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Introduction:  
The COVID-19 pandemic has caused unprecedented changes in the world. With                     

over two million deaths globally, harsh economic downturns, and quarantines enacted                     
in almost every country, COVID-19 has devastatingly highlighted the gaps in our                       
pandemic preparedness frameworks. Additionally, the pandemic has had negative                 
impacts on a range of issues, from food insecurity to domestic abuse. We must face                             
these challenges with new and innovative solutions, as has been the case throughout                         
the pandemic. Businesses have adapted their operations to be virtual, to ensure the                         
safety of their employees. Aid operations have localised in response to quarantines and                         
travel restrictions on aid workers. Organizations such as the World Food Program have                         
established new routes and methods of delivering necessary supplies, such as PPE, into                         
complex operating environments. These innovations, and more, have positively                 
impacted the world around us and will continue to help the world adapt to future                             
challenges.  

Looking forward, it is crucial that we begin to plan for the future and the next                               
pandemic the world will face. Hack for Humanity 2021 will be centered around                         
improving preparedness, response, and inclusivity during the ongoing COVID-19                 
pandemic and future pandemics. Students will have the unique opportunity to create                       
and pitch their proposed solutions within the Hackathon event, and should they win, go                           
on to develop their innovation. This resource guide serves to help students along those                           
paths with a variety of resources relating to each step in the project development                           
process.  

The guide consists of an overview of the humanitarian innovation process (with                       
referenced resources) and a full bibliography which lists relevant resources regarding                     
each step/section in the innovation process. The overview includes short paragraphs                     
which introduce and orient the reader to the larger context/concepts of each section,                         
and has further reading linked below each passage. At the end of this document there is                               
a complete bibliography containing citations of all reference readings. All linked                     
superscripts will lead to the bibliography, where students can then scroll to find the                           
relevant cited source. Additionally, below are several resources that may help students                       
brainstorm potential ideas related to the theme of this year's Hack for Humanity:  

● Response Innovation Lab: COVID-19​[28] 

● UN: Innovative Approaches Against COVID-19​[57] 

● ELRHA COVID-19 Studies​[27] 

● COVID-19 Innovations Database​[76] 

● UNOCHA Global Humanitarian Overview 2021​[​38] 

● LibGuides: Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Response (HA/DR): 
COVID-19 Response Resources​[47] 

 

https://www.responseinnovationlab.com/covid-19
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/2020-06_-_unin_quarterly_innovation_update_-_second_covid-19_special_edition.pdf
https://www.elrha.org/covid-19/#covid-19-studies
https://www.covidinnovations.com/home/category/Electronics+%26+Robotics
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/GHO2021_EN.pdf
https://usnwc.libguides.com/c.php?g=866733&p=7410748
https://usnwc.libguides.com/c.php?g=866733&p=7410748
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Section 1: Research and Brainstorming  

1.1 Understanding the Humanitarian Ecosystem:  
Before beginning to approach innovation in the humanitarian ecosystem, a                   

thorough understanding of the actors, approaches, and guiding principles of                   
humanitarianism is necessary. To begin, humanitarianism is guided by 4 basic                     
principles: ​Humanity, impartiality, neutrality, ​and independence​. Humanity is what                 
guides the purpose of humanitarianism, in that respect for human life should be held                           
above all else. By not taking sides in hostilities and giving aid based on need alone,                               
humanitarians abide by the principles of neutrality and impartiality. Finally, the principle                       
of independence separates humanitarians from economic, political, or military                 
objectives, allowing aid workers to carry on their mission based on their own principles                           
rather than by the agendas of other parties. Additionally, many humanitarian                     
organizations have added their own guiding principles to these original four, such as the                           
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. These principles are adhered to                       
by many humanitarian actors, though often each organization takes a slightly different                       
interpretation.  

The humanitarian ecosystem, despite abiding by the same guiding principles,                   
contains a diverse range of organizations and actors with different priorities and skill                         
sets. This includes NGOs, International non-governmental organizations, governments,               
private actors, donors, community based organizations, and more as shown in the                       
infographic of actors in the Humanitarian Ecosystem below (as derived from the                       
UNOCHA Decision Makers Taxonomy​[​29]​):  

 

https://reliefweb.int/report/world/decision-makers-taxonomy
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These actors work together and collaborate in a variety of ways, however, in                         
humanitarian emergencies these actors are largely coordinated through the UN cluster                     
system. Through this system, organizations can coordinate each response based on                     
which cluster they are a part of, based on the main sectors of a humanitarian response                               
(ex: Water, health, shelter). Understanding this system is key to understanding where                       
there may be gaps in a particular response plan. For more information, visit                         
humanitarianresponse.info to see the cluster responses globally and for each particular                     
emergency setting​[53]​.  

Finally, there have been many standards set which dictate the standard level of                         
care an organization must provide when responding to an emergency. These standards                       
vary by sector, but are largely contained in the SPHERE standards handbook​[25]​. The                         
SPHERE standards and handbook set voluntary guidelines which promote equitable and                     
accountable humanitarian responses by organizations. Understanding the standards for                 
a specific cluster response is useful for brainstorming innovative solutions within that                       
sector.  

For more resources regarding the humanitarian ecosystem and humanitarian                 
responses, see below:  

 

http://humanitarianresponse.info/
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● UNOCHA: What are Humanitarian Principles​[4​] 

● What is the Cluster Approach? | HumanitarianResponse​[88] 

● SPHERE: Core Humanitarian Standards​[25] 

● Humanitarianresponse.info​[53] 

● UNOCHA Decision Makers Taxonomy​[29] 

● The Disaster Management Cycle: 5 Key Stages​[30] 

● The State of the Humanitarian System 2018 - Summary | SOHS​[18] 

● ICRC: The Future of Humanitarian Action​[8] 

● Video outlining Humanitarian Principles​[51] 

● Kaya​ provides many free courses regarding humanitarian standards, history, and 
the humanitarian sector as a whole.​[60]  

● Certification in Understanding the Humanitarian Ecosystem (UHE)​[​16] 

1.2 Understanding the Operating Context:  
Before conceptualizing an innovative response, it is important to understand both                     

the factors contributing to the crisis along with the major aspects of the current                           
response. This contextual analysis may include a historical background of the region,                       
the demographic characteristics of beneficiaries, a list of actors engaged in the current                         
crisis (if applicable), and/or a thorough understanding of the host countries culture,                       
politics, and plans for the given humanitarian response. Much of this information is                         
available through internet sources and through talking with experts from the region,                       
though it is crucial that students are skeptical of sources which may be biased.  

In terms of understanding the humanitarian response, it is important to research                       
the humanitarian actors and approaches being used. Understand which clusters are                     
involved in the response and to what extent, who is leading the response, and any                             
factors which may be inhibiting the response. This information can be found through a                           
variety of sources. As part of its duty to share information, the United Nations Office for                               
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) has several useful resources.                   
Humanitarianresponse.info contains regularly updated information about the cluster               
response in any applicable emergency, including quantitative data, maps, and lists of                       
actors working in a given cluster​[53]​. Additionally, UNOCHA also is responsible for                       
Reliefweb.int​, a website which contains a variety of publications, including NGO reports,                       
UN resolutions, and humanitarian response plans for any given context​[54]​. Finally, the                       
Humanitarian Data Exchange (also run by UNOCHA) contains a variety of datasets                       
pertaining to humanitarian responses around the globe​[48]​.  

Other resources which can be useful for understanding the operating                   
environment in a response are the ​ALNAP Humanitarian Evaluation, Learning, and                     

 

https://www.unocha.org/sites/dms/Documents/OOM-humanitarianprinciples_eng_June12.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/coordination/clusters/what-cluster-approach
https://spherestandards.org/humanitarian-standards/core-humanitarian-standard/
http://humanitarianresponse.info/
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/decision-makers-taxonomy
https://www.ucf.edu/online/leadership-management/news/the-disaster-management-cycle/
https://sohs.alnap.org/help-library/the-state-of-the-humanitarian-system-2018-summary
https://www.icrc.org/fr/doc/resources/international-review/review-884/review-884-all.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hWtdpxxVy2A&feature=youtu.be
https://kayaconnect.org/local/catalogue/?query=humanitarian%20ecosystem
https://phap.org/PHAP/Certification/Certifications/UHE/PHAP/Certification/Certifications/Humanitarian_Ecosystem__UHE_.aspx?hkey=209452bb-ed25-4f37-8fde-cc1b691422c0
http://humanitarianresponse.info/
http://reliefweb.int/
https://data.humdata.org/
https://www.alnap.org/help-library
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Performance library ​and the ​ICRC Resource Center​[42,78]​. Both contain many publications                     
related to accountability and NGO conduct in response settings. The ​Aid Worker                       
Security Database has updated statistics regarding the security situation for                   
humanitarian workers, something which should be considered when conceptualizing                 
the response​[2]​.  

For more useful resources pertaining to understanding the operating context, see                     
below:  

● United Nations Digital Library​[90] 

● The New Humanitarian​[91] 

● UNICEF Research and Reports​[92] 

● Humanitarian Practice Network​[93] 

● Humanitarianresponse.info​[​53] 

● Reliefweb.int​[54] 

● ICRC Resource Center​[78] 

● ALNAP Humanitarian Evaluation, Learning, and Performance library​[42]  
● Humanitarian Data Exchange​[​48] 

● Aid Worker Security Database​ ​[2] 

1.3 Problem Identification and Current solutions: Finding the 
Gaps.  

In order to create an innovative and effective solution, students must first identify                         
the specific problem they are trying to address. Often this process of narrowing down a                             
problem will change multiple times through the research and project formulation                     
stages, as students gain a more nuanced understanding of the problems at hand. In this                             
process, it is important to keep three key things in mind:  

 

 

https://www.alnap.org/help-library
https://www.icrc.org/en/resource-centre
https://aidworkersecurity.org/
https://aidworkersecurity.org/
https://research.un.org/en/digitallibrary
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/content/about-us
https://www.unicef.org/research-and-reports
https://odihpn.org/
http://humanitarianresponse.info/
http://reliefweb.int/
https://www.icrc.org/en/resource-centre
https://www.alnap.org/help-library
https://www.alnap.org/help-library
https://www.alnap.org/help-library
https://data.humdata.org/
https://aidworkersecurity.org/
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First, begin the innovation process with the problem rather than the solution.                       
Though preconceived solutions are useful, it is important to keep sight of the issue you                             
seek to solve. Second, identify the major factor which is constraining solutions to the                           
problem. Understand the complex factors which contribute to the problem and make                       
sure these factors are included in your planning process. Finally, include those affected                         
by the problem in the creation process. A user-centered approach is best and                         
humanitarian responses which do not include this are more likely to fail. These                         
principles have been outlined by Aleem Walj of the World Bank, and can be found                             
here​[19]​.  

When starting to narrow down a particular problem, be sure that you have a                           
thorough understanding of the issues relating to your assigned context. Then,                     
determine the sector or area in which you would like to focus your efforts. Once you                               
have decided the context and area of response, begin researching the specific sectoral                         
responses and problems. The goal of this stage is to identify gaps between the needs of                               
the affected population and the responses or capabilities of various actors, until you                         
have identified a problem which you would like to address. Identified problems can be                           
found outside of the traditional sectors of response as well. For instance, innovations in                           
NGO management and staff training can involve work across sectors.  

One major resource for this section is ​humanitarianresponse.info and the                   
Humanitarian Data Exchange​, as explained in the previous section. Both of these                       
websites provide detailed information about cluster responses in each area, along with                       
accounts of which actors are involved in the response (the 3w/4w infographics are an                           
especially good source of this information). Another valuable resource for                   
understanding what innovative approaches are being used is the ​Global Innovation                     
Exchange​, supported by partners such as USAID and the Bill and Melinda Gates                         
Foundation, which acts as a database for innovators, donors, and researchers in the                         
realm of social innovation​[39]​.  
Resources:  

● Humanitarianresponse.info​[53] 

● Reliefweb​[54] 

● Humanitarian Data Exchange​[48] 

● Global Innovation Exchange​[39] 

● Principles of problem centered thinking: ​For Successful Social Innovation, Start                   
With The Problem, Not The Solution​[19] 

● How Entrepreneurs Can Find the Right Problem to Solve (Focused on for-profit                       
businesses, though same methods apply)​[45]​.  

 

https://www.fastcompany.com/1680590/for-successful-social-innovation-start-with-the-problem-not-the-solution
http://humanitarianresponse.info/
https://data.humdata.org/
https://www.globalinnovationexchange.org/about
https://www.globalinnovationexchange.org/about
http://humanitarianresponse.info/
http://reliefweb.int/
https://data.humdata.org/
https://www.globalinnovationexchange.org/about
https://www.fastcompany.com/1680590/for-successful-social-innovation-start-with-the-problem-not-the-solution
https://www.fastcompany.com/1680590/for-successful-social-innovation-start-with-the-problem-not-the-solution
https://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/how-entrepreneurs-can-find-the-right-problem-to-solve
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Section 2: Principles and the Current State of               
Humanitarian Innovation.  

2.1 Principles of Social Innovation 
According to the ​ELRHA Innovation Toolkit​, innovation is “an iterative process 

that identifies, adjusts and diffuses ideas for improving humanitarian action​[50]​.” Though 
this definition is tailored for the humanitarian field, innovation can be seen in all sectors 
in many ways. In the business world, creating the new products to fit the needs of 
customers often determines the success of the company. In the nonprofit sector, 
creating the most effective processes is important for the efficient use of resources. 
Though defining innovation is often difficult, innovations are often found in 4 major 
areas or the ‘4 Ps’ as outlined by ​Francis and Bessant (2005)​ as shown below​[35]​.  

 
 
Though these categories are useful for identifying areas of potential innovation, 

these categories are by no means exhaustive.   
Though the bulk of literature on innovation is centered around the private 

for-profit sector, there is a burgeoning field of social innovation which seeks to use 
these principles of innovation in response to complex social issues. Within the past 10 
years, there has been a focus on creating organizational cultures which prioritize 
innovation, to help better address pressing social problems. Additionally, within social 
innovation the role of the customer/user changes to reflect their active role in the 
innovation process. This movement is apparent in the humanitarian sector, with the 
focus on humanitarian innovation growing in response to the complex issues currently 
faced. The next section will outline the principles of humanitarian innovation and 
examples of humanitarian innovation.  

 

https://higuide.elrha.org/toolkits/get-started/understand-innovation/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/223832747_Targeting_Innovation_and_Implications_for_Capability_Development
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Below are resources related to Social Innovation and Principles:  

● The Discipline of Innovation (hbr.org)​[​31] 

● Is Your Nonprofit Built for Sustained Innovation? (SSIR)​[80] 

● Leading a Global Team Through Crisis Means Focusing on Local Details​[74] 

● An Introduction to Social Innovation for NGOs​[58] 

● ELRHA Innovation Toolkit​[50] 

● Example of an innovation in the humanitarian field: ​Project Field Ready: Making 
humanitarian supplies in the field​[​34] 

● The 4 Ps: ​(PDF) Targeting Innovation and Implications for Capability                   
Development​[35] 

 

2.2 Themes in Humanitarian Innovation 
Innovation in the humanitarian ecosystem has been present throughout all of its                       

history. Working in new contexts to solve new challenges depends on a certain level of                             
adaptability, something which the humanitarian community prioritizes. However, as                 
humanitarians have found better, evidence-based methods of responding to crisis and                     
as the community has become more systematic, innovation within the sector has in turn                           
shifted from a reactive measure to an ingrained, intentional phenomenon. This shift has                         
brought great improvements in the quality of response used in humanitarian                     
emergencies.  

Though humanitarian innovation has only recently been defined as a field of                       
practice, there is an extensive body of literature from organizations like ELRHA and                         
ALNAP outlining the successes, failures, and principles of innovation in the                     
humanitarian field. Below are 7 crucial principles that determine the success of                       
innovations in humanitarianism, as outlined by the ​ELRHA Humanitarian Innovation                   
Fund Progress Report 2015​[49]​:  

1. Design with and for end users​: Those closest to the problem you wish to solve will                               
likely have the best understandings of needs and opportunities for innovation.                     
Engaging collaboratively with end users will influence the success of your                     
innovation. This principle will be explored in detail in further sections about                       
bottom-up innovation and stakeholder engagement.  

2. Collaborate strategically​: Due to the many actors operating within the                   
humanitarian ecosystem, collaboration between organizations is the key to                 
efficient innovations and responses.  

3. Remain problem focused and develop targeted solutions​: The problem should be                     
the center of all of your activities, rather than the developed solution. Students                         

 

https://hbr.org/2002/08/the-discipline-of-innovation
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/is_your_nonprofit_built_for_sustained_innovation
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/leading_a_global_team_through_crisis_means_focusing_on_local_details
https://amaniinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Bond-Intro-to-Social-Innovation-for-NGOs.pdf
https://higuide.elrha.org/toolkits/get-started/understand-innovation/
https://www.elrha.org/project/fieldready-scale/
https://www.elrha.org/project/fieldready-scale/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/223832747_Targeting_Innovation_and_Implications_for_Capability_Development
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/223832747_Targeting_Innovation_and_Implications_for_Capability_Development
https://www.elrha.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/HIF-Report-2015-F4-smaller-web.pdf
https://www.elrha.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/HIF-Report-2015-F4-smaller-web.pdf
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often become too committed to brainstormed solutions and may lose the ability                       
to adapt as the problem changes.  

4. Prioritize the flexibility to test, learn, and iterate solutions​: The contexts in which                         
humanitarian work often changes quickly. Any successful innovation process                 
must be able to adapt with the context.  

5. Rapidly build evidence, sharing what works and what doesn’t​: Disseminating                   
research to other organizations can help better inform the humanitarian                   
community and spark innovation elsewhere.  

6. Employ a systems approach, understanding the environment and its effect:                   
Innovation does not exist in a vacuum. Understanding the systems which                     
influence both the response and the problem is crucial, as your innovation likely                         
will have to operate within those systems.  

7. Build business models for sustainability at scale: ​Understand the costs of the                       
solution you’ve outlined and plan accordingly in all facets of your plan.  

 
Working within these principles will help students work through the process of                       

humanitarian innovation, with the hope of successful implementation. Moving along the                     
process of problem identification, invention, development of potential solutions, and                   
implementation is often a rocky process, but gaining an understanding of the factors                         
which have helped guide successful humanitarian innovations is a great place for                       
students to start.  

Below are several resources outlining principles of innovation, traits of                   
successful innovations, and descriptions of the field:  

● Humanitarian Innovation Fund Progress Report 2015​[​49] 

○ As referenced above. See pages 11-15 for a detailed explanation of                     
the principles above.  

● ELRHA: More Than Just Luck: Innovation in Humanitarian Action​[71] 

● UNHCR: The Two Worlds of Humanitarian Innovation​[11] 

○ Outlines the importance of bottom-up innovation and the current                 
state of humanitarian innovation.  

● Humanitarian Innovation and the Art of the Possible​[81] 

○ Editorial on history of humanitarian innovation and challenges to                 
the field today.  

● UNOCHA Humanitarian Innovation​[9] 

● Components of the Humanitarian Innovation Ecosystem​[79] 

 

 

https://www.elrha.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/HIF-Report-2015-F4-smaller-web.pdf
https://www.elrha.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/hif-alnap-2016-innovation-more-than-luck.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/innovation/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/wp94-two-worlds-humanitarian-innovation-2013.pdf
https://odihpn.org/magazine/humanitarian-innovation-and-the-art-of-the-possible/
https://www.unocha.org/sites/unocha/files/Humanitarian%20Innovation%20The%20State%20of%20the%20Art_0.pdf
https://www.alnap.org/system/files/content/resource/files/main/components-of-the-humanitarian-innovation-ecosystem-interview-summary-mihis-project-final.pdf
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2.3 Case Studies, Institutions, and Actors in Humanitarian               
innovation  

Though many organizations are involved in humanitarian innovation (whether on                   
an organizational level or through programming), two organizations are especially                   
important to building the evidence base for humanitarian innovations. These                   
organizations are the ​Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance in                     
Humanitarian Action (ALNAP) and the organization ​ELRHA (​Enhancing Learning and                   
Research for Humanitarian Assistance) through its Humanitarian Innovation Fund.                 
These two organizations, through partnerships and funding, have supported                 
humanitarian innovations in all areas of the sector and have contributed many                       
publications to supporting and informing aspects of the innovation process. Students                     
interested in researching the evidence bases for potential innovations can find many                       
resources through the ELRHA publications as well as the extensive ​ALNAP                     
Humanitarian Evaluation, Learning, and Performance library​ on the ALNAP website.  

Additional resources which can help students understand the evidence bases                   
and backgrounds of potential innovations, include the resources listed in ​section 1.2                       
from OCHA and ICRC, as well as the ​Global Innovation Exchange​, ​Response Innovation                         
Lab​, ​Global Humanitarian Lab​, and ​MIT Humanitarian Innovation D-Lab​. These                   
resources often have great case studies and reports available to consider when                       
designing potential solutions. These resources (along with several additional                 
publications) are listed below:  

● Marketplace — Response Innovation Lab​[55]  

● Global Innovation Exchange​[39] 

● Global Humanitarian Lab​[56] 

● MIT D-Lab Humanitarian Innovation​[64] 

● Humanitarian innovation and refugee protection​[10] 

● Mapping the humanitarian innovation ecosystem​[63] 

● RISE: Response Innovations for Somalia Emergencies​[14] 

● Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance in               
Humanitarian Action (ALNAP)​[42] 

● ELRHA (​Enhancing Learning and Research for Humanitarian             
Assistance)​[27] 

● ALNAP Humanitarian Evaluation, Learning, and Performance library​[42] 

 

 

https://www.alnap.org/
https://www.alnap.org/
https://www.elrha.org/
https://www.elrha.org/
https://www.elrha.org/
https://www.alnap.org/help-library
https://www.alnap.org/help-library
https://www.globalinnovationexchange.org/about
https://www.responseinnovationlab.com/innovationmarketplace
https://www.responseinnovationlab.com/innovationmarketplace
https://globalhumanitarianlab.org/humanitarian-innovation-news/
https://d-lab.mit.edu/innovation-practice/humanitarian-innovation
https://www.responseinnovationlab.com/innovationmarketplace
https://www.globalinnovationexchange.org/about
https://globalhumanitarianlab.org/humanitarian-innovation-news/
https://d-lab.mit.edu/innovation-practice/humanitarian-innovation
https://www.rsc.ox.ac.uk/files/files-1/wp85-humanitarian-innovation-2012.pdf
https://www.brighton.ac.uk/centrim/what-we-do/projects/humanitarian-ecosystem.aspx
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/RISE-Ecosystem-Mapping-Report-Final.pdf
https://www.alnap.org/
https://www.alnap.org/
https://www.elrha.org/
https://www.elrha.org/
https://www.elrha.org/
https://www.alnap.org/help-library
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Section 3:Project Conceptualization and Formulation  
  (This section is meant for students with a solution in mind and will help develop                             
the project to a place where students are ready to pitch).  

3.1 Conceptualizing a Solution 
When conceptualizing potential solutions it is important to develop a specific                     

problem statement. A problem statement serves to focus the problem you wish to solve                           
(and becomes especially useful when pitching potential projects). Of course, it is                       
important to periodically confirm that your problem (as defined in the statement) is still                           
relevant and has not been solved by other means, to ensure that you are truly creating                               
an innovative solution. Examples of problem statements can be found in the resources                         
below.  

The next steps in the conceptualization process are to create a mission                       
statement and vision statement, which articulate the justification for your proposed                     
solution. Mission statements often include the values or principles that guide the                       
reasons for any proposed solution, whereas vision statements largely articulate the                     
future which you wish to create using your proposed innovation. Examples of these                         
statements can be found in the resources below, along with brainstorming activities for                         
generating these statements. Though these statements may seem trivial, they are                     
crucial for maintaining a clear purpose and plan throughout the development process                       
(and are especially useful when pitching ideas to grant organizations). Resources for                       
this section are below:  

● The Roles of Mission, Vision, and Values – Principles of Management​[89] 

● How To Define A Problem Statement: Your Guide To The Second Step In 
The Design Thinking Process​[85] 

● Effective Problem Statement Examples​[61] 

● How to Write a Vision Statement​[72] 

3.2 Research and Logistics Planning 

In preparation for the pitch presentation, doing preliminary research into the                     
logistics of aid delivery may be useful for presenting a thorough plan of action. For                             
example, identifying appropriate locations for program delivery, establishing routes to                   
deliver aid in conflict zones, or even identifying how many people are a part of the target                                 
population can establish that your solution has appropriately factored in contextual                     
challenges in a pitch presentation. Working with the UNOCHA resources outlined in                       
section 1.2​ can help inform these logistical questions.  

 

https://open.lib.umn.edu/principlesmanagement/chapter/4-3-the-roles-of-mission-vision-and-values/
https://careerfoundry.com/en/blog/ux-design/stage-two-design-thinking-define-the-problem/
https://careerfoundry.com/en/blog/ux-design/stage-two-design-thinking-define-the-problem/
https://examples.yourdictionary.com/problem-statement-examples.html
https://youtu.be/7yBUBmciQBk
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Additionally, it is important to plan out the research methods which will help                         
inform the project or solution. Traditional research methods still form the core of                         
humanitarian research. However, whether conducting an original research project, or                   
conducting implementation research to fit your established program, there are many                     
limitations which require context specific solutions. For instance, establishing                 
population baseline estimates, finding the appropriate infrastructure to conduct                 
research, working in insecure contexts, and ensuring ethical research practices can all                       
be challenges to aspiring researchers. A thorough understanding of the context you will                         
be operating in will be useful for anticipating these challenges and finding suitable                         
plans. Reviewing previous research from the context where you will be operating may                         
be useful for understanding research plans which have been successful in the given                         
context.  

One particular method of research which may be an asset is community based                         
participatory research. This method engages the affected community in a variety of                       
ways, centering the community as active participants and partners in the research                       
process. This is sometimes referred to in the context of bottom-up research or lean                           
research, in which the experiences of affected communities are at the center of the                           
research process. The ​MIT DLab has many fantastic resources regarding lean research,                       
including workshops, resource guides, and interview skill guides​[64]​.  

For resources relating to logistics, research methods, and community based                   
research, see the websites below:  

● RESEARCH METHODOLOGIES IN HUMANITARIAN CRISES​[94] 
● Ethical challenges in conducting research in humanitarian crisis               

situations​[65] 

● Conducting Rigorous Research in Humanitarian Contexts (PDF)​[​22] 

● Global Innovation Exchange​[39] 

● Humanitarian Programme Cycle​[52] 

● MIT DLab​[64] 

● Community-based/participatory approach​[21] 

● Implementing Community‐Based Participatory Research with 
Communities Affected by Humanitarian Crises: The Potential to 
Recalibrate Equity and Power in Vulnerable Contexts​ (available through 
the Brown University Library). ​[1] 

● Danny Warshay The Entrepreneurial Process: Bottom-Up Research​[87] 

 

 

https://d-lab.mit.edu/research/lean-research
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/R2HC-Research-Methodologies-in-Humanitarian-Crises-new.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3345669/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3345669/
https://www.air.org/sites/default/files/Policy-brief-Rigorous%20Research%20in%20Humanitarian%20Contexts-Final.pdf
https://www.globalinnovationexchange.org/browse/innovation
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/programme-cycle/spac
https://d-lab.mit.edu/research/lean-research
https://www.endvawnow.org/en/articles/1500-community-based-participatory-approach.html
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/ajcp.12453
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/ajcp.12453
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/ajcp.12453
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Mlc9vLe3wU
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3.3 Organizational/Team structure  
The next and final step before the pitch presentation is to determine the way you                             

would like to structure the rollout of your solution. This means determining whether you                           
and your team would like to work as an independent organization/team or in                         
conjunction with existing partners. Whether your proposed solution is a product,                     
research project, or policy change, having a concise strategy or business model will be                           
crucial for convincing organizations to fund your project.  

When deciding whether to work with existing organizations as part of the initial                         
launch, consider first whether or not your solution would be successful within the                         
approaches currently underway in the areas you wish to work. Research becomes                       
crucial at this step, as any potential partners must work well as part of your vision and                                 
mission for the solution. Partnering with local organizations may be especially helpful                       
when researching the feasibility of a solution, as it provides an existing network of                           
knowledgeable people with whom you can engage with. When pitching, identify                     
organizations you want to partner with and explain how a partnership would be                         
beneficial for the rollout of your proposed solution. See ​section 4.1 for more information                           
on creating professional networks and partnerships.  

Should you decide to work as an independent group or organization, determining                       
where funding for your organization will come from will help decide which type of                           
business model is logical. If funding largely comes from donors or grant money, a                           
nonprofit structure is likely the most appropriate business structure. If funding may                       
come partially or fully from traditional business sources (ex: selling a product or                         
service), a for-profit organization or a social enterprise organization may be the most                         
appropriate. A plan for how your organization will raise funds is initially the most                           
important factor, as funding is crucial for the sustainability and implementation of any                         
potential solution.  

Resources below can help students determine the organizational structure of                   
their venture as well as the strategies for identifying potential partners.  

● Using the Business Model Canvas for Social Enterprise Design​[15] 

● 5 Tips for Nonprofit Collaborations | National Council of Nonprofits​[17] 

● Get Funding for Your Project: Tools and Tips​[37] 

● Edesia: An RI based social enterprise working in humanitarian aid.​[32]  
 
 
 

 

https://cscuk.fcdo.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/BMC-for-Social-Enterprise.pdf
https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/thought-leadership/5-tips-nonprofit-collaborations
http://www.shoppbs.pbs.org/now/enterprisingideas/get-funding.html
https://www.edesianutrition.org/
https://www.edesianutrition.org/
https://www.edesianutrition.org/
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3.4 How to Pitch.  
Below is the rubric for Hack for Humanity:  

 
The main purpose of a pitch presentation is to show your proposed solution as                           

an innovative, feasible project. Working along each of the components of the rubric is                           
the key to having a successful pitch, though students may structure their presentation in                           
any way that is appropriate. For the originality and impact sections, presenting the                         
problem statements and mission statements to show the necessity of the project is                         
often a useful task. Additionally, through research students can find specific data                       
regarding the impact and feasibility of the project, including cost projections, existing                       
infrastructure, and/or necessary technology for the proposed solution. Thoroughly                 
covering each of the sections in the rubric is key to a successful pitch in this event, and                                   
supersedes the resources below.  

Below are resources on how to structure successful pitch presentations, as well                       
as resources regarding several sections of the rubric:  

● 10 steps to structuring your funding pitch​[24] 

● How to Pitch your Startup in 3 Minutes​[46] 

● Startup Pitch Video: How to Create a Pitch Deck for Investors​[84] 

● Context analysis Tools In Humanitarian Response​[23] 

● As Local as Possible, as International as Necessary: Understanding                 
Capacity and Complementarity in Humanitarian Action​[5] 

● The Two Worlds of Humanitarian Innovation​[11] 

 
 

 

https://startups.co.uk/finance/investors/10-steps-to-structuring-your-funding-pitch/
https://youtu.be/XWRtG_PDRik
https://youtu.be/SB16xgtFmco
https://phap.org/theme-context-analysis
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/12527.pdf
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/12527.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/innovation/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/wp94-two-worlds-humanitarian-innovation-2013.pdf
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Section 4: Project Development  
(This is largely meant to be for students working after Hack for humanity . 

4.1 Networking and Partnerships 
To begin developing a proposed solution, it is important to call upon any 

potential resources you may have. Students may have professional contacts which can 
provide them with expert advice, guidance, or mentoring to help launch any potential 
startup. Within the Brown and RISD community, faculty often have experience and are 
willing to meet with students regarding potential projects. Additionally, within the 
Nelson Center for Entrepreneurship​ and ​Swearer Center for Public Service​  there are 
many resources available for developing startups and social ventures, such as the 
B-Lab at the Nelson Center​[70,86​]​. The Providence community has several social impact 
organizations as well, including the ​Social Enterprise Greenhouse (SEG)​[43]​. SEG has 
many resources for social ventures, including the Impact Accelerator program and SEG 
Incubator program. Networking within professional networks is especially important as 
well, and reaching out to colleagues during jobs, volunteer work, or internships is a 
valuable way to gain knowledge about the humanitarian sector in an informal way. 
Networking is a great way to help bring a venture off of the ground and into the piloting 
stage.  

On an organizational level, creating partnerships between organizations is a 
crucial way to share resources and expertise. Find organizations with a shared purpose 
and a complementary skillset to partner with if necessary, to constructively build 
towards your collective vision. Additionally, when creating mutually beneficial 
partnerships, it is advised that humanitarians follow the ​Principles of Partnerships​ as 
endorsed by the Global Humanitarian Platform:  

1. Equality: Partner organizations should stress equality in the relationship and hold 
a mutual respect for one another. This is especially important when 
organizations differ in levels of power or funding.  

2. Transparency: Prioritizing open communication between partner organizations.  
3. Result Oriented Approach: Working to achieve better results should be the goal of 

any partnership, rather than simply a show of goodwill.  
4. Responsibility: Organizations hold the responsibility of fulfilling their 

commitments within the partnership.  
5. Complementarity: Organizations must build on the relevant skills of one another, 

and recognize the complementary strength of differing organizations. This is 
especially crucial when working with local organizations.  

 

 

https://entrepreneurship.brown.edu/
https://www.brown.edu/academics/college/swearer/
https://segreenhouse.org/
https://www.icvanetwork.org/system/files/versions/Principles%20of%20Parnership%20English.pdf
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Working within these principles and ensuring the appropriate documentation is in 
place between partners is important for creating mutually beneficial partnerships in the 
humanitarian sector. Though the need for partnerships may come at different times in 
the development process for some startups, being able to build professional 
partnerships is a critical skill for aspiring humanitarian innovators.  

Below are resources regarding resources at Brown and RISD, as well as 
resources outlining ways to build professional partnerships with humanitarian 
organizations:  

● Collaboration and Partnership in Humanitarian Action​[59] 

● Humanitarian Exchange Publication on Humanitarian Partnerships​[44] 

● Principles of Partnerships​[95] 

● Nelson Center for Entrepreneurship​[70] 

● Swearer Center for Public Service at Brown University​[86] 

● Social Enterprise Greenhouse: Home​[43] 

 

4.2 Community Engagement 
Engagement with crisis-affected communities will be integral to the success and 

acceptance of your proposed project. Along every stage of the project, the community 
you are wishing to serve should be involved in a meaningful way. ALNAP has identified 
several factors which constitute meaningful community engagement (found ​here​[12]​):  

1. Participation: This means creating opportunities for community members to 
meaningfully and constructively engage with and influence your program 
development process.  

2. Accountability: Your program and actions should be accountable to the 
community you wish to serve. This involves creating feedback and reporting 
systems accessible by served populations and taking corrective action when 
prompted.  

3. Communication: Creating open dialogues between your program and the 
crisis-affected communities you serve will allow for more effective and 
consistent communication.  

 
One concept which defines the levels of community engagement effectively is 

the ​IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation​[26]​. This spectrum ranges from merely 
informing the affected communities of the program you wish to enact to empowering 
the community through shared decision making structures and leadership. Working 
towards empowerment is the key to a community-centered, sustainable approach.  

Resources on community engagement are below:  

 

https://odihpn.org/magazine/collaboration-and-partnership-in-humanitarian-action/
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Full_Report_936.pdf
https://www.icvanetwork.org/system/files/versions/Principles%20of%20Parnership%20English.pdf
https://entrepreneurship.brown.edu/
https://www.brown.edu/academics/college/swearer/
https://segreenhouse.org/
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/background-paper-29th-meeting.pdf
https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.iap2.org/resource/resmgr/pillars/Spectrum_8.5x11_Print.pdf
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● IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation​[26] 

● Community Engagement Matters (Now More Than Ever)​[6] 

●  ​From Design to Dissemination: Implementing Community-Based 
Participatory Research in Postdisaster Communities​[62] 

● UNOCHA: Community Engagement​[20] 

● Engagement of Crisis-Affected People in Humanitarian Action​[12] 
 

4.3 Ethics of Innovation and Project Implementation 

When implementing your proposed innovation, it is important that your project                     
abides by the appropriate ethical guidelines. If your proposed solution includes a                       
research component, it may need to be approved by the Ethical Review processes of                           
whichever country or region you wish to work in. Abide by the humanitarian principles                           
and principles of innovation, along with any and all humanitarian guidelines relevant to                         
your sector of relief (See ​SPHERE: Core Humanitarian Standards​[25]​). Additionally,                   
regarding any piloting or implementation phase of the project, ensure that you are                         
respecting the local community and human dignity. This may be done through a number                           
of ways, including through rigorous information security standards to protect those                     
participating in the project or through open communication with stakeholders and                     
participants.  

Below are resources involving ethics in program implementation, including                 
several ethical guidelines used by current humanitarian organizations:  

● A Médecins Sans Frontières Ethics Framework for Humanitarian 
Innovation​[82] 

● MSF Research Ethics Framework - Guidance Document​[69] 

● Five Ethical Principles for Humanitarian Innovation​[7] 

● Research Ethics Review in Humanitarian Contexts: The Experience of the 
Independent Ethics Review Board of Médecins Sans Frontières​[​83] 

● SPHERE: Core Humanitarian Standards​[25] 

 

4.4 Monitoring and Evaluation 
When planning for an initial project launch, mechanisms for monitoring and 

evaluation of the project should be built into the planning process. Specifically, students 
should identify points within the piloting of the project where data regarding the 
effectiveness and/or impact of the project can be gathered and assessed. This data is 
important for understanding whether your pilot project is having a positive or negative 

 

https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.iap2.org/resource/resmgr/pillars/Spectrum_8.5x11_Print.pdf
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/community_engagement_matters_now_more_than_ever
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4984744/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4984744/
https://www.unocha.org/es/themes/community-engagement
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/background-paper-29th-meeting.pdf
https://spherestandards.org/humanitarian-standards/core-humanitarian-standard/
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1002111
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1002111
https://fieldresearch.msf.org/handle/10144/305288
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/five_ethical_principles_for_humanitarian_innovation
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2708346/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2708346/
https://spherestandards.org/humanitarian-standards/core-humanitarian-standard/
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impact, as well as for assessing points where the proposed solution could be improved. 
Research methods as explained in previous sections will be especially useful in this 
process. Planning to collect data on metrics which are referenced in the desired 
outcomes of the project is a good place to start, though additional metrics may help 
students gain a greater understanding of potential improvements to their project (For 
example, the number of monthly students reached, number of bed nets distributed, 
geographic distribution of participants reached, etc). Additionally, using qualitative or 
open-ended research methods may be useful for finding data on outcomes not 
predicted by the researchers.  

Creating a plan for data collection and analysis throughout the pilot process is 
the first step in ensuring that you are properly evaluating the impact of your project. The 
next step is to report and disseminate your findings to relevant parties and 
stakeholders. This may include partner organizations, donors, or employees/volunteers 
in your organization. Utilizing the data you have collected to improve the proposed 
solution will be useful throughout the development process. Additionally, should your 
findings come back positive, reporting those findings to the greater humanitarian 
community may help spur on further research by other parties and/or earn your 
organization greater partnerships or funding to continue.  

Resources below outline extensive guidelines and examples of successful 
monitoring and evaluation projects within the humanitarian community:  

● EHA e-learning course | Unit 1: Introducing Evaluation of Humanitarian 
Action​[33] 

● Humanitarian Innovation Fund Monitoring and Evaluation Guidelines​[68] 

● ALNAP: Monitoring & Evaluation​[66] 

● IFRC: Project/programme monitoring and evaluation (M&E) guide​[75] 

● Monitoring & Evaluation Plan for NGOs | An Introduction​[67] 

 

4.5 Funding (beyond Hack for Humanity)  
Beyond or before the initial pilot stage, students aiming to launch a startup will 

most likely be in need of additional funding to sustain operations. As a nonprofit (or 
certain types of social enterprises), it is most likely that funding will come through grant 
organizations or private donors. Funding through governments or INGOs is often 
reserved for more established organizations, which then give money through 
partnerships or contract work. Working with local organizations, smaller grant 
organizations, or through partnerships with more established NGOs is likely the best 
way to approach funding as a pilot program.  

 

https://www.alnap.org/help-library/eha-e-learning-course-unit-1-introducing-evaluation-of-humanitarian-action
https://www.alnap.org/help-library/eha-e-learning-course-unit-1-introducing-evaluation-of-humanitarian-action
https://www.elrha.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/HIF-MEL-Note.pdf
https://www.alnap.org/our-topics/monitoring-evaluation
https://www.ifrc.org/Global/Publications/monitoring/IFRC-ME-Guide-8-2011.pdf
https://youtu.be/Yp9VxTWMj7g
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Working in the humanitarian innovation space, organizations such as the 
Humanitarian Innovation Fund​ (or a number of other innovation funds housed in larger 
organizations) is often the best way to approach finding funding as a young 
organization [49]​. These donors require extensive planning regarding business plans, 
monitoring and evaluation, impact assessments, and operational costs as well as a 
number of other factors. Grant applications and funding applications will require 
detailed budgets, cost analyses, and detailed plans regarding the use of the given funds. 
These organizations can be a great way to secure large amounts of funding, however, 
they often require nonprofits to be legally certified as a nonprofit through the IRS.  

Though these large organizations are important, working with existing networks 
of people and organizations is often a great way to find private donors. Especially in the 
humanitarian sector, it can be very beneficial to reach out to private companies, 
individuals, or local organizations looking to make charitable donations. Establishing a 
presence on social media or in charitable networks is especially important for finding 
these private donors. These donors may also request funding proposals similar to those 
in a grant application.  

Resources regarding funding at various stages of the development process are 
given below:  

● 10 Funding Resources for Humanitarian Innovators​[73] 

● ELRHA Funding Opportunities​[36] 

● Quick Guide to Finding New Donors​[3] 

● Grants & Funding - Nelson Center for Entrepreneurship​[40] 

● The Brown Venture Prize - Nelson Center for Entrepreneurship​[13] 

● GrantWatch: Grants for Nonprofits​[41] 

● Top Tips and Sources to Find Grants for Your Nonprofit​[77] 

 

4.6 Conclusion 

While preparing for a prototype or project launch, be sure to frequently revisit the                           
many principles and guidelines referenced in this document. Recognizing the mission                     
and vision of your organization and remaining problem oriented are essential for                       
remaining true to the purpose of your innovation. Adhering to Humanitarian Principles,                       
Principles of Humanitarian Innovation, and ethical standards should remain your main                     
priority. Remain focused on innovation and improving your startup throughout the                     
process, and stay determined through the many challenges you are likely to face.                         
Innovation is found in the face of pressing social problems, and solving those problems                           
should stay as the force that drives the actions of your organization. The need for                             
continuous revision, improvement, and learning will always remain.  

 

https://www.elrha.org/programme/hif/
https://www.unhcr.org/innovation/10-funding-resources-for-humanitarian-innovators-2/
https://www.elrha.org/funding/
https://www.donorsearch.net/finding-new-donors/
https://entrepreneurship.brown.edu/resources/grants-funding/
https://entrepreneurship.brown.edu/the-brown-venture-prize/
https://www.grantwatch.com/
https://donorbox.org/nonprofit-blog/find-grants-for-your-nonprofit/


22 

Resources to continually help you throughout this process:  
● Humanitarian Innovation Guide ELRHA​[​50] 

● (PDF) Targeting Innovation and Implications for Capability Development
[35] 

● Humanitarian Innovation Fund Progress Report 2015​[49] 

● ELRHA: More Than Just Luck: Innovation in Humanitarian Action​[71] 
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