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unprecedented pleas for help that were pouring in 
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Operational
& Delivery
Networks

Case in Brief
the tragic earthquake that devastated Haiti in 2010 will forever be 
remembered for the sheer scale of human misery it caused. it will also  
be remembered, however, as the humanitarian disaster that gave rise to a 
fundamentally new way of mobilizing and coordinating disaster assistance. 
at the time, thousands of “digital humanitarians” converged on the internet 
to help first responders collect, triage, and visualize the unprecedented pleas 
for help that were pouring in from the mobile phones of affected Haitians. 
these digital humanitarians have since become known as the Volunteer & 
Technical Communities (V&tCs) and have responded to numerous crises 
around the world. while their contributions are generally viewed as positive 
by ngos and international organizations, concerns about organizational 
style, data quality and accuracy, and the utility of end products, have raised 
barriers to collaboration and partnerships. 

to address these concerns, influential V&tC leaders and key change-makers 
within the united nations office for the Coordination for Humanitarian 
affairs (oCHa) launched the Digital Humanitarian network (DHn), an 
interface between these networks and the humanitarian system. DHn now 
functions as a global Operational and Delivery Network through which formal 
humanitarian organizations can access the vast networks and skills of its 
18 member V&tCs in disaster response situations. in doing so, it serves as a 
model example of effective collaboration between distributed and digitally-
enabled networks of citizens and formal international organizations.

rise of the Digital 
Humanitarians
in 2010, a new dynamic emerged in humanitarian affairs. Following a 
catastrophic earthquake, Haitians used their readily available mobile 
devices to seek help via text message, email, and social media. this fast 
and pervasive source of contact, combined with the presence of the 
entire united nations crisis response system and tens-of-thousands1 of 
non-governmental organizations (ngos), resulted in information overload. 
the traditional system was simply unable to recognize, triage, or take action 
upon these direct requests for assistance. in order to fill this gap, thousands 
of volunteers from around the world mobilized and self-organized as “digital 
humanitarians” to help collate and map the information that was pouring 
in from the affected communities. the tools these individuals and groups 
produced proved invaluable to disaster responders and demonstrated 
the huge potential of new technologies and remote support for disaster 
response. while one network mapped crisis related tweets, another sent 
geographic information system (giS) experts to the ground to begin 
mapping damage assessments. one group contacted members of the 
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Haitian diaspora to translate text messages, and another used satellite 
imagery and social media to determine where roads were blocked and 
infrastructure destroyed. these efforts combined to give disaster responders 
the information they needed to make relevant and effective decisions about 
where, how, and when to deploy resources. 

these groups have since become known as the Volunteer & Technical 
Communities (V&tCs) and have responded to numerous crises around the 
world. However, the reception of V&tCs into the humanitarian community 
has not been universally positive. Concerns about organizational style, data 
quality and accuracy, and the utility of end products, raised barriers to 
collaboration and partnership. For example, data from social media is easily 
fabricated by individuals and/or malevolent state actors who wish to subvert 
humanitarian assistance or direct it to their own needs. Formal humanitarian 
organizations, such as the united nations office for the Coordination for 
Humanitarian affairs (oCHa), lacked confidence in the verifiability of this 
data and the accountability of V&tCs. the formal humanitarian organizations 
also struggled conceptually on how to connect with potentially thousands 
of volunteers and manage their work.2 ultimately, these concerns resulted 
in a major disconnect between the vision of a “networked age” for 
humanitarianism, and the reality.

ushahidi Crisis map – Haiti3

to address this divide, a number of V&tC leaders and key change makers 
within oCHa launched the Digital Humanitarian network (DHn), an interface 
between these networks and the humanitarian system.4 the DHn is an 
“operational and Delivery network,”5 in that it supplements the efforts 
of traditional humanitarian institutions by delivering technological and 
information-based solutions that its members create. there are currently 
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18 members of the DHn, including several types of solutions providers. For 
example, gnucoop provides technical solutions such as the crisis-mapping 
platform ushahidi; un online Volunteers is a networked extension of the 
united nations; and translators without Borders taps into a diaspora in order 
to translate vital information during a crisis. these various technological, 
volunteer, and professional groups have come together under the DHn 
banner and are working to produce a significant paradigm shift in the field of 
humanitarian affairs.

the DHn provides a central portal, through which formal humanitarian 
organizations access the vast networks and skills of V&tCs. acting as 
a clearinghouse, the DHn accepts requests for assistance from various 
organizations, determines whether requests are within the mandate of the 
DHn and its members, and forms a multi-V&tC “solution team” in order 
to respond. the DHn also facilitates knowledge sharing between V&tCs, 
promotes best practices, and enables partnership between the humanitarian 
system and its members. Since launching in 2012, the DHn has been 
used multiple times by oCHa, the united nations High Commissioner for 
refugees, and disaster preparedness ngos to support and enhance crisis 
response. the recent deployment of the DHn in response to typhoon Haiyan 
in the Philippines resulted in an unprecedented level of collaboration between 
V&tCs themselves, and with the larger system. However, this experience also 
reaffirmed that humanitarianism is a system in flux and that the DHn will be 
pivotal to the system’s ability to manage and adapt to change. 

Haiti: the Disaster that triggered a 
revolution in Humanitarianism

the Haitian earthquake is marked throughout the literature as a major 
turning point for humanitarian affairs. on January 12, 2010, a 7.0 magnitude 
quake struck near the capital city of Port-au-Prince. an estimated 220,000 
people died, over 300,000 people were injured, and 1.5 million people were 
left homeless.6 Furthermore, the key sources of information for disaster 
response—civil servants and government officials—were either missing, 
deceased, or displaced. as such, disaster responders entered a situation of 
absolute chaos with a complete absence of baseline data. 

Fortunately, despite its immense poverty, Haiti was saturated by mobile 
phones. in the wake of the earthquake, Haitians used their phones to issue 
pleas for help, describing, according to a recent report from the Harvard 
Humanitarian initiative, “broken bones and lack of food and water…clues 
about an address or location of people in need…information about missing 
loved ones.” this unprecedented availability of information technology 
had the potential to greatly enhance the situational awareness of disaster 
response agencies. Yet, precisely because it was unprecedented, formal 
humanitarian organizations did not have the human resources or processes 
necessary to decipher and act upon the inflow of information. 
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that said, many of these messages were visible online globally, and 
thousands of ordinary citizens mobilized to aggregate, translate, and plot 
this data on maps that in turn were used to support the disaster response. 
For some, simply making a donation to a relief organization might feel 
“hollow” and leave them wishing that they could do more to help. Digital 
humanitarians recognized that they had the skills, and now had the tools, 
to do more and began to provide remote support.7 in one example, a group 
of students in a Boston dorm room coordinated a crisis map that proved 
invaluable to disaster responders.8 in an email from the marine Corps in Haiti 
to those who organized the map, the writer credits the site directly in saving 
the lives of two elderly women and a young girl.9 examples such as this make 
the potential of digital humanitarians undeniable. 

Haitian students in the united States volunteered to translate and relay tweets and texts 
from the ground.10

Still, the humanitarian system is struggling to adapt to these ground-
breaking achievements. Beyond simply being connected, the ability to 
manage the available information and translate it into useful knowledge for 
decision-makers has become a primary concern. as such, the headquarters 
of organizations like the world Bank and the united nations have poured 
millions of dollars into information management systems and capacity 
building.11 in the field however, despite significant advances in connectivity 
and technology, disaster responders often remain tethered by ingrained 
policies and procedures based on the era of paper and pen. there is a 
sense of urgency at the international level to overcome these challenges 
in information management. it is expected that climate change, resource 
scarcity, and increasing urbanization will mean more frequent and more 
severe humanitarian crises in the future.12 at the same time, Humanitarian 
Horizons: A Practitioners’ Guide to the Future by the Feinstein international 
Center at tufts university advises that global austerity and decreasing 
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commitments from donor countries mean that “the humanitarian system 
will be asked to address significantly more need with significantly fewer 
traditional resources.”13 therefore, it will be vital to future humanitarian 
response to utilize all available information sources and to make informed 
decisions that use limited resources efficiently.

   

   Damage map of the Philippines produced by mapaction following typhoon Haiyan14
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the emergence of Volunteer and 
technical Communities

Since the Haitian earthquake, the individuals and networks that responded 
digitally have coalesced under the term Volunteer & technical Communities 
(V&tCs). V&tCs can be defined as “communities of volunteers and/or 
professionals who seek to leverage their skills and today’s technologies to 
assist formal humanitarian response and affected populations during times 
of crisis.”15 there are roughly four categories of V&tCs: crowdsourcing 
umbrellas; community centralizers; volunteer connector platforms; and 
technological solutions providers (see appendix i).

V&tCs have been involved in numerous crises since 2010, in various 
capacities. within moments of the 2011 earthquake and tsunami in 
Japan, a specific twitter hashtag to coordinate efforts was established; 
openStreetmap began a map detailing the status of infrastructure such as 
roads; and Sinsai.info, an ushahidi-based crisis map, located needs requests 
via tweets and emails. Corporations also got involved. For example, “google 
launched its Person Finder platform and mobilized 5,000 volunteers to 
create over 600,000 personal records during the 90 days the platform was 
live.”16 V&tCs have provided their services to the 2010 wildfires in russia, the 
2012 flooding in Pakistan, civil crises in libya, egypt, and Syria, and more 
recently, the 2013 typhoon in the Philippines. in places where state capacity 
is weak, V&tCs and new technologies have facilitated crisis management for 
local populations and disaster responders.17 However, this ground breaking 
dynamic is not limited to the developing world context. in 2012, an estimated 
20 million tweets were issued in relation to Hurricane Sandy. it became clear 
at this point that populations around the world expect disaster responders to 
react to requests for assistance via social media quickly and effectively.18 

Before, during, and after Haiti, the various V&tCs have evolved and matured. 
the oldest V&tCs, mapaction and giSCorps, have been working with 
humanitarian agencies since the early 2000s to improve the use of geospatial 
technologies. in october 2009, the first international Conference of Crisis 
mappers took place and “brought together geospatial experts from the 
united nations, the private sector, and the public sector—including multiple 
governments.”19 this meeting established the relationships necessary for the 
participants to engage, collaborate, and coordinate rapidly in response to the 
Haitian earthquake.20 more recently established V&tCs have quickly grown 
into vast volunteer networks. the Standby task Force (SBtF) established in 
2010, for example, has since grown to include over 800 volunteers in over  
80 countries.21 

V&tCs have clarified their roles and responsibilities, designed specific 
workflows, and established more official relationships with formal 
humanitarian organizations. For example, V&tCs have typically delineated 
responsibility for volunteer management, data verification, and 
organizational coordination. Some have legally incorporated so that they 
may “receive funding, sign contracts, and limit their members’ liabilities.”22 

“ 

Within moments of 
the 2011 earthquake 
and tsunami in 
Japan, a specific 
Twitter hashtag to 
coordinate efforts 
was established; 
OpenStreetMap 
began a map 
detailing the status 
of infrastructure 
such as roads; 
and Sinsai.info, an 
Ushahidi-based 
crisis map, located 
needs requests 
via tweets and 
emails. ”
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others have chosen to remain loosely affiliated networks in order to retain 
flexibility and agility. regardless, V&tCs have demonstrated their value and 
utility to disaster response—to the point where in 2011, the head of oCHa’s 
information Services Section specifically requested the assistance of the 
SBtF in order to gain insight into the unfolding situation in libya.23 as 
oCHa did not have any staff on the ground and information through official 
channels was limited, oCHa relied on the SBtF to gather what was available 
in online forums in order to attain a basic level of awareness. the capacity 
and skills provided by V&tCs are increasingly recognized as a valuable asset 
to disaster responders. 

remaining Challenges
Better integration of emerging response organizations into the traditional 
humanitarian system has proven a formidable challenge. First, there are 
significant barriers to collaboration posed by the V&tCs acquired allegiance 
to the humanitarian principles, their informal organizational structures, 
a lack of trust in the data provided by V&tCs, and an inability to merge 
the information provided by V&tCs into existing processes. Second, there 
are formidable barriers to the growth of V&tCs created by competition 
between the various networks and the process—sometimes painful—of 
professionalization that they must undergo in order to be seen as reliable 
members of the humanitarian system. it was these remaining challenges that 
led to the recognition that the Digital Humanitarian network was needed. 

Barriers to Collaboration

a primary disconnect between V&tCs and formal humanitarian agencies 
exists on the foundational aspects of what is required to participate in the 
humanitarian system. a fundamental problem: not all V&tCs adhere to the 
humanitarian principles of impartiality, neutrality, and independence.24 these 
principles are often vital to the humanitarian community’s ability to work in 
certain areas of the world. a failure to respect them can potentially endanger 
the lives of relief workers. 

in addition, while some networks have certainly established themselves, 
formal disaster response agencies have a difficult time working with 
networks that emerge from the grassroots due to their lack of organizational 
structure, internal quality controls and lines of accountability.25 in order for 
disaster response to be efficient and effective, it must be based on “reliable, 
consistent, and sustainable” partners—criteria which not all V&tCs have 
been able to deliver.26 when disaster strikes, there is no time to determine 
which actors still exist. it has also become apparent for V&tC leaders that 
it is difficult to sustain momentum behind volunteer engagement and that 
they must contend with potential burn-out and even rogue volunteers.27 that 

“ 

…not all V&TCs 
adhere to the 
humanitarian 
principles of 
impartiality, 
neutrality, and 
independence.
These principles 
are often vital to 
the humanitarian 
community’s 
ability to work in 
certain areas of 
the world. A failure 
to respect them 
can potentially 
endanger the 
lives of relief 
workers.”
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being said, the problem also lies with formal humanitarian organizations 
which are failing to adapt to “more diverse and bottom-up forms of decision-
making.”28 at best, formal organizations have regarded V&tCs with cautions 
optimism; at worst, they have responded with “anti-body reactions.”29

there are also significant concerns surrounding data itself. For example, the 
privacy of citizen data and sensitivity of relief information is of significant 
concern—especially in conflict zones. in some circles, Big Data is called 
“the biggest-ever threat to human rights.”30 there are also questions about 
the credibility and accuracy of the data products that V&tCs produce. For 
example, during the Haitian response, there were multiple instances of 
individuals tweeting and texting about sounds of survivors in the rubble 
when the objective was to gain faster attention for recovery of a loved 
one’s body.31 Furthermore, while V&tCs and the gSn project focus on “the 
internet for good,” repressive regimes and other actors are also becoming 
increasingly adept at monitoring and interfering in these efforts for their 
own purposes.32 ensuring that the data gathered respects all ethical and 
legal standards, while also protecting it from manipulation, is of the utmost 
importance in gaining the trust and respect of formal humanitarian agencies 
for V&tC

the Humanitarian openStreetmap team produced this map of roads that were passable/
impassable following the Japanese earthquake and tsunami in 2011. it is unclear, however, if 
this map was used by disaster responders, or if the information provided was helpful.33 

Finally, while V&tCs may have begun to solve the problem of information 
management for formal humanitarian organizations, the capacity of those 
organizations to receive and take action upon new sources of information 
remains limited. on the one hand, disaster responders aren’t necessarily 
aware that V&tCs and the products they produce exist.34 on the other 
hand, if they are aware, there may be no established protocol or process 
for connecting with V&tCs and integrating their products into established 
systems. a lack of coordination across V&tCs can mean a duplication 
of effort or varying conclusions provided.35 as a result, V&tCs can 
unintentionally add to the “information overload problem” faced by  
disaster responders.36 
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it became clear that despite recognition on both sides that the assistance 
provided by V&tCs was valuable, there is a major gap between vision 
and outcome. throughout the literature, the need for an “interface,”37 
a “participatory marketplace,”38 or a “coordination body”39 for V&tCs 
is articulated. V&tCs acknowledge that standards and quality must be 
guaranteed in order for them to be considered trust-worthy partners. Formal 
humanitarian organizations recognize that “the ways in which people interact 
will change, with or without the sanction of international humanitarian 
organizations.”40 without adaptation, they risk irrelevance. as such, based 
on a partnership between the leading V&tCs and oCHa, the Digital 
Humanitarian network was established to bridge the gap.

Barriers to growth

in addition to the barriers to collaboration with formal humanitarian 
organizations, V&tCs have also struggled with barriers to growth and 
collaboration among themselves. as the following two examples of DHn 
members outline, the need to achieve reliability and effectiveness for 
partnership with formal humanitarian organizations has forced V&tCs 
to formalize their operations to a certain extent. this process has led to 
both positive and negative experiences for V&tCs. instant success, strong 
personalities, and conflicting visions can result in stagnation and even 
destruction of a network. Because of this, the DHn was also established 
to ensure communication and knowledge sharing between V&tCs so that 
lessons learned by one network can benefit all digital humanitarians.

the CrisisCommons experience
CrisisCommons, a member of the DHn, was one of the first V&tCs and 
quickly grew to be one of the largest and most well recognized. inspired by 
BarCamp, an “ad-hoc un-conference born from the desire for people to share 
and learn in an open environment,”41 the first CrisisCamp was held in the 
spring of 2009.42 this event, hosted by the world Bank in washington DC, 
provided an:

open forum for practitioners, first responders, 
humanitarian aid workers, technologists, academia and the 
private sector to come together to explore opportunities 
to enhance the capabilities of citizens, communities and 
crisis response organizations [and their] capability and 
capacity to respond to, recover from, mitigate against and 
prepare for crises.43

the event established a network of creative and innovative thinkers on crisis 
response and spawned countless local CrisisCamp groups around the world.
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CrisisCommons Strategy 2012 

when the Haitian earthquake hit, the now “CrisisCommons” network 
responded en masse. this was described as “both a blessing and a curse for 
the organization.”44 the power of digital volunteer networks was made 
abundantly clear as thousands of global citizens collaborated to collect, 
aggregate, and produce valuable data for disaster responders. But at the 
same time, this tremendous growth occurred via an organization that had not 
yet defined itself, its mandate, or parameters for action. the instant success 
of CrisisCommons drew a great deal of attention from the media and other 
observers—and often, credit that was due to multiple V&tCs was attributed 
to CrisisCommons alone, raising tensions between separate groups. 
Furthermore, the reluctance of the founders to establish a governance 
structure resulted in the network’s leadership being left in the hands of one 
individual who had the time and financial flexibility for sustained involvement. 
while probably well-intentioned, this individual did not necessarily have the 
technical, non-profit, or humanitarian experience required to head such a 
network organization. ultimately, this individual unilaterally controlled the 
direction of the network and made decisions on behalf of its members.

in the years that followed, CrisisCommons groups around the world 
continued to hold CrisisCamps in response to multiple emergencies. 
However, as the network tried to better integrate itself with formal 
humanitarian organizations such as the un and the world Bank, clearer 
delineations of responsibility and accountability were needed. the 
Sloan Foundation awarded the woodrow wilson Center (on behalf 
of CrisisCommons) a $1.2 million dollar grant in 2010 with the goal of 
developing the underlying infrastructure of CrisisCommons.45 in order 
to administer this grant, the wilson Center hired the aforementioned 

“ 

When the Haitian 
earthquake 
hit, the now 
‘CrisisCommons’ 
network responded 
en masse. This 
was described as 
‘both a blessing 
and a curse for the 
organization.’”
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leader to produce the required deliverables. this development was not 
communicated to the wider CrisisCommons community, was not decided 
upon democratically, and as a result, internal and external relationships 
soured. according to a number of prominent individuals in the V&tC 
community, the direction CrisisCommons took was not true to the original 
vision and many qualified and committed individuals disassociated 
from the network during this time. in the end, under the control of a 
single individual, Crisis Commons failed to meet the expectations set 
by the grant and the network’s reputation was severely damaged.

inevitably, the self-declared leader left CrisisCommons and the organization 
has since been trying to rehabilitate its image. in may 2012, an interim 
management team met in toronto, ontario “for a strategic planning session 
focused on helping the organization transition effectively to incorporation 
as a non-profit corporation.”46 the current leadership of CrisisCommons 
sees the project as a platform which should serve to facilitate, rather than 
direct, digital crisis response. this includes fostering a global network 
of CrisisCamps, but also improving communication between V&tCs 
themselves and formal humanitarian organizations. the CrisisCommons 2012 
strategy explicitly addresses the problem of “recent history” and the likely 
questions of relevant stakeholders as to whether CrisisCommons is “the 
right organization to effectively fill [this] role.”47 the strategy discussed the 
consensus among V&tCs that “connective tissue” was needed, and that the 
independence and uniqueness of each individual V&tC were to be respected.

However, there are still residual tensions between CrisisCommons and other 
actors. and despite the stated goal of the V&tC community to model itself 
after anonymous or wikipedia, there are strong personalities leading these 
groups and clashes of opinion about how to proceed are unavoidable. 
Competition may drive each organization to improve its services and 
operations, but collaboration has been a defining feature of humanitarian 
affairs since it was established prior to world war one. as stated by andrej 
Verity, “as long as the mutual goal of improved crisis response is kept in 
mind, disagreements are usually negotiable.”48

the Standby task Force experience
the Standby task Force (SBtF) was launched in 2010 at the international 
Conference of Crisis mappers. led by one of the key thought leaders on 
digital humanitarianism, Patrick meier, the SBtF is aimed at “assisting crisis 
affected communities through co-operation with local and international 
responders.”49 the SBtF liaises with disaster responders to determine exactly 
what kinds of products would be most useful, in what format, and through 
which channels. the SBtF also provides an umbrella for global volunteers 
with a wide variety of skills in crisis mapping, geographic information 
systems, social media monitoring, data management, and research. During 
times of crisis, the SBtF puts these together to produce timely, effective, and 
efficient assistance.

as a more recently established V&tC, the SBtF benefited from the lessons 
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learned in previous crisis contexts and observed the organizational 
development experiences of other organizations. while initially the SBtF 
sought to maintain a loose organizational structure, in 2013 the leadership 
of the network launched an updated version: SBtF 2.0.50 the SBtF 2.0 
document recognizes the need for the V&tC community as a whole to 
acknowledge the various groups that have emerged, and their areas of 
strength and expertise. meaning that the SBtF needs to clarify and hone the 
services it offers formal humanitarian organizations, essentially defining its 
comparative advantage. the new strategy also states that the network will be 
incorporated into an ngo in order to receive funding and that it must ensure 
the utmost quality of its products, or risk being deemed irrelevant. 

in order to achieve its vision, the SBtF has 

organized itself in three tiers:
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Three
Volunteers (800+)

tier one—the advisory Board—is made up of the SBtF’s key founders 
and works to assist tier two—the Core team—with “strategic guidance, 
establishing partnerships and promoting the network.”51 the Core team 
consists of experienced and highly capable SBtF volunteers who dedicate 
their time to either the overall administration of the network, or to the 
leadership of tier three—the SBtF’s numerous volunteers. For example, the 
“ngo incorporation & Fundraising” core team members work to move the 
SBtF toward incorporation as a legal entity, while the Verification team 
ensures that the data products produced by digital volunteers are accurate 
and reliable. this modular structure allows the SBtF to remain flexible and 
adaptive, while the delineation of responsibility ensures the quality of their 
work. the SBtF has also created its own apps, such as micromappers, to 
assist volunteers in cataloging information and reducing human error. the 
SBtF demonstrates the importance of responding to lessons learned and 
working with established organizations to ensure that the common goal (in 
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this case, improved disaster response) is met. 

the Digital Humanitarian 
network
the Digital Humanitarian network (DHn) was created in order to improve 
collaboration between V&tCs and formal humanitarian organizations, to 
facilitate communication between V&tCs, and to support the development 
of all. officially, the DHn is an umbrella organization for V&tCs and their 
networks of digital humanitarians. the stated purpose of the DHn is 
to “leverage digital networks in support of 21st century humanitarian 
response.”52 the DHn refers to itself as a “network-of-networks,” and aims to 
provide a unified interface between V&tCs and formal humanitarian agencies.

at its most basic, the DHn provides a portal for humanitarian organizations 
to articulate needs and activate assistance from V&tCs (see appendix ii). 
DHn coordinators receive a request and determine if it is consistent with 
the mandate of the DHn and whether it is within DHn’s ability to assist. 
DHn then contacts the particular V&tC that can best manage the request, 
or if necessary, compiles a solution team of multiple V&tCs.53 DHn provides 
humanitarian organizations a one-stop-shop for its vast network of experts, 
professionals, and volunteers, with a range of skills including social media-
monitoring, crisis mapping, and big data analysis.54 ultimately, this new 
dynamic provides humanitarian agencies the “surge capacity” necessary for 
managing the explosion of data that occurs following a disaster.55 

DHN Members
Connected Development 

[CoDe]
gnucoop Peacegeeks

Crisis Commons Help earth Foundation Standby Volunteer task Force

Datakind
Humanitarian openStreetmap 

team
Statistics without Borders

Disaster tech lab Humanity road translators without Borders

esri info4Disasters un online Volunteers

geeks without Bounds mapaction uriSa giSCorps

However, DHn does a great deal more than simply connecting disaster 
responders to V&tCs. the DHn also promotes knowledge exchange between 
different V&tCs and ensures that lessons learned in one context result 
in operational improvements across all organizations.56 it promotes best 
practices such as creating a Code of Conduct for volunteers and developing 

http://connecteddevelopment.org/
http://connecteddevelopment.org/
http://www.gnucoop.com
http://crisiscommons.org
http://helpearthfoundation.org
http://datakind.org
http://hot.openstreetmap.org
http://hot.openstreetmap.org
http://digitalhumanitarians.com/profile/HumanityRoad
http://gwob.org
http://www.mapaction.org
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data protection policies that consider new tools such as crowdsourcing.57 
Furthermore, DHn works with formal humanitarian organizations to 
determine the types of end products that are most useful and ensures 
that datasets and programs are compatible. DHn lends credibility to its 
member organizations and this reassures formal humanitarian organizations 
that the V&tCs they are working with have developed the processes and 
protocols necessary to ensure quality and reliability. overall, DHn provides 
the connection port between V&tCs and humanitarian organizations that 
mitigates many of the challenges identified above.

the DHn as an organization is light—it relies on four coordinators, the 
co-founders, and other invested individuals to operate the portal, facilitate 
interaction between members, and produce relevant materials. DHn has no 
headquarters—and most of its members do not either. V&tCs typically style 
their organizational models after online communities like wikipedia, meaning 
that they use modular, flattened, and decentralized structures for decision-
making and operations.58 while this is not universally true—some V&tCs 
resemble for-profit corporations or ngos—DHn and many of its members 
utilize cloud computing and collaboration tools such as google Docs and 
loomio to conduct their affairs based on consensus decision making. 

DHn in action

Since establishment, DHn has been activated numerous times, by various 
types of stakeholders, in very different contexts. oCHa has activated DHn 
in response to renewed conflict in South Sudan and to the 2013 flooding in 
uttarakhand, india.59 the united nations High Commissioner for refugees 
used DHn to quickly translate their website into arabic in order to provide 
localized response information regarding the Syrian refugee crisis.60 DHn has 
also been used to improve disaster preparedness by gathering information 
about the Democratic republic of Congo on behalf of the assessment 
Capacities Project (aCaPS).61 

in november 2013, DHn was activated by oCHa to help with the 
humanitarian response to typhoon Haiyan (also known as typhoon 
Yolanda) in the Philippines. the most powerful storm to hit the disaster-
prone Philippines in decades, typhoon Haiyan killed over 6,000 people62 
and destroyed over 2 million homes.63 DHn was activated by oCHa 
on 7 november 2013, just prior to the typhoon making landfall.64 eight 
DHn members participated in the response: the SBtF, Humanitarian 
openStreetmap team, giSCorps, Humanity road, info4Disaster, mapaction, 
translators without Borders, and Statistics without Borders. the SBtF 
estimates that it filtered 55,000 tweets in real-time through a tool it 
has created called micromappers, which allows volunteers with limited 
tech skills to tag tweets and images with basic information such as “not 
relevant” or “mild damage.”65 the Humanitarian openStreetmap team 
mobilized over 1,500 contributors to make over 4 million changes to the 
openStreetmap for disaster affected areas based on damage reports 
from information gleaned by other DHn members.66 while Humanity 
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road provided social media listening skills, info4Disaster monitored 
media sources, and translators without Borders provided translation 
support. mapaction deployed two giS experts to the field to assist 
disaster responders with geolocation software. ultimately, these combined 
efforts represented an “unprecedented level of collaboration.”67 

micromapping at work using mobile technology68 

DHn was also activated by oCHa to augment the traditional who, what, 
where—or 3w—process that formal humanitarian organizations undertake 
during each disaster response.69 Volunteers were used to scour the internet 
for information on what assessments or surveys had been produced in the 
Philippines already, what meetings were taking place where, and who else 
was on the ground. andrej Verity, cofounder of the DHn and Programme 
officer at the oCHa information Services Section, estimates that for the 
initial round of 3w products, DHn members provided about 50% of the 
data.70 this clearly demonstrates the capability of V&tCs to augment the 
existing humanitarian system. 

with every crisis that digital and formal humanitarian organizations 
respond to, new gaps and trends are identified. Patrick meier points out 
two particularly interesting aspects of the response to typhoon Haiyan: 
that digitally-savvy locals began coordinating mutual-aid online faster than 
anyone else; and that the once nebulous V&tCs have become formalized to 
the extent that new digital humanitarians are circumventing the structures 
that facilitated this “unprecedented collaboration.”71 

Crisis-affected populations have always been the first responders to 
disasters. as these populations become increasingly adept at coordinating 
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their own relief, both formal humanitarian organizations and digital 
humanitarians have found themselves taking a back seat to local ownership. 
it is vital that the formalized V&tCs determine how to channel the surge of 
what meier calls “world wide (good) will.” Following the completion of the 
SBtF’s formal activation by oCHa, shutting down the volunteer operation 
proved impossible. in fact, their “volunteers simply kept going, they used 
(hacked) the SBtF Skype Chat for Yolanda (which already had over 160 
members) to self-organize and support other digital humanitarian efforts 
that were still ongoing.”72 while this isn’t necessarily a bad thing, it is outside 
of the control of the SBtF leaders, the DHn, and oCHa—potentially making 
missteps, causing harm, and eroding the hard-earned relationships that these 
groups have established since 2010. 

DHN  
Supporting 

Partners

unoCHa netHope ushahidi

techChange iCt4Peace google Crisis response

therefore, it is vital that DHn and its members continue to be innovative, 
seek new methods of inclusion, and work to empower local communities. 
the ever-evolving nature of humanitarian affairs demands a dynamic 
relationship between emerging actors and established organizations. as 
V&tCs will continue to be the early-adopters of new technology, they will be 
the drivers of humanitarian innovation.73 DHn is a vital solutions provider to 
the humanitarian sector as it provides a flexible and evolving sealant between 
formal humanitarian organizations, formalized V&tCs, and future entrants 
into the system. 

implications for 
network leaders 
Crowdsourcing and volunteer networks demonstrate significant potential 
to augment and enhance traditional problem solving. V&tCs have emerged 
almost overnight to play a substantial role in international humanitarian 
affairs. these groups did not ask permission to become involved—decreasing 
barriers to entry facilitated by new information and communication 
technologies have allowed them to simply begin participating. the value 
of their work was recognized and internal change makers have been 
instrumental in integrating V&tCs into the existing humanitarian system—
improving upon it. in other sectors, there may already be networks or 
existing technological solutions that could improve institutional problem 
solving. iBm recently launched an iPhone app for crowdsourcing water 
quality—information that would be of significant value to institutions that 
monitor pollution and are concerned with environmental protection.74 

http://www.unocha.org/
http://nethope.org/
http://techchange.org/
http://ict4peace.org/
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another example is the value that crowdsourcing or “citizen sensors” could 
play in the healthcare and disease prevention sector. in the months that 
followed the Haitian earthquake, an outbreak of cholera claimed the lives of 
over 6,500 people.75 research has shown that if social media monitoring had 
been in place for the symptoms of cholera, twitter could have altered health 
agencies to the outbreak long before it became official through traditional 
means—potentially saving many lives.

 

Following activation by oCHa, DHn assembled a solution team using the SBtF and 
Humanity road to produce this dynamic map for crisis responders 76

Self-organization is powerful, but partnerships between networks and 
traditional institutions will often provide the best long-term solution 
for enhancing the world’s capacity to respond to global problems. 
Crowdsourcing and volunteer networks present a tremendous opportunity 
to enhance and improve traditional problem solving. However, in many 
sectors, it will not be possible for these self-organized networks to replace 
the traditional institutions altogether. in the case of humanitarian affairs, 
international institutions such as the un and red Cross command vast 
resources and have the unique ability to garner international political support 
for their efforts. in order to participate in this system, emerging networks 
must adhere to the founding principles of the system and meet the same 
expectations of quality and reliability, or risk having their efforts ignored. 
DHn and its members have shown that it is possible to mitigate this potential 
conflict by focusing on the need for collaboration and partnership between 
the old and new. only by meeting each other half way was it possible for 
V&tCs to begin significantly improving disaster response. DHn and oCHa are 
leading by example and showing other international institutions, non-profits, 
and public sector entities how institutional renewal can be accomplished. 
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Governance and incorporation are important long-term considerations for 
nascent solution networks. as evidenced by the CrisisCommons experience, 
a failure to consider governance, leadership, and organizational structure 
can result in co-option of the network by inappropriate individuals. Damage 
to reputation and legitimacy can be irreparable. a basic delineation of roles 
and responsibilities can prevent this possibility as well as lend credibility 
to the organization. a reliance on volunteers for network management is a 
possibility, but limits the organization to being run by individuals who have 
the time. incorporation offers the potential for networks to raise the finances 
required to sustain their operations, but also requires the organization 
to adopt formal administrative and governance capabilities. these are 
important trade-offs that the visionaries in global solutions networks need to 
take into consideration.

Coordination bodies, or a “network-of-networks,” can be a vital tool 
to enhance the success of individual networks. although each V&tC has 
its strengths, each also has its weaknesses. Competition is important to 
ensuring that organizations continue to hone and improve their services. 
However, as the post-Haiti experience has shown, too much competition 
and fragmentation of effort can led to significant redundancies and 
a lack of coordination that diminishes the overall effectiveness of the 
digital humanitarian ecosystem. DHn was established in order to reduce 
potential conflicts and redundancies between V&tCs, as well as to prevent 
multiple V&tCs from clamoring for the attention of the formal humanitarian 
system at the same time. this streamlines the relationship between formal 
humanitarian organizations and V&tCs, allows them to flourish and change 
without disrupting this relationship, and improves the quality of the system 
overall. indeed, the DHn experience suggests that there could be analogous 
opportunities to establish coordinating bodies in other domains where 
redundancy and overlapping roles are a problem, such as in the provision of 
foreign aid. However, establishing an agreement to be coordinated can also 
be a challenge and requires careful consideration of governance, voice, and 
decision-making in order to be sustainable. 

The empowerment of individuals means that participants at the local 
level may increasingly drive global solution networks. while certain 
challenges will continue to need global coordination, global solutions 
providers should consider how to better support and facilitate grassroots 
initiatives, particularly in light of the recent experience in the Philippines 
where local residents were the driving force behind the coordination of 
global relief efforts. For some networks, the growing power to organize 
locally may lessen the need for their services. network leaders will need to 
consider how they can best add value in a world where bottom-up problem 
solving is increasingly the norm. otherwise they risk falling into the same 
trap that many international organizations and public sector entities have 
encountered—that ensuring their own sustainability could become more 
important than actually solving the problem. 

digitalhumanitarians.com

http://digitalhumanitarians.com
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appendix i: 
types of Volunteer and 
technical Communities

Type Organization Chart DHN Members
Crowd Sourcing Umbrellas 

act as conductors for large 

networks of global and digital 

volunteers.  these volunteers 

typically have a wide range 

of skills and expertise, are 

distributed, and are activated 

by the crowdsourcing umbrella 

in response to a specific 

crisis, problem, or need.  the 

crowdsourcing umbrella acts as 

a collective brand for volunteers 

and helps to connect their work 

to disaster responders.

•	 Standby task Force

•	 Humanitarian 

openStreetmap team

•	 Humanity road

•	 info4Disasters

Community Centralizers 

cultivate networks of individuals 

with specific technical skills 

and bring these individuals 

physically together for an 

event or deployment where the 

community is directed toward 

addressing a specific problem.

•	 CrisisCommons

•	 Datakind

•	 geeks without Bounds

•	 mapaction

•	 Peacegeeks

Volunteer Connector Platforms 

do not themselves get involved 

in disaster response, but act as 

a connection agent between 

requesting agencies and 

volunteers who want to offer 

their skills or expertise.  these 

organizations tend to develop 

a skilled volunteer roster and 

build established relationships 

with humanitarian institutions.

•	 Statistics without Borders

•	 translators without Borders

•	 un online Volunteers

•	 Help earth Foundation

•	 uriSa giSCorps

Technological Solutions 

Providers develop software or 

technological infrastructure 

aimed at allowing users to 

better collect, aggregate, 

analyze, and present the 

information which may be 

gleaned from new iCts.77  

•	 esri

•	 Connected Development

•	 Disaster tech lab

•	 gnucoop
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appendix ii: 
DHn activation Process78
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