there for helping editors publish content online?

•	 Tools for creating more flexible and effective content displays: Alternatives to Drupal’s 
templating system should be explored. What options exist that could let ReliefWeb build new 
displays faster? That work better on both the web and mobile? That create more elegant user 
experiences?
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Staffing considerations

Based on ReliefWeb’s current technical staff’s responsibilities and bandwidth, it is probably 
unreasonable to expect all this experimentation to happen internally. Barring any major management 
or staffing changes, our recommendation would be to proceed with internal staff maintaining and 
supporting the Drupal website and external vendors providing advising, user experience design, 
building new Labs projects, and supplementing staff capacity by building large or complicated new 
features for the ReliefWeb.int Drupal website.

In the future, alternatives for technical staffing might include:

•	 Current model: Staff developers are trained and invest only in the technology of the system of 
record (Drupal). R&D projects are pursued externally until proof of concept is established and 
a decision made about the implications to take on maintenance. Leadership and architecture 
decisions are made collaboratively between ReliefWeb leadership and external consultants.

•	 Bring technical architecture in house: Rather than rely on external vendors to make 
architectural recommendations and heavily influence decisions, a technical strategy/
architecture lead could be added to the ReliefWeb staff to manage both internal and external 
developers and guide their efforts, as well as make decisions about technology platforms and 

Disclaimer: The ideas and recommendations provided in this document are provided based on the 
authors’ professional judgment and experience and input from the ReliefWeb leadership team. All of 
the recommendations provided in this document are provided without any guarantee whatsoever, 
including with regard to accuracy of inclusions or potential outcomes from following these 
recommendations. The ReliefWeb team should carefully consider all of these recommendations, and 
any decisions to act on these recommendations should be based solely on the judgment of ReliefWeb 
leadership with appropriate advising from qualified technical staff and/or consultants.
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VI. 

Appendix
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ReliefWeb 2014: Meeting the Information 
Needs of Humanitarians
This diagram and the following wireframes are intended to serve as a possible vision for the evolution 
of ReliefWeb.int into a “one-stop shop” for the humanitarian community. 
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Country Map Centre
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Disaster Map Centre
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