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Problem Addressed / 
Thematic Focus 

Creating and establishing data standards for 
humanitarian crisis response 

Location New York, Geneva and three field pilot locations  

Start Date 1 January 2014 

Duration 12 months 
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GBP 143,166 
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UNICEF, USAID, ICT4Peace and IOM  

Total Funding GBP 143,166 

 

Reporting Period 1 January 2014 – 31 March 2014 

Total Spent During The 
Reporting Period 

GBP 24,502 

 

ACHIEVEMENTS AND CHALLENGES 

Describe what the project has achieved to date, including any project milestones in the 
reporting period. Please relate this to the original work plan and explain any 
divergence. 
 
We have established a working group consisting of representatives from key leaders in the 
humanitarian field, including UNHCR, UNICEF, WFP, IOM, Save the Children, OCHA, the 
World Bank, USAID, ICT4Peace, and HIF itself.  We have also involved a wider community 
via a public forum, and have had strong engagement from people outside the working group 
itself.  The working group has met biweekly since late January, and has achieved the 
following milestones: 
 

 Agreement on the types of data to standardize. 



 Agreement to focus especially on “second-mile” data handling (e.g. from clusters to 
OCHA or donors). 

 Agreement on the specific data fields to include. 

 Agreement on the baseline format and data-exchange processes. 

 Identification of two humanitarian-data systems that are willing to be early reference 
implementations for the HXL standard by 2014Q3. 

 Authorisation to carry out field pilots with three countries — Colombia, Kenya, and 
Yemen — and initial discussions with staff in those countries. 

 
Further details on the working group are available in the meeting minutes in the group's 
Google Drive folder (referenced below). 
 
In addition to this collaboration, we have also initiated initial user research to understand data 
sharing practices, including preferred ways of storing data and impediments to sharing. And 
we have identified developers to support the creation of the HXL infrastructure.  
 
Beyond the focussed user research, outreach to date has included an active public discussion 
list, private discussions with field offices and donors, participation in the International Aid 
Transparency Initiative (IATI) international meeting in January, an NGO round-table 
discussion about HXL organized by the Canadian Council for International Cooperation in 
February, and participation in OCHA's Information Management Officer workshop in Jordan in 
March. During the second quarter, HXL will be on the programme for the Humanitarian 
Technology conference in Cambridge, US in May.  
 
What adjustments and adaptations have been made through the reporting period (and 
do they relate to identified risks and assumptions)? Why were these needed and what 
are the implications for the project? 
 
Initially, in the spirit of a minimum-viable product, we had planned on attempting to 
standardize only one type of humanitarian data, but early working group discussions made it 
clear that we would need to address both Humanitarian Profile (how people are affected) and 
3W (who is doing what where) to show sufficient value to engage the different organizations. 
 
We had also hoped for more of the discussion to take place in the public forums, but the 
working group members seem to prefer to discuss issues privately at first, and then take the 
consensus to the public forums for further discussion and feedback. 
 
Is the project experiencing any particular challenges? 
 
Public engagement outside the working group has been good, but we would like it to be 
stronger and more sustained. Currently, there can be vigorous discussion on individual issues 
when the working group brings them to the public list, but discussions do not start 
spontaneously and tend to die out after a few days. 
 

 
INNOVATION AND LEARNING 
How is the innovation performing against the criteria identified in the project work 
plan? 



 
We do not have a complete alpha standard ready, as we had thought might be possible by the 
end of March, partly because we decided to support two types of humanitarian data instead of 
one, and partly because the working group was not able to launch until the end of January.  
However, we do now have mockups and a draft general framework available publicly online, 
and we expect to have a draft alpha standard by the end of April, still in good time for public 
feedback before we begin field trials.  
 
In what ways is your understanding of the innovation changing through the project 
period?  
 
We have become more aware of the need for flexibility to meet country- and crisis-specific 
needs, rather than trying to impose an overly-strict global standard across the humanitarian 
community. While global comparability of data is a worthy goal, the primary purpose of 
humanitarian data is to assist with planning, response, and early recovery within each specific 
crisis. 
 
We have realised that an RDF-based, linked-data standard is not a good match with the 
needs and capabilities of the field. Instead of assuming that we can convert spreadsheets to 
RDF and based on the findings of our user research, we have decided to focus on 
standardising the spreadsheets themselves, since that is where most of the work occurs. 
 
We have also come to understand better how the people who collect data in the field work, 
and the product cycle that they're supporting. 

METHODOLOGY 

Is the methodology proving successful in collecting data and producing credible 
evidence on the performance of the innovation? If not, what steps are being taken to 
address this? 
 
Since we spent the first quarter creating the first version of the standard, it is difficult to collect 
quantitative performance evidence at this stage, beyond simply listing the organisations who 
have agreed to participate, the output of the working group, and the discussions we've had 
with other stakeholders.  We have attempted to validate our methodology in advance via 
formal one-hour interviews with humanitarian information works, and as we move to field trials 
in the second and third quarters, we will be able to collect better quantitative evidence for the 
progress of our work. 
 
One quantifiable early indication of progress is the fact that (as mentioned above) both 
OCHA's Field Information Services and UNHCR would like to support HXL in the new 
systems they are developing. 
 
What adjustments have or will need to be made to the methodology during the course 
of the project? Why are these needed and what are their implications? 
 
As the draft standard leaves the confines of the working group and moves out to field trials, 
the working methodology of the group will have to change. Since the entire working group 
cannot manage the trials, we will need to establish reporting and monitoring procedures to let 
the group understand how the trials are proceeding and provide feedback. We will also begin 



managing our technical implementation team, which again, will report back to the working 
group, but not be under the group’s direct management. 
 

UPDATED WORK PLAN  

Please provide details of any changes to the work plan in the next reporting period  
 
With planned systems at OCHA and UNHCR using HXL, we may be able to reduce the 
amount of prototype software we need to build directly, and instead, focus our technical 
resources on more direct help to the field. 
 
Otherwise, we expect to proceed as stated in the original work plan, once we launch our 
alpha standard at the end of April. 
 

DISSEMINATION AND UP-TAKE 

How is the project being shared with others (e.g. events, publications, media, and informal 
interactions)? 
 
The primary public HXL outreach happens through two channels: 
 

1. An active public mailing list (hxlproject@googlegroups.com), with 163 members. 
2. Public speaking events and individual bilateral meetings with stakeholders. 

 
The documents for the work are available in a public Google Drive folder:  
 
1. Starting points for the WG: 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1TGxWUFDr0tOqnJaVzt2Ll34XqBtPJbaal2RljFGS0bs/e
dit?usp=sharing 
2. Agreement on what is being covering in the standard at a semantic level: 
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/ccc?key=0Auv0ZsXcKCfadDVkcUROUnhhRXM2Q0Z5
VllrUWlPaXc&usp=sharing 
3. The HXL data conventions starting point: 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1srkEdEQiMEYDmk0Jo2rWpsFStYcgp5XaqYJQON6lfv
U/edit 
4. The prototype code list for HXL: 
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1aq2ojDnceIcTNdLWVKP856AuFPItJP1TWwMaPrK
PXXw/edit#gid=1780468700 
5. All WG meeting agendas and minutes: 
https://drive.google.com/folderview?id=0B-v0ZsXcKCfaLWlDLW1CcmJFak0&usp=sharing  
 
And since the HXL work is part of the larger Humanitarian Data Exchange project, there is 
information on data standards included in the HDX blog site: hdx.rwlabs.org.  
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