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Challenge the status quo

• “As the world becomes increasingly complex, 
UNHCR must become more adaptable and 
agile. We must adapt to new systems, 
technologies, and innovations to be fit for 
purpose; challenging the status quo”

UNHCR Innovation Service
http://www.unhcr.org/innovation/

John Pringle



Examples: Information and 
communication technologies (ICTs)

http://idealog.co.nz/tech/2017/05/how-innovative-tech-helping-msf-save-lives-around-world
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The Appearance of Accountability:
Communication Technologies and Power
Asymmetries in Humanitarian Aid
and Disaster Recovery
Mirca Madianou1, Jonathan Corpus Ong2, Liezel Longboan1, &
Jayeel S. Cornelio3
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New communication technologies are celebrated for their potential to improve the account-
ability of humanitarian agencies. The response to Typhoon Haiyan in 2013 represents the
most systematic implementation of “accountability to affected people” initiatives. Drawing
on a year-long ethnography of the Haiyan recovery and 139 interviews with humanitarian
workers and affected people, the article reveals a narrow interpretation of accountability
as feedback that is increasingly captured through mobile phones. We observe that the digi-
tized collection of feedback is not fed back to disaster-affected communities, but is directed
to donors as evidence of “impact.” Rather than improving accountability to affected people,
digitized feedback mechanisms sustained humanitarianism’s power asymmetries.

Keywords: Accountability, Audit, Communication for Development, Participatory
Communication, ICT4D, Disasters, Humanitarianism, Mobile Phones, Texting, SMS,
Ethnography.

doi:10.1111/jcom.12258

This article brings together two key developments in contemporary humanitari-
anism: the increasing emphasis on processes of accountability and the optimism
surrounding the adoption of the Internet and mobile phones for achieving this
purpose. Accountability has been key to humanitarian reform, which emerged as
a response to earlier critiques of humanitarianism. Making aid agencies account-
able to the different stakeholders, including the affected people whom they aim to
serve, requires transparency and the involvement of beneficiaries in the planning,
implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of relief programs. It is not surprising,
then, that recent developments in interactive communication technologies such as
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Critiques and critical reflections

The Case Against Humanitarian Drones
Nathaniel A. Raymond, Brittany Card, and Ziad Al Achkar on why drones should not be
deployed in humanitarian operations
BY: NATHANIEL A. RAYMOND (/CONTRIBUTORS/NATHANIEL-RAYMOND/), BRITTANY CARD (/CONTRIBUTORS/BRITTANY/), 
ZIAD AL ACHKAR (/CONTRIBUTORS/ZIAD/) / DECEMBER 12, 2012

New Risks With No New Advantage

In “The Case for Humanitarian Drones,” (http://opencanada.org/features/the-think-

tank/essays/the-case-for-humanitarian-drones/) former U.S. ambassador on HIV/AIDS and global

health Jack C. Chow o!ers several reasons drones may be valuable in humanitarian operations. 

However, the answers to the three questions below must be the basis for determining whether

drones are to be deployed by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and others for

humanitarian purposes: 

1. What new risks does this particular use of drones present to vulnerable populations and

humanitarian responders? 

http://journals.cambridge.org Downloaded: 28 Apr 2016 IP address: 132.206.225.44
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Introducing risk

• “Whether through innovation or 
uncertain contexts, managing risk is a core 
component of the humanitarian initiative –
but all risk is not created equal. There is a 
stark ethical and practical difference 
between managing risk and introducing it, 
which is mitigated in other fields through 
experimentation and regulation.” 
• Sandvick, Jacobsen and McDonald, 2017. Do no harm: A taxonomy of the 

challenges of humanitarian experimentation. International Review of the 
Red Cross. 1-26



Questions
• “to fix everything, just click here”: What humanitarian 

problems are suitable targets for technological 
solutions?
• What is displaced by efforts to develop ICT innovation 

(e.g. Ebola)?
• How do ICTs create/ change relationships in 

humanitarian action?
• How do other models of innovation fit with 

humanitarian action, especially questions of 
privatization and dual use?
• What harms are possible and what potential blind spots 

warrant special scrutiny (data security)?
• What oversight and accountability is needed?
• How can values be accounted for (“baked in”) to the 

innovation process?



Values at risk?

“At present, this type of practice can be observed 
with respect to many forms of humanitarian 
technology and humanitarian action based on the 
use of digital data. Yet, these practices are 
commonly framed in a humanitarian innovation 
language in which the possibility that humanitarian 
principles could be compromised is omitted.”

Sandvick, Jacobsen and McDonald, 2017. Do no harm: A taxonomy of the 
challenges of humanitarian experimentation. International Review of the Red 
Cross. 1-26



HEALTH IN ACTION

A Médecins Sans Frontières Ethics Framework
for Humanitarian Innovation
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SidneyWong6, Robin Vincent-Smith7
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Background
Innovation is at the core of humanitarian action. Humanitarian contexts are often volatile,
uncertain, complex, and ambiguous, requiring responders to take a flexible, learning approach.
For a medical humanitarian organisation such as Médecins sans Frontières/Doctors Without
Borders (MSF), the challenges of delivering assistance to people in need mean that innovation
is an ethical obligation; we cannot rely on old solutions for new problems. For instance, the
unprecedented scale of the West African Ebola outbreak presented challenges in patient and

Summary Points

• Humanitarian organisations often have to innovate to deliver health care and aid to
populations in complex and volatile contexts.

• Innovation projects can involve ethical risks and have consequences for populations
even if human participants are not directly involved. While high-level principles have
been developed for humanitarian innovation, there is a lack of guidance for how these
should be applied in practice.

• Médecins sans Frontières (MSF) has well-established research ethics frameworks, but
application of such frameworks to innovation projects could stifle innovation by intro-
ducing regulation disproportionate to the risks involved. In addition, the dynamic pro-
cesses of innovation do not fit within conventional ethics frameworks.

• MSF developed and is piloting an ethics framework for humanitarian innovation that
is intended for self-guided use by innovators or project owners to enable them to iden-
tify and weigh the harms and benefits of such work and be attentive towards a plurality
of ethical considerations.

PLOSMedicine | DOI:10.1371/journal.pmed.1002111 September 6, 2016 1 / 10
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Principles for Ethical Humanitarian Innovation 

Draft Principles based on joint HIP-WHS Oxford Workshop 

Principles for Ethical Humanitarian Innovation 



Value Sensitive Design

•Value Sensitive Design (VSD): ”a 
theoretically grounded approach to the 
design of technology that accounts for 
human values in a principled and 
comprehensive manner throughout the 
design process” 

Doorn N, Schuurbiers D, van de Poel I, Gorman ME. Early engagement and new technologies: Opening up the laboratory. 
Springer Science & Business Media; 2014. 
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What is the exact problem 
to be addressed? What are 
the ethical considerations, 

from initial project launch to 
any residual effects (data 

privacy, etc.).

Is an ICT the proper 
solution to test (any lost 
opportunities)? What are 

the significant risks or 
potential benefits? For 

whom? How can success/ 
failure be measured?

How are values 
implicated by/ protected 

in the design? What 
frameworks, guidelines, 
and policies are required 

before testing?

Are there sufficient test scenarios to 
examine implications for values? What 

are plans for startup, operation, and 
shutdown? What permissions/ 

accountability measures are needed? 
Issues of consent/ ownership/ control? 
Power and inequality? Expectations?

How will experiences be 
shared? What are the 
ethical implications of 
funding models? What 

cultural differences need to 
be considered? 

Value Sensitive Humanitarian 
Innovation?



Innovation only in retrospect
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