
Progress Report 
2013

in partnership with



Humanitarian Innovation Fund – Progress Report 2013 2 Humanitarian Innovation Fund – Progress Report 2013 3

Contents

3
4
6
8

10 
12
14
16
18
18
22
24 
28
34
38
40
44
46

Introduction

What is the Humanitarian Innovation Fund (HIF)?

What is humanitarian innovation?

The HIF Board

The HIF in numbers 

HIF communications

The HIF in action across the globe 

Funding the innovation process

The HIF’s projects

Recognition projects

Invention projects 

Development projects 

Implementation projects 

Diffusion projects 

Building effective partnerships

The HIF: on reflection

Humanitarian Innovation Fund (HIF)

Enhancing Learning & Research for Humanitarian 
Assistance (ELRHA)

Save the Children 
1 St John’s Lane 
London 
EC1M 4AR 
UK

info@humanitarianinnovation.org 
@The_HIF

humanitarianinnovation.org

In the years since the Humanitarian Innovation Fund was 
conceived, we have seen a period of considerable and 
growing needs, as well as some of the most challenging 
international responses ever – from Haiti to Syria to the 
current response in the Philippines. These have served to 
underscore the urgent need for more and better innovation 
in humanitarian practices, to bring about ‘game-changing’ 
ideas in how aid is delivered to those most in need. 

There is now growing attention being paid to humanitarian 
innovation across the sector, amongst donors as well as 
operational agencies. There are more research projects 
and studies examining what humanitarian innovation  looks 
like in different sectors, and how it might be strengthened. 
And there are growing networks of actors coming together 
to share their experiences of what innovation looks like 
in practice, why it is so hard, and how to make innovation 
a more central part of the humanitarian imperative. What 
is increasingly unquestioned is that as needs rise, as 
crises get more complex, there will be an ever-increasing 
demand for humanitarian agencies to improve not just 
what we do but how we do it. This will mean questioning 
our own accepted wisdom, challenging ourselves to learn 
from those currently at the margins of the formal system: 
the private sector, scientists, local and national actors, and 
perhaps most importantly, vulnerable and disaster affected 
communities themselves.

This report highlights the excellent progress that has 
already been made by the Humanitarian Innovation 
Fund and its grantees, and some of the challenges that 
still remain for the years to come. All of us involved in 
the Fund are looking forward to working with partners 
and colleagues across the sector to build on these 
achievements, and together to help bring about a 
humanitarian system that not only does good, but does it 
as well as possible. Those affected by crises around the 
world deserve nothing less.

As the HIF continues to develop, Enhancing Learning 
and Research for Humanitarian Assistance (ELRHA) is 
very proud to see the range of innovative projects that 
have been supported, and the changes in humanitarian 
practice that they are now leading to, most recently as 
part of the international response to Typhoon Haiyan in 
the Philippines. In addition to the success of individual 
projects, it is also important to recognise the wider learning 
stimulated by the testing and development of innovations, 
whether or not they individually achieve success. 

ELRHA has grown considerably since the launch of the 
HIF in 2011, and has developed and consolidated a 
range of programmes focused on research, partnership 
and innovation in the humanitarian system. We hope 
that together these will contribute to a more collaborative 
and professionalised humanitarian system capable of 
identifying and evidencing new solutions to the challenges 
facing international response to crises. 

It’s also important to acknowledge the vital role of CIDA, 
SIDA/SMOFE and DFID in supporting the HIF, as well 
as the importance of the strong working partnership with 
ALNAP, which has helped imbed the HIF in wider efforts of 
the humanitarian system to learn and improve. We would 
also like to thank the HIF Board and Grants Panel for 
their contribution to the success of the fund, and welcome 
the on-going support and funding from DFID for the next 
exciting phase of the HIF and ELRHA’s evolution. 

Introductions

Ben Ramalingam 
Humanitarian Innovation Fund Board Chair

Rachel Pounds 
ELRHA Director

The following progress report reflects on the Humanitarian Innovation Fund’s activities from its beginning in 
2011 through to September 2013. This Report will form part of an annual series in order to track the Fund’s 
progress, outputs and impacts on the humanitarian system.

The importance of failure 
Thoughts from John Bessant

Innovation uncapped 
Interview with Internews
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What is the 
Humanitarian 
Innovation Fund?

Our funders and executive body
Supported by UK aid from the UK government’s Department for International 
Development (DFID), the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), and the 
Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the fund has been operational since early 2011.

Enhancing Learning and Research for Humanitarian Assistance (ELRHA) - an 
organisation hosted by Save the Children – is responsible for coordinating and 
implementing the various functions of the fund. ELRHA’s work on the HIF programme 
is carried out in partnership with the Active Learning Network for Accountability and 
Performance in Humanitarian Action (ALNAP).

How we support innovation
Large and Small Grants: 
The HIF has two sizes of core grant funding which can be awarded to 
projects focusing on any humanitarian sector. The large grant fund, of up to 
£150,000, is awarded to projects at the implementation and development 
stage of the innovation process. Small grant funding of up to £20,000 is 
awarded to innovative projects at the recognition/invention or diffusion stage 
of the process. For more details of the innovation process please see page 6.  
As of September 2013, the fund has supported 15 large and 11 small 
grants. 

Innovation in emergency water, sanitation and hygiene: 
In addition to the HIF’s core grant making facility, the fund has launched 
an ambitious new process to identify and support innovations in the 
emergency water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) sector. The HIF will 
facilitate ‘open’ and ‘accelerated’ innovation processes, drawing together 
expertise from the humanitarian system, and beyond, engaging them in 
focused work on the key challenges facing emergency WASH practitioners 
globally. 

Open innovation challenges: 
Open challenges will use established innovation brokers and 
methodologies to scope out and articulate specific operational issues 
needing new, creative solutions (which may be designs, products or 
processes). These ‘open innovation’ challenge funds are designed to 
encourage creative solutions from players not yet involved in the sector, 
supported with small prototyping grants.

Accelerated innovation challenges: 
Challenges for which the key requirement is new ideas, developed 
collaboratively and requiring rigorous research and development 
processes, in which humanitarian actors can work alongside the 
private sector and academics. These challenges will be administered 
through ‘accelerated innovation’ and Research & Development (R&D) 
brokering processes and will be supported with substantial research and 
development grants. 

Please visit our website www.humanitarianinnovation.org for more 
information on the WASH facility. 

Our Purpose
The Humanitarian Innovation Fund works towards:

• Enabling and supporting humanitarian innovators to move creative ideas through 
the innovation process through grants

• Supporting innovators to build new partnerships with key actors
• Enabling the lessons from grant funded projects and from analysis of innovation 

processes in humanitarian contexts to be disseminated more widely
• Strengthening existing relationships between humanitarian agencies, academics, 

and those in the private sector engaged in innovation processes

The HIF has two 
sizes of core grant 
funding which can 
be awarded to 
projects focusing on 
any humanitarian 
sector. 

The Humanitarian Innovation Fund (HIF) supports 
organisations to identify, nurture, and share innovative 

and scalable solutions to the challenges facing effective 
humanitarian assistance. 
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What do we mean by 
humanitarian aid? 
 

The HIF uses a definition developed by Development 
Initiatives’ Global Humanitarian Assistance project:

'Humanitarian aid' is aid and action designed to save lives, 
alleviate suffering, and maintain and protect human dignity 
during and in the aftermath of emergencies.  

The definition provides some useful examples of 
traditional responses to humanitarian crises:

• Material relief assistance and services (shelter, water, 
medicines etc.)

• Emergency food aid (short-term distribution and 
supplementary feeding programmes)

• Relief coordination, protection and support services 
(coordination, logistics and communications)

• Reconstruction relief and rehabilitation (repairing 
pre-existing infrastructure as opposed to longer-
term activities designed to improve the level of 
infrastructure

• Disaster prevention and preparedness (disaster 
risk reduction, early warning systems, contingency 
stocks and planning)

 

What do we mean by 
innovation? 
 

Much of the thinking around innovation associated with 
the HIF stems from ALNAP’s 2009 study on Innovations 
in International Humanitarian Action, which explores in 
detail the role of innovation in improving humanitarian 
performance. 

The following definition is used by the HIF:

 

It’s important to recognise that novelty should not be seen 
as good in itself - innovations need to be judged on the 
basis of their contributions to improvements in efficiency, 
effectiveness, quality, or social outcomes.

Innovations are dynamic processes which focus on 
the creation and implementation of new or improved 
products and services, processes, positions and 
paradigms. Successful innovations are those that result in 
improvements in efficiency, effectiveness, quality or social 
outcomes/impacts.

The Innovation Process 
 

Innovation is often compared to evolution: a dynamic 
process of improvement and adaptation which 
strengthens organisations’ ability to survive and thrive. 
Most innovations include some or all of five key stages: 

1. Recognition of a specific problem, challenge, or 
opportunity to be seized, in relation to the provision 
of humanitarian aid.

2. Invention of a creative solution, or novel idea, which 
helps address a problem or seize an opportunity.

3. Development of the innovation by creating practical, 
actionable plans and guidelines.

4. Implementation of an innovation to produce real 
examples of changed practice, testing the innovation 
to see how it compares to existing solutions.

5. Diffusion of successful innovations - taking them 
to scale and leading to wider adoption outside the 
original setting.

The different grants awarded by the HIF focus on different 
stages in this process, which is useful for tracing the 
progress of innovations, but it should not be taken to 
suggest that innovations are linear processes. Rather than 
clearly defined stages, these are broad and overlapping 
phases through which many innovations pass. 

What is it that innovation 
processes seek to change 
and improve? 
 

The ‘4Ps’ model developed by John Bessant and Joe 
Tidd provide a powerful tool for such analysis. It builds on 
the hypothesis that successful innovation is essentially 
about positive change, and puts forward four broad 
categories where such change can take place: 

• ‘Product innovation’ – changes in the things 
(products/services) which an organisation offers 

• ‘Process innovation’ – changes in the ways in 
which products and services are created or delivered

• ‘Position innovation’ – changes in the context 
in which the products/services are framed and 
communicated 

• ‘Paradigm innovation’ – changes in the underlying 
mental models which shape what the organisation 
does
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The HIF Board
Annie Devonport 
Head of Programmes and Accountability,  
Disasters Emergency Committee (DEC)
 

“Innovation is important in all spheres of life. Nothing 
remains the same and as the context and expectations 
of disaster affected people changes so must the 
organisations that seek to help them. The HIF is an 
important supportive driver for change.”

Ben Ramalingam,  
Independent Consultant and Author

“The key to transformative change using innovation in the humanitarian 
sector is to focus our efforts on the needs and capacities of affected 
populations, so that they are central to innovation process. The most 
revolutionary innovations we have seen to date – from community 
feeding therapy to cash-based responses – do just this.”

Benedict Dempsey,  
Senior Humanitarian Affairs Adviser, Humanitarian 
Department, Save the Children

“Political, environmental, demographic, economic and 
technological trends are rapidly changing the nature 
of crises and how humanitarians address them. In this 
context, it is vital for humanitarian organisations to have 
space to experiment and learn, to find appropriate ways 
to tackle new challenges – something that the HIF helps 
to provide.”

Ahmad Faizal Mohd Perdaus,  
President, MERCY Malaysia;  
Vice-Chair, International Council of Voluntary Agencies (ICVA) 
   

“The one HIF project that’s stood out for me has been by 
Savordhaya (Sri Lanka), which still remains the only project 
with the primary organisation being one from the global 
south, which is highly significant.” 

John Bessant,  
Professor of Innovation and Entrepreneurship,  
University of Exeter

“Innovation is about creative solutions to problems - and 
their effective implementation.  In the context of the 
humanitarian sector these really are issues of life and 
death and the need for bringing as much creativity to 
bear as possible is clear.  But there is also a need to 
manage the overall process of innovation - to encourage 
experimentation and learning through prototypes, to 
handle issues of scale-up and development and to ensure 
that the lessons learned (even from projects which failed) 
are shared and diffused widely.”

John Mitchell,  
Director, ALNAP

“ALNAP works in partnership with ELRHA on the HIF and I 
see my role as to help ensure complementarity between the 
two agendas and to help disseminate learning from the HIF 
throughout the ALNAP membership and beyond.”

Randolph Kent,  
Director, Humanitarian Futures Programme, King’s College London

“The HIF’s greatest achievement to date is to begin to challenge what the 
humanitarian sector defines as ‘innovation’. My favourite project is the one 
that as yet we have not funded - the one that is truly cross sectoral, that brings 
different networks together to pursue a completely different way of dealing with 
highly complex threats that have not occurred as yet.”

Andrew Clayton,  
Social Development Adviser, Agriculture, Climate and 
Environment, Research and Evidence Division, Department 
for International Development (DFID) 

“DFID has established the Humanitarian Innovation and 
Evidence Programme to fund research and innovation in 
the humanitarian sector, which includes support for the 
Humanitarian Innovation Fund (HIF).”

Sara Pantuliano,  
Head of Humanitarian Policy Group (HPG) at Overseas Development Institute (ODI)

“The HIF has been successful in generating attention to the importance of 
innovation within the humanitarian sector, advocating for and striving to 
stimulate partnerships. The HIF has actively encouraged partnerships between 
the humanitarian sector and actors in academia and the private sector, also 
spanning a range of geographical areas.”  

HIF Board Chair
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The HIF in numbers
The following statistics have been generated from the HIF’s first four calls for large grant proposals running from June 2011 through to 
March 2013. 

Glossary: expressions of interest (EoI) – initial proposal submitted in each call. Successful EoIs, meeting the basic criteria, are then developed into full 
proposals by prospective grantees. 

EoIs accepted for full proposals

Consortium vs Single success rate from EoI to full proposal
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Government

For Profit

UN / International Organisation (IO)

 Research Institute

NGO

Red Cross 
Movement

20

42

23

32

54

185 59

155 46

234 50

117 47Expression of Interest

Full proposal

Expression of Interest

Expression of Interest

Full Proposals

Full Proposals

third call

fourth call

second call

first call

58

29

169

515
85

85

Capacity Building
Disaster Risk Reduction
Health
ICT
Information Management
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62.2%
new visitors

37.8%
returning visitors

Sept 2011 – Sept 2012

Sept 2012 – Sept 2013

Top 5 most popular website pages

funding  innovation types projects
small grants

projects
large grants

Type of website visitor

Website visitors

33,010

40,711 

innovation 
resource centre

followers 1,105
HIF communications
As of September 2013  

Top 10 website visitor locations
UK

France

USA

Uganda Kenya

Australia

India

Philippines

Malaysia

Pakistan
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Our Projects
The HIF in action across the globe

Rapid Family Tracing 
(RapidFTR)
Uganda

mVAM: Piloting Mobile Voice Technology 
for Household Food Security Data Collection
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) & Somalia

Integrating Local Media and 
ICTs into Humanitarian Response in CAR
Central African Republic (CAR)

Innovation in Post-Conflict 
Water Supply Projects in Sierra Leone

Sierra Leone

Piloting Accountability Systems for 
Humanitarian Aid in Somalia
Somalia

Effective Monitoring for Insecure and 
Remotely-managed Projects
Afghanistan

The Rapid Provision of Appropriate
Wheelchairs in Emergency Situations

UK

Gaza Risk Reduction
and Mitigation (GRRAM)
Occupied Palestinian Territories

The Humanitarian
Lessons-learned

Genome Project 1.0
Netherlands

Humanitarian Operations
Mobile Acquisition
of Data (NOMAD)
France

Communicating Technical Evidence:
Supporting People Making Decisions

About Shelter After Disasters
UK

Speed Evidence Project
UK

Transforming decision making on emergency feeding
programmes using the Minimum Reporting Package

UK

Water Disinfection
Protocols forHepatitis E 

Virus (WADHE)
Spain

Knowledge Sharing of Voice-enabled ICT
for Disaster Management (VoiceICT4D)
Sri Lanka

Citizen-based Disaster Risk 
Reduction (DRR)
Model to Reduce Disaster 
Toll in Himalayas
Indian Himalayas 

Innovation Through Refugee Children’s Participation
Uganda

Digital Early Warning Systems to 
Save the Lives and Livelihoods of Fishing 
Communities in Bangladesh
Bangladesh

Bio-rights: Linking Community 
and Ecosystem-based Approaches 
to Disaster Risk Reduction
Guatemala

The "Origami”
Inclined Plate Settler

Canada

Mobile Technology –
Listening to the Voice of Haitians

Haiti

KnowledgePoint: Cross-organisational Enquiry Handling
for Life-saving Expertise Across the Globe

Sudan

Note: Location is either the project’s base or implementing country 
* Projects received both small and large grants



Funding
the

innovation
process

Innovation has the potential to stimulate positive, 

system-wide change through new and improved ways of 

delivering humanitarian assistance to those who need it 

most. Improved innovation means providing aid that is 

more relevant, more efficient and more effective.

development

recognition of a specific 

problem, challenge, or 

opportunity to be seized, 

in relation to the provision 

of humanitarian aid

recognition

a small grant (up 

to £20,000) is 

available for the 

recognition stage 

of the innovation 

process

a small grant (up to 

£20,000) is available for 

the invention stage of 

the innovation process

a small grant (up to £20,000) is 

available for the diffusion stage of 

the innovation process

a large grant (between £75,000 and £150,000) is available for the development 

stage of the innovation process

a large grant (between 

£75,000 and £150,000) is 

available for the 

implementation stage of 

the innovation process

development of an innovation by creating practical, 

actionable plans and guidelines

 

turning ideas into action, the development stage 

takes designs from the drawing board and transforms 

them into real-world solutions

 

invention
invention of a creative solution, or 

novel idea, which helps address a 

problem or seize an opportunity

implementation
implementation of an innovation to produce real examples of changed practice, testing the 

innovation to see how it compares to existing solutions. Often using pilot projects to move beyond 

proof of concept, this stage establishes how an innovation performs in practice - indicating 

whether it is successful and should be scaled-up

diffusion
diffusion of successful 

innovations - taking them 

to scale and leading to 

wider adoption outside 

the original setting 
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Project Status:  
Completed
Organisation:  
Tearfund
Project:  
Effective Monitoring for Insecure and Remotely 
Managed Projects
Grant Type:  
Small
Start Date:  
August 2011
Grant Period:  
6 months
Total HIF Budget:  
£20,000
Location:  
Afghanistan
Innovation Phase:  
Recognition

What was the humanitarian need?
When it becomes necessary for staff to work remotely 
due to insecurity, agencies need to ensure projects are 
still effectively monitored and managed in order to ensure 
quality and accountability. 

What was the innovative solution?
Following the kidnap of an expatriate NGO worker in 
2008, Tearfund, like many humanitarian agencies, adopted 
a system of remote management as a way of continuing 
humanitarian assistance. 

Initially a reactive and temporary strategy in response to 
high insecurity, this is now a permanent way of working 
in some areas. Yet this approach has implications on 
project quality as senior staff cannot directly monitor 
activities and meet beneficiaries, instead relying on local 
aid workers.  

Spotting a gap in published research on this issue, 
Tearfund researched remote management strategies 
used by humanitarian and development organisations, 
donors and UN agencies. This research then fed into the 
brainstorming and development of solutions to better 
project monitoring and beneficiary accountability practice. 

The research and proposed solutions were driven by 
humanitarian and development actors’ involvement in 
the process, in order to ensure its relevance. Through 

individual interviews, focus group discussions, and a 
baseline assessment of current practice, the project first 
identified success factors for monitoring of remotely 
managed projects, and then selected and tested inventive 
solutions.

What has been the outcome?
The variety in engagement from international non-
government organisations, donor agencies and research 
institutions – operating both within Afghanistan as well 
as in complex political emergencies in other parts of 
the world – meant the research and remote monitoring 
options developed could be shared more widely in the 
international humanitarian community.

To complete the project, a final published report was 
produced and disseminated to humanitarian and 
development agencies, containing the learning, research 
findings, feedback and issues faced by individual 
agencies, as well as detailing the developed solutions to 
tackle these challenges. 

Recognition projects: 

Effective Monitoring for Insecure and 
Remotely-managed Projects

The HIF's projects

Recognition of a specific problem, challenge, or 
opportunity to be seized, in relation to the provision of 
humanitarian aid.
A small grant (up to £20,000) is available for the 
recognition stage of the innovation process.

Scenic view in western Afghanistan 
© U.S. federal government 

Recognition
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Project Status:  
Completed
Organisation:  
University College 
London
Project:  
Communicating Technical 
Evidence: Supporting 
People Making Decisions 
About Shelter After 
Disasters
Partners:  
CARE International UK, 
Arup
Grant Type:  
Small
Start Date:  
August 2012
Grant Period:  
8 months
Total HIF Budget:  
£20,000
Location:  
UK
Innovation Phase: 
Recognition

Project Status:  
Ongoing
Organisation: 
Pragya
Project:  
Citizen-based Disaster 
Risk Reduction (DRR) 
Model to Reduce Disaster 
Toll in Himalayas
Grant Type:  
Small
Start Date:  
August 2012
Grant Period:  
6 months
Total HIF Budget: 
£19,977
Location:  
India, in six high altitude 
districts in the Indian 
Himalayas
Innovation Phase: 
Recognition

Project Status:  
Ongoing
Organisation:  
Save the Children 
Project:  
Emergency WASH for 
Children
Grant Type: 
Small
Start Date:  
January 2013
Grant Period:  
7 Months
Total HIF Budget:  
£19,990
Location:  
Global
Innovation Phase: 
Recognition

Project Status:  
Completed
Organisation:  
Centre for Migration 
Policy Research (CMPR), 
Swansea University
Project:  
Innovation Through 
Refugee Children’s 
Participation
Partners:  
UNHCR, Save the 
Children, GIZ
Grant Type:  
Small
Start Date:  
April 2012
Grant Period:  
11 months
Total HIF Budget:  
£7,003  
Location:  
Uganda
Innovation Phase: 
Recognition

What was the humanitarian need?
When disasters strike, humanitarian organisations try to respond with a range of safe 
shelter options that are appropriate for affected people’s current and future needs. Yet in 
the rush to help, it is difficult to be quick, cover a large population, and provide bespoke 
types of support. 

This project aimed to determine how best to combine humanitarian resources with 
technical evidence on appropriate structures so that alternative shelter support, led by 
affected families, can be developed rapidly after a disaster. 

What was the innovative solution?
Getting technical evidence at the right time, and communicating it appropriately to 
relevant audiences, is extremely valuable but difficult to achieve. The project sought 
to take a fresh look at the collection and communication of evidence about hazards, 
damage and needs after disasters by bringing together humanitarian, academic and 
private sector organisations outside of the emergency phase, in order to look at exactly 
how this could happen during an emergency. 

What has been the outcome?
The project brought together engineers, scientists, humanitarians – groups who would 
traditionally find themselves working separately – and were able to work out realistic 
ways to combine their efforts to identify gaps in the current evidence base around shelter 
delivery. The consortium were able to make concrete suggestions from their research 
and analysis about how to collaborate and act on evidence and context to improve the 
appropriate delivery of shelter solutions during disasters.

What was the humanitarian need?
There is a lack of forewarning and support for mountainous Himalayan communities 
vulnerable to natural disasters. Pragya’s project aims to design a citizen-based Disaster 
Risk Reduction (DRR) system for application in regions disadvantaged by extreme 
remoteness.

What was the innovative solution?
Still in development, the Himalaya-adapted system will be developed for the continual 
generation and transmission of climatic and geologic information. In addition they’re 
developing a de-centralised indicator-based early warning system for the top five 
hazards in the region incorporating local/traditional knowledge.

To ensure its sustainability, the system would be anchored with trained local youth, with 
special attention paid to needs of women, children, the aged and disabled. Workshops 
with state/non-state actors and communities are being carried out to help with 
community ownership, uptake, and in depth understanding of the benefits.

A citizen-based DRR approach will also empower the community and act as a means for 
building community capacity to achieve resilience autonomously. It will enable them to 
mitigate the risks, and ensure local-level preparedness and access to timely relief.

The innovation will also deliver a risk-reduction system that will address pre-disaster 
preparedness, early warning and immediate relief post-disaster. This may easily be 
replicated/adapted for use in similar circumstances worldwide.

What was the humanitarian need?
Hand washing and clean water solutions - crucial in saving lives in the aftermath of a 
disaster - are often unsuitable for children and designed for adults. For instance, in rural 
Liberia children are routinely told not to use latrines because they are seen as dangerous 
places - much like British children are told not to cross the road.

This project has set out to provide a fresh look on hygiene promotion at school and 
home, and answer crucial questions around how best to deliver sanitation and water 
facilities to children during emergencies.

What was the innovative solution?
The team is pulling together existing knowledge about how to solve these problems and 
improve emergency responders’ understanding of the unique needs of children.

Making messages more effective by coordinating them with similar warnings about 
health and nutrition, this project aims to make best use of innovative solutions, 
which may already exist but aren’t developed or shared with the wider humanitarian 
community. 

To date, a review of existing practice has been carried out through a desk study, with 
support from a steering group comprising Oxfam GB, International medical Core (IMC) 
and Unicef.

Getting buy-in being crucial from other organisations, Save the Children organised an 
initial workshop with the steering group, which was also attended by Tearfund, the UK 
Department for international Development (DfID) and WaterAid. Later in the project they 
plan to present findings to the WASH cluster (the humanitarian coordination mechanism 
for organisations that provide emergency WASH).

The project is now undergoing fieldwork in Ethiopia and Bangladesh, which will be used 
to deepen understanding of the issues by talking to children and staff who were involved 
in previous humanitarian projects.

What was the humanitarian need?
Evaluations and indicators from a wide range of emergencies have shown that, 
operationally, the mainstream refugee protection process inadequately engages refugee 
children or addresses their specific protection concerns. 

This project worked with Ugandan children as innovators to explore what might 
constitute a more participatory refugee protection process for children.

What was the innovative solution?
With almost half of UNHCR’s global refugee caseload made up of children, it must be 
recognised that children face different protection risks and needs and communicate 
differently from adults about their concerns. While ‘child friendly spaces’ and complaint 
reporting mechanisms exist in some camps, the refugee protection process itself is not 
necessarily participatory or child friendly in practice.

Working through participatory workshops where audio and visual data was collated, 
UNHCR mapped out with groups of children their broad perspectives and focused on 
specific points and aspects of the refugee protection process. Successfully reinforcing 
the view that innovation is not just viewed upon as “adults’ work”, children reported on 
their experiences and generated creative ideas. 

What has been the outcome?
Ideas from humanitarian practitioners, agencies, and the young innovators of Kyaka II 
refugee camp, Uganda, led to the development of alternative age appropriate, child-
friendly protection processes and a tested and reviewed methodology for children’s 
participation in the innovation process. 

The findings of the research were presented to staff at UNHCR offices in Geneva, and at 
the annual meeting of the global, multi-agency Child Protection Working Group, and at 
the Centre for Migration Policy Research at Swansea University. UNHCR also published 
a paper on the field research as part of its ‘New Issues in Refugee Research’ series.

Recognition projects
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Invention projects: 

Knowledge Sharing of Voice-enabled 
ICT for Disaster Management 
(VoiceICT4D)

Project Status:  
Completed
Organisation:  
LIRNEasia
Project:  
Knowledge Sharing of Voice-enabled ICT for Disaster 
Management (VoiceICT4D)
Partners:  
Sarvodaya Shramadana Movement, TVE – Asia Pacific 
(TVEAP)
Grant Type:  
Small
Start Date:  
March 2012 
Grant Period:  
7 months
Total HIF Budget:  
 £17,014
Location:  
Sri Lanka
Innovation Phase:  
Invention

What was the humanitarian need?
Effective, accurate, and rapid rescue and relief 
coordination is hard to achieve during humanitarian crises 
when situations demand quick decision making and rapid 
action. This project sought to improve rescue and relief 
coordination across government and humanitarian actors, 
in an accountable and transparent way.

What was the innovative solution?
Telephone calls are the main mode for communicating 
emergency information between the Sarvodaya 
community-based emergency coordinators and their 
central incident management hub in Sri Lanka.

Acting as an advocate for the adaptation of affordable 
and easy-to-use technologies for community-based 
reporting, the VoiceICT4D project set out to develop ways 
to achieve effective rescue and relief coordination in an 
accountable and transparent way. The approach needed 
to enable rapid response from humanitarian agencies 
using everyday general-purpose technologies to ensure 
its sustainability. 

The Freedom Fone Interactive Voice Response (IVR) 
and Sahana disaster management system integration 
study revealed the technology combination as a useful 
method for exchanging information and decision-making. 
It gave access to near real-time emergency information, 
enabling the swift and accurate mobilisation of community 
volunteers with easy to use technologies that did not 
require computer literacy or English language skills.

The project produced a video entitled ‘Do You Hear Me?’, 
highlighting key messages from the research, coupled 
with a questionnaire to receive input from researchers and 
practitioners in the emergency management community. 
The project also facilitated a stakeholder forum for 
selected public and private sector experts involved in 
national/regional disaster management to share and 
disseminate knowledge.

What has been the outcome?
Findings showed that users believed voice-enabled 
technologies were a worthwhile complement to almost all 
listed emergency management related circumstances. The 
project’s innovative use of digital media garnered much 
praise at the UNISDR debut film festival on DRR, and was 
selected as one of the top three in the category of “best 
Human Interest Story.”

Sharing acquired information, VoiceICT4D also stimulated 
discussions with various stakeholders to influence policy 
towards enabling affordable interactive voice solutions in 
disaster management.

Building on the success of the study, findings implied that 
Freedom Fone is a utility and investments in strengthening 
Freedom Fone and Sahana, and free and open source 
software integration could provide real benefits to 
humanitarian organisations and developing countries’ 
governments.

Invention

Invention of a creative solution, or novel idea, which 
helps address a problem or seize an opportunity.
A small grant (up to £20,000) is available for the invention 
stage of the innovation process.

© LIRNEasia  
NB image from related project by LIRNEasia
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Project Status:  
Small Grant Completed / Large Grant ongoing
Organisation:  
Motivation
Project:  
The Rapid Provision of Appropriate Wheelchairs in 
Emergency Situations
Partners:  
Handicap International, Johanniter International 
Assistance
 
Grant Type:  
Small
Start Date:  
October 2011
Grant Period:  
6 Months 
Total HIF Budget: 
£19,992 
Innovation Phase:  
Invention
Location: 
Global (UK)

Grant Type:  
Large
Start Date:  
August 2012 
Grant Period:  
18 Months
Total HIF Budget: 
 £149,640
Innovation Phase:  
Development 
Location:  
Global (UK)

What was the humanitarian need?
In crisis situations, new wheelchairs are typically slow 
to arrive, with second hand hospital chairs rarely 
meeting international standards and not designed for 
the challenging physical environments typical found in 
emergency situations. The lack of suitable wheelchairs 
in these settings can prove life-threatening for injured 
and disabled people and further excludes them from 
emergency relief efforts. 

What was the innovative solution?
Motivation is developing and implementing a package 
to ensure rapid and appropriate provision of emergency 
wheelchairs to injured and disabled people in 
humanitarian crises.

Towards the end of 2011 engineer Stefan Constantinescu 
and industrial designer Chris Rushman sought to resolve 
the inherent conflicts within a design brief for such a 
wheelchair. Drawing on a combined thirty-four years of 
design experience, they developed a cost-effective chair 
that could be temporary and durable, suitable for rough 
terrain and compact when shipped. After looking at 
products available on the market, prototypes were taken 
to France where Motivation met with project partners 
Handicap International for discussion, in preparation of 
field trials in Pakistan and Kenya. When decided upon, the 
final wheelchair was sent to an independent International 
Organization for Standardization (ISO) certified testing 
centre in China to undergo a range of strength tests and 
design modifications were carried out according to the 
feedback. The tests were then rerun and the wheelchair 
obtained the ISO certification.

Following the design and field-testing of the wheelchair, 
the project focused on integrating emergency response 
into programmes. Complementing existing activities 
in the field, it enabled a significant shift in international 
practice by providing training with synchronised scenarios 
and simulations to bring out the logistical and human 
challenges with emergency provision. By doing this, 
participants could see the difficulties caused by the need 
to set up services, treat injured people simultaneously, 
and fit each person properly with their wheelchair. 

What is the expected outcome? 
This project is innovative on many levels: from the 
design and prototyping of a compact and durable 
wheelchair (currently trialling alongside other products), 
to the preparation of a field support package of tools 
and training aimed at assisting organisations during an 
emergency. 

As the development and implementation of the wheelchair 
progresses, there will be increased emphasis on sharing 
the product with other humanitarian agencies and service 
providers. In the next stage of the project, Handicap 
International and Johanniter staff will be trained as 
trainers in emergency wheelchair response.  A paper 
was submitted for presentation at the 14th International 
Society of Prosthetics and Orthotics (ISPO) World 
Congress 2013 in India. 

Development

Development projects: 

The Rapid Provision of Appropriate 
Wheelchairs in Emergency Situations

Development of an innovation by creating practical, 
actionable plans and guidelines.
Turning ideas into action, the development stage 
takes designs from the drawing board and transforms 
them into real-world solutions.
A large grant (between £75,000 and £150,000) is available 
for the development stage of the innovation process

© Motivation  
Field trials in Kenya with one participant, Caroline Wanjira
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Development projects

Project Status:  
Completed
Organisation:  
Internews
Project:  
Integrating Local 
Media and ICTs into 
Humanitarian Response 
in CAR 
Partners:  
UNOCHA, Ushahidi
Grant Type:  
Large
Start Date:  
February 2012
Grant Period:  
7 months 
Total HIF Budget: 
£149,565
Location:  
Central African Republic 
(CAR)
Innovation Phase: 
Development

Project Status:  
Ongoing
Organisation:  
Université Laval
Project:  
The “Origami” Inclined 
Plate Settler
Partner:  
Oxfam GB
Grant Type:  
Large
Start Date:  
September 2012
Grant Period:  
18 Months
Total HIF Budget: 
£107,341
Location:  
Global
Innovation Phase: 
Development

Project Status:  
Ongoing
Organisation:  
World Vision
Project:  
Speed Evidence Project
Partners:  
Ushahidi, SMAP FieldTask
Grant Type:  
Large
Start Date:  
April 2013
Grant Period:  
12 Months
Total HIF Budget:  
£148,200
Location:  
UK with pilot simulation 
in East Africa or SE Asia
Innovation Phase: 
Development 

Project Status:  
Ongoing
Organisation:  
Intermón Oxfam
Project:  
Water Disinfection 
Protocols for Hepatitis E 
Virus (WADHE)
Partner:  
University of Barcelona
Grant Type:  
Large
Start Date:  
March 2013
Grant Period:  
18 Months
Total HIF Budget: 
£124,805
Location:  
Spain and at least 1 
developing country with 
HEV outbreaks
Innovation Phase: 
Development

Project Status: 
Completed
Organisation: 
Catholic Relief Services 
(CRS)
Project: 
Gaza Risk Reduction and 
Mitigation (GRRAM)
Partners: 
An-Najah National 
University (NNU), Al Azhar 
University in Gaza
Grant Type: 
Large
Start Date: 
October 2011
Grant Period: 
17 Months
Total HIF Budget: 
£149,285
Location: 
Occupied Palestinian 
Territories
Innovation Phase: 
Development

What was the humanitarian need?
During emergencies, a lack of reliable channels for receiving and communicating 
critical information, along with limited capacity to obtain timely, relevant and quality 
information about the local context, often undermines humanitarian responses and limits 
the effectiveness of humanitarian aid. In complex and protracted humanitarian crises, 
such as in Central African Republic, there is a need to improve communities’ access to 
information. 

What was the innovative solution?
Internews fostered a network of trusted local media organisations to gather real-time, 
first-hand information from affected populations and created a two-way communication 
flow with humanitarians to improve emergency response, and community participation 
and resilience. 

This project applies new technologies, particularly mapping and SMS opportunities, to 
make better use of crowd-sourced information to understand the local needs, improve 
two-way communication channels, and link local and international institutions to the 
local media. 

What has been the outcome?
This new media and communications system increased the efficiency, transparency 
and accountability of humanitarian relief efforts. The project created opportunities for 
people to become an active part of the communication system’s development, helping to 
improve relationships between affected communities and humanitarians.

Community resilience was improved by leveraging the relationship that local media have 
with their communities, while being strengthened in this task by technological solutions.

What was the humanitarian need?
During humanitarian emergencies access to clean water is essential but hard to achieve 
for large populations. Current water treatment technologies are frequently not aligned with 
humanitarian objectives, resulting in unnecessarily expensive and sometimes ineffective 
relief. Université Laval identified a need to develop a fit-for-purpose humanitarian 
emergency water treatment system based on the principles of inclined plate settling.

What was the innovative solution?
The key deliverable is the Origami water treatment kit itself. In partnership with relevant 
stakeholders (e.g. relief agencies, the water treatment industry) the development of a 
collapsible emergency water treatment system using inclined plate-settling principles 
means the design, testing, validation, and implementation of the proposed technology can 
be used in humanitarian relief contexts.

Ultimately, larger volumes of water can be produced within the Sphere standard water 
quality levels using a relatively low-cost and simple treatment process.

During the development of the water treatment system and its performance evaluation, 
a testing protocol for this kit will be established to aid in the development of other water 
treatment innovations.

What was the humanitarian need?
Disaster affected communities often find themselves in an information vacuum, where 
rumour and counter-rumour are all they have to make lifesaving decisions. World Vision 
identified a need to develop a platform enabling a continuous, near real-time feedback 
loop between affected communities and humanitarian responders after a disaster, with 
the aim of increasing the situational awareness of both. 

What was the innovative solution?
The Speed Evidence Project combines existing technologies to create an open source 
platform that collects information from various sources (staff, communities, and social 
media) and validates the information, which is shared with aid workers to enable the 
delivery of more effective, contextualised responses. This allows disaster-affected 
communities to participate in a two-way communication system from the immediate 
aftermath of a disaster.

This project improves communication by providing the best possible relevant information 
to disaster-affected communities using the most appropriate media and channels for 
their context. 

What has been the outcome?
This project will enable evidence-based decision making to facilitate the formulation 
of response strategies, design relevant programming, and engage meaningfully with 
stakeholders by empowering communities to have a say in the quality and coverage of 
the services provided.

What was the humanitarian need?
Verification of information in conflict-prone urban areas can be a real challenge, and at 
present there is little guidance for designing and implementing disaster risk reduction 
(DRR) projects, leaving very little capacity to adequately manage disasters in Gaza. In 
addition, donor restrictions mean humanitarian organisations can not engage with state 
actors, meaning information about conflict-prone urban areas can be restricted to state 
entities.

What was the innovative solution?
In an attempt to reduce disaster risk at the point where three major variables intersect 
– urban settings, conflict prone areas, and non-state actors – Catholic Relief Services 
(CRS) carried out and documented a pilot project (Gaza Risk Reduction and Mitigation 
- GRRAM) exploring how to perform DRR in urban environments related to man-made 
disasters in a highly complex political environment.

Using Palestine Red Crescent Society’s (PRCS) vulnerability and capacity assessment 
tools allowed trainees to participate extensively in the decision-making process and 
through this inclusive method empowered participants to choose the correct risk 
reduction approaches within the context of their communities. Since the start of the 
small project implementation component of GRRAM, many participants’ perceptions 
have changed notably. Many now realise the importance of training, believing that 
behaviour change is an important achievement for their communities.

What was the humanitarian need?
Hepatitis E Virus (HEV) is an emerging waterborne virus endemic in regions with poor 
sanitation and hygiene, including large parts of Asia, Africa and South America. To combat 
this disease there is a need to understand the efficacy of water disinfection methods in 
the presence of HEV, and improve understanding on HEV epidemiology and transmission 
routes. 

What was the innovative solution?
HEV was very inefficiently cultured until now and no experimental data has been published 
on HEV disinfection. Intermón Oxfam’s development of experimental data on HEV stability 
in water will help create specific protocols for humanitarian interventions on water or 
food borne HEV epidemics, as well as better understanding of risk factors and routes of 
infection.

Innovatively, this project seeks to create an experimental system to analyse HEV removal/
inactivation, develop a standard procedure for water disinfection in HEV outbreak settings 
and identify sources of contamination and transmission routes in a HEV outbreak. 
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Project Status:  
Completed
Organisation:  
Danish Refugee Council (DRC)
Project:  
Piloting Accountability Systems for Humanitarian Aid 
in Somalia
Partners:  
UNICEF through the CDRD project (Community-Driven 
Recovery and Development)
Grant Type:  
Large
Start Date:   
1st June 2011 
Grant Period:  
26 months 
Total HIF Budget:  
£99,985
Location:  
Somalia
Innovation Phase:  
Implementation

What was the humanitarian need?
Being truly accountable to a project’s beneficiaries is hard 
to achieve when a humanitarian crisis demands remote 
management. This project sought to improve humanitarian 
agency accountability through the use of open source 
applications and software.

What was the innovative solution?
The Danish Refugee Council recognises the importance 
of public access to information for accountability and 
good governance, and to enable meaningful citizen 
participation. DRC sought in part to address these 
accountability challenges by harnessing a suite of 
technologies – mobile telephony, internet, online 
communities, social media, and geo-mapping – to foster 
beneficiary participation in development and humanitarian 
interventions.

Encouraging beneficiaries to “express their demands, 
aspirations, and engage in the process of formulation 
of humanitarian interventions, planning, monitoring and 
evaluation,” this project makes interventions from DRC 
in Somalia more transparent and responsive to citizens’ 
views and needs by strengthening local level governance 
and community-based organisations.

Claiming to be the very first humanitarian customer call 
centre and a means for gathering vital Short Message 
Service (SMS) beneficiary feedback, the project is a 
quick and convenient way for Somali beneficiaries, some 
displaced in camps by war and drought, to comment 
on funded projects or services provided by the DRC. 
The system is completely public, with all messages and 
answers shared on the platform. Beneficiaries are given 
a voice in DRC’s decision making process to allocate 
funds to local projects and better monitor and map all 
projects in the area. Anyone can search for projects and 
see what DRC is doing on the ground. In addition to this, 
the system is supported by a Flickr page, Twitter account, 
and blog, where messages – complaints and compliments 
- are shared, and it is possible to see project pictures or 
read stories about beneficiaries. 

What has been the outcome?
The SMS Beneficiaries Feedback project gives DRC 
beneficiaries the means to text DRC directly about 
their funded projects or services. The project has been 
implemented in thirty-one towns and villages in the 
North and East of Somalia and a number of districts in 
Mogadishu from where hundreds of SMSs are submitted 
every month.

Enhancing the efficiency of third party beneficiary 
monitoring, this project enables wider availability of 
data and information about humanitarian interventions 
in remote managed contexts. The Returns Consortium 
of Somalia has already replicated the SMS feedback 
platform with the assistance of DRC. Additionally, other 
agencies have expressed an interest in replicating the 
system. World Vision, the lead agency for the Somalia 
Resilience Consortium of seven INGOs, is investigating 
whether they can merge their monitoring system and 
make it compatible with the SMS feedback system to 
expand the manner in which the SMS feedback system is 
used.Implementation

Implementation projects: 

Piloting Accountability Systems for 
Humanitarian Aid in Somalia

Implementation of an innovation to produce real 
examples of changed practice, testing the innovation 
to see how it compares to existing solutions. Often 
using pilot projects to move beyond proof of concept, 
this stage establishes how an innovation performs 
in practice - indicating whether it is successful and 
should be scaled-up.
A large grant (between £75,000 and £150,000) is available 
for the implementation stage of the innovation process.

© Danish Refugee Council  
SMS Feedback training in Sadeh Higlo Village in Abudwak District
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Implementation projects

Project Status:  
Completed
Organisation:  
Haitian National Red 
Cross Society (HRC) 
and the International 
Federation of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies (IFRC) 
Project:  
Mobile Technology – 
Listening to the Voice of 
Haitians
Partner:  
Trilogy International 
Partners
Grant Type:  
Large
Start Date:  
June 2011
Grant Period:  
20 months
Total HIF Budget:  
£150,000
Location:  
Haiti
Innovation Phase: 
Implementation 

Project Status:  
Ongoing
Organisation:  
CARE Nederland
Project:  
Bio-rights: Linking 
Community and 
Ecosystem-based 
Approaches to Disaster 
Risk Reduction
Partner:  
Wetlands International
Grant Type:  
Large
Start Date:  
February 2012
Grant Period:  
21 Months
Total HIF Budget: 
£150,000
Location:  
Guatemala, Sololá 
department, Nahualá 
municipality
Innovation Phase: 
Implementation

Project Status: 
Completed
Organisation:  
UNICEF
Project:  
Rapid Family Tracing 
(RapidFTR)
Partner:  
Thoughtworks, New York 
University
Grant Type:  
Large
Start Date:  
January 2012
Grant Period:  
12 Months
Total HIF Budget: 
£149,129 
Location:  
Uganda
Innovation Phase: 
Implementation 

What was the humanitarian need?
Being accountable to affected communities and involving them in the delivery of aid 
is challenging during emergencies, especially when literacy levels and technological 
capacities are low. But being accountable and participatory are central to implementing 
relevant and appropriate programmes. To overcome this challenge, the Red Cross 
developed an interactive, two-way communication system, using innovative SMS and 
Interactive Voice Response (IVR) technology.

What was the innovative solution?
The interactivity of the existing communication platform TERA (Trilogy Emergency Relief 
Application) was enhanced and combined with the information-sharing capacity of IVR 
technology. IVR is most commonly used in telephone banking – for example when you 
type in your PIN to find out your account balance. While not new technology, this is 
the first time IVR has been transferred to a humanitarian setting to increase beneficiary 
feedback and accountability, and to disseminate life-saving information straight to the 
people who need it most.

Practically, the IVR allows the Red Cross to upload recorded information, which people 
can phone and listen to free of charge. The system then connects callers through to 
other numbers, such as manned help lines or medical facilities. Uniquely the system can 
also ask people to answer questions by pressing numbers or speaking.

What has been the outcome?
The platform is able to broadcast life-saving practical information and give Haitians a 
voice to become real partners in the recovery process. Since January 2010, more than 
100 million Red Cross SMS have been sent, reaching more than three million people 
with information on cholera prevention, disaster preparedness, HIV and AIDS, childhood 
vaccinations and other subjects.

In April 2013, the system received its one millionth caller, after being operational for just 
10 months. 

What was the humanitarian need?
The restoration of ecosystems and their functions (erosion control, water regulation, 
storm protection) is an important yet underrated element of Disaster Risk Reduction 
(DRR). Rarely integrated, there was a need to develop a financial incentive mechanism 
that unites community and ecosystem based DRR measures.

What was the innovative solution?
Bio-rights will provide a fund to help communities meet their short term socio-economic 
vulnerability, while ensuring maintenance of the natural environment as a crucial tool in 
DRR.

Still in development, the project distributes loans for the implementation of small-scale 
risk mitigation measures. Lending groups repay their loan by engaging in ecosystem-
based risk reduction measures, such as reforestation, protection of water resources, 
etc. Successful implementation results in conversion of the loan in a payment to the 
community, to be managed as a community-based revolving fund, ensuring long-term 
availability of capital for disaster prevention and response. Established community 
groups function as disaster risk reduction committees, engaging in dialogue with 
government, supporting preparedness initiatives in the communities and taking action if 
a disaster strikes.

What was the humanitarian need?
Family tracing and reunification practices in emergencies are often long-winded and 
inefficient, leaving children vulnerable to violence, exploitation and trafficking. There is 
a need to improve the efficiency of child registration and the speedy distribution of this 
data in order to reunite children with family as quickly as possible. 

What was the innovative solution?
Aid agencies rely on cumbersome paper forms to collect information on children that 
have to be physically transported between refugee camps and agencies. The RapidFTR 
mobile phone app uploads the child’s name, details and photograph onto an electronic 
database which is immediately shared with aid agencies, accessible via a range of 
electronic devices. Aid agencies can then use the information to quickly find the child’s 
family members by using the advanced search engine during home visits or when 
enquiries regarding lost children are made.  

What has been the outcome?
Information about separated children is immediately shareable among partners and 
across camps and borders, while also avoiding the need to re-interview children 
multiple times. Still being piloted, the technology has reunited many families far quicker 
and efficiently than previously allowed. Aid agencies can keep track of children’s 
whereabouts, and update their files instantly. With information stored on a single 
platform, there is no file duplication, making discrepancies that much easier to spot. 

Project Status:  
Ongoing
Organisation:  
United Nations World 
Food Programme
Project:  
mVAM: Piloting Mobile 
Voice Technology for 
Household Food Security 
Data Collection
Grant Type:  
Large
Start Date:  
June 2013
Grant Period:  
18 Months
Total HIF Budget: 
£144,497
Location:  
Democratic Republic of 
Congo (DRC) and Somalia 
Innovation Phase: 
Implementation

What was the humanitarian need?
Accurate data about families’ access to food during disasters is largely collected through 
on-the-ground, face-to-face interviews. A new process is needed as this method is 
currently slow, expensive, and at times impractical, particularly in remote communities or 
when access is hampered by natural disasters, poor roads or violence.

What was the innovative solution?
The Mobile Vulnerability Analysis and Mapping (mVAM) technology enables the use of 
IVR technology to collect this data, making the process more cost effective and efficient. 

WFP is piloting the technology in DRC, surveying communities via SMS polls, which ask 
people simple questions about food availability and meal patterns to gather key data 
about the levels of food insecurity. 

The voice data collected will then feed into established information systems and provide 
additional, real time data for humanitarian decision making.

The plan is to extend the pilot to other locations in DRC and also to try it in Somalia.

Project Status:  
Ongoing
Organisation:  
Save the Children UK
Project:  
Transforming Decision 
Making on Emergency 
Feeding Programmes 
Using the Minimum 
Reporting Package
Partner:  
Centres for Disease 
Control – Atlanta
Grant Type:  
Large
Start Date:  
March 2013
Grant Period:  
12 Months
Total HIF Budget: 
£149,836
Location:  
Global
Innovation Phase: 
Implementation

What was the humanitarian need?
Supplementary feeding programme (SFP) reporting is historically inconsistent, which 
can lead to biased decision making and difficulties when assessing the efficacy of 
programmes across the humanitarian community. 

What was the innovative solution?
With concerns over the quality of the interventions and limited impacts for children, the 
innovative Minimum Reporting Package (MRP) is the first and only nutrition programme 
monitoring system to integrate background programme and population information with 
data on the child beneficiaries of feeding programmes.

The desired outcome will be a universal humanitarian tool able to improve the 
standardisation, and enhance the quality, of supplementary feeding for children 
with malnutrition in emergencies. This novel tool will increase both the quality and 
consistency of SFP reporting, allowing better understanding of nutrition programmes’ 
performance, flagging problems and highlighting interventions that are achieving their 
objectives in different geographical locations.

The MRP aims to maximise wide use among the humanitarian nutrition community by 
developing a simple web and tablet-based update of the MRP software. The software 
will prospectively gather full and comparable datasets in order to compare and analyse 
SFP performance.

Improving the monitoring, evaluation, accountability and learning of feeding 
programmes, MRP is supported by an e-learning module to train NGOs, local and 
national governments, and other community actors who wish to use it.  
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In its first four calls the 
Humanitarian Innovation 
Fund recieved 691 
Expressions of Interest.

691
Eo I s

What was the humanitarian need?
In 2005, OCHA’s Humanitarian Response Review reported that emergency aid workers 
often suffer from lack of access to quality and timely Technical Support Services (TSS). 
Identified issues including the need to improve access to ICTs; dialogue between 
stakeholders; and assist with increasing technical vulnerability, the overabundance of 
information, and the associated need for expert guidance.

 

What was the innovative solution?
KnowledgePoint set out to make essential technical support easier to access and 
to allow providers to collaborate and pool expertise. To achieve this, they created a 
web-based tool, providing better ways for exchanging and capturing knowledge and 
experience. Collating stakeholders’ requirements, it worked with partners to invent and 
test a shared organisational process that could enable technical support services to 
become more integrated, more collaborative and more reciprocal between stakeholders.

Breaking down the ‘develop-developing’ country model, KnowledgePoint facilitates a 
space where development and humanitarian sector professionals everywhere can be 
both enquirers and experts, whilst still maintaining a quality and trusted service through 
organisationally controlled moderation.

Project Status:  
Small Grant Completed / 
Large Grant On-going
Organisation:  
IRC International Water 
and Sanitation Centre
Project:  
KnowledgePoint: Cross-
organisational Enquiry 
Handling for Life-saving 
Expertise Across the 
Globe
Partners:  
WaterAid, Practical 
Action, RedR, 
EngineerAid and local 
partners
Grant Type:  
Small
Start Date:  
August 2011
Grant Period: 
13 months
Total HIF Budget:  
£19,500
Innovation Stage:  
Invention
Grant Type:  
Large
Start Date:  
Oct 2012 
Grant Period: 
18 months
Total HIF Budget:  
£ 149,901
Location:  
Global
Innovation Phase:  
Development/
Implementation

Project Status:  
Ongoing
Organisation:  
CARE International
Project:  
Digital Early Warning 
Systems to Save the 
Lives and Livelihoods of 
Fishing Communities in 
Bangladesh
Partners:  
Telecom service provider 
Airtel Bangladesh Ltd, 
City Cell Ltd, Systems 
Solutions & Development 
Technologies Ltd, 
Campaign for Sustainable 
Rural Livelihood/
Oxfam, Centre for Global 
Change, Bangladesh 
Telephone Regulatory 
Commission, Government 
of Bangladesh
Grant Type:  
Large
Start Date:  
July 2012
Grant Period:  
18 Months
Total HIF Budget: 
£150,000
Location:  
Bangladesh
Innovation Phase: 
Implementation

What was the humanitarian need?
The project addresses the need for sufficient lead time on warnings of poor sea 
conditions through satellite-based weather signals, enabling fishermen to make sound 
decisions for their journeys back to shore. 

What was the innovative solution?
In combination with community-based DRR measures, this product supports 
communities, private sector partners, and local/national level governing bodies to 
establish an effective early warning system for poor coastal fishing communities. 
The General Packet Radio Service (GPRS) disseminates early warning messages 
to fishermen. By digitally tracking fishing vessels, more efficient and precise rescue 
missions are enabled in the event of capsizing. Community capacity in early warning 
and DRR is being strengthened through training and adoption of this system, thereby 
promoting a proactive rather than reactive approach to disaster.  

What has been the outcome?
An ongoing project, CARE is targeting 300 boats and approximately 3,000 fishermen 
residing in 24 communities of Cox’s Bazar District in the Bay of Bengal. It is estimated 
that approximately 20,000 people will benefit from education and training on DRR and 
early warning systems. CARE will collect and disseminate learning through monitoring 
and evaluation workshops and meetings with relevant stakeholders and will conduct 
evidence-based advocacy to raise awareness at sub-national and national levels 
amongst fishing communities and the private sector. 
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Diffusion of successful innovations - taking them to 
scale and leading to wider adoption outside the original 
setting. 
A small grant (up to £20,000) is available for the diffusion 
stage of the innovation process. 

Diffusion

Project Status:  
Large Grant Completed1 
Small Grant ongoing2

Organisation:  
University of Groningen

Project 1:  
The Humanitarian Lessons-learned Genome Project 
1.0 – Facilitating the Full Use of Evaluative Processes 
in the Humanitarian Sector
Partners:  
The Emergency Capacity Building Project (ECB) and 
others
Grant Type:  
Large 
Start Date:  
January 2012 
Grant Period:  
15 Months 
Total HIF Budget:  
£149,613
Innovation Phase:  
Development 

Project 2:  
The Humanitarian Genome (HG): Generating 
organisational wisdom
Grant Type:  
Small 
Start Date:  
June 2013 
Grant Period:  
6 Months
Total HIF Budget:  
£20,000
Innovation Phase:  
Diffusion
Location:  
Global

What was the humanitarian need?
This project addressed the need to improve the ability to 
analyse and draw out lessons from evaluative processes 
and documentation, in answer to criticisms against the 
humanitarian sector about a deficiency in learning for 
inappropriately used evaluations.

What was the innovative solution?
This project is using open source technology to develop a 
cloud-based search engine for evaluation processes and 
data on lessons learned in order to ensure quick access to 
relevant information in humanitarian emergency contexts. 

The project will develop and implement a prototype web 
based application that captures the wealth of evaluative 
data available and makes it more accessible than at 
present. By facilitating easily accessible, rapid, focused 
and constructive evaluation knowledge generated 
from information extracted from years of experience by 
humanitarian actors, there will be further opportunities for 
learning and utilisation.

Diffusion projects: 
The Humanitarian Lessons-learned 
Genome 1.0 - Facilitating the Full Use  
of Evaluative Processes in the 
Humanitarian Sector

© University of Groningen
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Diffusion project

Project Status:  
Completed
Organisation:  
CartONG
Project:  
Humanitarian Operations 
Mobile Acquisition of 
Data (NOMAD)
Partner:  
iMMAP
Grant Type:  
Small 
Start Date:  
December 2012 
Grant Period:  
6 Months
Total HIF Budget:  
£19,910
Innovation Phase:  
Diffusion
Location:  
Global 

What was the humanitarian need?
The rapid growth of mobile data collection technology can greatly aid humanitarian 
efforts during a disaster, but it’s difficult for aid agencies to know which technology 
is appropriate to the context and the needs and abilities of their staff. This innovative 
system makes choosing the right technology simpler by linking organisations with 
appropriate mobile data collection technology to improve gathering, analysis and 
management of information.

What was the innovative solution?
In 2010, the NOMAD project began with a secondary data review based on research 
carried out by Assessment Capacities Projects (ACAPS) and UNPULSE, where 
interviews were conducted with key stakeholders and an online survey was performed. 
Led by the results, NOMAD’s Online Selection Assistant was piloted and developed, 
implementing a service where experts in humanitarian information management can be 
deployed to provide hands-on assistance with the tools.

From twenty four tried and tested mobile data collection tools, price tags and technical 
specs, the Selection Assistant customises to users’ needs by asking a series of 
questions. At the end of the survey the best mobile data tools are indicated along with 
a summary report. NOMAD team members then train the organisation’s staff to use the 
tools and analyse the data. 

In order to diffuse the technology widely, the NOMAD team have re-launched the product 
at several workshops, including at the French Space Agency (CNES) headquarters in 
Paris. The team continue to build through updating their website, and launching and 
maintaining the social media campaign.

The appropriate usage of the online data collection tools by humanitarian organisations, 
development organisations, INGOs, NGOs and the donor community will help them 
conduct real time assessments after disasters, baseline surveys, midterm and end of 
project reviews, as well as continuous monitoring of their projects.

© Save the Children 
Children at a hand pump built by Save the Children in Ethiopia
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John Bessant 

The  
importance  
of  
failure  
when 
innovating
Thoughts from HIF Board member, John Bessant, Professor of 
Innovation and Entrepreneurship at Exeter University, on why 
failure is key to true innovation.

Sharing failure 
stories - a kind 
of 'vicarious 
learning' - 
provides a 
road map for 
others and 
in the field 
of capability 
building that's 
important.

So rather than 
seeing failure 
in innovation 
as a problem 
we should 
see it as an 
important 
resource.

Failure helps build capacity - learning how to 
manage innovation effectively comes from a 
process of trial and error.

Failure in innovation
Next time you scrawl a message on a post-it note you 
might pause for a moment to reflect on the value of 
failure in innovation. Because post-its – like many of the 
breakthrough innovations produced in over a century 
by the 3M company – actually evolved from a failed 
innovation. Spence Silver, a polymer chemist, was 
working on adhesives when he came up with glue which 
was not particularly sticky. Viewed through the single lens 
of developing glue this represents bad news - but change 
the lens, reframe the problem, and the question becomes 
‘what other uses might there be for non-sticky glue?’.   

And the answer they came up with led to a thriving new 
business. 3M is a company which has learned from its 
very beginnings that innovation is all about taking risks 
and learning from failure. Their origins as the Minnesota 
Mining and Manufacturing Company (hence 3M) were less 
than glorious since the mine they bought for the purpose 
of extracting carborundum abrasives turned out to contain 
the wrong kind of rock! It took some rapid reframing to 
recover but they did and have grown consistently on the 
back of a relentless commitment to innovation.  

 

Smart innovators
They aren’t alone – most smart innovators recognise that 
failure comes with the innovation territory. ‘You can’t make 
an omelette without breaking eggs’ is as good a motto 
as any to describe a process which by its very nature 
involves experimentation and learning. Most companies 
work on the assumption that of 100 new product ideas 
only a handful will make it through to success in the 
market-place, and they are comfortable with that because 
the process of failing provides them with rich new insights 
which help them refocus and sharpen their next efforts. 
The problem is not with failure – innovations will often fail 
since they are experiments, steps into the unknown – it’s 
with failing to learn from those failed innovations. Failure is 
important in at least three ways in innovation:

• It provides insights about what not to do. In a world 
where you are trying to pioneer something new there 
are no clear paths and instead you have to cut and 
hack your own way through the jungle of uncertainty. 
Inevitably there is a risk that the direction you chose 
was wrong, but that kind of ‘failure’ helps identify 
where not to work and this focusing process is an 
important feature in innovation.   

• Failure helps build capability – learning how to 
manage innovation effectively comes from a process 
of trial and error. Only through this kind of reflection 
and revision can we develop the capability to 
manage the process better next time around. Anyone 
might get lucky once but successful innovation is 
all about building a resilient capability to repeat the 
trick. Taking time out to review projects is a key 
factor in this – if we are honest we learn a lot more 
form failure than from success. Well-managed post 
project reviews, where the aim is to learn and capture 
lessons for the future rather than apportion blame, 
are one of the most important tools for improving 
innovation management.

• Failure helps others learn and build capability.  
Sharing failure stories – a kind of ‘vicarious learning’ 
– provides a road map for others, and in the field 
of capability building that’s important. Not for 
nothing do most business schools teach using the 
case method – stories of this kind carry valuable 
information which can be applied elsewhere.

 

Experienced 
innovators
Experienced innovators know this and use failure as 
a rich source of learning. Most of what we’ve learned 
from innovation research has come from studying and 
analysing what went wrong and how we might do it better 
next time: Robert Cooper’s work on stage gates; NASA’s 
development of project management tools; Toyota’s 
understanding of the minute trial and error learning loops 
which their kaizen system depends upon and which have 
made it the world’s most productive car-maker. Google’s 
philosophy is all about ‘perpetual beta’ - not aiming for 
perfection but allowing for learning from its innovation.  
And IDEO, the successful design consultancy, has a 
slogan which underlines the key role learning through 
prototyping plays in their projects – ‘fail often, to succeed 
sooner’!

Important resource
So rather than seeing failure in innovation as a problem, 
we should see it as an important resource – as long 
as we learn from it. The bigger problem is not failure 
in innovation but failure to innovate; if we don’t try 
something new we’ll never get anywhere!
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I was back in Bangui in July and I think 
the project really managed to raise the 
issue of communication as a form of aid 
in itself. It also helped put into perspective 
the fantastic contribution that local media, 
especially radio stations, can bring to 
emergency response and preparedness 
in such a disconnected and convoluted 
country like CAR. 

The project also tried to push the idea 
that access to, and provision of, basic 
information about the humanitarian 
system is a key tenet of accountability 
and transparency. Humanitarian agencies 
explaining who they are; what they do and 
do not do; the principles that guide their 
actions; and how they are different to other 
actors in the region is also critical.
 

We were also overjoyed 
by how the project initially 
gained interest from more 
donors and how it was 
featured in ALNAP’s State 
of Humanitarian System 
2012 report and also 
highlighted in OCHA’s 
Humanitarianism in the 
Network Age (HINA) 
report as an innovative 
project that really made a 
difference. 

One of the most obvious shortcomings was 
the lack of adequate, sustained technical 
support provided to local radio stations and 
correspondents, such as further training 
on how to use SMS reporting systems 
and more mentoring on gathering and 
producing relevant information – essentially 
getting the basics right. The limited budget, 
unfortunately, didn’t allow us to allocate 
more resources for such support.

Establishing mutual trust and respect 
between actors was also a challenge - 
something neither new nor exclusive to 
CAR. The coordination centre is a news 
agency and building trust between local 
media and humanitarian organisations is 
never an easy thing to do.

Local media tend to be vastly under-
utilised, and their potential to support 
humanitarian communications is left largely 
untapped. Local media need to be given 
respect to become fundamental players in 
humanitarian response, reconstruction, and 
community development.

What do you 
think were 
the biggest 
successes of the 
project and were 
these foreseen?

One of the fundamental problems with 
delivering aid in CAR is the lack of 
communication infrastructure, from paved 
roads to mobile coverage, which can make 
it hard or impossible to identify crisis-hit 
areas in real time and reach those with 
necessary aid. 
 

Through our media development work in CAR since 
2010, we realised that a system to increase the reporting 
and exchange of information between communities 
and humanitarian agencies would be a great asset to 
communities, particularly in areas where humanitarian 
organisations have no physical access due to insecurity, 
poor communications infrastructure, or seasonal rains for 
example.

Innovation  
uncapped
Openness and critical reflection are fundamental to successful innovation, allowing learning to take place, 
and evidence about what works or doesn’t to be shared. The HIF is keen to encourage such a learning culture 
in the humanitarian system. Highlighting projects’ successes and failures can help projects to adapt but also 
benefit future initiatives by strengthening the humanitarian evidence base. 

Wanting to explore HIF projects’ experiences of developing an innovative technology in an emergency, The HIF 
interviewed Jacobo Quintanilla, Director of Humanitarian Communication Programs at Internews  
(www.internews.org), an international media development organisation. 

Internews was awarded a HIF large grant in February 2012 to develop a system to foster a network of trusted 
local reporters and community radios to gather real-time, first-hand information from affected populations. The 
aim was to create a two-way communication flow between humanitarians and local communities using mobile 
phones and crisis mapping to improve emergency response and community participation and resilience.

The Context
Central African Republic (CAR) 
Political insecurity, a looming food security crisis, large numbers of internally displaced persons (IDPs) and refugees, 
and limited humanitarian access throughout the country are driving the emergency situation in the CAR. There are 
urgent needs in the health, food security, nutrition, protection, shelter and WASH sectors in particular.

Internews
Internews is an international non-profit organisation whose mission is to empower local media worldwide to give 
people the news and information they need, the ability to connect, and the means to make their voices heard.

The proposed solution was to connect 
communities and humanitarians in a way 
that hadn’t happened before. We launched 
with our local partner, the Association of 
Journalists for Human Rights – le Reseau 
or RJDH in its French acronym - a crisis 
map (www.cartehumanitaire-rca.org/) in 
partnership with Ushahidi and OCHA. 

Local populations, through community 
reporters, could report security incidents 
or identify areas in severe need of aid to 
the RJDH coordination centre in the capital 
Bangui. The centre created reports from this 
data and after verification and validation 
those reports were immediately uploaded 
to the crisis map, available in real time to 
humanitarian organisations. This system 
enabled aid agencies to know what was 
happening in areas of CAR where they didn’t 
have physical presence because of lack of 
capacity or security concerns. This wealth 
of information, through the crisis map, can 
potentially assist agencies to adjust their 
response accordingly and assist them in their 
decision-making. 

Working with local journalists, aid agencies were able to 
share news and information that communities could use 

to access aid services and 
keep their families safer and 
healthier. The project aimed 
to improve the capacity 
of local populations to 
build resilience, have a 
say, and participate in 
relief operations by having 
access to accurate, 
timely and well-targeted 
information through local 
media. 

We trained and worked 
with 13 community 
radio stations across 
the country and a 
network of community 
correspondents, trying 
to ensure that the RJDH 
had eyes and ears on the 
ground. 

The HIF 
interviewed 
Jacobo 
Quintanilla, 
Director of 
Humanitarian 
Communication 
Programmes at 
Internews

...aid agencies 
were able 
to share 
news and 
information that 
communities 
could use to 
access aid 
services...

Establishing mutual 
trust and respect 
between actors was 
also a challenge - 
something neither new 
nor exclusive to CAR.

Why was this 
project needed? 

What was 
the proposed 
solution? 

What were 
the biggest 
challenges the 
project faced? 

...the project 
really managed 
to raise the 
issue of 
communication 
as a form of aid 
in itself.
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Our whole approach was a big risk 
because it was entirely based on building 
relationships, trust, and relying on very 
poor connectivity in a country that ranks 
the lowest globally in terms of infrastructure 
and telecommunications. Working with so 
many partners and using new technologies 
where there is lack of capacity throws up 
many unknowns and risks. 

Addressing the human component in 
innovation is always the greatest challenge 
– working together efficiently and distinctly 

is the problem. Success lies in going back to basics; 
without two-way human interaction between agencies 
and beneficiaries no project will work. 

A very different risk we took was investing an important 
portion of our limited budget in engaging an external 
evaluator, Patrick Vinck from the Harvard Humanitarian 
Initiative. He carried out a complex evaluation process 
with JP, a local colleague, but the value provided was 
immense; Patrick and JP helped to document in detail the 
strengths and, more importantly, the weaknesses of the 
project so other organisations can learn from it, tailor it to 
their context, and replicate it elsewhere. 

The HIF provided a space for us to pilot 
an idea and push and test boundaries. If 
the two-way communication system we 
envisaged for this project can work in a 
place as disconnected as CAR, then I 
believe it could work pretty much anywhere 
– we are just waiting for new opportunities 
to roll it out, compare it, and of course 
assist others who may be interested in our 
experience.

Donors need to realise that communication 
is one of the most powerful forms of aid. 
From a very practical perspective, it takes 
their aid investment “further” as people may 
be in a better position to know what aid is 
available, understand the limitations, and 
very importantly allow local people to take 
an active role in the whole process.

The HIF has been hands-on but pretty 
flexible - their approach is to operate 
as a partner in a horizontal relationship 
with grantees. The HIF is very interested 
in the development and implementation 
of the innovation but not from a micro-
management perspective, which worked 
very well. 

We produced 14 blogs and 4 research 
reports on a 6-month project, which we 
think is impressive. Reporting can feel at 
times like a hindrance but on reflection we 
knew, and are always keen on, documenting 
and building evidence that can be beneficial 
not only to our own organisation but to the 
larger humanitarian sector. 

It would be great if the HIF could in future 
work with new partners to help HIF-funded 
projects scale up their innovations. I would 
like to see the HIF become more of an 
incubator and network of innovators rather 
than solely a funder. 

I also feel that the whole innovation “spree” 
we are witnessing within the humanitarian 
sector over the last few years, while 
fascinating, can have a bit of a “creative 
destruction” edge. We seem to be pushed 
- or we push ourselves - to invent or create 
something new everyday as a goal in itself 
rather than looking at innovation as a live 
process.

How did the 
HIF support 
Internews 
through the 
innovation 
process, and 
how could this 
be improved in 
future?

We knew, and are  
always keen on, 
documenting and 
building evidence 
that can be beneficial 
not only to our own 
organisation but to the 
larger humanitarian 
sector.

Any final 
comments? 

The HIF 
provided a 
space for 
us to pilot 
an idea and 
push and test 
boundaries.

For more information about this project please visit Internews’ profile on the HIF website:  
www.humanitarianinnovation.org/projects/large-grants/internews.

What risks are 
you most proud 
of taking? And 
did they pay off? 

© Internews  
Similar Internews project in Nimba County, Liberia
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Supporting collaboration between humanitarian and
academic organisations

www.elrha.org/effective-partnerships-guide

ELRHA acts as an independent broker 
to foster effective partnerships 
between academics and practitioners 
focusing on humanitarian issues. 

With the increasing demand for evidence-
based decision making and value-for-
money humanitarian interventions, these 
partnerships are becoming more central 
to the way the humanitarian community 
operates.

ELRHA supports the HIF with its cross-
cutting work on research and effective 
partnerships to link these two very 
different communities and help them build 
sustainable and effective collaborations.

Building effective partnerships  
– ELRHA’s Role 

ELRHA offers the following services and resources to aid 
partnership development: 

• The Online Guide for Effective Partnerships (http://ep.elrha.org)

• The guide explores opportunities, challenges and the main steps in 
the academic-humanitarian practitioner partnership process. 

• Research Matching Facility (http://www.elrha.org/researchmatching)

• For those seeking potential partners from either community, this 
form-based tool helps ELRHA to match you with suitable partners. 
This facility is most suited to those who have a good idea of what 
they are seeking to achieve, for example submitting a proposal to 
the HIF, as this focuses the matching process much more effectively.

• Partnership Brokering Workshops, Facilitation and Mentoring 

• Funded by the Higher Education Funding Council for England, 
ELRHA’s first workshop is taking place in October 2013, where 
four partnership groups will follow a two-day residential workshop 
curriculum. The workshops are tailored to help the partnership 
groups to develop clear plans and ideas to take forward. Mentoring 
and review will be on offer from ELRHA for the year after the 
workshop. Another workshop will be run in 2014 and the aim is to 
make this workshop available to HIF applicants at cost.

• Convening, organising and participating in workshops and 
conferences designed to bring academics and practitioners together 
around specific themes. 

ELRHA convened a workshop funded by the Government Office of 
Science (GO Science) in June 2012 on ‘Measuring Real Impact’, where 
physical scientists and humanitarians came together to discuss ways of 
communicating hard science to different audiences.

In September 2013, ELRHA worked in association with the University of 
Nairobi and Inter Agency Working Group, Nairobi, to host the Humanitarian 
Partnership Conference which brought together academics and 
practitioners in East Africa.

For more information about how ELRHA can support you to build effective 
partnerships, contact our programme manager Frances Hill on info@elrha.
org quoting ‘effective partnerships query’ in the subject heading.

In its first four calls the Humanitarian Innovation 
Fund supported projects active in over 16 countries 
worldwide.

Countries

www.elrha.org/effective-partnerships-guide
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What have we learnt?
It’s reassuring to see that many of the assumptions 
underpinning the thinking behind the HIF were warranted.  
We are, for example, seeing many more promising and 
successful applications for HIF support coming from 
those working in partnerships. Relationships between 
different institutional actors appear particularly beneficial 
for innovation, for instance academics and humanitarians, 
seen in the Université Laval and Oxfam project on water 
treatment kits, or between humanitarians and the private 
sector, demonstrated by UNICEF’s collaboration with 
ThoughtWorks to develop the software in the RapidFTR 
project, through the application of agile software 
development concepts.

The HIF:  
on reflection

It's reassuring to see that many of the assumptions 
underpinning the thinking behind the HIF were warranted.

...challenges 
impeding 
innovation 
remain.

It's also striking to see 
a growing interest in 
innovation from a range 
of humanitarian actors...

It is important to recognise where things 
have worked less well...

...a willingness to learn is central to 
building an innovative and adaptive 

humanitarian system.

Operating since early 2011, The HIF, as of September 2013, has supported 26 projects, with the first of 
these now having reached the end of their funding and moving on to the next stages in their evolution. 
In addition to seeing a number of successful innovations emerge, we’re increasingly able to take a 
broader look at the environment for innovation, see emerging trends, and appreciate what’s working 
and what’s not in our efforts to create a more responsive and adaptive humanitarian system. Given the 
more interventionist approach the HIF will be taking to ‘accelerate’ innovation processes in emergency 
water, sanitation and hygiene, it is particularly important we seize opportunities to reflect and learn. 

RapidFTR also reinforces another expectation of the HIF 
– that we are experiencing a well-spring of innovations 
in information and communication technologies, driven 
largely by the rapid development (and decreasing 
cost) of these technologies in many parts of the world 
where humanitarian programmes are implemented. It’s 
particularly interesting that many of these technologies 
relate to the way aid agencies interact with the 
populations they seek to assist. For instance, the 
International Federation of the Red Cross is using text 
messages and Interactive Voice Response technology to 
communicate with beneficiary populations in Haiti, with its 
Telefon Kwa Wouj service, receiving over a million calls in 
its first year of operation. 

How can HIF support improve?
Alongside celebrating successful humanitarian innovations, it is important to recognise where things have worked less 
well, and identify where the HIF can improve its support. We need to engage more national and local humanitarian 
agencies – without ignoring larger agencies’ role in driving innovation. National actors can have better access to 
communities and local knowledge, which can prove vital when attempting to evidence, transfer, and replicate local 
innovations at scale. We also need to do more to harness the interest and expertise of private sector actors, many of 
whom are increasingly interested in the value they can add to (and gain from) humanitarian response. 

The humanitarian sector's 
response to innovation
As well as looking back at our own efforts, it’s also striking 
to see a growing interest in innovation from a range 
of humanitarian actors: operational agencies such as 
UNHCR and World Vision have increased internal efforts 
to promote innovation, and new opportunities have arisen 
to reflect on innovation in policy forums, such as the 
international Council of Voluntary Agencies (ICVA) and the 
UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). 

What challenges remain?
Reflecting on these discussions and looking across the broad scope of HIF-funded projects, a number of challenges 
impeding innovation remain. From the perspective of the HIF, it appears innovators must seek to:

• Remain ethically grounded and mindful of humanitarian principles

• Be informed by identified priority areas in need of innovation, while remaining open to ‘unknown unknowns’

• Ensure successful innovations are diffused and taken to scale to avoid being added to the grave yard of pilot tests   

Strengthening evidence and 
promoting learning
As we work within the HIF to improve and expand the way 
we support innovation, two inter-related issues will need 
particular thought and action. 

Firstly, we need to push for the collection and use of 
rigorous evidence on the performance of innovations 
as they are developed and tested. For some projects, 
particularly those that link academic institutions and 
humanitarian agencies, this comes naturally. For others 
without access to such expertise, developing and 
executing suitable approaches remains a challenge. 
This is partly an issue of technical capacities, with many 
organisations having limited monitoring, evaluation and 
research capabilities. To address this, the HIF is keen 

to boost its own capacities, and to improve the way it 
brokers relationships between innovators, researchers, 
and agencies. 

Improving evidence around innovation also relates to a 
wider issue concerning the culture of the humanitarian 
system. In many cases programmes have not been 
evidence based (whether innovative or not), and agencies 
have sought to highlight positive aspects and play down 
bad news. Without the selective forces of a market, and 
with the imperfect feedback loops between agencies, 
recipients and donors, the incentives for learning 
and improvement can be mixed. But an openness to 
risk-taking and failure, and above all a willingness to 
learn, is central to building an innovative and adaptive 
humanitarian system, and must be central to the HIF’s 
and others’ work to support and promote innovation. 
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