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A note from the editors

What does innovation mean? And more 
importantly, what does it mean to the UN 
Refugee Agency (UNHCR) and how does 
it relate to your work? We hope this small 
booklet serves as not only a guide for in-
novation basics at UNHCR but also a map 
of stories that connects you to other col-
leagues who are seeking to create change 
inside and outside of our organization. The 
jargon used in the innovation and human-
itarian sector can quickly alienate those 
who want to be involved but just don’t 
know how. We hope what you discover in 
this publication warmly welcomes you to 
innovation in the organization and serves 
as a tool that you can return to as you con-
tinue your journey in UNHCR.

There are a lot of assumptions that come 
with the word innovation. This is a conse-
quence of the societies that we live in, the 
ones that breed myths about innovation 
equating technology and accept fallacies 
like the door of innovation is only open to 
those who were born with creative talent. 
And this is simply not the case. It’s likely 
you innovate in your day-to-day and don’t 
even know it. Our organization is full of 
innovators, creatives, activists, and peo-
ple willing and able to improve how we 
serve refugee communities. The role of 
the Innovation Service is to support you 
in providing guidance and methodologies 
to innovate even better, to help capture 

innovation flourishing across UNHCR and 
beyond, and then share those bright spots 
as widely as possible.

Innovation is rarely straightforward, and 
our lack of institutional memory can rein-
force the status-quo. If people at UNHCR, 
don’t see how much has already changed, 
they can fall into the trap of believing that 
they can’t challenge current norms. If we 
look at the evolution of cash-based inter-
ventions in displaced communities, we can 
clearly see the sector was willing to adapt 
and create a new standard of working - but 
it took time for us to get there. Cash-based 
interventions go beyond their technolog-
ical benefits and have, as of today, truly 
challenged how the humanitarian sec-
tor thinks about dignity and the power of 
choice for communities. 

Each day that passes is an extraordinary 
time of transformation that we could not 
foresee. As we witness profound shifts in 
ideas, perspectives, and frameworks that 
underpin how our organization operates 
- it’s important to remember the agency 
that you have to be a part of the change. 
As you’ll read in the forthcoming pages, it 
probably won’t be easy but within the un-
certainty, innovation can be the crutch to 
recognising that you can influence out-
comes and the future of how we work at 
UNHCR.

By Lauren Parater, Hans Park and Emilia Saarelainen, 
UNHCR’s Innovation Service
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New ways of thinking and innovation 
are really important to our organization. 
Whilst the prime cause of our work has not 
changed, the scale and the nature of the 
issues we seek to address has. We cannot 
hope to solve them with the old solutions 
and ways of thinking.  Hence our ability to 
innovate becomes a core competence – 
new ideas, new ways of thinking, new ways 
of engaging and relating become critical.

Caroline Harper Jantuah,
Senior Advisor - Inclusion, Diversity and Gender Equity
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The word innovation is ubiquitous and con-
fusing to most. We’d use a different word 
if we could. So what are the first steps for 
including innovation into your day-to-day 
work at UNHCR? And what does it actual-
ly look like in practice? It’s easier than you 
might think. We’ve outlined practical appli-
cations of the innovation process to help 
get you started. Employ some of the prac-
tical actions and tips in this list and other 
ideas found throughout this publication. If 
you still have questions - drop us an email.

Be brave and courageous. 

Innovation is not an easy process but it is 
worth it. You will have to iterate and fail 
along the way - but use it as an opportunity 
to learn. It may be difficult to try something 
outside the established norm because the 
status quo lends itself to comfort. But take 
the risk to try something new and it will pay 
off dividends in the end. 

Ask the right question. 

You won’t get an appropriate solution if 
you’re not asking the right question. Before 
you start testing new ideas, you’ll want to 
define the problem you actually want to 
solve. Defining your problem is a crucial 
step in the innovation process. Keep it 
short and make sure it only contains one 

problem. You can continue to tweak your 
problem statement until you’ve identified 
the right problem.

Engage refugees or your end users.

Engage your end users in your innovation 
process - whether they are UNHCR staff, 
partners or refugees. For example, refu-
gees are better at knowing what works for 
them and what doesn’t. They are great in-
novators and full of their own ideas. Ask 
your users for their feedback throughout 
the process - but explore opportunities to 
empower them as innovators themselves. 

Ideate. 

Take advantage of other people’s creativ-
ity and facilitate a brainstorming session 
with your team members, colleagues, and 
refugees to create new ideas. Invite peo-
ple with a wide range of disciplines. Crazy 
ideas are welcomed and should be built 
upon. 

Experiment. 

Experimentation is a crucial part of innova-
tion, and some would argue that there’s no 
innovation without experimentation. To in-
novate, we need to learn by doing - so just 
give it a go and test your assumptions. Try 
new things. Keep testing your original idea 
or process. Discover what works and what 
doesn’t. Then experiment again. 

Challenge your assumptions. 

Every time we approach a problem, we 

bring assumptions that limit our ability to 
think about new solutions. Think critically 
about the assumptions underlying your in-
novation and then test them in a system-
atic way.

Collaborate. 

Too often we assume collaboration will 
happen when a group of people is simply 
put together. It doesn’t. If we want to inno-
vate, we have to collaborate meaningful-
ly. This requires us to move beyond just 
“sharing information” with others and ac-
tively engaging colleagues in our work and 
the innovation process. Work with other di-
visions, bureaux, external companies, ac-
ademia, and others during the innovation 
process. Choose a partner with different 
skills and ideas. Go outside the usual sus-
pects. Be flexible and open to different 
types of collaboration. 

Embrace failure. 

Innovation isn’t a straightforward process 
and the environment UNHCR operates in 
is increasingly complex and uncertain - lin-
earity is often an unrealistic goal. This pro-
cess will often bring a few missteps and 
failures along the way. Acknowledging that 
failure happens to the best of us, and using 
that opportunity to build the skills needed 
to learn from one’s mistakes is key. 

Copy someone else’s idea. 

When is innovation simply imitation? 
Often. Look at promising practices that al-
ready exists elsewhere and apply it to your 

operation and context. Innovation is about 
creating value in your specific context - so 
experiment with what has worked in other 
places to no reinvent the week. 

Innovate with everyone.

Include targets for innovation within your 
team, division or operation. Measure these 
targets and the impact you’ve had. Don’t 
just have one innovation focal point - in-
clude innovation into everyone’s objec-
tives. Before you realize it, everyone will 
be a champion of innovation.

Don’t forget - anyone can innovate.

Anyone can innovate, regardless of age, 
nationality, position or gender. Innovators 
have the right attitude, a creative mindset, 
and an ability to see things differently and 
bend the boundaries. And most important-
ly, they have a desire to solve complex 
challenges — and given the right tools, at-
titude, and environment, each person has 
the power to create change.

Practical tips for 
innovating in 
UNHCR 
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What is innovation?

• Innovation is the process of translating 
an idea or invention into a good or ser-
vice so that it creates value.1

• Innovation is an iterative process that 
identifies, adjusts, and diffuses ideas. 
The innovation process utilises a set 
of tools and methodologies through 
which to solve challenges and identify 
opportunities. It’s non-linear, it’s exper-
imental, and it is robust.

• Innovation is not simply technology, 
it is not only for the younger gener-
ations, and it is not something only a 
few people can do. 

Why is innovation important to UNHCR?

• Innovation is important to UNHCR be-
cause it makes us more agile, more 
open to collaboration, and more ef-
fective for the people we serve. This 
not only needs to continue, but inno-
vation as an approach needs to be-
come increasingly central to how we 
solve problems, address challenges 
and prepare UNHCR for the future of 
forced displacement.

• Innovation is about creating value for 
refugees, introducing novel solutions, 
and doing things better.

Who innovates in UNHCR?

• Anyone in the organization can in-
novate if they wish, regardless of 
age, nationality, position or gender. 
Innovators have a creative mindset, 
attitude, an ability to see things dif-
ferently and to bend the boundaries. 
They have a desire to solve complex 
challenges facing our organization - 
given the right tools, each person in 
the organization has the power to cre-
ate change.

Why do we need to create space to 
innovate in UNHCR?

• In order to create sustainable innova-
tion in UNHCR, we need to focus on 
mindset, culture, and collaboration. 
Everyone can be an innovator, but no 
one can do it alone or without an open 
approach to teamwork. This requires 
that managers at all levels of the or-
ganization encourage and create the 
space for staff to innovate and experi-
ment in their day-to-day work.

• The innovation mindset UNHCR is try-
ing to foster is challenging assump-
tions, changing perspectives, instill-
ing the value of collaboration and 
openness for failure and risk-taking; 
this cannot be done without space for 
innovation.

Why do we need partnerships for 
innovation?

• Partnerships allow learning and the 
exchange of expertise and intelli-
gence between industries, allowing 
said industries to co-create solutions 
effectively. Diversity of stakeholders 
should define the partnership pursuit 
process. It is not exclusive to the pri-
vate sector, but also to the expertise 
of other UN agencies, academia, local 
partners, and most importantly, refu-
gees themselves.

What is the role of UNHCR’s Innovation 
Service?

• UNHCR’s Innovation Service creates 
an enabling environment for inno-
vation to flourish in UNHCR by facili-
tating spaces to innovate, capturing 
bright spots, and ensuring that inno-
vation is accessible to staff and refu-
gees so they can increasingly draw on 
innovation to solve the most pressing 
of challenges.

Notes:

1. Business Dictionary: http://www.businessdictio-

nary.com/definition/innovation.html

FAQs on 
innovation
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This is a simplified version of a larger in-
novation process. The below steps do not 
capture the whole process and complexity 
of innovation, but it’s a brief introduction to 
get you started. 

Identify a problem and rethink it again. 
And again and again.

Innovation starts by identifying a problem 
or spotting an opportunity to do some-
thing better. Problems are a means to 
an opportunity. So, identify and frame a 
problem and then start questioning the 
problem, rethinking the problem and re-
framing the problem. Ask a lot of ques-
tions! Uncovering the real issue can be 
a time-consuming process, but you don’t 

want to miss it- focusing on anything else 
than the real issue is a waste of time and 
resources.

“The first step towards a great answer is to 
reframe the question.” 
- Tom & David Kelly
 
Bring in your creativity and collaborate 
with others on ideas.

With your newly defined problem in hand 
and a diverse range of perspectives, it’s 
time to release all your creativity and dis-
cover and/or create as many ideas or solu-
tions as possible. This is a collaborative 
action so it’s encouraged to bring togeth-
er people with different background and 

A Simplified Innovation Process
Three non-linear steps to innovating

expertise to get started. We often fall into 
the trap of solving a problem the same way 
every time - step back from the obvious 
solutions; visualize your ideas with mind 
maps; brainstorm good ideas; brainstorm 
bad ideas; unpack your assumptions, and 
use any other tool you find appropriate 
and useful in your case.   
 
It’s also good to remember our own bias-
es. Even if we say we like creativity, we 
don’t really like things that challenge our 
ways of thinking and that’s why we tend 
to deny truly creative ideas. We have a 
bias toward the practicality over the nov-
elty. Acknowledging this (and other biases) 
help us to be more creative.  

Experimentation – really just try it out!

Keep it simple. Find out how you can run 
quick experiments to test your solutions 
(or parts of it). Continue to iterate and re-
fine your idea or solution along the way. 
Experimentation is all about learning. It is 
about answering your questions and test-
ing your assumptions. It is about gathering 
data. Experimentation helps us to make 
more informed decisions about our ideas 
and projects. Design your experiment so 
that you can start tomorrow and put a (not 
too long!) timeframe on it. The idea is to 
collect as much information with as little ef-
fort as possible.



CULTURE
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Why is innovation 
so difficult? An ode 

to all innovators.
By Emilia Saarelainen, Innovation Fellowship Programme Manager

We all know that innovation is hard, but 
why exactly is it so difficult?

Innovation is about people

Before we can even start talking about the 
difficulties of the actual act of innovating, 
we need to be clear on what we mean by 
innovation and what’s needed to innovate.

Innovation doesn’t happen without inno-
vators. Innovation is not about finding the 
new bright idea, it’s not about having all 

types of processes in place and it’s not 
about technology. It’s about people, those 
ones who are passionate about what they 
do and want to drive change. People are 
the backbone of innovation. And that’s ex-
actly the reason why it’s also so difficult. 
People, you and I, us and them, are re-
quired to make innovation to happen, but 
we are also part of the problem and a rea-
son why it is so difficult.

We have a very limited understanding 
about who is and who can be an innovator. 

An innovator is seen to be a lone inven-
tor, an Einstein type of individual (usually 
a white man) sitting alone in a basement 
and coming up with new ideas. Innovation 
is often understood as “the best idea” and 
an innovator as the one having a light bulb 
moment magically leading to a successful 
implementation. This narrative is mislead-
ing as innovation is not just about gen-
erating ideas and innovators are not just 
inventors. Anyone can innovate, regard-
less of age, nationality, position or gender. 
Innovators have the right attitude, a cre-
ative mindset, and an ability to see things 
differently and bend the boundaries. And 
most importantly, they have a desire to 
solve complex challenges — and given the 
right tools, attitude and environment, each 
person has the power to create change.

Innovation requires a wide range of 
skills

When we talk about innovation skills, we 
typically talk about just one type of skills, 
creative (thinking) skills, i.e. an individual’s 
ability to generate new ideas, solve prob-
lems and think creatively. We think about 
artists or entrepreneurs who seem to have 
creativity as a gift to do something magi-
cal (while the rest of us just admire it from 
aside). But this is misleading because, first 
of all, innovation skills are not just about 
creativity skills and second, being inno-
vative is not the privilege of a few select 
persons; it’s possible to learn how to be 
creative and how to be innovative. There 
are tons of tools and techniques to help 
you to enrich your creative skills, i.e. have 
new ideas, think creatively, overcome your 

thinking habits, etc. Additionally, there 
are innovation tools, methods, and guide-
books that help you to go through the rest 
of the innovation process and provides 
tools for identifying a problem, test as-
sumptions, design and guide through an 
experiment, etc.

So, the good news is that anyone can learn 
to use innovation tools, the bad news is 
that it might be the easiest part. Innovation 
is not just about tools and methods, but 
it’s also, and even more about mindset. 
Innovation is an iterative process, uncer-
tainty and unknown being an inevitable 
part of it. Going through that process re-
quires one being comfortable with confu-
sion, failures, and disappointments and it’s 
not always easy or pleasant. Innovating 
can be nerve-wracking, uncomfortable or 
even scary.

There’s no toolkit to help you to teach it 
or prepare for it, the only way to learn it 
is to go through it, experience it and learn 
by doing. As an innovator, you need to be 
persistent and have resilience for all this.

And as if this would not be enough, there’s 
a third set of skills that is important, espe-
cially for those innovating in a large orga-
nization: communicating, influencing, and 
convincing. Whatever you want to do, it 
needs to be shared with many different 
actors in the organization. It needs to be 
communicated in the right way to the right 
people in order to make anything happen. 
And often making the case isn’t sufficient, 
facts don’t convince people, but you need 
a strategy on how to get people on board 
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and make the change. Innovators don’t act 
in isolation, they are working in a specific 
operational and political environment that 
they need to know how to navigate.

Innovation is not something you can learn 
just from books. There are tools and meth-
ods available for innovators, but they 
cover only a small part of skills one needs 
to innovate. Also, tools and methods don’t 
mean much, if they don’t lead to a change 
in behaviours and habits. And in order for 
innovation to be fully practised in daily 
work and for it to become a habit, you 
need time, effort and practise. It’s about 
creating “muscle memory” for innovative 
ways of thinking and acting. The only way 
to learn innovation is to actually take action 
and do things.

No one can innovate alone

Anyone can be an innovator, but no one 
can do it alone. The range of skills needed 
to innovate is so large that it is unlikely that 
one individual will be strong on all of them. 
Needed skills are also changing through-
out the process (for example, idea gener-
ation requires different types of skills than 
scaling), individuals simply can’t have them 
all. So, we need to work with others, we 
need teams to innovate.

Innovation is all about collaboration. At its 
simplest, collaboration means working with 
others to achieve something. However, as 
we know, in reality working with others 
is not always that easy. It can feel frus-
trating, draining and unproductive. The 
more diverse the team is, the harder the 

collaboration can be (but the outcomes are 
better¹). There are more perceptions and 
different viewpoints to consider, a greater 
exchange of knowledge, decision making 
takes more time, and there’s always a pos-
sibility for a conflict.

For individuals wishing to innovate this 
means yet another set of skills for them to 
master- collaboration skills. Collaboration 
requires a high level of trust and emotion-
al intelligence. For talkers, it might be dif-
ficult to be quiet and listen (actively!), for 
less talkative and/ or reserved people, it 
can be difficult to make themselves heard; 
you need to be able to communicate your 
point of view openly and effectively and be 
willing to compromise; and you must have 
the ability to be tolerant and accepting of 
others. People need to be able to let go 
of control and their own ego and believe 
that collaboration and working with others 
will bring possibilities to create something 
greater than working alone would.

If collaboration is hard for individual team 
members, it’s also hard for supervisors and 
managers trying to manage and support a 
diverse team. Too often we assume collab-
oration will happen when a group of peo-
ple are put together. It doesn’t. It requires 
goals and methods and a lot of it depends 
on managers’ skills to create an environ-
ment fostering and supporting collabora-
tive efforts.

People need to be taught to act togeth-
er in multidisciplinarity to develop novelty 
into innovation, supervisors and manag-
ers need to be taught to lead and manage 

teams and collaborative work, and the 
leadership need to set the tone for a true 
collaborative organizational culture.

We are afraid of innovation. All of us.

Innovation is scary, but what exactly are we 
afraid of? Well, we experience the fear of 
making a mistake, failure, unknown, uncer-
tainty, looking foolish, being different, los-
ing control, disappointing ourselves, dis-
appointing others, imperfection, taking the 
first step, taking a risk, getting no rewards, 
rejection, losing face or prestige, being 
judged, thinking we are not creative, and 
change - just to name a few.

Fear is a strong emotion as it prepares us 
to react to danger. It can slow some func-
tions of our body down, while sharpen-
ing other functions helping us to survive. 
These are normal reactions, our brains are 
just trying to protect us from harm, but it’s 
not pleasant to experience them and the 
natural reaction is to avoid them. Fear can 
paralyse us from taking action and ulti-
mately, hold people back. Therefore, fear 
is not a friend of innovation, so we need to 
find ways to deal with the emotion that hin-
ders it and thus, in order to find a coping 
mechanism with innovation fears, we need 
to understand them better. Here’s a list of 
three of the biggest fears associated with 
innovation.

1. Fear of unknown

The dominant and the strongest fear of all 
is the fear of unknown. By nature, most of 
the people tend to prefer certainty. The 

problem is that innovation by its nature is 
characterised by uncertainty. In innovation 
( jargon), this uncertainty is often divided 
into two: there are known unknowns and 
unknown unknowns. Known unknowns are 
something that we know we don’t know. 
There are risks involved in such situations, 
but they can be calculated and managed 
with risk management, which reduces the 
uncertainty and provides us with some 
kind of feeling of certainty. Whereas, un-
known unknowns are something that we 
don’t know that we don’t know. It’s a kind 
of uncertainty that can’t be dealt with risk 
management, it can only be managed by 
experimenting and learning. Preparing 
yourself or your team for the uncertain-
ty and unforeseeable is difficult, if not im-
possible. You are asked to jump in and try 
something you don’t know what the out-
come will be and you have no idea what 
is waiting for you. The fear of the unknown 
leads to problems in dealing with uncer-
tainty. Something unexpected might hap-
pen, which would be different from what 
people are used to. No guidebook can pre-
pare you for how it feels to be in the middle 
of uncertainty without being sure about a 
direction to go. Essentially, managing inno-
vation is about mastering uncertainty.

2. Fear of failure

Most individuals, managers, and organi-
zations are fearful of making mistakes. 
Failing is considered shameful and painful. 
However, failure is an inevitable part of in-
novation. It doesn’t mean that failing more 
often would directly lead to innovation, of 
course not, but more frequent trials (with 
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learning from them) most likely do. And the 
more trials you do, the more unsuccessful 
trials (or better to say, trials with negative 
results) you may experience - and that may 
feel like a failure. Fear of failure keeps us 
from taking a step into the unknown, and 
not even trying and that paralyses innova-
tion. It’s normal to experience fear of fail-
ure as most of us have gone through an 
education system that 
taught us that failure 
isn’t a positive thing. 
We were rewarded only 
for the best grades and 
taught that we always 
have to know, we al-
ways have to win. But 
innovation doesn’t work 
like that - it doesn’t flour-
ish in such an environ-
ment. There isn’t always 
one right answer, you 
may need to try (and 
fail) several times before 
succeeding. And you might still not suc-
ceed. But what is comforting is that fear of 
failure is mostly a learned emotion and we 
can unlearn that.

3. Fear of risk-taking

Most people are risk-averse and would 
prefer to go with a tried and known solu-
tion rather than taking their chances on 
an unproven solution.2 Taking the known 
solution, playing safe is comfortable as it 
makes us feel in control. Innovating is the 
opposite. There’s no feeling of control and 
it gives you a sense of insecurity. Risk-
taking is scary because nobody knows if 

the risk you take will pay off (that’s why it is 
called risk). But any kind of development is 
impossible if you never take any risks - es-
pecially if you wish to try and build some-
thing completely new, some level of risk is 
inevitable. It is easier to embrace the risk, 
if we understand what we mean by risks. 
In its simplest form, risk can be consid-
ered as something that can lead to a dam-

age, this can be for ex-
ample a financial loss, 
reputational damage or 
in the worst case, harm 
caused to people we try 
to help. So risks should 
be taken seriously, but 
they should not prevent 
us innovating. Taking 
a risk doesn’t need to 
mean to bet everything, 
there are ways to mit-
igate the risk (for ex-
ample: through experi-
menting and learning). It 

is also good to remember that doing noth-
ing, inaction, can also be a risk. Often the 
fear is bigger than the risk itself.

All these fears are normal, and they don’t 
only cause fear to innovate, but they 
also may prohibit others to innovate. 
Managers and organizations experience 
exactly the same fears of unknown, fail-
ure, and risk-taking as individual innova-
tors or teams do, but their fears are often 
turned into resistance. So even if you as 
an innovator have managed to overcome 
your fears (or more likely, act despite your 
fears), you still have to persuade the others 
to come to your side. So, it’s actually not 

enough to deal with your own fears, you 
need to find a way to deal with other peo-
ple’s fears as well.

There’s always resistance

There’s resistance to innovation, because 
there’s resistance to change. People don’t 
like to change. People like the status quo 
and we want things to be as they are 
(sometimes even if we claim otherwise). 
How often have you heard managers and 
organizations praising innovation, but 
when it comes to action they tell you “We 
can’t do that, because that’s not the way 
we do things here,” or “We have tried this 
before and it doesn’t work.” What do you 
do with all these innovation competences 
and enthusiasm, if there’s no space to use 
them? Typically, large organizations are 
designed to execute and be efficient, not 
to innovate. They are built for short-term 
performance, not for innovation. So, in a 
way innovators go against what the organi-
zations are designed for. Organizations do 
need traditionalists too, they have a role in 
organizations, but they don’t always make 
innovators’ lives easy.

Innovation requires that managers at all 
levels of the organization encourage, and 
create the space for staff to innovate and 
experiment in their day-to-day work. They 
must decrease fear of failure and create an 
environment of psychological safety. The 
real innovation challenge is overcoming 
organizational resistance.

Innovating is difficult because innovation 
is difficult. It’s not just about learning tools 
and methods but it touches upon a vari-
ety of emotions (innovators as well as oth-
ers) and it’s embedded into experimenta-
tion, collaboration, and diversity. It’s about 
going through a journey that can be un-
pleasant, lonely, and scary and it requires 
people who have passion, drive, and resil-
ience to go through it all.

Innovators, praise yourselves. You are 
superstars.

Notes:

1. Diverse Teams Feel Less Comfortable - and 

That’s Why they Perform Better, Harvard Business 

Review.

2. Creative Action in Organisations. Chapter 21: 

Why no one really wants creativity (Barry M. Straw).

There’s no toolkit to 
help you to teach it or 
prepare for it, the only 
way to learn it is to go 
through it, experience 
it and learn by doing. 
As an innovator, you 
need to be persistent 

and have resilience for 
all this.
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Administration is probably the first con-
tact point anyone has in the UN Refugee 
Agency (UNHCR). In reality, everything we 
do has a sort of administration process 
linked to it. When one of us joined UNHCR 
in November 2007, an era that was already 
embracing Facebook and long past the 
early days of the internet, we were handed 
over a few typewriters to begin our work. 
This is unfortunately not a joke, but a re-
flection on how long it can take organiza-
tions to catch-up to the real world. Coming 

from the private sector, this was a bit of a 
shock to say the least. I witnessed these 
same feelings wash over the faces of the 
even younger new recruits who were told 
we had to use them to fill out separation 
documents as one of our first tasks. I took 
this challenge head-on, quickly teaming 
up with a few new colleagues and recreat-
ed the same form but in Microsoft Excel. I 
consider this my first feeling of innovation 
in UNHCR. Sometimes innovation is quick 
and boring, but it brings efficiency to a 

process — and to me this is the key to mak-
ing our organization and other UN agen-
cies more innovative.

The bureaucratic state of play

Each day in admin and finance we are 
working with strongly controlled process-
es. On one hand, rules are important be-
cause they frame each step to accomplish 
a goal — whether that is in procurement, 
contracts or travel requests. These rules 
ensure that the processes which drive our 

organization are transparent and track-
able, and this is important. However, rules 
and regulations also need to evolve with 
the passing of time. We cannot allow these 
rules to be a burden when they are expect-
ed to add concrete value to a process. In 
many ways, working in administration at 
UNHCR is a bit like fighting against the bu-
reaucracy itself. If these rules, which act as 
our guiding light, become overcomplicated 
or impenetrable, we can simply not be ef-
ficient. The heaviness of this workflow can 
become a barrier in serving the interests 
of persons of concern. For example, if we 

are not able to process a payment quick-
ly enough, then this can directly affect the 
work going on in our field operations.

We are not here to argue against 
rules — we concretely believe that UNHCR 
needs guidelines, standards, and order. 
We need this in many aspects of our life. 
But we do believe that when these rules 
have turned into clear bureaucracy, we 
should seize the opportunities to improve 
them. Bureaucracy is a real barrier to in-
novation. Even if someone within the or-
ganization has a brilliant idea, the long 
processes of reviewing, selecting, testing, 
authorising, clearing, and signing off of this 
solution can kill it before it even has had a 
chance to impact refugees. It is within this 
institutional structure that we need to find 
the space to try new things and innovate 
the old. The structural speed of our pro-
cesses needs to catch-up with the innova-
tions currently taking place in the field and 
Headquarters. The current state of play of 
our traditional and institutional architecture 
needs a facelift.

Actions for a more efficient way forward
So what would a better system look like for 
us? A quick answer would be: faster, sim-
plified, agile, and more flexible.

First, it would focus more on the outcome 
rather than the format in which such an 
outcome would have to be finalised. Within 
UNHCR’s Innovation Service, we pride our-
selves in acting quickly to respond to re-
quests. This is something that should be 
mainstreamed across the organization at 
all levels. Our main priority is the well being 

The promise of 
boring innovation
By Salvatore Vassallo, Senior Admin Programme Associate

Actions for a more 
efficient way forward

So what would a 
better system look like 
for us? A quick answer 

would be: faster, 
simplified, agile, and 

more flexible.
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and protection of the 65 million people dis-
placed — this level of efficiency would not 
only change how we work, but how we 
could approach challenges.

These are some areas where we can start 
acting on now:

• Decreasing the number of authorisa-
tion levels for administrative processes

• De-partitioning general administrative 
tasks such as travel requests

• Implementing a programme cycle 
more aligned with the needs of the 
field

• Identifying and prioritising processes 
that can reasonably be simplified

• Creating a better system for internal 
communication between the field and 
HQ

Moving into 2018, the UNHCR Innovation 
Service will begin mobilising around some 
of these areas for experimentation. While 
we argue that technology does not equate 
innovation, new technology does offer a 
lot of opportunities for change in adminis-
tration activities. Currently, when a memo 
needs to be approved internally, assistants 
go from person to person asking for sig-
natures to clear the memo. If we could uti-
lise automation and shorten this approving 
process, colleagues would have more time 
to get other important work done. But all 
solutions don’t have to be all about tech. 
What if we had a corporate card that ac-
crued all the miles from the flights the orga-
nization is spending money on? We would 
be earning points and using the rewards 
to ensure new flights cost the organization 

We see stories everywhere. We listen to 
stories, we tell stories — they are one of 
humanity’s universals across cultures. We 
revolve around transmitting information 
and experiences, whether that is around a 
campfire, a table or an idea. Stories have 
the power to change our beliefs and be-
haviours, and they are one of the great-
est tools we have for engaging audienc-
es around complex issues such as climate 

change, migration, and other social issues. 
Stories get told, and retold, and there-
in shape society and mythologies around 
our identities. Sometimes these stories 
are simplified, rewritten or manipulated 
in such ways that they do not address the 
complex nature of what truly occurred. At 
the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), we see 
how the stories told around innovation 
have shaped the way colleagues perceive 

Why innovation 
needs storytelling

By Lauren Parater, Innovation Community and Content Manager

less overall. This would be one simple 
change to save the organization quite a bit 
of money. Or if UNHCR were to go paper-
less, it would truly be a disruptive form of 
innovation for our institutions.

The first step for realising this change will 
be to admit as an organization that we 
need it. We need to evolve and we need to 
make our backend processes and rules fit 
for purpose. Our call to action is to ask you 
to put down your typewriters and invest in 
big, boring, and bureaucratic innovation.
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innovation in the humanitarian sector. The 
stories people tell about innovation shape 
how others understand and relate to it. The 
enduring mythologies of the Steve Jobs 
and Bill Gates of the world have left innova-
tion to be interpreted as a privilege — privi-
lege reserved for those in the ivory towers 
of Silicon Valley. As Hana Schank, a Public 
Interest Technology Fellow at the nonprofit 
think tank New America explains, 

“The story of innovation, as it is typical-
ly told, is one of rule breakers, stay-up-
all-nighters, people who are sharper and 
shinier than everyone else–whiz kids. And 
those whiz kids all look the same. Young. 
Male. Techies or policy wonks or numbers 
geniuses.” 

The greatest innovators at UNHCR chal-
lenge this stereotype but the stories that 
have proliferated across the organization 
have embedded and nurtured this unorigi-
nal caricature. And those who benefit from 
this single story have told it over and over 
again for their own benefit. Fortunately, 
master narratives can be countered — and 
innovation is the perfect avenue to under-
stand how stories can build support, per-
suade, and challenge the notion of who 
gets to be an innovator. 

Our brains on stories 

Why do our brains love stories so much? 
Scientists have discovered that a good 
story lights up your brain in the same way 
pleasure does. As we follow the emo-
tionally charged events of a story, the 
popular compound oxytocin rewards us 

for continuing along the journey. Stories 
have the ability to excite the neurons that 
make dopamine and stimulate the cre-
ation of oxytocin — the chemical that pro-
motes prosocial, empathetic behaviour. 
Neuroscientist Uri Hasson argues that “a 
story is the only way to activate parts in the 
brain so that a listener turns the story into 
their own idea and experience.” 

Steven Pinker, a Harvard University psy-
chologist, argues that stories are pow-
erful tools for both learning and the de-
velopment of relationships with others. 
Storytelling has played a key role in social 
cohesion between groups and is a partic-
ular form of communication for passing in-
formation through generations. Pinker ar-
gues that there are neurological roots tied 
to social cognition not only for telling tales 
but also the science behind why we enjoy 
them. The oxytocin we derive from stories 
helps us care and feel connected to oth-
ers — whether we like it or not. 

Psychologists have also discovered that 
stories have the ability to transport us into 
the world of narrative and they are inher-
ently more effective at changing beliefs 
and behaviours than facts are. For the cog-
nitive benefits to have an effect though, 
you have to be telling a story that actually 
compels the reader to engage in this dis-
tinct mental process. Do you have a co-
herent plot? Do you have a story arc? Are 
there characters? Are the characters en-
gaging? All of these things help to make 
a good story and therein, make your story 
more effective. 

Making innovation inclusive and 
accessible

So, you might stay up all night curled up 
with your favourite book because your 
brain loves a good story — but how does 
this relate to innovation?

Within your organization, storytelling can 
act as a carrier for messages, assist in re-
inforcing cultural values or transform into a 
powerful persuasive tool. There is exten-
sive research on the benefits of organiza-
tional storytelling, as sociologist Yiannis 
Gabriel notes, “Organization and man-
agement studies, no less than consumer 
studies, cultural studies, media and com-
munication studies, oral history, as well as 
substantial segments of legal studies, ac-
counting, and studies of the professions 
and science, have enthusiastically adopt-
ed the idea that, in creating a meaningful 
universe, people resort to stories….stories 
make experience meaningful, stories con-
nect us with one another; stories make the 
characters come alive, stories provide an 
opportunity for a renewed sense of organi-
zational community.” 

At UNHCR, storytelling is a critical tool for 
making innovation accessible to our col-
leagues, developing a shared understand-
ing of innovation, and creating a path for 
organizational change. More importantly, 
storytelling can help colleagues imagine 
themselves in similar experiences to the 
people who are already innovating, and 
therefore, build empathy for a character 
they may not have otherwise related to. 

How to use stories as a strategic tool 

For me, the wonderful thing about stories 
is that they are not only powerful cogni-
tive tools but they can be malleable based 
on your challenges and how you want to 
create change within your organization. 
Organizational stories can be used to per-
suade, educate, reassure, inform, explain, 
connect, construct meaning, or simplify. 

1. Stories to transport messages or vision:

We use stories to help illustrate our inno-
vation process through emotive and au-
thentic stories that not only help contextu-
alise our mission and values but generate 
a common understanding of what inno-
vation is and who gets to be an innova-
tor at UNHCR. These stories are critical 
for changing the culture of the organiza-
tion and familiarising people with a vivid 
vision of innovation. We’ve written stories 
such as “Why innovators can come from 
all parts of the organization” to persuade 
others in UNHCR that regardless of where 
you sit in the organization — you too can be 
an innovator if you have the right mindset. 
Stories of persuasion such as “Innovation 
is about diversity and inclusion. Stop with 
the gimmicks, catch up.” are disseminated 
to influence beliefs around innovation and 
to transport our vision of diversity to the 
centre of innovation initiatives. Creating 
a compelling vision is a key element for 
sustainable innovation across an organi-
zation — your vision needs to energise and 
compel others to move and act. Stories of 
innovation allow us to create this shared 
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vision and common understanding to intro-
duce positive change. 

2. Stories to diffuse or pitch ideas: 

People love ideas, and innovators have 
many tools to prototype their novel prod-
ucts, services or processes. Storytelling 
offers a key framework to emotional-
ly connect with your audience or deci-
sion makers. Instead of developing a 
Powerpoint presentation, create a story 
around your idea that people will yearn 
to retell. Move beyond a basic pitch and 
see how you can utilise the science of sto-
ry-building to make your idea resonate and 
more memorable for your target audience. 

3. Stories to capture bright spots:

At UNHCR, we talk a lot about bright spots. 
For us, bright spots are the people who 
are on the frontline innovating — we exist 
to support them. Telling stories of others 
in the organization who are innovating can 
not only help people overcome anxieties 
and concern about various attributes of 
the innovation process. But it can make 
innovation more accessible. For exam-
ple, we wrote a story about an Innovation 
Fellow in Zimbabwe who was experiment-
ing with methods to bring refugee voices 
into our programmatic cycle, giving us a 
direct line of feedback into what was and 
what was not working for their communi-
ty. Another colleague based in Turkey dis-
covered this story and explained, “When I 
read this story about innovation, it was the 
first time that I felt like it was relevant to 
my work and something that we should all 

be incorporating into our day-to-day pro-
tection work.” She then applied for the 
Innovation Fellowship and we welcomed 
her into our 2018 cohort. Storytelling is key 
for building understanding and engage-
ment for innovation across UNHCR. 

4. Stories as a road map for behaviour 
change: 

At the Innovation Service, we believe that 
strategic communications can be used to 
not only build support for innovation but 
also to change behaviours at a cultural 
level. Often, resistance to change is simply 
a lack of understanding of how to change. 
Innovation and experimentation can walk 
in lockstep with uncertainty, and with un-
certainty comes ambiguity. We can use 
stories to script behaviours and create a 
pathway for innovation that is accessible 
for colleagues who may not know where to 
start. If you want to create an organization 
that breeds innovators, it is not enough to 
tell them “be innovative” or “be creative.” 
Through detailed stories, we can tell them 
how they cultivate change. 

For example, UNHCR Brazil has done an 
excellent job creating a culture for inno-
vation within their operation. In the previ-
ous cohort of UNHCR’s Innovation Fellows, 
three of the accepted twenty-five person 
cohort came from the operation during the 
height of its innovation activities. This was 
something we knew we needed to cap-
ture so other UNHCR operations could 
learn from their experience. We document-
ed the behaviours and actions of Senior 
Management to Protection Officers to 

understand how we could script the critical 
moves through storytelling. Through tell-
ing the story of why innovation took office 
in UNHCR’s Brazil operation, we’re confi-
dent it will create a pathway for other of-
fices to recreate their recipe for creativity. 
Stories can inspire others to learn more, do 
more and take the road less travelled. 

5. Stories to build knowledge and educate: 

What we’ve seen at UNHCR is that innova-
tion is not always accessible to our 15,000 
colleagues across the world. Storytelling 
is an extremely valuable tool to challenge 
the notion that innovation is only technolo-
gy and to build knowledge about what the 
innovation process looks like in practise. 
Instead of relying simply on facts, we’ve 
used a story of a young refugee in Tindouf, 
Algeria who built a new shelter structure 
out of water bottles to illustrate that inno-
vation can come in all forms based on the 
needs of a community. Stories also allow 
us to capture lessons learned around ex-
perimenting at UNHCR and how to build 
knowledge around what works and what 
doesn’t. Ultimately, our learning has great-
er value when we share it and reading a 
humanitarian innovation story is more in-
spirational than another report. 

6. Stories to understand the past: 

Innovation is rarely straightforward, and a 
lack of institutional memory can reinforce 
the status-quo. Through storytelling, we 
can capture the long-dormant seeds of in-
novation’s past and guide others through 
the trials and tribulations of the innovators 

who came before us. If people in the hu-
manitarian sector don’t see how much 
has already changed, they can fall into the 
trap of believing that they can’t challenge 
current norms. If we look at the evolution 
of cash-based interventions in displaced 
communities, we can clearly see how 
willing the sector is to adapt to the stan-
dard way of working. Additionally, cash-
based interventions have challenged how 
the humanitarian sector thinks about dig-
nity and the power of choice for refugee 
communities. 

7. Stories to explore the future or the 
unknown: 

Science fiction creates pictures of what the 
future can be by inviting us to climb into 
the story and explore the future before it 
happens. Star Trek is a great example of 
science fiction inspiring future techno-
logical innovations — the Star Trek “Hello 
Computer” long preceded Apple’s Siri or 
wireless headsets. There is an essay writ-
ten in 1945 by Vannevar Bush where he 
envisions what we now call a personal 
computer. This extraordinarily prophetic 
essay imagines not only new technology 
but the relationship we will have with the 
information and knowledge it keeps, and 
with one another. 

Stories allow us to gaze into what our fu-
ture could look like, and the norms and 
beliefs pulsing through it. What would 
the culture of UNHCR look like if every 
Senior Manager created space for staff 
to innovate? In the article, “Why cultural 
change has to accompany our renewed 
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investment in data” Chris 
Earney, the Head of 
the Innovation Service, 
imagines UNHCR as a 
more agile and efficient 
organization at the fore-
front of proactive, ev-
idence-based human-
itarian response. The 
story of what this culture 
could look like and why 
it matters to refugees is 
supported by clear ac-
tions to reimagine that 
future together. We can 
also use storytelling to 
take a sociocultural ap-
proach to work with 
communities and cre-
ate alternative futures 
where they are the decision makers. We 
may not be able to predict the future but 
this branch of storytelling enables us to 
extrapolate and forecast a rich connected 
picture of possibilities for innovation. 

But storytelling also needs innovation 

So now you’re convinced — storytelling is 
a key tool for driving innovation. But I be-
lieve we need to go beyond the stories 
that are being told now. The stories we are 
telling also need innovation. 

While in some cases people may not un-
derstand how innovation relates to their 
work, in other instances people simply 
don’t believe they can be an innovator. 
To change our organizational culture at 
UNHCR we need to question the paradigm 

of who gets to be an 
innovator. We have to 
tell stories to steward 
our culture forward. We 
have to tell stories to de-
mystify the role of cre-
ativity and innovation 
in people’s day-to-day 
lives. This experience of 
creativity has historical-
ly not been accessible 
to the many because 
someone once spoke 
of its false innateness. 
We have to tell stories 
that value the virtue of 
inquisitiveness and re-
ward the merit of curios-
ity. There are too many 
people cast out from the 

innovation conversation before they can 
contribute to it because they are expected 
to be in some way special or original. The 
false shadow of the lone inventor frightens 
people outside the creative experience. 
We have to tell stories that depict creativity 
as accessible and curiosity as a friend we 
can always revisit. 
We also have to recognise the cultural vari-
ations in what people expect to see in sto-
ries — how can we use innovation to speak 
across cultures whether that is through 
speech, gestures, or drawing stories.

We need to tell better stories. We need to 
tell more inclusive stories. We need to tell 
stories about the intersectional spaces, the 
complexity of systems and the nuances of 
the human experience. 

We need to question who has been tell-
ing our innovation stories and why. We 
need to question who is telling the ref-
ugee story and how they are benefiting 
from controlling this narrative. We need 
to understand the power dynamic of sto-
rytelling and more importantly, who has a 
voice at the table when we’re talking about 
innovation. 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie discusses the 
danger of a single story in her famous Ted 
Talk and how we risk a critical misunder-
standing by limiting ourselves to simplified 
narratives. She states, “The single story 
creates stereotypes, and the problem with 
stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but 
that they are incomplete. They make one 
story become the only story.” 

And this is true for the spaces in which 
we operate as well. We can’t have a sin-
gle story of innovation. We can’t limit our-
selves to one story structure, one face or 
one voice. We can’t allow the cliches or 
stereotypes to filter our stories for so long 
that they become the perceived norm. We 
have to build stories of failure alongside 
our journeys of success. We need stories 
that move us towards each other, not far-
ther apart. We need stories that not only 
set new standards but challenge us to live 
up to them.”

We need stories of innovators as diverse 
as the world we inhabit. We need, we 
crave, a thousand different stories on how 
innovation can improve our organization 
and the lives of displaced communities. 
Storytelling and innovation should exist 

symbiotically. They can be mutually benefi-
cial to one another in the desired future we 
wish to build. Instead of an afterthought, 
let’s bring innovation to the forefront of 
how these stories are being told — in their 
most complex yet accessible versions. 

As author Maria Popova so eloquently 
states, 

“A great story, then, is not about provid-
ing information, though it can certainly in-
form — a great story invites an expansion 
of understanding, a self-transcendence. 
More than that, it plants the seed for it and 
makes it impossible to do anything but 
grow a new understanding — of the world, 
of our place in it, of ourselves, of some sub-
tle or monumental aspect of existence.” 

So yes, innovation needs storytelling, but 
I would argue that storytelling needs inno-
vation just a little bit more.

“The story of 
innovation, as it is 

typically told, is one 
of rule breakers, stay-
up-all-nighters, people 
who are sharper and 
shinier than everyone 
else–whiz kids. And 
those whiz kids all 

look the same. Young. 
Male. Techies or policy 

wonks or numbers 
geniuses.” 
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What does innovation look like in a rapid-
ly changing environment — and once you 
have a definition in your hands, how do you 
use innovation to carry your work forward? 
And does that definition change in the face 
of an unfolding emergency? To explore 
these questions, we took a close look at 
the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) opera-
tion in Brazil, where a number of innovative 
initiatives have prospered in recent years. 

What were the factors that drove that in-
novation and helped it succeed? And how 
can Brazil’s efforts be replicated by other 
country operations?

Recognising the urgent call to respond 
to intensifying humanitarian needs world-
wide with creative, collaborative solutions, 
UNHCR is committed to creating a culture 
of innovation. Understanding exactly what 
innovation means is essential to infusing it 
into every area of UNHCR’s work.

Consider, for example, Raizes da Cozinha 
(Roots in the Kitchen), a gastronomy entre-
preneurship project of UNHCR Brazil part-
ner Migraflix. According to Camila Sombra, 
a Durable Solutions Assistant at UNHCR 
Brazil, the partnership provided a direct re-
sponse to a specific challenge: organiza-
tions like Migraflix want to support refugee 
integration and access to sustainable live-
lihoods, but often don’t have the resources 
to do so on a significant scale.

Partnering with UNHCR and others helped 
Migraflix build a more robust, strategic 
project. Raizes da Cozinha provides en-
trepreneurship opportunities for displaced 
people and gives them training to open 
their own restaurant or catering business-
es, while raising awareness of refugee is-
sues among the Brazilian public. What 
began as a pilot project in 2017 is expect-
ed to involve more than 100 participants in 
2019.

“When we talk about innovation we nor-
mally think of something digital, so at 
first I didn’t think I had a good example of 

innovation among the projects I have been 
working with,” Sombra says. “But innova-
tion can be seen as a new way of providing 
responses to issues that we have already 
identified, but we were not able to tackle. 
Innovation means developing tools and 
expertise that enable us to provide broad-
er responses to needs.”

Swimming against the stream of 
assumptions

Sombra is not alone in her initial impres-
sion of innovation as being exclusive to 
technology. It’s one of the many assump-
tions people make when they hear the 
word “innovation.” But having experienced 
the spirit of innovation that runs through 
UNHCR Brazil — inspiring new approach-
es to solving age-old problems — she has a 
much different viewpoint now.

According to Emilia Saarelainen, Manager 
of UNHCR’s Innovation Fellowship 
Programme — which develops UNHCR 
staff’s innovation skills and supports them 
in facilitating innovation with colleagues, 
partners, and refugees in their own oper-
ations — it’s natural for people to associate 
innovation with technology. After all, tech-
nology innovations like 3D printers are 
concrete and very visible examples of one 
kind of innovation. But creating sustain-
able innovation at UNHCR and beyond re-
quires embracing the less tangible aspects 
of innovation too.

“People typically think innovation is about 
technology or ideas,” says Saarelainen. 
“Innovation is about both of those things, 

to some degree, but it is about much more 
than that. An idea is only the beginning. 
Innovation is about how you put those 
ideas into action in a way that creates 
value.”

At UNHCR, innovation is centered around 
people and processes. As Saarelainen 
explains, sustainable innovation requires 
people who will put processes into action 
to solve problems and achieve an opera-
tion’s goals — and those processes aren’t 
linear, which can create challenges. That’s 
one of many reasons that innovation is a 
team effort, because people engaged in 
the process of innovation must be will-
ing to ride the waves of each project as it 
evolves.

In fact, the prevailing myth of a lone “hero” 
who saves the day with a bright idea may 
be one of the biggest misconceptions 
about innovation there is.

“We have this picture of the ‘lightbulb mo-
ment’ of a single individual, but it’s rarely 
like that,” Saarelainen says. “Especially in 
an organization like UNHCR that’s hierar-
chical and bureaucratic, we don’t only talk 
about the creative type who comes up with 
the big ideas then leaves the scene. That’s 
where the work starts: someone must test 
and develop the idea and finally push the 
idea through, which takes a collaborative 
effort. The people working together as a 
team are really the innovation heroes.”

So what is in the water in Brazil that has 
made innovation catch on across the 
operation?

How UNHCR 
Brazil harnessed 
the power of 
innovation
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Although some of the drivers of innovation 
in Brazil were specific to the country’s cul-
ture and the operation’s immediate needs, 
many of the other principles applied in 
Brazil — such as community-based engage-
ment, collaboration, an appreciation for di-
versity and inclusion, and supportive lead-
ership — can be replicated at other UNHCR 
operations.

Principle 1: Turning a drought of 
resources into a cascade of solutions

In many ways, Brazil’s rapid adoption of in-
novation was a case of necessity being the 
mother of invention, as the saying goes.

Although Brazil doesn’t have the highest 
number of refugees across UNHCR, the 
population of displaced people seeking 
protection in Brazil is at an all-time high, 
specifically with the influx of asylum seek-
ers from Venezuela beginning in 2017. 
What was once an operation with one 
small office and one satellite location, with 
a total staff of about 25 people, has grown 
to include five field offices across Brazil 
with a staff of almost 100.

“We went from a very quiet operation to 
emergency mode, so at the same time we 
are growing and struggling to offer bet-
ter services, we have been very open to 
innovative solutions,” says Luiz Fernando 
Godinho, a Spokesperson for UNHCR 
Brazil.

“It happened very quickly and I think that’s 
one of the reasons UNHCR Brazil is so 
committed to innovation,” adds Diego 

Nardi, a former Durable Solutions Assistant 
in Brazil who is now a Associate Protection 
Officer (Community Based Protection) in 
Ecuador and a current Innovation Fellow. 
“When we do this kind of work with low 
resources, we need to be very creative 
about the solutions we create.”

The culture in Brazil is another factor, Nardi 
says. A history of resistance to dictatorship 
has influenced a deep commitment to civil 
society, and there’s a strong legal frame-
work in place to assist refugees and asy-
lum seekers.

“The people in Brazil who are interested in 
the refugee agenda are very focused on 
inclusion and diversity and empathy, which 
is the mindset needed to push innovation 
forward,” he explains. “This also reflects 
the community-based approach that is a 
policy across UNHCR.”

UNHCR’s community-based approach 
aims to intentionally involve refugees in 
accelerating solutions for their own protec-
tion and integration in collaboration with 
UNHCR and their host community. This 
approach in itself is a significant driver of 
innovation.

“In times of unprecedented crisis we 
need an unprecedented response, and 
that’s going to require an innovative mind-
set,” explains Vinicius Feitosa, a former 
Senior Protection Assistant in São Paulo 
who is now an Associate Research and 
Information Officer in Copenhagen and 
also a current Innovation Fellow.

It’s notable that three of the current co-
hort of 25 Innovation Fellows came from 
the Brazil operation, having worked under 
Isabel Marquez, who was the country 
Representative — the highest level of coun-
try leadership — during the operation’s pe-
riod of rapid growth. The Programme’s ap-
plication process is rigorous and highly 
selective, so having such a high percent-
age of participants from a single country 
reflects the operation’s commitment to 
innovation.

“We need to implement new solutions 
with a human-centered approach,” Feitosa 
adds, “and it’s very inspiring to feel con-
nected to the community with a shared 
mindset of reframing the problem and try-
ing something new.”

Principle 2: A rising tide lifts all boats
 
The spirit of community-based engage-
ment was exemplified by a project called 
Creatathon, a partnership between UNHCR 
Brazil, Google, Impact Hub, and Migraflix, 
which began taking shape in 2016.

“We wanted to create a structured ap-
proach to having an open discussion be-
tween refugees and locals about the main 
problems we needed to solve,” Feitosa 
says. “It was obvious early on that we, as 
a group, had a very good understanding 
of the problems, but we needed to create 
ideas and experiment with solutions.”

This experimentation was carried out 
through a series of workshops during 
which refugees mapped their most 

pressing demands, along with local entre-
preneurs and technology developers who 
collectively created solutions for those 
problems. The workshops covered topics 
such as design thinking, business models, 
and client development, and led to the cre-
ation of a number of solutions.

All of the solutions were focused on giv-
ing refugees access to reliable informa-
tion and integration tools. For one proj-
ect, participants built on an initiative that 
was already underway within UNHCR’s 
Innovation Service: help.unhcr.org, a glob-
al website that provides information on 
protection and integration for refugees.

While UNHCR Brazil prepared to launch its 
version of the platform in 2018, Creatathon 
participants brainstormed ways to take the 
initiative one step further, and started de-
veloping a network of supporters to the 
program.

“The website is more mature now, with lots 
of countries involved, and Brazil now has 
a consultant working full-time to scale up 
community engagement around the web-
site,” Feitosa says. “I think this initiative has 
inspired our operation to continue to look 
for innovative methods of incorporating 
refugees’ voices and mindsets in the work 
we do.”

Principle 3: Community engagement 
creates a wellspring of innovation

Innovation doesn’t have to be as highly vis-
ible as Creatathon was. Smaller communi-
ty-based projects also make a significant 
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impact on achieving an operation’s goals.
One excellent example is UNHCR Brazil’s 
partnership with Télécoms Sans Frontières 
(Telecoms Without Borders), which was es-
tablished in response to the influx of ref-
ugees from Venezuela. The emergency 
required UNHCR to quickly rethink the en-
vironment in which it operates to respond 
to the needs of asylum seekers. Télécoms 
Sans Frontières, an NGO that specialises 
in technology and telecommunications for 
humanitarian crises, approached UNHCR 
and together they initiated a pilot to pro-
vide free telephone calls to refugees living 
in UNHCR settlements.

“It was such a relief for displaced people 
be able to contact their families and let 
them know their journey to Brazil ended 
well, and to coordinate if they have fam-
ily in other parts of Brazil so they can be 
reunited,” says Flavia 
Faria, Senior Public 
Information Assistant in 
the UNHCR Field Unit 
in Boa Vista. “The proj-
ect with Télécoms Sans 
Frontières has now 
grown to multiple shel-
ters and a fixed space 
at a local university 
near our office, where 
refugees can go to re-
ceive orientation about 
the procedures for asy-
lum and temporary res-
idence claims, apply for 
social benefits, and at-
tend Portuguese lan-
guage classes. The 

project has potential to grow and inspire 
others.”

Innovation was equally important to the cre-
ation of the Young Professionals Program, 
a project launched in 2017 that extends an 
opportunity to refugee youth that was al-
ready available to Brazilian youth. A law 
in Brazil requires large companies to hire 
a certain number of young professionals 
between the ages of 14 and 24. Refugees 
are allowed to participate but were often 
overlooked, perhaps because they didn’t 
speak Portuguese well enough.

In 2016, a group of unaccompanied refu-
gee youth arrived in São Paulo, and with 
the approval of the country’s justice sys-
tem, they were eager to begin working to 
support themselves. UNHCR Brazil con-
nected with an advocacy group called 

Mulheres do Brasil 
(Women of Brazil), which 
suggested that UNHCR 
organize a group of asy-
lum seekers and refu-
gees who would par-
ticipate in a two-month 
course to prepare them 
for employment oppor-
tunities. The course was 
delivered by an estab-
lished educational insti-
tute, Instituto Techmail, 
with scholarships pro-
vided by private compa-
nies. After the success 
of the first course, the 
institute now reserves 
four spots for refugees 

and asylum seekers in every class of 30 it 
hosts a few times each year.

“This project helped change my mind 
about the way we work with refugees,” 
Sombra explains. “Instead of thinking of 
them simply as refugees, now we also 
see them as young people, as people with 
disabilities, as LGBTI people — Brazil has 
well-developed policies for these groups. 
Now we no longer have to do something 
just for refugees, but we can include them 
in a mixed group of Brazilians so they inte-
grate and make friends and can take ad-
vantage of ongoing opportunities that al-
ready exist.”

Principle 4: Leadership steers the team 
toward innovation

For innovation to thrive as it does in Brazil, 
the entire operation needs to be support-
ive and engaged, which begins at the high-
est levels of leadership.

“Managers must create the structure and 
space for true collaboration, and leaders 
need to set the tone for a collaborative cul-
ture,” says Saarelainen. “This includes let-
ting the team know that failure is okay — it’s 
part of the process of trying something 
new.”

At UNHCR Brazil, leadership has demon-
strated a keen understanding of the impor-
tance of innovation and its willingness to 
give the team opportunities to collaborate 
and experiment with new ideas. Marquez, 
who is now Deputy Director for UNHCR’s 
Regional Bureau for the Americas, is 

recognised as a true champion of in-
novation, especially during her time as 
Representative in Brazil.

“She empowers people to have a vision, 
and I think this is a game-changer in inno-
vation,” says Feitosa. “Isabel has been a 
mentor to me and so many people in the 
operation. She set the tone by making in-
novation one of her priorities, which is a 
powerful message coming from a manag-
er. It forces people to not only think of dif-
ferent solutions but to look at the problem 
in a different way.”

Nardi agrees, noting that rather than mi-
cromanaging the team, Marquez trusted 
them to move forward with any good ideas 
they presented. Often, he says, an effec-
tive leader will create this kind of team-
based engagement without thinking of it 
as being innovative — but that leadership 
style is crucial to sustainable innovation.

“Isabel’s trust and empowerment was very 
important for the operation to grow so fast 
and keep our motivation to innovate,” he 
explains. “She included everyone in the 
operation in the process of creating and 
implementing new ideas. When people 
know their ideas will be taken into account, 
they will participate. Senior management 
recognised the work everyone was doing, 
and people are motivated by this and by 
seeing the results of their efforts.”

“Managers must 
create the structure 
and space for true 
collaboration, and 
leaders need to 

set the tone for a 
collaborative culture,” 

says Saarelainen. 
“This includes letting 
the team know that 
failure is okay — it’s 

part of the process of 
trying something new.”
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Opening the floodgates for innovation 
across UNHCR

The same principles UNHCR Brazil used 
to establish a sustainable culture of inno-
vation can be applied by every UNHCR 
operation to create their own wave of 
innovation.

What’s more, people who move around 
the global organization — a common prac-
tise across UNHCR — can bring the princi-
ples of innovation with them to their new 
assignments. Innovation Fellows, in partic-
ular, play a significant role in this.

“The innovation mindset is something I 
am really carrying in my heart, in every-
thing I’m doing with UNHCR,” says Feitosa. 
“Especially because I’m connected with 
many colleagues who are doing amazing 
work in the field, it’s very powerful to be 
part of a community of people who share 
this mindset.”

Having been assigned to three different 
countries in the last year or so, Nardi also 
has first-hand experience in the value of 
spreading innovation from one country to 
the next.

“International colleagues bring new views 
and you can benefit from them, and they’ll 
have other ways of working with partners, 
with the private sector, with the govern-
ment,” he explains. “They will bring their 
best experience and we can all take inspi-
ration from that.”

Across UNHCR, the pursuit of innovation 

There were a lot of questions to be an-
swered by UNHCR’s new Innovation Fund. 
What could people in field operations 
come up with if they had a blank slate and 
the cash to carry it out? Would their ideas 
add up to actual gains for refugee protec-
tion and assistance?

Launched for the first time in June 2016, 
UNHCR’s Innovation Fund is a resource 
that field operations can use to proto-
type or scale up good practices and test 
out creative ideas. The Fund, created 
with an initial USD 3 million from the IKEA 
Foundation, has created a safe budget-
ary space that enables field operations to 

experiment and take risks without having 
to deprioritize other areas of work. The 
offer of support the Fund presented was an 
immediately popular one. The Innovation 
Fund received more than 100 applications 
in two weeks. Some were just fledgling 
ideas, while others were very well defined, 
and ready to prototype.

Chris Earney and Dina Zyadeh, who were 
leading the selection and disbursement of 
the Innovation Fund, say five years ago, 
the Innovation Service would not have 
seen such a high level of enthusiasm with 
regards to innovation.

Investing in People, Not Projects:
A look at UNHCR’s experimental funding

will continue, with a commitment to em-
bracing new ways that innovation can 
manifest in practise. After all, innovation 
means being nimble and adapting to the 
shifting tides of humanitarian needs — and 
catching the big fish requires flexibility and 
openness.

“Creating the kind of behaviour and cul-
ture change that will make a measurable 
impact on UNHCR and our mission means 
continually finding innovative ways to think 
and work together,” Saarelainen says. 
“When people are enthusiastic and will-
ing to take initiative — and accept feedback 
that can improve on their idea, which might 
mean doing something differently — that’s 
how innovation happens.”
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“We recognize that UNHCR has always 
been innovating, but the added value of the 
Innovation Service is that we facilitate the 
provision of additional resources…whether 
it’s funding or expertise from external part-
ners that people need to succeed,” says 
Zyadeh, the Associate Innovation Officer 
(Operations). “The call for proposals illus-
trated how great the appetite for innova-
tion is within our organization”,

What is innovative?

Something Earney noticed when he began 
reviewing applications for the fund was 
that everyone has a different idea about 
what kinds of projects are innovative. For 
some, introducing a new crop to farm-
ers was innovative. To others, innovation 
meant launching a new food festival to 
help promote integration and acceptance 
of refugees in Europe. With field officers 
operating in so many disparate contexts, 
Earney says that varied understanding 
is a good thing, and encourages people 
to think about what innovation means to 
them.

“Innovation is very personal,” he says. “It 
is something that should be applicable to 
different operations in different ways, and 
it is about that creativity and ability to think 
differently about a challenge.”

The Innovation Fund ended up allocating 
USD 1.2 million to applicants across twen-
ty-eight countries. “Just to have the range 
of proposals that we received was mind 
blowing,” Earney says. “Honestly, I was not 
expecting to have so many, and the range 

of projects and the creativity that was in-
volved with all of them, if you take the 
local context into account…(was extreme-
ly) impressive.”

Jean-Laurent Martin, an Information 
Management Officer in Zaatari, Jordan, 
had already prototyped his idea when 
he applied to the Fund. He had spent a 
while reflecting on some of the problems 
in Zaatari camp; refugees there lacked op-
portunities for both education and cash 
for work, and wanted to participate more 
in the camp decision-making process-
es.  And with 80,000 people in the camp, 
UNHCR, other agencies, and refugees 
themselves found it hard to get up-to-date 
and complete information about activities 
and services.

He believed he could simultaneously ad-
dress these problems and more by training 
pre-selected refugees on geo-information 
management and letting them help design 
products used to make decisions in the 
camp.  Having the funding was key. With 
$48,000 from the Innovation Fund, Jean-
Laurent Martin was able to create a com-
puter/GIS lab with specific hardware, map-
ping software and generator, pay a teacher 
to provide training on GIS mapping to qual-
ified refugees, and provide cash for work 
for those engaged on the project.

The Innovation Service provided techni-
cal advice, secure support, and plenty of 
feedback when it came to monitoring and 
evaluation—helping him draft smarter, 
more measurable performance indicators, 
for example. But it also gave him space 

to innovate. “We’re in a specific context, 
we’re in a camp, we have a lot of specific 
problems to solve and they know that and 
let you do the work,” Jean-Laurent Martin 
says.

Refugees are now being compensated for 
the work they do collecting, analyzing and 
creating maps with information such as 
facilities, youth services, and other prod-
ucts that are reflecting Community needs 
or issues.  Jean-Laurent Martin is confi-
dent that the refugees participating in the 
RefugeGIS project will be able to find bet-
ter jobs in the future. Those refugees seem 
to think so too. Jean-Laurent says when 
they first showed up to apply for the train-
ing and jobs they seemed downcast and 
despondent.

“I remember when I in-
terviewed refugees for 
selection for training in 
information manage-
ment,” Martin says. “It’s 
tough to be in the sit-
uation in the camp for 
years. They seemed 
sad. Now they seem 
much more hopeful and 
happy, excited about the 
future.”

As for Jean-Laurent 
Martin, he’s optimistic 
about the future of the 
project even after the 
Innovation Fund is no 
longer involved.  After 
all, the project actually 

saves UNHCR serious money they would 
have paid to partners to collect, analyze 
and map camp information. The team of 
refugees can do it at a lower cost with 
more accurate information and reap the 
rewards of community empowerment as 
they do.

An experiment for UNHCR

If there were any doubts about the inno-
vative approach of using a fund for proj-
ects in UNHCR operations, consider this: 
Neither the IKEA Foundation nor UNHCR 
had any confirmation that the approach 
would work. Beyond the fact that each 
project could succeed to some degree 
or fail, it bears recognizing that the whole 
process is a trial.

“This in itself is an ex-
periment, and…people 
who participate in the 
Innovation Fund or even 
submitted proposals are 
part of a larger exper-
iment, in order to see 
whether we are servic-
ing the needs of UNHCR 
and our partners in im-
proving assistance,” 
Earney says.

In essence, UNHCR 
agreed to prototype the 
IKEA Foundation fund-
ed UNHCR Innovation 
Fund on itself. The ap-
proach itself was an ex-
periment to understand 

“This in itself is 
an experiment, 

and…people who 
participate in the 
Innovation Fund 

or even submitted 
proposals are part of 

a larger experiment, in 
order to see whether 
we are servicing the 

needs of UNHCR 
and our partners in 

improving assistance,” 
Earney says.
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the true impact of seed funding and cre-
ating a budgetary space for UNHCR staff 
to innovate.

“We will give feedback and analysis back 
to the IKEA Foundation and decide if this 
is something useful for refugee protec-
tion and assistance or whether it’s not, 
and we’re completely agnostic with this,” 
Earney says. “You have to practice what 
you preach, right? We’ll be the ones happy 
to be the guinea pigs.”

With this honest emphasis on figuring out 
what works, measurement is a huge piece 
of the puzzle. Each project must develop 
its own performance indicators, and the 
Innovation Service will collect overall data 
on the effectiveness of the fund. Then, 
something that intimidates some: com-
plete honesty.

The Innovation Service plans to com-
municate total openness with the IKEA 
Foundation about the impact of its funding, 
the way it was managed, and how that can 
be translated into improvements.

“I want to see impact with the projects 
we’ve invested in,” Earney says. “I want to 
be able to measure the impact it’s had on 
refugee and host communities. I want to 
be able to provide our management with 
some pretty agnostic guidance on the util-
ity of this sort of fund. And…if the data tells 
us there is impact – I want to see us do a 
better fund next year.”

That kind of relationship with the IKEA 
Foundation means it is truly a partner and 

not just a donor. And this kind of open, 
honest, and deeply connected partnership 
is itself a cultural shift for UNHCR—one the 
organization is becoming more open to.

“They want bigger impact on refugees’ 
lives with every Euro they invest,” says 
Earney. “They want to be involved in the 
projects, they want to be involved in the 
fund, and they want to have more of a role 
than just the money.”

Supporting refugee-led innovation and 
“a crazy idea”

Juliette Murekeyisoni received a WhatsApp 
message from a Sahrawi refugee living in 
Awserd camp, with a photo of a house 
made out of recycled materials. A refugee 
youth in one of the five camps in Tindouf, 
Algeria, where Murekeyisoni works as a 
Senior Field Coordinator, had construct-
ed it out of plastic bottles filled with sand, 
egg cartons, and all sorts of other recycla-
bles for his grandmother—as a way to ease 
the grinding summer heat and ward off the 
sandstorms, winds, and winter cold.

His construction looked solid, and as he 
had a background in energy efficien-
cy, Murekeyisoni thought the young man 
might actually be on to something. “I 
need to visit this house,” she thought. Two 
days later, the call for innovation propos-
als came out from the Innovation Fund. 
Murekeyisoni got moving. She called her 
colleagues (the Shelter Officer and a Field 
Associate), asked them to come with her 
to visit the house, and spent the whole 

day asking questions and sweating in the 
50-degree Celsius heat. Together they 
went straight back to her house to draft the 
application into the late hours.

Murekeyisoni thought the young man’s 
idea was genius. It could mean build-
ing houses that would not succumb to 
the flooding that decimated mud adobe 
homes the year before. It could provide 
jobs for Sahrawi youth who are highly ed-
ucated but strikingly underemployed. And 
it could work to clean the environment 
as refugees would collect recyclables for 
use in constructing these innovative new 
structures.

Murekeyisoni crossed her fingers and 
submitted her proposal to the Innovation 
Fund, the only option she saw for get-
ting started on a project like this one. “If I 
ask for money for building a plastic bottle 
house, the office would have looked at me 
like I was crazy,” she says. “I don’t think I 
could have convinced my Head of Sub the 
Office at the time to allocate money for this 
project.” The Innovation Fund saw things 
differently.

“They’re looking for innovations,” 
Murekeyisoni says. “They are looking for 
new things – it doesn’t mean you have to 
do them properly 100 percent. It may work, 
it may not work. If it doesn’t work, ok fine. 
We tried.”

“With innovation, you have to start some-
where,” she says. “People will criticize, 
they will call you a crazy lady. But for me 
it didn’t matter…what is important to me is 

the outcome of the project and the confi-
dence that this young refugee developed 
through the whole process. I am results-ori-
ented and you never know until you try.”

The result of Murekeyisoni’s Innovation 
Fund-supported project was the construc-
tion of 25 homes. The team, which includ-
ed 125 paid refugee youth, built them for 
refugees living with mental, physical, and/
or other disabilities. The designs are now 
in high demand within and even outside 
the camp.

Murekeyisoni knows of two young men, 
who started a shop with the proceeds they 
earned from building these houses. They 
now have a sustainable source of income 
and are hoping to build a store out of plas-
tic bottles.

Whether the overall project continues to 
be successful or not, Murekeyisoni is com-
pletely on board with the expectation that 
she’ll report back honestly. “I told Dina and 
Chris, we have nothing to hide. All the suc-
cess and failures, I will tell you,” she says. 
“And this is innovation. It’s something you 
do: it may work and it may not work, but al-
hamdulillah, as they say here, this one was 
successful.”

Beyond her own initiative, Murekeyisoni is 
encouraged that UNHCR seems increas-
ingly committed to a mandate that goes 
farther than just protection.

“Our normal way of working has been al-
ways to ensure that refugee are safe, 
have shelter, education, water, food and 
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medication. For the last couple of years 
we’ve also been engaging refugees in 
planning of the activities and in decision 
making towards their lives,” she says. “We 
don’t tell our people of concern  what to 
do. We listen to them and develop projects 
together, keeping their ideas and needs in 
mind.”

“The self-importance and dignity that ref-
ugees get, and feel, is just as important as 
giving them food and water to drink.”

Investing in projects, investing in people

Starting to administer the fund late in the 
programme year posed a challenge, es-
pecially for such a small team. And given 
the bureaucracy of the organization, nearly 
every project struggled at some point with 
procurement or budgeting. Then there 
was the rigorous evaluation demanded of 
recipients, who had to develop their own 
set of key performance indicators.

But no matter the project outcomes, the 
Fund has already achieved something im-
portant in the way it has allowed staff to 
grow and develop, building their confi-
dence and innovative problem-solving 
skills. Sometimes just connecting them to 
someone with good ideas and experience 
outside UNHCR has made a difference in 
the way they approach their work.

Murekeyisoni, for example, used the inno-
vation approach she learned while work-
ing with the Innovation Service on an agri-
cultural project in another community, and 

applied that to the recyclable housing proj-
ect described above.

“It’s amazing to see how this has contribut-
ed to their development as staff,” Zyadeh 
says. “It comes down to people. You’re not 
only investing in the projects, you’re in-
vesting in the people who are implement-
ing them.”

The architecture of the Innovation Fund 
was designed to build capacity, not re-
place it. The funding itself, however, poses 
more of a question.

“There’s a bit of a dichotomy here,” says 
Earney. “We want field operations to invest 
their own money in innovations; we don’t 
want it to be something that we run sole-
ly from Headquarters. But sometimes you 
just need to kick-start things.”

Earney hopes the Innovation Fund will cat-
alyze an appetite for experimentation so 
that operations begin investing their own 
resources when it comes time to scale 
projects. If the innovation projects gener-
ate measurable value, they’ll have a strong 
case for continued resourcing in the future.

The same goes for the Innovation Fund.



TRANSFORMATIVE 
CHANGE
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The car had been travelling for over three 
hours; its wheels churning up patches 
of red mud as it moved along the path. 
Inside the vehicle, a team from UNHCR’s 
Innovation Service observed the land-
scape’s mountainous terrain. They were 
on their way to a refugee camp where a 
creative education project had taken root.

That day, students were once again wait-
ing around for another mission from a far 
away country to visit their school. They 
welcomed the group from UNHCR and ex-
plained why this programme specifically 
had made a difference in their lives, and 
with excitement told the team how they too 

believed that this opportunity, a pathway 
to potential employment, should be given 
to more refugees.

UNHCR’s Innovation Service and Education 
teams have been supporting the proj-
ect’s transition to scale, along with four 
other projects, through the Humanitarian 
Education Accelerator (HEA) — a joint ini-
tiative of UNHCR, UNICEF, and the UK 
Department for International Development. 
Together, the partners are working to ac-
celerate the scaling efforts of promising 
education programmes like this one by 
providing field offices and partner organi-
zations with tools to improve data collec-
tion activities through mentorship, financ-
ing and capacity building.

In order to scale, the five education inno-
vations want to collect data about how 
they operate, evaluate the effectiveness 
of their education strategy and build evi-
dence about how the programme is im-
pacting students’ lives.

It’s a powerful concept that would not only 
assist the NGO in refining its scaling strate-
gy, but also provide the humanitarian com-
munity with highly coveted insights about 
education innovations in emergency con-
texts. However, as with all new ideas, the 
rollout of the HEA would present a chal-
lenge that underlies everyone’s biggest 
fear: bureaucracy.

The truth is, the team was there to find a 
solution to an issue that had been delaying 
the start of the research. Innovation in this 
context was going to be about overcoming 

systems that were, perhaps, not as agile 
and progressive as they needed to be, in-
cluding culture, mindsets, and processes.

Turning a mountain into a molehill

Like a splinter lodged in an unsuspecting 
toe or finger, sometimes the smallest prob-
lems cause the most discomfort. In the 
case of this project, it wasn’t a splinter, but 
a car. The NGO running the education pro-
gramme had accumulated a hefty trans-
port bill from making regular visits to the 
camp and needed a budget-friendly alter-
native to making the lengthy trek toward 
the operation site. Their solution was sim-
ple: buy a car.

Though it was clearly understood that a 
car would be a useful tool that would as-
sist in the delivery of project activities, the 
UNHCR team needed to follow due pro-
cess as laid out in their standard operat-
ing procedures. They normally lease cars 
to their partners for the duration of specific 
projects and — despite it being significant-
ly more affordable to buy the car — didn’t 
feel comfortable authorising the vehicle 
purchase, as it was not in line with their 
processes.

The leasing option was in line with UNHCR 
rules, but it was not the most cost-effec-
tive option for the partner. It would end up 
costing them more money in the long run, 
without the benefit of keeping the car after 
the project’s completion. In these cases, 
should the partner’s needs be placed over 
UNHCR policies and procedures?

This led to a lot of frustration for all in-
volved in order to find a resolution that 
would make the best use of the funding 
available. In the end, the pursuit for the car 
had to be abandoned so that the HEA proj-
ect could start, but the situation serves as a 
useful lesson for future endeavors.

Whether it’s a car, a computer or solar 
lighting, the Innovation Service has learnt, 
that in these situations, the need to have 
flexible and agile funding in today’s chang-
ing humanitarian landscape is paramount 
to allow them to innovate. The rules, struc-
tures, and processes that are put in place 
to limit risk should be respected, howev-
er, perhaps it is also time to ask: Do these 
rules still serve in the best interest of those 
we are trying to assist? Do we need to think 
about re-interpreting the rules in different 
ways, or perhaps re-writing the rules alto-
gether if this is a bottleneck being faced 
across all operations?

“The scope of the HEA is not as phys-
ical — in the real sense of the word,” said 
Salva, who leads financial and adminis-
trative activities at the Innovation Service. 
“What I see is that operations tend to prior-
itise, or place more emphasis on, projects 
that are more straightforward: they build 
a camp; they build a school. The HEA is a 
concept: scaling education. It’s not some-
thing you can touch with your hands, and I 
think that’s the problem here.”

This was a challenge that Clara, who man-
ages the HEA programme under UNHCR, 
had witnessed within the organization 
and with additional partners. For her, 

Weaving 
innovation 
through UNHCR’s 
bureaucracy
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communication was always key to the suc-
cess of the project.

“Establishing clear communication on the 
intent of new initiatives, and ensuring the 
correct people are in-
volved from the start 
will go a long way in en-
suring that overcoming 
bureaucratic hurdles 
is a thing of the past,” 
Clara mentioned. In as 
much as innovation can 
be flashy, a large part 
is also working togeth-
er with people to shift 
mindsets and improve 
internal processes.
During their end-of-year 
missions, the Innovation 
team invited all parties 
involved to discuss the 
research and recap the 
year’s successes and shortcomings — a 
tactic that brought the field office and part-
ner closer together. Though the Innovation 
team sparked the conversation, they en-
couraged the field office and partner to 
keep the momentum going by holding 
monthly meetings, sharing monthly brief-
ings and inviting each other to special 
events. With more direct and frequent in-
teraction, the UNHCR country team’s have 
gained a better understanding of the HEA’s 
vision, which is no longer just a construct 
from HQ. Ensuring that its implementation 
could continue without UNHCR’s lengthy 
processes getting in the way.

Killing two birds with one stone — or not

Hundreds of kilometers east, another HEA 
project faced similar gridlock. The project 
partner in this country runs its education 

programme in two refu-
gee camps. Given that 
the research would be 
looking at the impact of 
the intervention holisti-
cally and would be man-
aged at the HQ level, 
the expectation was to 
write one project pro-
posal agreement for 
both camps.

In reality, to split data 
collection activities be-
tween the two camps, 
two separate project 
agreements were need-
ed. This meant that the 

partner had to write two separate budgets, 
two project narratives and invest double 
the manpower for the financial reporting 
of what was essentially the same project. 
This was another process in which inno-
vative approaches to simplify the work for 
the project partner should be established.

The project was understood differently 
across the two camps, which were locat-
ed on opposite ends of the country. While 
the development of the partnership agree-
ment went smoothly in one camp, it was 
a slightly different story in the second 
camp. Halfway through the second year 
of the programme, the project agreement 
had finally been signed, and the research 

initiative was up and running. But when it 
was time to renew the project proposal, a 
changeover in staff ushered in new staff 
who had not been part of the initial negoti-
ation process, and had not yet had a lot of 
contact with the project as a result.

As mentioned in the previous example, in 
order for novel ideas to take root, all stake-
holders need to have a full understanding 
of what is trying to be achieved. Although 
the partner took the time to explain the in-
tervention — why it is being implemented, 
where the funding was coming from and 
how it had been administered — the pro-
cess still resulted in delays in signing the 
project agreement.

From the partner’s perspective, it was dif-
ficult to imagine how one research project 
could generate such different reactions 
from within the same organization. In hind-
sight, the arrival of new staff was an oppor-
tunity to instill the value of research which 
would help to understand how to scale 
programmes better. Clara encourages co-
ordinators of future programmes to take 
that opportunity.

“When we have a programme that we 
know does not fit the mold, we need to 
take that extra effort, take the time to re-ex-
plain and re-engage rather than place that 
burden on the project partner,” explained 
Clara.

At UNHCR, staff changeovers are com-
mon and happen often. Looking back, 
the Innovation team could have fore-
seen these challenges and taken a more 

proactive approach at addressing them.

Although other changes served the proj-
ect positively. At the Innovation Service, 
where siloed labs had previously provid-
ed the team structure, a new multifunction 
team approach enabled opportunities for 
more people to collaborate on the HEA. 
The Innovation Service recognised that 
with the simplified structure, a new space 
for integrated support was created. Future 
programmes will be able to lean on a much 
wider range of experiences, in order to en-
sure that learning and capacity building in 
new approaches can be targeted through-
out frequent staff turnovers and changes 
in the team structure of a programme.

Square peg, round hole

The HEA is a misfit project in some re-
spects. By UNHCR standards, it doesn’t 
fit the mold. Not just figuratively, but lit-
erally. With its long-term approach to re-
search and emphasis on capacity building, 
the project was not compatible with the 
corporate tools. Projects entered into the 
system need to be categorised using the 
software’s predetermined objectives and 
indicators, but the available options didn’t 
encompass the scope of the HEA project.

The way UNHCR understands and deliv-
ers humanitarian aid has evolved over the 
past 70 years. Realising it is not enough to 
meet refugees’ basic needs, the organi-
zation is placing greater focus on provid-
ing them with opportunities to thrive with-
in their new communities. Projects like the 
HEA embody this new mindset by funding 

In order to scale, 
the five education 

innovations want to 
collect data about how 
they operate, evaluate 

the effectiveness 
of their education 
strategy and build 

evidence about how 
the programme is 

impacting students’ 
lives.
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research and data collection, but the sys-
tems used to manage their implementation 
do not.

While the organization may be encourag-
ing a shift in humanitarian work, the bu-
reaucracy is still lagging behind. These 
innovative programmes will be system-
atically seen as outliers and consequent-
ly face barriers to implementation if the 
bureaucracy does not reflect the organi-
zations widened scope of work. This not 
only requires improved systems, but also a 
focus on training of staff who have to con-
tinuously deal with projects that are fitting 
more and more outside of the traditional 
scope.

Partnerships beyond money

In the nonprofit world, funding is a common 
problem — the lack thereof, that is — but for 
the HEA barriers have sprung up in the dis-
tribution, not the acquisition of funds.

Clara explains that challenges rolling out 
the project comes from the fact that the 
HEA is giving money for data-collection, 
research, and evaluation — all necessary 
ingredients to develop a successful scal-
ing strategy but not traditionally consid-
ered priority items for delivering humani-
tarian aid.

Given that they work to fulfill the immedi-
ate needs of refugees, humanitarians must 
often think in the short term, and within 
UNHCR, only one year given the annual 
budgeting structure. While this approach 
maximises their impact on the ground, 

sometimes it may limit their ability to look 
into the future and understand how to ef-
fectively scale. If the HEA project is viewed 
through a short-term lens, research, moni-
toring and evaluation are seen as isolated 
actions that don’t have an immediate im-
pact on refugees. The focus needs to be 
on seeing these components as necessary 
tools to form promising, long-term strate-
gies that will enable humanitarians to de-
velop programmes that provide sustain-
able, long-term futures for refugees.

UNHCR’s cumbersome budgeting pro-
cess does little to make small funds spe-
cific to monitoring evaluation and research 
more attractive. In fact, one office went out 
of its way to avoid the process altogeth-
er. The team concluded it would be easier 
to charge project expenses directly to the 
Innovation Service budget line instead.

Another office decided to give the outdat-
ed process a try. To have the HEA funds 
transferred to their budget, they had to 
start by writing a budget committee memo. 
The memo has to be approved by many 
stakeholders before it is submitted to the 
budget committee for final approval. If we 
were to track the movement of this doc-
ument, it would have definitely racked 
up some airmiles. As it travelled from the 
field offices, to the branch office, to the 
Desk Officer for two months — each one 
changing the numbers until an agreement 
was reached. When the memo was finally 
signed, they were told it had been done 
incorrectly and needed to be redone. This 
process could be made more agile by 
using electronic signature authorisations 

and ensuring that the figures could be 
made available for viewing by all parties 
concerned (from the field to HQ).

People are channeling their time and ex-
pertise into maneuvering the bureaucracy 
instead of using them to generate impact 
on the ground. Money allocation, budget-
ing, signatures are all a form of logistics in 
order to get the final project agreement be-
tween all stakeholders. They are a means 
to reach an end goal, and are not the end 
goal itself. But sometimes the breadth of 
administrative processes can make logis-
tics feel like end goals in their own right.

As the HEA enters its final year, one of the 
partners has decided not to receive fund-
ing from the HEA in 2019. They will retain 
a partnership with UNHCR but prefer to 
seek funding outside the accelerator and 
avoid the bureaucratic budgeting struc-
tures. This unexpected change of plans 
will allow the Innovation team to bypass lo-
gistics and concentrate on adding value to 
the partner organization in other, impactful 
ways.

“What we learned from this is that giving 
money isn’t the basis to form a strong part-
nership,” Clara said. “Increasingly, our role 
is about coordination, strategy and facilita-
tion. If a partner can achieve funding and 
sustainability from elsewhere, perhaps 
that’s a success in itself.”

Paving new paths for the future

Despite all the roadblocks and delays, the 
project teams have managed to roll out 

their research projects. Looking back at 
their trajectory, Salva encourages individu-
al employees to cut through the organiza-
tion’s cumbersome processes by adopting 
a different mentality:

“In my opinion, the best way to approach it 
is to re-engage with all the rules we have 
set up, improve our financial systems and 
allow our staff to work in a more flexible 
way,” Salva explained.

“Things can improve from a bureaucratic 
point of view if we allow people who know 
their work to bend the rules to achieve 
their main goal, paying less attention to 
details and looking at the bigger picture. 
We try to make the best of what we have at 
our disposal,” he added. “Sometimes you 
end up doing a great job, other times you 
feel that you are not being given the tools 
to fulfill your work.”

Overall, these colleagues at the Innovation 
Service feel the organization is moving in 
the right direction. They will take the les-
sons learned through the challenges en-
countered, and in 2019 try to do what they 
do best: innovate to ensure that these bu-
reaucratic challenges become issues of 
the past, so that UNHCR as an organiza-
tion can do better in the future.
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‘Peak Lab’

In an entirely ‘non-scientific poll’, the Centre 
for Impact asked respondents where dif-
ferent government ‘innovation initiatives’ 
sit on a so-called hype cycle. Respondents 
indicated that [policy] labs were the ‘peak 
of inflated expectations’. The next ‘loom-
ing’ step for these policy labs is dramatical-
ly framed by the Centre as: the ‘Trough of 
Disillusionment’. In this trough, we face the 
vast disparities between what has been 
‘promised’ and what can feasibly be deliv-
ered. The conclusion: we are at ‘Peak Lab’. 
But, does this also apply to humanitarian 
innovation — are we also suffering similar 
disillusionment and lack of delivery?

In a conversation with DEVEX earli-
er this year Chris Fabian, co-founder of 

the Innovation Unit at the United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF), described how 
‘The word innovation is dangerous, and 
the term innovation lab is doubly danger-
ous’. UNICEF has now deleted the term 
Innovation Lab from their innovation vo-
cabulary. A Ground Truth solutions blog 
in September delivered a further, more 
damning, death blow to humanitarian in-
novation labs: ‘Absent a clear sense of di-
rection, labs tend to focus on “innovation 
by gadget.”’ The growing backlash is clear. 
Keen not to jump blindly on the ‘no-labs 
bandwagon’, UNHCR’s Innovation Service 
wanted to establish what other modali-
ties could work instead of the now belea-
guered lab. However, on this journey, we 
realised we might not have had labs to 
begin with — recognising this leaves us in a 
better position for the future.

UNHCR Innovation Labs: an identity crisis

In its ‘Guide for Making Innovation Work’ 
the IBM Centre for the Business of 
Government details five different structur-
al models that have been adopted by gov-
ernment offices in pursuit of Innovation. 
These are: Laboratory, Facilitator, Advisor, 
Technology-build-out and Liaison. Each 
has a functional description. A ‘Laboratory’ 
is an autonomous group charged with 
developing new technologies, prod-
ucts, fixes. This structural model descrip-
tion, and external interpretations of what 
‘makes a lab’ has caused a mild identity 
crisis within UNHCR’s Innovation Service. 
We didn’t have laboratories. We are cer-
tainly not an autonomous group, guided 
by the organization’s mandate and work-
ing within the hierarchies of our structure. 
In fact, our stated aim is to ‘support a cul-
ture of creativity and collaboration across 
the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR)’. We’d 
also strongly argue against the criticism of 
being ‘technology-driven’ and spent a sub-
stantial amount of 2017 debunking the ‘in-
novation is technology’ myth.

Returning to IBM’s guide, The Innovation 
Service finds greater resonance with 
the other structural models than with 
‘Laboratory’. The model of Facilitator fits 
well for example: one person or small 
group working to convene government 
departments on internal improvements or 
external projects. Our UNHCR Innovation 
website even reflects this identity con-
flict: ‘We don’t consider ourselves inno-
vators per se, but rather, the facilitators 
who bring innovation tools, and learning 

environments to those who require sup-
port, in order to help contribute to improve-
ments in how UNHCR works’. So we didn’t 
need to ‘kill’ our Labs, but rather capital-
ise on ‘how’ to better facilitate innovation. 
How can we best address the criticism of 
Labs, and more broadly innovation, for ref-
ugees and the organization?

A new way-of-working

Just over a year ago the Harvard Business 
Review published consolidated scientif-
ic research on ‘Why Diverse Teams are 
Smarter’, summarising that diverse teams 
process facts better and are ‘more in-
novative’. In 2017, UNHCR’s Innovation 
Service began a process-change in the 
way it worked, based on this ‘diversity’ 
assumption. Project teams began work-
ing outside the constructed silos of ‘Labs’. 
Practically speaking, this saw us mirror a 
common way-of-working in the wider or-
ganization: the multi-functional team ap-
proach. For UNHCR, the multi-functional 
team brings together different profession-
al backgrounds and experiences — as well 
as gender diversity — to work together on 
similar projects or outcomes. Recognising 
the advantages this multi-functional team 
working brings to UNHCR, the Innovation 
Service wanted to experiment with this ap-
proach and innovation facilitation.

Key project groups were formed around 
focus thematics — including Social Media 
Monitoring, Predictive Analytics, and 
Communication with Communities (CwC) 
in emergency contexts. This also saw joint 
missions to operations, to allow us to bring 

Our Innovation Labs are dead. Long live 
innovation!

By Katie Drew, Former Emergency Lab Manager, now Innovation Officer
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a range of perspectives and experiences 
into conversations with field-colleagues. 
We moved away from framing our missions 
as ‘a Learn Lab mission’ or ‘an Emergency 
Lab mission’, but rather work with an oper-
ation to determine which areas (thematics) 
of support they would need. This facilita-
tion team model is still work-in-progress. 
Through an experimentation phase, we 
plan to determine how best to formulate 
these facilitation teams and how we can 
leverage wider collective expertise within 
the organization.

A Lab by any other name ..?

Has this model been successful so far, 
or are we repeating the ‘mistakes’ of 
the Innovation Lab? Joseph Guay, an 
Associate at The Policy Lab, describes 
how ‘research and experience shows that 
when innovation does happen, it can be ad 
hoc, incremental, siloed and forgotten, af-
fected populations and local communities 
are often excluded from the process’. Does 
our focus towards diverse teams go any-
way to addressing this?

Feedback from colleagues sees them wel-
coming this project focused, multi-func-
tional approach — it’s a functional way of 
working that they are familiar with to some 
extent. From the Innovation Service’s view-
point, there have been tangible benefits to 
adopting this ‘non-siloed’ working model, 
even in early stages. Working with differing 
opinions and experiences is inherently cre-
ative if space is allowed for disagreement 
and diversity. There have been some real 
breakthroughs for the Innovation Service 

this year, due in part to the power of these 
diverse teams. An example of such would 
be ‘Project Jetson’, the predictive analytics 
project bringing together data scientists, 
strategic designers, coders, data visual-
isers and former and current Mogadishu 
residents, to design an artificially intelli-
gent model to predict displacement (arriv-
al figures), in Somalia. This project demon-
strates how we can work free of silos, with 
the early results showing more than incre-
mental change in the area of applied hu-
manitarian predictive analytics.

The Innovation Service is not claiming an 
innovation breakthrough — but are fully 
committed to rise to the ‘challenges’ our 
contemporary innovation critics share.

Keeping our Communicating with 
Communities focus

Throughout this process, have we lost 
our thematic focus? The Emergency Lab 
was designed to support innovation in the 
field of Communicating with Communities 
(CwC) — is this no longer a priority for 
UNHCR’s Innovation Service? Quite the 
contrary, the need to bring affected pop-
ulations into our multi-functional team ap-
proach is a key priority for the years ahead 
of us. The eternal challenge being, how 
to move beyond tokenistic representa-
tion and to their meaningful participation 
and leadership in the development of in-
novative solutions. Communicating with 
Communities is everybody’s job.

The Emergency Lab is dead, long live 
communication.

In the humanitarian sector, knowing even 
a little bit about technology can take you a 
long way. Comparatively, with many other 
sectors public and private, we’ve been a 
little behind the times when it comes to 
adopting and adapting to new technolo-
gies and bringing in people with the right 
skill sets to effectively harness them. This 
is no surprise given that many of the con-
texts we’re working in have been less con-
nected and occasionally dangerous, not to 
mention politically complex.

As such having a little bit of an insight has 
managed to allow these tech-humanitari-
ans to take centre stage and build a fol-
lowing across social media. This has also 

resulted in a plethora of conferences and 
panel (read:‘Manel’) discussions with pan-
elists playing buzzword bingo with the lat-
est tech jargon.

And this misses the point of Innovation. 
It becomes an ego trip; a vehicle for one-
self rather than a vehicle for the cause, the 
users or even the technology itself.

This is why UNHCR’s Innovation Service 
has come out strongly with a message 
that innovation and technology are not the 
same.

We like to focus on communities. Those 
who are receiving humanitarian assistance 

What does Innovation ≠ Technology 
mean?

By John Warnes, Innovation Officer (Connectivity)
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and are looking to improve their lives and 
live with dignity. Any product or service 
that we are involved with has to serve the 
needs of the user; we don’t want to use 
technologies for the sake of using them, 
nor seek out challenges to apply the tech-
nology to, putting the cart before the horse.

Are we a bunch of technophobes then? 
Absolutely not. And this brings me to the 
point of my post – to unpack a little about 
how we view technology, how we want to 
approach it and how it can support innova-
tion in the most effective ways. As having 
a role – and current job title – that directly 
relates to technology, the stance we have 
taken initially made me uncomfortable. But 
through the work, we recognised our role 
was to pull the pendulum in the other di-
rection, and that the nuances of our ap-
proach are worth debating and discussing 
with a broader audience.

Firstly, I’ll start with the fact that we aren’t 
a technology company, a web develop-
ment company or product manufacturer. 
However much we, or some of our peers, 
think we might be – or are able to be – 
I believe there are better and more qual-
ified people for whom this is their core 
business. And on top of that, there is legal 
status and mandate. Is the United Nations 
going to start developing apps for every-
thing? Right now, we don’t really have a 
great track record in delivering digital ser-
vices compared to the private sector, or 
even the public sector, save for a few pi-
oneering international organizations. I see 
our role in understanding technology, ap-
plying humanitarian principles to it (akin to 

what is noted in The Signal Code) – and 
doing our utmost to ensure that it works in 
favour of our constituents.

Finally, if you start developing products 
or services yourself, you can quickly fall 
into the trap of peddling them for all pos-
sible opportunities, going against the age-
old truth that challenges come before 
solutions.

Secondly, I’d like to provide a breakdown 
of how I see the intersect between innova-
tion and technology, and how humanitar-
ians may address each of the areas. I’ve 
split it into four different categories that es-
sentially could be one big quadrant graph 
of Innovative approaches and technology.

That isn’t to say any of these approaches 
are wrong. In fact, they’re all really valu-
able and necessary for us to adapt with the 
times. What we have had to figure out as 
UNHCR’s Innovation Service is where our 
efforts are best placed, and where others 
may be better positioned to apply.

1. Application of Technology. 
This is essentially what we’re doing each 
day, every day. Technology can be any-
thing from a pencil through to a laptop 
and smartphone. And it’s not only the ba-
sics – I’d also include tools that have been 
around for awhile and have become more 
commonplace in humanitarian delivery. 
Mass SMS systems come to mind, such 
as our previous Ascend project, as do ho-
tlines, and mobile data collection even has 
been around long enough for me to con-
sider its use really something that should 

be a mainstay of what we’re doing. We find 
it bizarre that some of these are consid-
ered by some as ‘innovative’ when in fact 
the application is straightforward, and the 
technology mature. In sum, we see this as 
tech that is commonly applied in humani-
tarian use cases.

2. Application of Innovative Technology. 
This essentially could be considered part 
of modernisation efforts. For instance 
around trying to upgrade our internal 
systems, using massive touch screens, 
even things like using VR for our exter-
nal communications work, but you know 
my thoughts about that. This is essentially 
technology that has just been introduced 
to market, fits a very particular niche, or 
is still in experimental phases of develop-
ment. Nonetheless, people have made for-
ays into applying the technology in a hu-
manitarian setting based on its corporate 
potential for which it has inevitably been 
developed.

So that’s not the kind of stuff that UNHCR’s 
Innovation Service includes in its man-
date of responsibilities. These sort of ap-
plications, particularly the benefits around 
modernisation can only be brought to bear 
if the main divisions and departments of 
large organizations take this on board. If 
we look at it in our Innovation cave, then it 
will never scale and have the impact that it 
needs. Plus, it’s not actually about us being 
more innovative.

3. Innovative Application of Technology. 
To be honest, we have a fond spot for 
this point. Maybe it’s because more of 

the simple and mature technologies are 
commonplace, affordable, and accessi-
ble in many of the contexts we’re working 
in. And often because it is the most im-
pactful, and the most overlooked. For in-
stance, the Boda Boda Talk Talk project 
in Uganda. This was an idea born out of 
an Internews project in South Sudan. The 
technology was simple yet the approach to 
using it, and how the communities experi-
mented and evolved how they used it was 
innovative. They found new ways of ap-
proaching the technology and were driven 
around solutions of communication. In this 
case, we borrowed an application and by 
allowing it to constantly evolve it became 
innovative.

4. Innovative Application of Innovative 
Technology. 
Some people would probably call this the 
‘money shot’ for an Innovation Service, but 
we don’t see this really any differently from 
any innovative application of other technol-
ogy, or no technology at all. Nonetheless, 
it can be exciting to find ways of bringing 
new innovative technology to bear in ways 
that are unique to the communities they 
are meant to serve, or that provide us with 
the insights that we specifically need. As 
mentioned earlier, we don’t take a technol-
ogy and look for a challenge, but boy do 
we try and stay up to date so that when 
we’re working with a field operation look-
ing to make a remote training experience 
more immersive, we understand what the 
capabilities of VR are and the role it plays 
in our ‘tool belt’ of solutions. Another ex-
ample might be Project Jetson, which is 
striving to use as much data as possible to 
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predict population movements to help us 
better prepare. The only way to compute 
this is by using some of the most innova-
tive technologies available today.

So while Innovation ≠ Technology, technol-
ogy can be innovative, innovation can use 
technology to innovate, and it can also be 
applied in innovative ways, or not. There 
are some important modernisation efforts 
underway in all humanitarian organiza-
tions. These should not be dismissed as 
benign; they are vitally important, but not 
necessarily innovation.

Merely using the most innovative technol-
ogy available will not always mean its ap-
plication in humanitarian settings is inno-
vative. It could be misplaced or at worst, 
frankly, damaging.

While of course we will continue to explore 
and test nascent technologies, we won’t 

Finally, if you start 
developing products 
or services yourself, 

you can quickly 
fall into the trap of 

peddling them for all 
possible opportunities, 

going against the 
age-old truth that 
challenges come 
before solutions.

“What happens when refugees tell us — di-
rectly and repeatedly — that finding mean-
ing in life is equally or more important than 
finding food that day? That creating a fu-
ture for their child prompts them to start a 
perilous journey and give up the certainty 
of shelter and food? Refugees come to us 
and respond to us not as a sequence of 
needs, but as a whole person.”

Lesvos, Greece — 2015.

A summer that was different, a summer 
that made other summers be different. We 
stand on the shore as if we are standing on 
the door, waiting, looking at the seeming-
ly calm waters and flat horizon. We have 
food, water, extra clothes, and blankets, 
first-aid supplies. We think we are ready, 

ready for what we think are people’s first, 
immediate, basic needs.

“Where can I charge my phone?”

“Is there WiFi?”

We answer with silence, feeling trapped in 
the survival thinking of an emergency re-
sponse. We forgot that together, with what 
keeps us alive, there are things that make 
us alive. Meaning, purpose, connection.

But what if connectivity was a basic human 
right? As basic as food. As basic as protec-
tion. As basic as education. What if refu-
gees and host communities alike had equal 
access to the opportunities that come with 
being online, being connected? What if 

The final frontier for inclusive 
connectivity

By Giulia Balestra, Associate Connectivity Officer

shout loud about it without having identi-
fied suitable and tangible use cases that 
will positively affect the lives of the com-
munities we’re serving. Similarly while it 
is a huge amount of work, we won’t per-
sonally be shouting about modernisation 
efforts that are simply making our internal 
systems more efficient, rather than using 
innovative approaches to tackle some of 
our more complex challenges.
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paying for a phone, for 
data and calls didn’t 
mean not being able 
to pay for school fees, 
health care or food?
What if this idea did 
not make some of us 
frown, question, doubt, 
wonder why refugees 
need WiFi and why they 
have phones in the first 
place?

What about you, and 
us? Why do you have a 
phone and why do you 
need WiFi?

Personally, I use my 
phone and the internet 
for work, to stay in touch 
with my family and my 
friends, and sometimes 
to distract myself. These 
are all good reasons, whether I am a ref-
ugee or not. Now, imagine you could use 
your phone to access information in times 
of crises, to find out how to be safe or ac-
cess medical care, to translate what you 
want to say when there is no other way 
to communicate, to find a job, to find your 
family. In this sense, the small piece of con-
nected technology that you hold in your 
hand becomes even more crucial and 
more valuable to your life.

The digital revolution will be inclusive. 
Or it won’t be. That is our choice.

It is time we look at these digital needs and 

realise that, yes, there 
are indeed differences 
in how and why people 
connect. Yet there is one 
thing that we all share (or 
should share): the right 
to connectivity. I see a 
world, not too far from 
now, not too far from 
today, where we can re-
think our approach and 
change the way we re-
spond to emergencies, 
shifting the attention 
from “needs” to “rights”, 
from “basic” to “human”. 
One where connectivity 
is a tool to create a more 
just and inclusive future.

We can all start today 
with one simple action, 
so simple we think that 
it would not make any 

difference: be better at listening. Let us lis-
ten to what people ask and say they need, 
rather than what we think is best for them. 
I believe that this can change the way we 
work as humanitarians and the way we are 
as humans.

Inclusive (dis)connections

We live in a hyper-connected and fast-
paced reality, where some days my life is 
99% digital and 1%…real. Would I know this 
if I were not connected already and able 
to navigate, search and discover anything 
I wished? Probably not. Today, a third of 
this same world is not connected to the 

internet. You could say that maybe it’s for 
the better: I also fantasize about not hav-
ing an e-mail address, a couch where peo-
ple can surf on, a liked (or not so much 
liked) photo or post. After all, aren’t we, the 
other two thirds, controlled by technology, 
constantly worried about our privacy and 
data, competing against robots and arti-
ficial intelligence for jobs and resources? 
These worries are luxury too, because we 
have a choice to connect or disconnect, to 
choose or not to choose if, how, and when 
to access the internet.

So whether it is about connecting or dis-
connecting, what matters is choice and 
making sure that everyone has the same 
chance to (dis)connection. Inclusion hap-
pens when we strive towards having the 
same rights and opportunities, and accept 
that, as long as there are barriers and ob-
stacles in someone else’s way, we also are 
not free.

The promise

Are we creating a better world by provid-
ing connectivity? Maybe. Or maybe not. 
But this is happening either way and while 
we strive to make the most, we need to en-
sure that the same rights are provided to 
all.

I do believe that if there is something that 
connectivity can help us do, in this virtual 
space of ours, is to create what we want 
to see. A better world. A different world. A 
more connected world. What if we had a 
tool for change, right here, in our hands? 
And what could this change look like?

We will only know when you, and I and a 
person with refugee status, all have access 
to the same opportunities, when we can all 
afford for a mobile phone, register a SIM 
card with whatever proof of identity we dis-
pose of, pay for data, and have the neces-
sary skills to navigate this web and know 
how to make safe and informed decisions. 
In other words, until all refugees and host-
ing populations, regardless of age, gender 
or demographic group, can access mobile 
and internet connectivity to build brighter 
futures for themselves, their families and 
the world.

How do we make this a reality?

The vision of Connectivity for Refugees, 
an initiative currently led by UNHCR’s 
Innovation Service, is to bridge the digi-
tal divide, connect those who are currently 
not connected and include everyone in the 
digital revolution that is taking place glob-
ally, regardless of age, gender, and diver-
sity. Our role in this is one of connectors 
too: we want to bring actors in the network 
closer together, spur conversation and 
change, and function as a catalyst in realis-
ing the vision of Connectivity for Refugees.

Our work consists in developing a prac-
tical roadmap towards this goal and to 
make sure that we get there. The way we 
see connectivity is as deeply interlinked 
to freedom and choice: freedom to have 
access to opportunities and information, 
freedom to make better choices and ac-
tions. Framed as such, connectivity is both 
a right and the instrument to exert this 
same right, a “right to freedom of opinion 

The digital world 
has its own barriers: 

there’s poor 
infrastructure and 

coverage, high costs 
of devices and data, 

strict legal regulations 
and many more 

challenges. At best 
these factors are 

delaying the inclusive 
future we hope for, 
at worst they are 

making it impossible 
for displaced 

communities to be, 
and stay connected.
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and expression; […] to hold opinions with-
out interference and to seek, receive and 
impart information and ideas through any 
media and regardless of frontiers” (Article 
19. The Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights).

We have come a long way since the incep-
tion of the Connectivity for Refugee initia-
tive, learned a number of important les-
sons which have reshaped and informed 
our strategy moving forward. There are still 
many barriers on the path to connectivity, 
from technical to social and political: poor 
infrastructure, legal regulations to register 
SIM cards, costs of devices and services, 
lack of relevant content and digital liter-
acy. Immediate action needs to be taken 
for refugees to have the ability to legally 
connect to the internet. However, we firm-
ly believe that what is on the other side of 
the fence — the possibility to create better 
and more inclusive communities — is worth 
the attempt to climb it. We will not achieve 
this if we work in silos: connectivity calls 
for stronger collaborations and holistic ap-
proaches. Everyone has a different role to 
play in reaching this same goal, from gov-
ernments to the international community, 
to displaced populations and the private 
sector.

The final frontier

The digital world has its own barriers: 
there’s poor infrastructure and coverage, 
high costs of devices and data, strict legal 
regulations and many more challenges. At 
best these factors are delaying the inclu-
sive future we hope for, at worst they are 

making it impossible for displaced commu-
nities to be, and stay connected.

On one horizon I see physical borders, 
higher walls and digital barriers making 
us all more far apart, and highlighting the 
cracks between us. On the other one, I see 
the cyber as a place where a shared, inclu-
sive future is a possibility.

I rely on the power of the internet to break 
down some of these barriers and find ways 
around (fire) walls. I rely on you to join us in 
rethinking what we mean by basic needs 
and who has the right and is entitled to a 
fulfilling future.

Do we not all want to create connections, 
find community and belonging? And what 
if the final frontier is the one of connectivity 
as a human right?

Treating the symptom – not the root 
cause

Change is hard. This was one of the first 
lessons that Rumbidzai Mapolisa, Senior 
Resettlement Assistant based in UNHCR’s 
Harare, Zimbabwe office, learned during 
her UNHCR Innovation Fellowship jour-
ney. Once selected for the Fellowship, 
Mapolisa knew immediately she wanted to 
focus on issues linked with aid dependen-
cy and disempowerment in Tongogara ref-
ugee campin Zimbabwe.

Mapolisa was confident she already had 
the appropriate solution that would be 
at the center of her Fellowship. She had 
an idea to create a one-stop platform 
(web based marketplace/ecosystem) to 

showcase refugee talent, skills, and sto-
ries. The digital platform she envisioned 
would transcend the restrictions on em-
ployment and movement as refugees 
would trade online right from the camp. 
The platform would keep the refugees cur-
rent and connect them to global village.

“I observed that refugees in Tongogara 
camp were forced to rely on aid and this 
had a debilitating effect on their produc-
tivity thereby creating a dependency syn-
drome. For most of them going on reset-
tlement to the USA became the only viable 
option. They were living in a state of limbo 
awaiting the “American dream” and for 
many life would resume once they reach 
the shores of America. The web based 
platform was meant to connect them to the 

How UNHCR 
Zimbabwe 
mainstreamed 
innovation into 
everything they’re 
doing
By Lauren Parater, Innovation Community and Content Manager
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rest of the world as well as let the world 
know about them..I believed my idea was 
so brilliant and that obviously once we de-
ployed this platform, it would revolutionize 
the refugees’ lives.  But after going to the 
Innovation Fellowship workshop, one of 
the first things they taught us was not to be 
married to our ideas and to test assump-
tions. Following the innovation process 
made me re-think my approach,” she says.

The Innovation Fellowship encouraged 
her to start engaging the community, to 
ask them what they wanted, and empow-
er refugees to be innovators themselves. 
It wasn’t long before Mapolisa was cham-
pioning this bottom-up approach and ad-
vocating for a refugee-centered design in 
her operation.

“I was treating the symptom instead of the 
root cause of the problem. We have to re-
condition our minds when thinking about 
humanitarian aid and the challenges ref-
ugees face. Changing this mindset is ex-
tremely difficult.”

Inspired by her initial lessons learned, 
Mapolisa recognized the opportunity and 
need to bring this approach to her col-
leagues in the field. Change wasn’t an 
easy path but it was one she was stead-
fast in expanding outside of her Fellowship 
experience.

An operation ripe for innovation

This new approach soon expanded be-
yond just Mapolisa’s Innovation Fellowship. 
Her curiosity and unwavering commitment 

to refugee-led innovation had soon spread 
across UNHCR’s Zimbabwe operation. 
Two colleagues, Kennedy Chimsoro, an 
Assistant Programme Officer, and Esther 
Kirimi, a Protection Officer, played an inte-
gral part in catalyzing innovation at the op-
erational level alongside Mapolisa.

The Fellowship fed into what the Zimbabwe 
operation is doing now – a catalyst to ex-
pand what was already happening on the 
ground. The operation started strategically 
incorporating the innovation methodology 
at a small scale and gradually implement-
ed these new ways of working into their 
day to day jobs. “Through Rumbi’s guid-
ance and assistance in trying to escalate 
the innovation approach…we have now 
mainstreamed this in our country opera-
tions plan,” explains Chimsoro.

In 2017, UNHCR Zimbabwe attempted to 
embed this refugee-centered design and 
innovation process in their programming 
cycle – a first for the organization.

Strategically bringing the innovation pro-
cess into the operation

The Zimbabwe operation is now using this 
innovation approach for multi-year planning 
and to address the simple fact that fund-
ing is lower due to the growing demands 
of humanitarian resources. “Innovation is 
becoming even more necessary in terms 
of identifying workable, practical solutions 
that can assist in programme implementa-
tion whether it’s at the planning stage, the 
needs assessment, or during monitoring. 
With regards to the Strategic Directions of 

the High Commissioner, the innovation ap-
proach is quite critical,” says Kirimi.

UNHCR Zimbabwe is not just looking at 
the one-year planning cycle to understand 
how to embed innovation within their oper-
ation; the staff in the operation are looking 
much farther beyond that. They wanted to 
ensure that innovation touched all levels of 
their country operation. This multifunction-
al approach to innovation now involved 
the entire Zimbabwe office, even outside 
of their innovation focal points that have 
been identified. “If you talk to people in 
admin, in programme, in protection, they 
all know about innovation. We are hoping 
that we can keep utilizing it in the different 
steps of our programme cycle.”

Including innovation in their country oper-
ations plan was not the only step to create 
this shift. They are also bringing the inno-
vation model into how they view partners. 
The operation hopes this new approach 
can help diversify their partnership base, 
and therefore feed into their mobilization 
framework. Internally and externally, they 
included innovation within all their stake-
holder engagement meetings to confirm 
that innovation was included within their 
objectives to feed into the result based 
framework.

“We try to simplify innovation so it’s not 
just this big concept that we have to im-
plement, but we break it down into 
small components that feed into the re-
sults-based framework and then into the 
activities, outputs, and overall objectives.” 
says Chimsoro. “If you are looking at this 

programme cycle, one of the key things we 
have started to do is incorporate innova-
tion into our resource mobilization.”

Another area the team has utilized this 
approach is through rethinking needs as-
sessments with the refugee community. 
Refugees are being engaged outside of 
the traditional focus group discussions, 
usually reserved for insights into how to 
build their programming. They are explor-
ing new ways to include refugees direct-
ly in monitoring and programme imple-
mentation, and giving them a role over 
and above what UNHCR normally does in 
terms of financial verification and issues of 
performance. This focus of empowerment, 
two-way feedback, and self-reliance is at 
the core of UNHCR Zimbabwe’s innovation 
methodology: always start with the com-
munity member themselves.

“I believe the more refugees become 
self-reliant, they are able to innovate, the 
better the protection environment will be-
come. The more you truly engage refu-
gees and more importantly, listen to them, 
I believe, we will undoubtedly have better 
protection in the camps,” says Kirimi.

The team argues that the benefits of 
this engagement approach are two-fold. 
Through prototyping solutions led by ref-
ugees themselves, UNHCR will, in turn, 
save costs by not providing solutions that 
refugees themselves aren’t interested in. 
“In the end, using this innovative approach 
is good for the refugees, it is also good 
for the organization, and in terms of how 
we are effective in carrying out our daily 
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activities whether it’s in programming or 
admin,” explains Mapolisa.

Despite the end of her Fellowship year, 
Mapolisa is still focusing on the issue of 
dependency in the camps but looking at 
it with an innovation lens. And now with 
her entire operation on board to tackle the 
challenges.

“UNHCR in Zimbabwe is very committed to 
promoting innovation in our operation. The 
team is exploring innovative solutions for 
service delivery and employing the innova-
tion process to engage persons of concern 
towards self-reliance. It is our pride and joy 
and we hope to see more innovative solu-
tions from our persons of concern. I credit 
our Innovation Fellow, Rumbidzai Mapolisa 
for her concerted efforts in starting this 
process for us, and facilitating innovation 
in our operation,” adds Mr. Robert Tibagwa, 
UNHCR’s Representative in Zimbabwe.

Moving from dependence to dignity

It’s hard to ignore the cultural shift in how 
UNHCR Zimbabwe is working with refu-
gees on the ground. They are trying to 
move away from what Chimsoro describes 
as the “dependence syndrome.” A key as-
pect of this shift is activating the “creative 
confidence” of refugees and creating the 
space for them to identify their challenges, 
their own solutions, and be empowered 
enough to implement these solutions.

“I think the innovative approach we’re 
going towards achieving is a real change 
of mindset with refugees and other people 

of concern to ensure they become more 
proactive and not only depend on UNHCR 
for assistance,” explain Chimsoro.

Despite the strict structures of UNHCR’s 
programming cycles – that can often 
leave little room to innovate – UNHCR 
Zimbabwe was committed to finding a way 
that the process could be mainstreamed 
at the operational level. “We would want 
to inspire innovation by refugees and for 
refugees. What we are doing at this level 
now is including this within our program-
ming cycles, and creating a structure for 
this type of activity to continue strategical-
ly,” says Mapolisa.

Many of these changes came down to 
one word for the team: dignity. The refu-
gee-centered approach, they believe, will 
not only have higher success for UNHCR 
but much better impact for refugees in the 
end. “We’re actually listening to the refu-
gees. So inherently our desire is more em-
pathetic, it is more relevant, it’s more use-
ful to them, it’s more life transforming.”

Mapolisa, Kirimi, and Chimsoro are op-
timistic that one day this approach could 
become the norm for not only UNHCR but 
for all organizations working in humanitar-
ian aid.

Change is not without pain points

As other operations look to replicate the 
good practices surrounding innovation in 
Zimbabwe, the team believes there are 
some crucial lessons learned. One of the 
first major challenges was buy-in with the 

operation. This lack of 
buy-in was partially be-
cause innovation itself 
was a bit of a mysterious 
term – did it mean tech-
nology or bringing in 
new apps for refugees? 
There was a lot of con-
fusion surrounding the 
elusive idea of “inno-
vation” that they had to 
address.

“People sometimes don’t quite understand 
what innovation is,” explains Mapolisa. 
“How is it different from how we’re doing 
things anyway? How is it going to bene-
fit persons of concern? If people haven’t 
seen what it is, it’s a bit difficult to relate to 
it. And some were concerned that in many 
ways we would be reinventing the wheel.”

Mapolisa highlights that the big takeaway 
from this process is that one must keep try-
ing to innovate, even if you think you may 
fail. This can often require you to “innovate 
around how to innovate” within your local 
context. “You have to be flexible and keep 
re-thinking strategies to achieve your de-
sired outcome. You have to find a way to 
win, to keep working at it, and explore how 
you can tie creativity to existing solutions.”

The need for buy-in and acceptance of the 
process was required at all levels – includ-
ing the refugee themselves. The UNHCR 
Zimbabwe operation ensured that refu-
gees understood not only what the con-
cept meant but how it could be used to 
empower the communities where they live.

“I think sometimes the 
word innovation just 
sounds so big and com-
plex that it scares a lot 
of people away,” ex-
plains Kirimi. But when 
UNHCR staff explained 
the opportunities for in-
novation with the refu-
gee communities, they 
become extremely ex-
cited at the prospects. 

“Once they understood that we’re trying to 
tap into their ideas, their talents, their skills, 
they were very interested in the approach. 
Some of them even started telling us about 
the innovative things that they were doing 
before they became refugees,” she says.

Through giving refugees this space to ex-
periment with innovation and more im-
portantly, feel like their ideas were being 
listened to, the team began witnessing a 
mindset shift in the camp.

“After coming into the camp and relying 
on UNHCR for so long, they almost forgot 
how to be innovative. But once we bring 
the discussion to the table, we see the ex-
citement…people start telling us ‘oh we 
can do this, we could do this, we used to 
this, I have a skill for this,’” says Kirimi. She 
highlights that it’s important to explain how 
innovation benefits communities not only 
in the short term but also emphasizing the 
longer-term effects of such programming. 
But the question to follow is always: “I may 
have an idea. But what’s next?”

Unfortunately, like almost all other UNHCR 

“People sometimes 
don’t quite understand 

what innovation is,” 
explains Mapolisa. 
“How is it different 

from how we’re doing 
things anyway?”
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operations, UNHCR Zimbabwe is facing 
more funding cuts as needs grow across 
the world.  The team acknowledged the 
importance of managing expectations, as 
they do not have the capacity to take every 
new idea forward. But they are hoping in-
novation can provide an answer to this 
challenge as well.

One way the office is addressing this 
problem is adapting their partnership ap-
proach at the local level for UNHCR. This 
includes reaching out to private sponsors 
and non-traditional partners to come and 
work with the teams in the camp. “What we 
are trying to do is identify some of the skills 
and ideas that young people have, and 
link these young people to private compa-
nies, innovators, or institutions that would 
be interested in their ideas as opposed 
to UNHCR taking on that responsibility,” 
Kirimi explains. “So now we are walking 
hand in glove with the different partners to 
make this happen,” adds Chimsoro.

For other UNHCR staff and operations 
interested in recreating this model, 
Chimsoro says that it’s also important to 
recognize that innovation is a continuous 
process. “We are still in the present. I think 
that’s the good part about innovation. It’s 
not a magic pill that you take and simply 
have all the right solutions. The dynamics 
will change each time.”

The operation is now taking these princi-
ples of innovation and continuously ap-
plying them to new and old challenges so 
that it becomes more of a mindset for staff. 
“The moment people start to change the 

way they do things, then they start to adapt 
to new approaches, ” says Chimsoro. This 
recognition of innovation as a theory of 
change, instead of just a set of activities, 
will ultimately be the main driver for behav-
ior change for staff in the field. UNHCR’s 
Zimbabwe operation is convinced that this 
mindset shift will also be the catalyst for 
larger changes in how we view humanitar-
ian aid and refugee themselves.

The traditional approach is no longer 
enough

The key to scaling this innovative mindset 
to other operations will start with question-
ing the status-quo of how aid is delivered. 
There are more needs, more people, and 
less funding available.

“The multi-year, multi-partner approach is 
something that you simply cannot do with-
out incorporating innovation. Even just 
looking a the traditional way of approach-
ing donors is now different. They are re-
questing different types of modalities 
which include innovative methods that are 
sustainable. It is obvious that the tradition-
al approach is no longer enough,” argues 
Chimsoro.

In today’s world, people are displaced for 
an average of eighteen years – a num-
ber expected to rise over the next decade 
should displacement trends continue. 
“We see refugees being born in refugee 
camps, having children in refugee camps, 
and dying in camps,” says Kirimi. She ar-
gues that the three durable solutions for 
refugees, voluntary repatriation, local 

integration or resettlement are no longer 
enough.

“We know those three solutions are not the 
only solutions that we should look at. Now 
more and more we’re talking about finding 
solutions, permanent solutions, away from 
the traditional three solutions that we’ve 
always, as UNHCR, talked about. Now 
we’re challenged because we have more 
people becoming refugees and fewer peo-
ple finding solutions. Few are getting out 
of this cycle.”

UNHCR Zimbabwe recognized that fo-
cusing on empowering refugees to be-
come self-reliant may be another solution 
to explore. Through this process, UNHCR 
can then reduce assistance as refugees 
become self-sustaining and to move sim-
ply to targeted assistance of the most 
vulnerable.

“In most operations, we are satisfied as hu-
manitarian workers knowing that you know 
we’ll give food, water, clothing, health and 
that’s it. But can we rethink solutions? 
Innovation gives us an opportunity to 
change our perspective as the UN, as aid 
workers and humanitarian workers, to ac-
tually begin to see refugees on an equal 
footing as real agents of change. They can 
actually take their destiny into their own 
hands and stand on their own two feet and 
come up with ideas and ways of solving 
their problems even better than we can” 
says Kirimi.

Creating this change across other the 
entire organization will take time, but if 

UNHCR Zimbabwe can measure the im-
pact of this approach – it may be the spark 
to catalyze a new wave of transformation 
within UNHCR.

“For me I think that embracing innovation 
within UNHCR, especially adopting this 
bottom-up approach where we allow ref-
ugees to be innovators, I think it’s going to 
have a great impact in how we deliver. It 
will have a great impact on how effective 
we are in actually delivering our services 
to persons of concern,” argues Chimsoro.

UNHCR Zimbabwe and the team behind 
the operation are leaders in this area, with 
a willingness to not only try new ideas but 
to rethink how we are operating in the field 
and the humanitarian system. They be-
lieve that we cannot leave innovation out 
of emergencies and that we must shift the 
very core of how we interact with refugees 
as our beneficiaries.

But Mapolisa, Kirimi, and Chimsoro are 
quick to highlight that it won’t be human-
itarians who will be the leaders solving the 
great problems of tomorrow. Mapolisa is 
eager to expand on this idea, “I’m hoping 
that in Zimbabwe, the refugee innovators 
will come up with groundbreaking solu-
tions that will change whole of the humani-
tarian sector. The potential is there, we just 
need to give them the opportunity,”

“They are the real innovators,” she says.
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For UNHCR’s Division of Human Resources 
(DHR), an idea to use Artificial Intelligence 
(AI) to assist with recruitment could end up 
revolutionising the recruitment screening 
processing, taking mere seconds to ac-
complish what currently takes staff mem-
bers days or weeks. The machine assis-
tance is part of a multi-step process to 
screen applicants in the agency’s talent 
pools. Humans still, however, validate the 
machine process or outcome and handle 
the nuances of recruitment. For now.

With staff across the agency rotating every 
few years and external talent pools of 
thousands of hopeful hires across 29 cat-
egories, recruiters spend meaningful time 
on each posting sifting through interest-
ed applicants, qualified or still in the vet-
ting process. At the start of 2018, recruiters 

at UNHCR’s Affiliate Partnerships and 
Recruitment Section (APRS) were using 
various manually-intensive methods to 
screen candidates, methods both familiar 
and frustratingly slow.

An expedient way to comb through the 
masses proved elusive. Screening ques-
tions were too easy, it seemed — applicants 
could figure out the expected answers and 
pass through to the next round, and that 
would not help. With the current Human 
Resources software, Peoplesoft v9.2, a 
solution wasn’t coming fast enough, nor 
did it seem fit-for-purpose since maintain-
ing a database of questions was also going 
to be time-consuming. At the same time, 
conversations were erupting around buy-
ing a separate system for applicant track-
ing or outsourcing to a 3rd party, but the 

associated costs and effort were a clear 
impetus to find another way. For Senior 
Business Analyst Netta Rankin, the issue 
at the heart of it was that her colleagues 
seemed to be massively labouring through 
their screening tasks.

“At the heart of it, I just like to help peo-
ple and I don’t like to see them suffering 
through their jobs if I can work with them 
to help find solutions,” Rankin says. So, she 
set about doing something about it with 
her colleagues. This is her second time 
being involved in bringing new technolo-
gy to DHR.

Ten years earlier, when Rankin arrived as 
a consultant and then new IT Officer at 
UNHCR, she saw how recruiters manual-
ly sifted through candidates’ applications. 
She was part of the team that brought 
the then-new PeopleSoft v8.9 system to 
UNHCR in 2005/6, and so she worked 
with the Recruitment colleagues to change 
things up and establish a new database 
format, based on which the Peoplesoft 
solution could be implemented as the 
main Human Resources (HR) tool.

Introducing the new PeopleSoft HR sys-
tem and its various modules was not an 
easy sell at first. HR staff were used to 
their mainframe system. Some were con-
vinced they did their job in a unique way 
that the software would not capture. They 
couldn’t see how the new system would 
help. Rankin recalls being met with a lot of 
crossed arms.

“Some people were pretty upset actually,” 

Rankin remembers. “We had resistance, 
and there was. Staff who were quite com-
fortable on the legacy system were unhap-
py about having to be trained on some-
thing new. In the beginning, they only saw 
the things that their system did really well, 
and failed to see all the things it didn’t do 
that the new system provided.”

Eventually, when it came time to work on 
the Recruitment module, by 2009, recruit-
ers were ready to try the new software. 
Rankin, with her background in consulting, 
has helped companies use technology to 
solve problems since the late 1980s. She’s 
learned about getting people in conser-
vative environments to accept tools they 
don’t fully understand.

“Mostly you have to demonstrate what the 
benefit is for them, the users,” she explains, 
saying pitching something new from the 
perspective of management or the organi-
zation will leave staff uninspired. “You need 
to engage people doing day to day work 
and get them excited about it, and under-
stand the benefits. You can’t expect them 
to just happily get on board. It’s about try-
ing to find things that will make them feel 
good about receiving this change.”

So a decade later, as the once-new soft-
ware she’d led to install has become 
both entrenched and cumbersome in 
some ways, Rankin was excited to cham-
pion something new. She did not ex-
pect it to be something new to all of 
UNHCR. But a chance conversation with 
one of her colleague, Julia Schtivelman-
Watt, DHR’s Head of Assignments and 

Revolutionising Recruitment: A test for 
AI in the United Nations
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Talent Mobilization Service, led her to 
speak with Hans Park, a Strategic Design 
and Research Manager with UNHCR’s 
Innovation Service, about the possibility of 
using Artificial Intelligence for recruitment.

A little disruption

“I thought innovation was just about com-
ing up with new ideas, for example, tents 
or sanitation for our people of concern,” 
Rankin says. And to her, AI meant some-
thing to do with robots. But as the conver-
sation with Park progressed, she started 
thinking about all the ways AI and machine 
learning could work for her division. And 
nothing she brought up seemed beyond 
Park’s imagination. “I was pretty excited 
about the fact that nothing I was saying 
was fazing him,” Rankin says. “Everything 
seemed possible.”

Focusing on the Affiliate Partnerships and 
Recruitment Section’s screening tasks 
seemed like the right first place to see how 
AI could change things, according to Park. 
“We identified a challenge we could work 
on together that wasn’t too difficult and 
wouldn’t disrupt the existing system too 
much,” he says.

They thought about the thousands of peo-
ple on applicant lists and how they were 
currently being screened, with nine hu-
mans manually evaluating based on care-
ful reading of the full application. Does 
Applicant A have the minimum require-
ments? She’s still in the running. Does she 
have relevant experience? No. She’s out.

“This processing seems rather linear, 
whereas with machines we have the luxu-
ry to work with a non-linear process of se-
lection, meaning we can go back and forth 
checking data instantaneously as neces-
sary, compared to how a human can work,” 
says Park. It also takes hours, days or even 
weeks for a human to process thousands 
of applications. A machine can do full pro-
cessing in two or three seconds.

So together with two other members of 
UNHCR’s Innovation Service, Sofia Kyriazi 
and Rebecca Moreno Jimenez, the team 
built a system that takes in all the infor-
mation from applicants’ work experience 
and letters of interest, searching for terms 
and analyzing language to pre-screen can-
didates who may fit a Talent Pool profile. 
Instead of spending days going through 
applications on a search for keywords, re-
cruiters can spend more time in the other 
parts of the applicant vetting process.

With high turnover in the recruitment area 
of Human Resources, knowledge about 
how to evaluate candidates’ experience 
and attributes repeatedly walked out the 
door and had to be built up again. The ma-
chine would be able to keep it, and build 
on it.

Conversations around the technology cen-
tred on more than just code. Park, Rankin 
and the recruiting team had to grapple 
with questions about bias, self-awareness, 
and ethics.

“How do we create trust in a machine?” 
Park says the team members questioned. 

“How do the recruiters trust that the ma-
chine is doing its job correctly? Are we 
looking into fairness? When humans short-
list candidates, how biased is it? And when 
a machine does it, can we eliminate those 
biases, or are we creating new areas 
where we are not fair?”

Rankin says the system is expected to 
offer consistency across recruiters, reduce 
potential mistakes with respect to screen-
ing candidates in vs out, and especially 
speed up that process. Before implemen-
tation, the system will be carefully tested, 
and the results will be validated on an on-
going basis even after it is live. The system 
works much like a human brain, a recruit-
ers’ brain that is, and so the team named 
it Nero to give it some form of humanness.

The cycle of scepticism

But Nero wasn’t the object of immediate af-
fection from some colleagues. Once again, 
Rankin found herself faced with scepticism 
from those uncomfortable with the idea of 
a machine making screening decisions.

For those recruiters who believed their jobs 
were too nuanced and experience-based 
to be entrusted to a machine, Rankin de-
scribed how Nero gets “trained” just like 
a new recruiter would be, with plenty of 
input, and rules or guidelines on how to 
make decisions just as a human would.

“When a new recruiter joins DHR you have 
to explain what to look for,” she says. “It’s 
the same for a machine.” She says the 
hard part was actually writing down what 

everyone is thinking as they go through 
that selection process. But there is a pro-
cess. And therefore, it’s a process that 
Nero can learn or imitate.

“I think now they understand that these 
machines aren’t separate entities, they’re 
trying to mimic what we do and just do 
it faster,” Park says. “It’s a challenge of 
communication, because it doesn’t help 
that the machine just works,” Park says. 
“People want to know how and why.”

The team recognizes that human biases 
could be programmed into the machine. If 
the implementation of Nero is done by a 
white North American male, for instance, 
keyword results could reflect his implic-
it bias or even spelling proclivities that 
would favour American turns of phrase 
and vocabulary.

“It’s been interesting to be in these rooms 
and be discussing how philosophical 
questions become reality when they need 
to be hard wired into a system that impacts 
people,” says Park. “We don’t take it light-
ly. There’s a lot of scepticism and we wel-
come it, and are constantly trying to im-
prove the code and the application of it.”

But the team working on Nero is focused 
on teaching the machine to operate with 
as little bias as possible. And Park thinks 
they’ve succeeded, for now.

Besides improving UNHCR’s efficiency 
and speed in looking for the right talent of 
people to send on posts around the globe, 
Park says Nero will make recruitment more 
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fair and inclusive. “That gets into the broad-
er (hiring) goals of inclusion, diversity and 
gender equity,” he says. That is the goal.

A new excitement

Future analysis will be helpful in identify-
ing whether the machine is thinking more 
like a man, a woman, an African, a young 
person, et cetera. The team will also con-
tinue discussions about what to do if and 
when Nero makes a mistake- a conversa-
tion technology companies who are work-
ing on everything from driverless cars to 
facial recognition software, are also con-
tending with.

“If someone loses trust in the system be-
cause it makes a mistake…will it be okay, 
because humans also make mistakes?” 
asks Park. “Or will expectations of ma-
chines be higher?”

Humans still verify Nero’s results. At least, 
they do currently. “We call it pre-screen-
ing in fact because humans still manage 
the nuances,” Rankin says. “They are not 
ready yet to fully trust their Nero. Maybe 
one day we’ll drop the human verification 
part, when we see it’s trained so well it’s 
never making a mistake. But we’ll never 
leave it to evolve on its own.”

For now, they’re excited to see how Nero 
does as it comes online for a pilot. Because 
the more recruiters use Nero, the smarter 
the machine gets. And as recruiters begin 
to rely on Nero to filter thousands of appli-
cants, they’ll be able to focus on the more 
human-centric aspects of their jobs.

Rankin hopes this boosts job satisfaction 
for the humans who work in DHR. As her 
work incorporating AI and machine learn-
ing expands, she’s one example of a 
UNHCR employee with a renewed passion 
for her work, and a new awareness of what 
is possible.

“I feel a new excitement in my job,” Rankins 
says. “I feel like I woke up to something 
that I wasn’t aware of…I feel quite ener-
gized at this stage of my life that there’s 
this whole other world that could revolu-
tionize the way we work.”

She also noticed that this time around, 
change came a bit more easily. It’s a sign 
of culture change within the agency, that 
more people are willing to be uncomfort-
able in their jobs and courageous, as they 
try new things and test out ways to im-
prove service. This time around with this 
AI initiative she wasn’t pulling the team 
along but rather, working very collabora-
tively with the APRS team of recruiters, and 
the enthusiastic support of the Innovation 
Service.

“These days, people are questioning the 
way we do things, and looking for, and 
wanting technical solutions,” Rankin says. 
“In many implementations, I’ve done I 
often had the role of going out and con-
vincing people to change. And now I feel 
that people are coming for change, and 
the machines are waiting for them with 
open arms.”

When rain stops falling on some of the con-
flict-ridden regions of the Horn of Africa 
and the drought-stricken land becomes 
too barren to bear, people move.

They walk for days in search of water, in 
search of food, in search of new places to 
settle. But in a country like Somalia, where 
ethnic differences divide the territory and 
rival groups fight to control it, moving 
tends to increase violent conflict.

Escalated violence further exacerbates 
forced displacement, producing a cyclical 
phenomenon that leaves on-the-ground 
teams grappling with challenges that had 
been unforeseeable until now.

For the past year, UNHCR’s Innovation 
Service has been working to understand 
the intrinsic relationship between climate 
change, violent conflict, and forced dis-
placement. Using supervised machine 
learning, they designed Jetson, an engine 
that is fed data and uses trained models 
to predict the displacement of persons in 
Somalia.

Jetson gives UNHCR and other humanitar-
ian organizations the potential to become 
more proactive in their response efforts — a 
transformation that could significantly 

Is it possible to 
predict forced 
displacement?

improve on-the-ground relief services and 
more importantly the lives of those who 
are forcibly displaced.

A fruitful request

Somalia has too often found itself at the 
volatile intersection of climate change, vi-
olent conflict and displacement.

Such was the case in 2011 when the coun-
try experienced, what researchers called, 
the worst famine in 25 years. In just six 
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months, relentless violence compound-
ed by severe drought forced more than 
140,000 Somalis to cross the borders into 
neighboring Ethiopia, Kenya and Djibouti.

Dry trees and animal carcasses dotted 
the landscape along their route, but they 
kept their eyes on the horizon, waiting for 
the moment UNHCR tents would speck-
le their view. Many Somalis did not reach 
the camps on the other side of the border; 
their lives claimed by severe malnutrition 
and dehydration. Those who did often ar-
rived in fragile health conditions.

During the peak of the crisis, the region 
of Dollo Ado in southeastern Ethiopia re-
ceived some of the highest numbers of ref-
ugees with about 2,000 arrivals per day.

“Picture a concert of people arriving every 
day,” said Rebeca Moreno Jimenez, Data 
Scientist at UNHCR’s Innovation Service. 
“That is overwhelming for our teams on 
the ground.”

The Dollo Ado team was not fully equipped 
to assist such a large and unexpected in-
flux of people. Their need for nutritional 
screening and protection support quickly 
depleted the resources they had been al-
located for the year.

The unprecedented nature of these events 
left its mark on the team. They remember 
the bottlenecks in the registration system, 
the overcrowded camps, and the malnour-
ished babies whose bones could be bro-
ken by a slight touch.

These memories have since turned into 
lessons for humanitarian preparedness.

In 2017, failed rains left Somalis teetering 
on the brink of famine. The land had once 
again become dry and unforgiving, but this 
time it yielded a fruitful request.

Fearful that displacement numbers would 
be as high as they were in 2011 and know-
ing that preparation would be essential to 
their response efforts, the team sent a re-
quest to the Innovation Service. They ven-
tured to ask if it was possible to predict the 
number of arrivals to the region.

“That was a challenge question for me,” 
Moreno Jimenez said, “but it was the ques-
tion that launched Project Jetson.”

Powered by open data

UNHCR began experimenting with pre-
dictive analytics in 2015 with the estab-
lishment of the Winter Cell — an interdisci-
plinary team tasked with addressing the 
challenges associated with the scale of 
population flows from Turkey through to 
Europe during an uncharacteristically cold 
winter.

To fulfill its mission, the team sought out 
value-based partnerships, including the 
World Meteorological Organization, the 
Met Office in the UK, academia, and other 
UN institutions. The collaborative partner-
ship model granted them access to data, 
resources, and expertise that was not 
available in-house.

With the collaboration of these organi-
zations in full swing and with the support 
of UN Global Pulse, a flagship innovation 
initiative of the UN’s Secretary-General 
on big data, the team was able to build a 
model that used meteorological data to 
predict population flow into Greece.

The humanitarian sector traditionally deals 
with the consequences of displacement, 
not with its specific origins. The Winter 
Cell’s work marked a shift in this dynamic 
by revealing the potential impact that pro-
active, data-driven decision-making could 
have on forcibly displaced individuals.

Although the Winter Cell was dismantled in 
June of 2016, the insights and partnerships 
gained during its short existence prepared 
the UNHCR’s Innovation team to respond 
to Dollo Ado’s request. Not only does 
Project Jetson build on the Winter Cell’s 
predictive model, but it also uses open 
data sharing and innovative approaches to 
achieve its objectives.

Forced displacement is a complex phe-
nomenon. Mathematical evidence shows 
that there are certain factors, such as food 
insecurity and violent conflict, as well as 
the appeal of the destination region, in 
terms of prices, distance, and stability, that 
cause people to move. Certain combina-
tions of these factors are more likely to 
make people move than others.

“If we can measure some the factors that 
make them flee, then we can predict their 
movements,” Moreno Jimenez said.

Jetson is thus an experiment to discover, 
understand, and measure the specific fac-
tors that cause or indicate the forced dis-
placement of Somalis.

To find those critical variables, the team 
flew to Ethiopia and conducted interviews 
with UNHCR’ staff in Dollo Ado and refu-
gees themselves. After months of desk 
and field research, ten variables including 
basic commodities market prices, rainfall, 
incidents of violent conflict, and historical 
population movement were identified as 
indicators of Somali displacement.

The Innovation Service team developed 
strategic partnerships with fourteen orga-
nizations to source seven year’s worth of 
data for the experiment. After processing 
the anonymized data using machine learn-
ing, they built an algorithm that recogniz-
es the combination of factors that exacer-
bate displacement and makes predictions 
about population flow.

“Jetson has shown us that we can be doing 
so much more with data, especially when 
it’s openly shared,” she said.
The project is a testament to what the hu-
manitarian sector can accomplish when it 
works together.

On the ground

Currently, Jetson can predict the dis-
placement of persons in Somalia a month 
in advance, a breakthrough that can im-
prove the efficiency and effectiveness of 
UNHCR’s services.



79 80

With one month’s notice, the Somalia team, 
including the protection cluster, and other 
relevant operational partners, could ad-
just resource allocation, better coordinate 
emergency preparedness and solicit sup-
port from other UN agencies or NGOs in 
neighboring regions. The insights gained 
from the project are also conducive to 
more informed scenario planning.

“It’s sometimes unbelievable to think that 
someone is actually using this theoretical 
craziness on the ground,” Moreno Jimenez 
said.

In recent months, she has been work-
ing with Martin Stobbs, Information 
Management Officer, and Andrea Bruhn, 
Durable Solutions Officer for Somalia, to 
crosscheck Jetson’s predictions with the 
actual number of arrivals on the ground. 
This data is verified by John Waweru, a 
Data Management Associate based in 
Nairobi, who sends the actual numbers of 
arrivals every month. The registration team 
in Dollo Ado, which is composed of seven 
people, also cross-checks the arrivals of 
refugees into the region.

As of June 2018, predictions were accu-
rate for eleven of the country’s eighteen 
regions.

Looking to the future

The Innovation Service team hopes that 
Jetson will become a standard deci-
sion-making tool at UNHCR.
However, all refugee crises are differ-
ent. The factors that indicate the forced 

displacement of Somalis will not necessar-
ily indicate that of the Rohingya. In order to 
scale Project Jetson to other countries, a 
very detailed level of research is required 
to identify the displacement indicators 
specific to that region.

In the meantime, the Innovation Service 
team hopes to publish the project’s algo-
rithms byproducts for public use and will 
encourage others to improve and adapt 
the technology to fit their needs. Jetson is 
a bright spot that the team hopes others 
in the humanitarian sector will look to that 
demonstrates the power of data sharing.

For projects like Jetson to continue to 
evolve, humanitarian organizations will 
have to create more safe spaces for ex-
perimentation and improve how the sector 
collects, uses, and shares data. If the team 
behind Jetson can begin to change these 
behaviors and mindsets, the proactive, da-
ta-driven humanitarian system they imag-
ine, can be realized.

“Trying to predict the future is not impos-
sible,” Moreno Jimenez said. “It can be 
done, and this is a new way of doing it.”

The 1951 Refugee Convention was a moon-
shot, and perhaps one of the greatest in-
novations that plays a role in my profes-
sional career. Nations agreed that forced 
displacement was not only something that 
must be a responsibility shared between 
nations, but also inherently a shared re-
sponsibility to solve. It was novel, had utili-
ty, and was successful, it provided a space 
for yet more innovation for organizations 
such as UNHCR. 

Indeed, our curiosity to iterate, our curiosi-
ty to try out the new, our curiosity to adopt 
and adapt has been a part of who we are 
since the beginning. UNHCR was born 
from innovation. It’s central to our efforts to 
protect, it’s central to our efforts to assist. 
It’s central to our efforts to exist as a hu-
manitarian and protection agency.
UNHCR has always been innovat-
ing. Currently, in Quito, Diego Nardi is 
working on challenges around how we 

communicate with communities. In our 
Global Learning Centre, Clarisse Ntampaka 
is working out how to train people on pro-
tection more effectively. In Nairobi, Sandra 
Aluoch and Kent Awiti are scaling connect-
ed learning across Africa. At Headquarters, 
Andrew Harper is working out with Noriko 
Takagi how to better measure UNHCR’s 
impact. Salvatore Vassallo is working out 
how to scale backend processes that fur-
ther enable the scaling of projects such 
as the Higher Education Accelerator. 
Netta Rankin is grappling with Artificial 
Intelligence and human resources sys-
tems. The commitment and efforts to in-
novate exist in our organization, in the ob-
vious but also in the prosaic. They exist 
agnostic of age, and professional profile, 
and they exist because of a huge diversity 
of thought.

The world for refugees and others forci-
bly displaced has already and will become 

For the sake of the future, innovate 
courageously.

By Chris Earney, Head, ad interim, UNHCR Innovation Service



81 82

even more complex. And our raison d’etre: 
protection of forcibly displaced people, will 
become increasingly more complicated. 
Our ability to change and adapt, our abil-
ity to innovate, will either greatly improve 
the provision of protection and assistance 
to these people, or it will not.

I’m not making the case for innovation 
being a panacea, I’m saying that it’s an im-
portant tool, an important part of what we 
do, and how we do it — including how we 
solve challenges big and small.

At such a complicated and complex time, 
we must not only invest in innovation but 
also our ability to effectively change and 
adapt. Five things that I’ve been trying to 
grapple with when I think about how our 
service can support UNHCR in 2019 and 
beyond:

People are moving in different ways. They 
have better information, make better in-
formed decisions and are experiencing 
new pressures. The nature of movement 
also seems to be changing, with people 
moving to different geographies in differ-
ent ways, and in different numbers. Having 
been displaced, people are seeking better 
livelihoods opportunities whilst displaced, 
more and more people are moving to 
urban areas, to cities. More and more peo-
ple are going to Amman, Nairobi, Panama, 
and Berlin. As border walls go up, more 
and more cities are recognising the value 
that displaced people bring to them — rec-
ognising the value of diversity, and the 
contributions that people bring to cities. 
We can use innovation to move and to 

respond differently, we can use innovation 
to have a better idea of what that move-
ment is, what it looks like, to anticipate it 
better.

People are moving differently, which also 
means we need to respond differently. 
We must experiment more around what a 
dignified existence looks like, whether in 
the suburbs of Kabul, or the inner cities of 
Kampala, Kinshasa, Bogota, Mexico City, 
and Rome. Sometimes that means capi-
talising on our experience of working in 
places such as Peshawar, or Assosa, trans-
lating lessons learned into new approach-
es. Sometimes this is going to mean com-
pletely new approaches that we need to 
generate knowledge around and through.

The physical world in which we live is also 
changing. The climate is changing. And we 
know that this interacts with the decisions 
people make to move. It interacts with re-
sources available to people. It interacts 
with the nature of conflict. Through our 
work predicting displacement in Somalia, 
we know that the weather in Western 
Australia has a direct impact on the weath-
er in Somalia. It’s called the Indian Ocean 
Dipole. We need to be more aware of 
these global climatic changes and what 
we can expect of them in the future. Our 
member states are already doing this, pri-
vate sector organizations are preparing for 
these changes within the geographies that 
they operate, thinking very much about 
how the behaviours of their customers will 
change, as their needs — perceived as well 
as real — adjust. Some are in the process 
of preparing to completely change their 

business models. We need to be prepared 
to also make big changes in how we un-
derstand future contexts, and how we pro-
vide different services to those we serve, 
in turn.

Technology is also changing at a rate that 
we cannot keep up with. We are seeing 
technology emerge from all corners of our 
planet. Some of it empowers us. It enables 
citizens to express their opinions, and to 
attain proximity to leaders, and to organi-
zations, that was previously impossible. I 
can tweet to Paul Kagame, the President 
of Rwanda, and he might respond. I can ex-
press my opinion on the most recent iter-
ation of an approach to Brexit. I can con-
nect, and I can engage in ways that I would 
never have imagined. And refugees can 
do the same. We must ensure that we are 
ready and able to engage in the ways that 
people now expect us to be able to. But 
we must also ensure that we’re ready to 
change our approaches based on feed-
back provided through the engagements 
that are now possible.

We are also able to influence the way in 
which technology is developed — and why. 
We can inspire. But we must inspire ethi-
cal production methods across our sector 
and beyond. We must ensure that end-us-
ers are consulted. We must ensure that 
the most vulnerable are consulted, ensur-
ing that they are not left behind, to ensure 
that their needs are taken into account so 
that technology does not evolve for the 
most powerful, for the rich, for the mo-
bile. So when we look to the future, and 
signals of emerging technology, emerging 

algorithms, new ways to create insights, 
we need to be able to influence not only 
the how, but also the why. The values of 
‘we the people’ must be reflected in the 
future. We need approaches that motivate 
the private sector to be more ethical and 
accountable.

Looking back to push forward

In 2017, UNHCR’s Innovation Service em-
barked upon another ambitious agenda of 
change to its own approaches. It sought 
to make innovation as accessible as pos-
sible to as many people as possible. We 
sought to look at different types of innova-
tion approaches, from incremental innova-
tion engines, to accelerators and scaling. 
We trained more Innovation Fellows, we 
trained entire operations, providing them 
with the knowledge, the processes, and 
promising innovation practises. We chal-
lenged bureaucracy. We served an organi-
zation that knew it needed to change — and 
wanted to. The approach and efforts re-
flected the people that make up the orga-
nization that we serve. This includes peo-
ple who don’t necessarily self-identify as 
innovators that creatively work the bureau-
cracy the world over. Those communicat-
ing the hows, whos, and whys of what we 
do. Those creating evidence and insights 
for change, those creating partnerships, 
those working on frontline efforts to com-
municate and better protect.
In 2018, we continued on a path of change, 
seeking to base our work more explicitly 
on the values that our Service stands for. 
We thought that being values-driven would 
make us even more accessible to more 
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people, so we looked beyond what seem 
to be becoming the more established mod-
els for innovation in the UN and humanitar-
ian fields. We’ve always shied away from 
articulating our definition of innovation 
and instead have tried to articulate the be-
haviours that represent the mindsets that 
we need to see the length and breadth of 
the organization. So, we embraced trans-
parency, collaboration, we embraced 
our curiosity and our willingness to learn. 
Perhaps most crucially, we embraced an 
agenda of diversity and inclusion.

We recognised the importance of the di-
versity of thought that exists within the or-
ganization, and that we need to make the 
most of this. We recognised that diversity 
is meaningless without corresponding in-
clusivity. We needed to create more op-
portunities to exchange, and discuss. That 
meant that we more actively engaged 
those who don’t necessarily self-present as 
innovators. So we worked with the ‘deep 
Headquarters’, such as Human Resources, 
Legal Affairs, as well as the so-called 
‘deep-field’ colleagues. We used Artificial 
Intelligence to spot patterns, and to sup-
port humans in their endeavours to make 
better decisions. What we found was that 
using values made us closer to more peo-
ple. Innovation became more principled, 
much easier to understand, and therefore 
yet again more accessible. All the while we 
created more lessons and more insights.
We learned that more work is needed to 
create that culture of innovation, or rather, 
to more explicitly recognise and embrace 
that culture. We learned that more work 
is needed to create bureaucratic spaces 

where innovation can thrive. We learned 
that a stronger compass is needed for us 
to guide our direction, and that requires a 
more robust method to look into the future. 
And we learned that these three things 
need to happen together.

In 2019, this Service is going to try to take 
another brave step forward. And it’s a step 
firmly into the future of displacement. It’s 
one that invests in the now, for the future. 
It’s one that creates the enabling environ-
ment for innovation now, but looks to the 
future to guide the what, and the how of 
the investments needed now for that fu-
ture. The UN General Assembly has adopt-
ed a new framework: the Global Compact 
for Refugees, which also gives us an op-
portunity to up our game, to up our aims to 
match this new framework.

Actions we’re taking

For 2019, I propose a new agenda for in-
novation within UNHCR and beyond. It’s 
an agenda that questions and interrogates 
the more commonly associated nomencla-
ture of Labs and Accelerators, UAVs, and 
3D Printing.

The first thing that we need to do is that 
we again need to drive diversity and more 
inclusive approaches to innovation across 
our operations and at Headquarters. Too 
often our innovation stories are dominat-
ed by males, and too often we see our in-
novation teams focus only on technology, 
perhaps a hapless hope that tech will save 
us. And that just isn’t true. This results in 
approaches that are at worst, divisive and 

exclusionary. At best, it risks distilling inno-
vation into something that many people 
just do not understand.

So, our first agenda item is to expand our 
efforts to build a stronger culture and set 
of competencies around innovation, with-
in UNHCR and beyond, so we’re going 
to double-down on these efforts. The 
Fellowship will continue. But we’ll open 
it up to more partners, we’ll open it up to 
more people who want to learn about the 
tools and methodologies, the approaches, 
that underpin this important work. 

We will take another 25–30 individuals 
who go through a competitive selection 
process, through an intense 12 months of 
innovating together with their colleagues. 
These individuals are an inspiration to our 
Service, and to UNHCR. They have a histo-
ry of innovating already. They are out there 
somewhere, pushing boundaries, trying to 
nudge our organization and others into the 
future. They will sometimes feel very ex-
posed, sometimes unsupported, and many 
times simply frustrated. They’re essential 
for the future UNHCR that future genera-
tions will inherit.

We’re also going to continue much-need-
ed support through our workplace inno-
vation approaches but we’re going to do 
that through projects rather than carrying 
out training only for whole offices. We’ll 
do that concurrently with requests for sup-
port from field operations, and from HQ 
entities, so that we’re matching projects 
with knowledge transfer around innova-
tion — building that capacity by doing. We 

realised that we’re often missing a step 
when it comes to project support, and that 
step is around competency building.

So whilst we can go to Nigeria, or Uganda, 
or Tanzania, or the Americas, or support 
any number of operations remotely; the 
friends, colleagues, and partners who are 
trying to drive change, also need the skills 
to drive that change.
 
For managers of innovators, we need to 
put more effort into recognising their own 
efforts in creating space for innovation to 
happen. They also need to feel empow-
ered, and informed. They should know 
when, how, and who it takes for innova-
tion to happen. When they should embark 
upon an innovation process. They also 
need the knowledge and expertise to in-
novate. So we’re also going to step up our 
efforts to support our colleagues who have 
been with us for a longer period of time.

Those who have been innovating our or-
ganization for decades — but perhaps do 
not see themselves as innovators. As with 
any other tools and methodologies, in-
novation has created new tools and new 
methodologies that at times scare people. 
The language used, the nomenclature, the 
association with technology, can make in-
novation the opposite of what it needs to 
be: it alienates and becomes inaccessi-
ble for those who want to be involved but 
just don’t know how. For some, who are 
now managers, this means simply creating 
spaces for innovation. Spaces of diversity 
and inclusion, spaces to discuss, to talk, to 
share ideas, and to identify problems. So 
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we’re going to work with 
these colleagues who 
we look to somewhat 
as our north stars, our 
institutional knowledge, 
our mentors, managers, 
and leaders, and we’re 
going to make sure that 
they understand how 
best they can lift others 
up.

Secondly, this agenda 
must closely align itself 
with other changes that 
are needed in order to 
drive for sustainable 
approaches to innova-
tion. We see an endless cycle of pilots and 
experiments the world over, which never 
reach ‘scale’. Time and time again we 
scratch our heads, baffled by why projects 
didn’t reach more people. And simply put, 
that’s because our approaches to scale 
have not been invested in sufficiently well. 
And I’m not referring to money. I’m refer-
ring to how we not only record and share 
lessons learned, but how we then convert 
those into actions beyond our own Service.

We also reflected that cookie-cutter ap-
proaches to innovation will only relegate 
innovation to a gentle tinkering around 
the edges. For the future of UNHCR, and 
indeed the UN, we will need braver ap-
proaches. More certainty in what we’re 
doing. More courage in doing it.

Approaches that challenge the very bu-
reaucracies that at times protect, but at 

times stifle, and inhibit. 
We must be sure that we 
want the changes that 
the rhetoric seems to in-
dicate. Transformational 
changes are needed 
from within our bureau-
cracies to scale up, to 
scale out, to increase 
value in what we’re 
doing, to scale the pro-
cesses of scaling, to 
make innovations more 
successful for more 
people. We can chal-
lenge some of the as-
sumptions that under-
lie the often seemingly 

rigid bureaucracies that seek to protect 
our institutions, as long as we use the tools 
of dialogue and respect. We have to do 
this strategically. Collaboratively.

We have to work more closely with the 
people who don’t necessarily self-identify 
as innovators, but certainly make innova-
tion happen. In our recent past, we’ve seen 
Programme Officers make decisions to in-
vest in partners, to invest their time and 
efforts into making somewhat non-tradi-
tional partnerships work out. We’ve seen 
Administration Offices find ways through 
the sometimes challenging procedures to 
provide resources to staff in unusual ways. 
We’ve seen human resources staff work 
out how to hire those profiles we need for 
the future of our organization. These peo-
ple need more support, and frankly, more 
recognition for their efforts.

The third thing we’re going to do is invest 
in the future. Gaining a deeper understand-
ing of how changes occurring now and in 
the next emerging decade(s) change will 
impact not just our world, but specifically 
on those that are displaced. This is essen-
tial to ensure that our business model and 
service delivery is robust enough to not 
just withstand those changes, but that it is 
agile enough to navigate these emerging 
complexities and to be fit for purpose.

We are an organization that is constant-
ly responding to crises of displacement. 
But constantly responding to the issues 
of today runs the risk that we might lose 
touch with what is emerging in the ecosys-
tem around us. This in turn puts our orga-
nization at a real risk of not being able to 
be better prepared for the crises of the fu-
ture, continuing to run the same types of 
services and programmes that might not 
be relevant.

Whilst we can’t predict the future, we can 
prepare for it — by ensuring that our organi-
zation can be agile and flexible enough to 
creatively respond to the possibilities that 
might arise.

Investing in potential futures means that 
we can invest in experiments and innova-
tions today that would place us in good 
stead for what might emerge, and be able 
to respond more effectively and efficiently. 
This will require investing in non-traditional 
partners who can help build the future we 
envision.

This agenda is more courageous than any 
of the agendas we’ve previously set in that 
it looks much more deeply at what needs 
to change, in really quite complex parts of 
our organization. And so should it be. It’s in 
UNHCR’s character to try to be so. It’s the 
character of the partners we work with. We 
cannot do this alone. We must match the 
ambition, with the ethics and morals of the 
UN, together with the best brains that exist 
also outside of our organization. These 
brains exist often in people who do not 
work for UNHCR. People who do not work 
in ‘the field’. We must partner to achieve 
these ambitions, we must partner to chal-
lenge our own assumptions. And we must 
partner to learn, and to adapt.

So our 2019 approach to innovation is 
even more challenging than any we have 
used before. It’s a big departure from the 
Labs approach we started out with in 2012. 
It’s an approach that looks forward, as well 
as critically at the prosaic spaces of our 
organization and at the same time recog-
nising what more we can do to adapt our 
culture, as well as the competencies that 
we need in order to innovate for that future 
existence. I think it’s more determined. It’s 
more inclusive than we had ever intended 
previously. And it’s bolder because of all 
of this.

Our commitment rests with those we serve, 
and those in the front lines in the field, and 
the front lines at HQ, and everything in be-
tween: a UNHCR that is ready for the fu-
ture of displacement, and an Innovation 
Service that helps us all to get there.

Our commitment rests 
with those we serve, 
and those in the front 
lines in the field, and 
the front lines at HQ, 

and everything in 
between: a UNHCR 
that is ready for the 

future of displacement, 
and an Innovation 

Service that helps us 
all to get there.
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Driving innovation through mindset and 
cultural change.

The UNHCR Innovation Fellowship is 
a year-long learning programme for 
UNHCR’s workforce. The Fellowship pro-
gramme focuses on building Innovation 
Fellows’ innovation skills and competen-
cies in addition to supporting them to fa-
cilitate innovation with colleagues, part-
ners, and refugees in their own operations 
or divisions. Over the course of the year, 
Innovation Fellows learn and use innova-
tion methods, tools, and embed new ap-
proaches in innovation projects. They 
focus on problem-solving, ideation, and 
experimenting solutions to real-life chal-
lenges in the field or at Headquarters. 
They are the organization’s ambassadors 
for innovation and lasting positive change. 

The Fellowship is grounded in the idea that 
to have sustainable innovation you need to 
focus on mindset change and culture. We 

believe the only way to achieve this is to 
change individual behaviours at all levels 
of the organization. The programme en-
courages continuous learning, challenging 
assumptions, and perspectives, the value 
of collaboration and openness for failure 
and risk-taking. It is a mindset that leads 
staff to question if there is a better way of 
working, communicating, and thinking.

Each year approximately 25 UNHCR 
staff and affiliates are chosen as UNHCR 
Innovation Fellows. The Fellows go 
through an innovation journey in their duty 
stations together with their colleagues, 
partners, and refugees. They also partic-
ipate in two workshops, one in Bangkok 
and one in Istanbul, where they learn 
about experimentation, positive influenc-
ing, and how to create better outcomes 
for their operations and UNHCR’s constit-
uency. if you want to learn more about the 
Fellowship, go to: unhcr.org/innovation/
innovation-fellowship/

UNHCR’s 
Innovation 
Fellowship
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Nestled in the right side of UNHCR’s build-
ing basement is a small team, surrounded 
by meeting rooms frequently occupied by 
staff from all over the building, there sits 
a space that hopes to reimagine the way 
in which UNHCR approaches its efforts 
to protect refugees; UNHCR’s Innovation 
Service. But before I delve deeper into 
what is meant by reimagining the way in 
which UNHCR protects refugees, I want 
to spotlight how such a space came to 
be. At the most basic level, the evolution 
of UNHCR's Innovation Service is a bit like 
a story arc. And with every story, we have 
characters, a struggle, often a villain, and 
the fact that nothing really works out until 
the very end. 

So, let’s start at the very beginning. In 
2011, former High Commissioner Antonio 
Guterres recognized that UNHCR was at 

an innovation crossroads; while UNHCR 
has always been innovating, there had 
never been a space to capture, reward, 
and facilitate innovation in the organi-
zation. In response to such a concern, a 
small group of ambitious individuals came 
together and formed, as Chris Earney, cur-
rent Head, a.i., of UNHCR’s Innovation 
Service, anecdotally described it, an even 
more ambitious roadmap. As Chris would 
further elaborate in an interview, the road-
map detailed an innovation initiative that 
centered funding and supporting innova-
tion projects, a coordination group, the-
matically focused innovation “labs”, private 
sector partnerships, a UNHCR Innovation 
Fellows network, and field centers for in-
novation. Given how small the team was, 
it is pretty clear now that this roadmap set 
goals that were perhaps too ambitious, 
and they were. The team became aware 

as they attempted to achieve the set goals 
that they simply did not have the capaci-
ty to achieve them. And although the team 
did not really accomplish much of what it 
hoped in its initial stages, this awareness 
served as the team’s first initial experience 
with failure, an experience Chris later de-
scribes as being one of the most crucial as-
pects of innovation and experimentation.

From there, the founding members of what 
would eventually become the UNHCR 
Innovation Unit reworked the roadmap 
to adopt a more organically flowing one 
geared towards understanding what inno-
vation in UNHCR truly meant. As with all in-
novation initiatives, they wanted to under-
stand what the real challenges for driving 
innovation into all corners of the organiza-
tion actually were. They started working 
closely with field operations in Southeast 
Ethiopia and the Middle East, in which the 
initiative’s efforts mainly focused on work-
ing on innovative projects that the working 
group and field operations came up with, 
most of which failed. At the same time, 
the team started to put other structures 
in place, which included the Innovation 
Fellowship, a year-long program designed 
for UNHCR’s workforce to develop as in-
novators and enablers of innovation with-
in the organization. In its early stages, the 
Fellowship was a project-focused initiative 
that emphasized the value of a single in-
novator within an organization that has al-
ways been innovating, but not necessarily 
fostering it. 

As members of the team initially adopt-
ed a partnership-driven approach, they 

established vital partnerships with the pri-
vate sector, including the IKEA Foundation 
and the UPS Foundation. In securing such 
partnerships, multiple other innovative 
projects took off, including the Refugee 
Housing Unit (RHU), described by Chris as 
“one of the best projects we probably had 
quite a heavy hand in.” As the procurement 
documents that underlined the develop-
ment of RHU described it, RHU was an “in-
novative shelter solution, designed as a 
result of a research and development proj-
ect undertaken by the Refugee Housing 
Unit RHU AB, Sweden, and UNHCR, with 
the support of the IKEA Foundation.” The 
project adopted what was described as a 
“gateway” or “milestone approach to in-
novation and product development, cen-
tered around, and notice my explicit use of 
quotation here, “prototyping.” But the RHU 
was quite the success and was proof of the 
value of private-sector partnerships; the 
funding offered by the IKEA Foundation 
and the pro bono research done by vari-
ous private academic institutions was the 
basis of this project's success.

The team further adopted thematic ap-
proaches to innovation in the form of labs, 
which largely looked at livelihoods, data 
and communication, energy and environ-
ment, and education. Most of the labs were 
co-sponsored by respective units within 
UNHCR: the Emergency Lab was a collab-
oration between UNHCR Innovation and 
the Division of Emergency, Security, and 
Supply, the Learn Lab was a collaboration 
between UNHCR Innovation and UNHCR’s 
Division of International Protection, and 
the Energy Lab with UNHCR’s Energy and 

The origin of UNHCR Innovation
UNHCR has always innovated - so what’s the story behind the creation of the 

organization’s Innovation Service?
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Environment team. This was an attempt 
at emphasizing both the project-driven 
and partnership-focused framework of 
the UNHCR Innovation Unit at the time, 
and it came out of the need to address 
the larger communication problem with-
in UNHCR within in-house units, especial-
ly as it pertains to how people perceived 
UNHCR Innovation’s role. There was initial-
ly a lack of collaboration between in-house 
units and the Innovation Unit at the time, 
as there was a perception that UNHCR 
Innovation was competing with other in-
house units, as opposed to providing 
grounds for support. Theoretically, through 
the labs, inter-unit collaboration could be 
achieved to work on a few of the most in-
novative initiatives across the UN, and for 
a while, such was the case. The Learn Lab 
developed education projects in refugee 
communities through connected learning, 
the Energy Lab developed projects that 
utilized clean energy, and so on. 

As you can probably tell by now, the team 
was adopting projects that were largely fo-
cused on field efforts and future-oriented 
projects that were sustainable and tangi-
ble. And although there were many suc-
cesses in field operations, there was a clear 
tension present in attempting to achieve 
such feats throughout the various divisions 
involved. The hope that the labs would 
somehow integrate UNHCR Innovation 
into various other divisions and units within 
the organization was not realized. Instead, 
as Chris describes it, the efforts “became 
exclusive” to what the labs embodied 
and innovation became inaccessible; be-
cause the labs were so product-based and 

centered on creating a unique solution, in-
novation became exclusive to a very re-
stricted idea of problem-solving. 

UNHCR Innovation realized their villain 
was their decision to base their culture of 
innovation on a Silicon Valley born, tech-
nically structured, jargon-infused notion 
of innovation. In late 2016, it was time to 
test the assumptions that underlined the 
strategy in place, and over the past two 
years, the now UNHCR Innovation decid-
ed to shift the strategy to increase acces-
sibility to innovation. Such accessibility can 
now be defined as the driving factor of the 
Service. 

At the most basic level, UNHCR Innovation 
changed linguistically, creating a seman-
tic change in its approach to innovation. 
The team adopted a “Service” label as op-
posed to a “Unit” label, emphasizing a col-
laborative notion that attempted to break 
down the Silicon Valley startup perceived 
image of the team. Instead of being la-
beled as an independent unit functioning 
as and representing all that is innovation 
in UNHCR, the team is now a service that 
actively aims to nurture innovation already 
present within the various divisions and 
teams that make up UNHCR. The team 
even stopped using technical jargon that 
further alienated those unaccustomed to 
notions of innovation; instead of “prototyp-
ing,” the team advocates for experiment-
ing, instead of “human-centered design 
thinking,” the team advocates for a more 
general, open-to-interpretation, user-cen-
tered innovation process. 

UNHCR’s Innovation Service transformed 
itself to become focused on innovative 
people, rather than innovative products. 
The Service amplified the projects that fit 
such notions of user-led design and peo-
ple-focused efforts, such as the Innovation 
Fellowship, and removed those that acted 
as lessons learned to for collaborative ef-
forts of innovation, such as the Innovation 
Labs. The Service started and continues to 
move towards a multi-functional approach, 
because it realized that the innovation pro-
cess cannot be subdivided into clear the-
matics and functionalities, but is rather 
an interwoven process of intersectional 
approaches. 

Right now, as Chris describes it, the Service 
functions on three pillars. It focuses on cul-
ture and competency building in hopes of 
socializing internal innovation, making it 
more accessible and expanding our rather 
limited definition of innovation; transforma-
tive change which hopes to support larger 
projects, and scale in hopes of expanding 
upon and enriching the process of inno-
vation both within UNHCR and outside of 
it; and finally futures which explores how 
to prepare the organization for the future 
of displacement and the complex chal-
lenges that underpin it. The Service now 
operates more as a cohesive team, highly 
emphasizing the importance of communi-
cation both within and outside of the team. 
They set out an alternative approach for 
innovation—one that relies less on data 
analysis and more on imagination, exper-
imentation, and communication. When 
asked about how the team functions now 
compared to past variations of itself, Chris 

exclaimed: “The team works more cohe-
sively, we really evolved.”

So, what’s this evolution Chris is talking 
about? Well, let’s see. When it comes to 
socializing internal innovation and making 
it more accessible, UNHCR’s Innovation 
Service maintained and modified the 
Innovation Fellowship to “also aim to facil-
itate longer-term change management as 
it encourages Fellows to be innovative in 
their current and future roles within the or-
ganization.” The team is also experiment-
ing with public interest communication as 
their main means of communication, which 
applies a science-driven framework and 
approach to better understand UNHCR’s 
function in the humanitarian field, drive in-
novation more quickly, and create behav-
ioral and cultural change. Over the past 
two years, the Service has also launched 
the Innovation Fund, which has been de-
signed to “facilitate the development of in-
novative projects and solutions for UNHCR 
operations, units and bureaus by providing 
funding to innovators who wish to design, 
test or scale up their ideas”. This not only 
supports greater accessibility, but also al-
lows room for incremental innovation. 

Did you notice so far the innovation the 
Service dabbled in hasn’t been complete-
ly tech-centered? You did? Good. The tech 
villain is dead. This notion of always em-
phasizing modernization, emphasizing a 
tech-centered notion of innovation that 
grew out of the prevailing start-up men-
tality of Silicon Valley is no longer what 
drives the team. Does that mean there is 
no room for technology in innovation? Of 
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course not, that would be, at the very least, 
a gravely naive thing to say about innova-
tion. There is room for high forms of tech 
in innovation. For example, the Service 
launched Project Jetson, “an experimen-
tal project that combines data science, de-
sign, and strategic communications to pre-
dict population movements in the Horn of 
Africa, starting with Somalia,” a rathe and 
revolutionary form of disruptive innovation. 
What the Service will want to emphasize, 
however, is that although Project Jetson is 
a great example of innovation, it is not the 
only example or application of it. 

In the end, if there’s one thing you should 
take from this story, it’s definitely not what 
I’m about to say next, but read on, be-
cause the metaphor lives on. UNHCR’s 
Innovation Service is composed of a small 
team who are dedicated to instilling the 
values of innovation both within UNHCR 
and outside of it. And although it regular-
ly faced failures and setbacks through-
out the past seven years, the Innovation 
Service grew into becoming a more active, 
people-oriented hub of continuous change 
in the UNHCR, and it only hopes to further 
grow and instill such constantly changing 
values within the organization. I know I 
said this team was nestled on the right side 
of UNHCR’s basement at the start of this 
post, but they’re not anymore. As of last 
summer, they now have an office one floor 
above what used to house the innovation 
cave. It’s the same team, with the same vi-
sion, now just a little brighter with the sup-
port of windows they always hoped for 
in their office.  And if that doesn’t scream 
growth for you, I don’t know what does. 

But on a more serious note, the team’s 
approach went from supporting projects, 
developing a narrow understanding of in-
novation, and prioritizing partnerships, to 
supporting people, emphasizing inclusivi-
ty in our ability to innovate, and prioritiz-
ing capacity building and changing the cul-
ture of innovation. This is not the end of 
this story, but rather the beginning of its 
integration into the greater UNHCR story. 
Make sure to read on, friends. There’s a lot 
more innovation to come. 

Creativity

The use of imagination or original ideas to 
create something new.1 Tendency to rec-
ognise or generate ideas.
 
Imagination

The ability of the mind to be creative or 
resourceful.2 Imagination is the heart of 
creativity.
 
Invention

A new, unique or novel idea, device, 
method, process or discovery.3

 
Inventor

Someone who comes up with new ideas 
and concepts that may or may not lead to 
innovations.4

Intrapreneur

An employee who innovates within an 
organization. The practice of developing 
a new venture within an existing organi-
zation, to exploit a new opportunity and 
create economic (or other) value.5 
 
Innovation

The process of translating an idea or in-
vention into a good or service that creates 

1  Oxford Dictionary
2  Oxford Dictionary
3  Strategic Management of Technology and 
Innovation. CTI Reviews. 
4  Lean Ventures International AB
5  Gifford Pinchot

A brief innovation 
glossary
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value.6 The implementation of a new or 
significantly improved product (good or 
service), process, a new marketing meth-
od, or a new organizational method in 
business practises, workplace organiza-
tion or external relations.7

Innovation process

We have a five-step process: 1) 
Understand and define the problem or op-
portunity; 2) Identify solutions (search for 
existing solutions and create new ones); 
3) Test potential solutions; 4) Refine solu-
tions; 5) Scale solutions. The process is 
not linear and it is not considered com-
plete, as we seek to continually iterate.
 
Prototyping and testing

A prototype is a small-scale, tangible 
representation of an idea or solution (or 
part of it) that people can directly experi-
ence. Prototyping allows you to communi-
cate your idea or solution to others in an 
interactive way, try ideas out quickly and 
gather feedback easily. The prototype is 
tested to make sure it is fit for the purpose 
and users’ need. Based on the feedback, 
the prototype is improved and tested 
again.8

 
Radical (or discontinuous) innovation

Innovations with features offering dra-
matic improvements in performance or 
cost, which result in the transformation of 

6  BusinessDictionary
7  OECD
8  TD4Ed - Teachers Design for Education

existing markets or creation of new ones.9 
New to the world.
 
Incremental innovation

An improvement or refinement in perfor-
mance, cost, reliability, design, etc. to an 
existing product, service or process. New 
to the organization, but not to the world.
 
Disruptive innovation

An innovation that transforms an existing 
market or sector by introducing simplicity, 
convenience, accessibility, and affordabil-
ity where complication and high cost are 
the status quo.10

Agile

Agile is a project management methodol-
ogy that uses short development cycles to 
focus on continuous improvement in the 
development of a product or service.11 
 
Design thinking

Design thinking is a human-centered ap-
proach to innovation that draws from the 
designer’s toolkit to integrate the needs 
of people, the possibilities of technolo-
gy, and the requirements for business 
success.12

 

 

9  Innovation-3 consulting agency
10  The Clayton Christensen Institute
11  CIO
12  Tim Brown, CEO of IDEO

Service Design

Service design is a process in which the 
designer focuses on creating optimal ser-
vice experiences. This requires taking a 
holistic view of all the related actors, their 
interactions, and supporting materials and 
infrastructures. Service design often in-
volves the use of customer journey maps, 
which tell the story of different customers’ 
interactions with a brand, thus offering 
deep insights.13

 
Human-Centered Design (HCD)

Human-centered design is a creative ap-
proach to problem-solving. It’s a process 
that starts with the people you’re de-
signing for and ends with new solutions 
that are tailor made to suit their needs. 
Human-centered design is about building 
a deep empathy with the people you’re 
designing for; generating tons of ideas; 
building a bunch of prototypes; sharing 
what you’ve made with the people you’re 
designing for; and eventually putting your 
innovative new solution out in the world.14

 
Social Innovation

A social innovation is a novel solution to 
a social problem that is more effective, 
efficient, sustainable, or just than cur-
rent solutions. The value created accrues 
primarily to society rather than to private 
individuals.15

13  Interaction Design Foundation
14  DesignKit by Ideo.org
15  Stanford Graduate School of Business

Open innovation

An innovation process in which the ideas 
are contributed from members outside of 
the organization and from the public at 
large.16 
 
Piloting

A pilot program, also called a feasibili-
ty study or experimental trial, is a small-
scale, short-term experiment that helps 
an organization learn how a large-scale 
project might work in practice. A pilot 
provides a platform for the organization 
to test logistics, prove value and reveal 
deficiencies before spending a significant 
amount of time, energy or money on a 
large-scale project.17

 
Ideation

A structured process to generate a lot of 
ideas, preferably in a relatively short time 
frame. There are many different ideation 
techniques, e.g., brainstorming and empa-
thy maps.18

 
Brainstorming

An idea generation (ideation) technique. 
Process for generating creative ideas 
and solutions through intensive and free-
wheeling group discussion. Every par-
ticipant is encouraged to think aloud 
and suggest as many ideas as possible, 
no matter seemingly how outlandish or 

16  Wharton University of Pennsylvania 
17  SearchCIO.com
18  Lean Ventures International AB
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bizarre. Analysis, discussion, or criticism of 
the aired ideas is allowed only when the 
brainstorming session is over and evalua-
tion session begins.19

 
End-users

Individuals who ultimately use or are in-
tended to use a product or service. End-
users are the starting point of the innova-
tion process.
 
Facilitation

Facilitation is about taking a leadership 
role in innovation process (instead of 
content). The facilitator remains “neutral” 
meaning he/she does not take a particular 
position in the discussion. Innovation fa-
cilitators help to unleash the creative po-
tential in people who own the content by 
creating and managing the environment 
so that each individual is able to contrib-
ute their best.20

 
Product innovation

Changes in the things (products/services) 
which an organization offers.
 
Process innovation

Changes in the way in which they are cre-
ated and delivered.
 

19  BusinessDictionary
20 The Creative Problem-solving Group Inc. 
Understanding the Role of a Facilitator

Position innovation

Changes in the context in which the prod-
ucts/services are introduced.
 
Paradigm innovation

Changes in the underlying mental models 
which frame what the organization does.21 

21  4Ps of Innovation by ©2005 Joe Tidd, John 
Bessant, Keith Pavitt
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For more, please visit 
innovation.unhcr.org

Connect with us:

Twitter: @unhcrinnovation
Email: innovation@unhcr.org
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