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HUMANITARIAN INNOVATION FUND 

Interim Report 
- Please try not to exceed 5 pages excluding attachments – 

 

 

Organisation Name OCHA 

 

Project Title Humanitarian Exchange Language (HXL) 

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 

Total Funding 
Requested 

GBP 143,166 

 

Partner(s) 
UNHCR, WFP, Save the Children, World Bank, 
UNICEF, USAID and IOM 

Total Funding GBP 143,166 

 

Reporting Period 1 April 2014 – 30 June 2014 

Total Spent During The 
Reporting Period 

GBP 34,073 

 

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. 
 
As planned, we created initial drafts of several standards documents 
(http://docs.hdx.rwlabs.org/hxl/), including Data Conventions, a Data Dictionary, 
and example data, then took those documents to the wider humanitarian 
community for review. We have also engaged in both conference events and 
extensive one-on-one outreach to solicit feedback and look for opportunities to 
pilot our draft standard.  
 

http://docs.hdx.rwlabs.org/hxl/
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Next, we began testing those drafts against actual templates and data from the 
field. We asked for data samples from the field, and we received over 20 
responses from OCHA offices and cluster leads; we have been compiling those 
examples into a matrix, which has shown some important information that we're 
missing, and other information that we've included which isn't actually widely 
needed. (We have also supplemented these samples by reaching out to other 
sources, such as InterAction in US for NGO 3W data). 
 
We have begun scoping work on prototype software to support the standard. 
Currently, we are considering software that would be able to take HXL data from 
multiple sources, validate it, and combine it to provide a common operational 
picture of (part of) a crisis.  The first prototype software will likely support 3W 
data. 
 
We originally planned country pilots for the summer, but will move to late 
summer/early fall for a couple of reasons: 1) we want to have an actual prototype 
system to show people and 2) it is harder to engage people over the summer 
months. We did begin the conversation with two of the pilot offices (Kenya and 
Colombia) during field missions related to the wider Humanitarian Data 
Exchange (HDX) project.  
 
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? 
 
Our initial proposal for encoding fields used an opaque alphanumeric numbering 
scheme, but based on feedback, we are modifying the code system to be more 
mnemonic. This project schedule built in the assumption that we would make 
major changes after initial public feedback, so this change will have no effect on 
the schedule. 
 
Our testing against field data (described above) challenged some of our initial 
assumptions about 3W data: for example, we discovered that demographically-
disaggregated beneficiary information is much-more common than we had 
expected, while project/activity identifiers are extremely rare. These insights are 
feeding back into the next draft of our specifications.  
 
Is the project experiencing any particular challenges? 
 
As mentioned above, we have found it increasingly difficult to schedule meetings 
with stakeholders during the late spring and summer months. The initial 
assumption was that we could be equally productive in all areas for all twelve 
months of grant; instead, we've accepted that community engagement will slow 
down significantly until the fall, and that we'll have to focus on getting ahead in 
other areas (such as prototype software and services). 
 
We have also discovered that it is more-difficult to obtain Humanitarian-Profile 
samples, since they are not as widely-used as 3W data, and that that side of the 
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standards work is generating considerably less interest (though there is a 
demand for general assessment-data standardisation). 
 

 
INNOVATION AND LEARNING 
 
How is the innovation performing against the criteria identified in the 
project work plan?  
 
We are mostly on schedule. We have draft documents publicly released and 
circulating for feedback, consensus (within the inter-agency working group) on 
the major points, and good community engagement. The only exception is the 
prototype development ahead of the country pilots, which (as mentioned earlier) 
have had to be pushed back to the fall. 
 
In what ways is your understanding of the innovation changing through the 
project period?  
 
The improvement had been positive. We had initially assumed that we would find 
a lot of resistance to standardisation and would have difficulty persuading people 
of the value of our work, but in fact, we've launched this project at a moment 
when there is huge pent-up demand. That's not to say that all stakeholders are 
enthusiastic, but we're finding support both inside and outside the traditional 
humanitarian community (including domestic disaster responders in donor 
countries). 
 
As described earlier, assembling and analysing a corpus of existing (non-
standardised) field data is allowing us to refine the Working Group's initial 
assumptions about which data fields are most important. 
 

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? 
 
To date, our feedback is mostly discussion-based rather than data-based. During 
the country pilots in the fall, we'll have results that we can measure objectively 
(e.g. quantity of data encoded in the proposed HXL standard, number of 
organisations participating). 
 
Our first attempt at collecting field data was extremely successful, and we are still 
working to sort through the results. We are especially happy that the field data is 
not coming exclusively from OCHA, but also from cluster leads and NGOs, 
showing a broad interest in the standards work. 
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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 we move into the more-technical part of the HXL standards work, it has 
become difficult to keep the entire working group engaged during biweekly 
meetings, since some are more-focussed on policy than on technical details. As 
a result, we have decided to move to monthly plenary meetings to deal with 
broad issues, and have instituted ad-hoc meetings in-between, with small 
numbers of working-group members interested in specific details of the standard. 
 

UPDATED WORK PLAN  

Please provide details of any changes to the work plan in the next reporting 
period  
 
The data standards lead (David Megginson) that we hired is very experienced 
(and more expensive than we had budgeted) but because of his seniority, we 
have not needed the expertise of a separate data modeller as laid out in the 
budget and workplan. The developer (Dan Mihaila) has also been able to advise 
on the data model for HXL data.  
 
The original budget gave no allowance for travel costs related to outreach and 
implementation of the project. We had assumed that the larger HDX project could 
carry that burden but have found that we needed some of the HXL budget to 
cover the travel of the data standards lead to meetings and conferences. I have 
made a note in the updated budget attached to this report and am open to any 
questions or concerns that this may raise.  
 

DISSEMINATION AND UP-TAKE 

 
How is the project being shared with others (e.g. events, publications, 
media, and informal interactions)? 
 
The documents for the work are available in a public Google Drive folder and can 
be accessed through this main HXL page: http://docs.hdx.rwlabs.org/hxl/ 
 
The primary public HXL outreach happens through two channels: 
1. An active public mailing list (hxlproject@googlegroups.com), with 180 
members. 
2. Public speaking events and individual bilateral meetings with 
stakeholders. 
 
Over the course of the reporting period, we have had frequent one-on-one 
meetings with interested stakeholders, including InterAction (US), CCIC 
(Canada), Start Network (UK), the Canadian Red Cross, ActivityInfo (3W data 

http://docs.hdx.rwlabs.org/hxl/
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services for UNICEF and UNHCR), the OCHA offices in Yemen, Kenya and 
Colombia.  We have also taken HXL to larger forums, such as the UN Inter-
Agency IM Working Group and the Humanitarian Tech 2014 in May conference 
(where we were able to meet one-on-one with many attendees). We also 
presented the latest progress on HXL at the Crisis Information Management 
Advisory Group (CiMAG) Retreat in NY in June.  
 
The following HXL presentation was given at the Humanitarian Tech conference 
and the CiMAG retreat: 
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/15Q_LbbV_8F2pl8-
QcDXw3rpoFRjJmU2SDR-IzrbW428/edit?usp=sharing 
 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/15Q_LbbV_8F2pl8-QcDXw3rpoFRjJmU2SDR-IzrbW428/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/15Q_LbbV_8F2pl8-QcDXw3rpoFRjJmU2SDR-IzrbW428/edit?usp=sharing

