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Summary 
Initiated in January 2012 with funding from the Humanitarian Innovation Fund, the 
Humanitarian Genome project aims at developing a computerised platform which can store 
and retrieve vital evaluative data in the humanitarian sector in an easily searchable manner. 
This search tool will allow humanitarian practitioners, policy-makers, donors, evaluators and 
researchers to rapidly access evidence-based data on humanitarian programmes in an 
efficient manner, thus allowing easier data mining and knowledge sharing than is currently 
possible with available search engines.  
 
The current cycle of funding comes to an end in June 2013, and this is an end of the project 
evaluation. The evaluation concludes that while the project has delivered a workable 
technology, its utilisation and dissemination in the humanitarian sector will depend on 
effective collaboration or integration with the existing learning platform, Action Learning 
Network for Accountability and Performance in Humanitarian Action (ALNAP).  
 
 
I N T R O D U C T I O N  A N D  E V A L U A T I O N  P U R P O S E  
 This report presents findings of a summative evaluation of the Humanitarian Genome 

Project which started in January 2012 and ends in June 2013. Funded by the Humanitarian 

Innovation Fund (HIF), the Humanitarian Genome (HG) project aims at developing a 

comprehensive information system that captures user-defined crucial information on impact, 

lessons and good practices from evaluations in the humanitarian sector. The aim is to make 

lessons and evidence-based good practices emerging from the humanitarian sector readily 

accessible to humanitarian practitioners, donors and policy makers by developing a tailor-

made search platform which is available online and offline.  

	   The project underwent a mid-term review in October 2012 which examined in-depth 

the project’s performance and management. This end of project evaluation focussed on 

reviewing the project’s current status and the project’s business model and direction in the 

future, including issues of financial sustainability. 

 
E V A L U A T I O N  M E T H O D O L O G Y  
 The evaluation was conducted by an independent consultant through documents 

research and key informant interviews with core stakeholders of the HG project, including 

project managers, IT specialists, content advisors, external stakeholders from ALNAP, OCHA 

and Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs.1  

                                                
1 The evaluation was carried out with 2 days of desk research and briefing meetings in Groningen, followed by 2 days 
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O V E R A L L  P E R F O R M A N C E  O F  T H E  P R O J E C T  
 The project has completed development of codebook which are basically searchable 

parameters that can be tagged to any document that is included in the database. About one 

hundred documents (evaluation reports) have been manually coded using this codebook and 

a web-based search tool developed which enables one to easily access user-defined 

information (lessons and good practices) from a number of documents. A test event of the 

Humanitarian Genome to demonstrate the potential of the tool to a select group of 

stakeholders (ALNAP, HG Advisory Group, HIF) was carried out in London in January 2013 

which provided feedback for further development. At the time of this evaluation, the IT 

specialists had developed a revised version of the tool which significantly improved the 

functionality and search ability. Prototype of this version of the tool will be launched in the 

Hague (Humanity House, comprising several key Dutch INGOs, Netherlands Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs), on 27 June and subsequently, this will be further tested/presented to 

humanitarian forums elsewhere. 

 The tool as seen during the evaluation provides extensive features which can 

produce search results based on user-defined search parameters. Its main advantage over 

other search engines (like google, bing, yahoo) lies in its ability to deliver specific texts from 

various documents – not simply list of documents, as general internet-based search engines 

provide – that answer the search query. The tool provides helpful options to broaden or 

tighten the search based on specific information needs  - for example, the query ‘microfinance 

experience in Kenya’ can then be specified ‘success (positive)’ stories or ‘failures (negative)’ 

– thus producing results the searcher is interested in. 

 The tool is, like any search engine, a work-in-progress and only gets smarter through 

use and volume of information/documents that is brought in its ambit. Currently it holds only 

about 100 documents, a very small number for an algorithm-based search tool with nearly 

250 codes (search parameters). The challenge now lies in coding large number of documents 

– no precise number is available, but knowledgeable key informants consider anything 

between 500-800 a reasonable number – into the system.  This would however require HG to 

get buy in from different agencies in the humanitarian sector so that the latter are prepared to 

share their evaluation reports and lessons, as well code these using the HG codebook. The 

HG team is small and is based partly on voluntary contributions from different people involved 

in the project and partly on grant funds, and is ill equipped to undertake the time-consuming 

task of continuing to code large number of documents. Coding process in future will require 

the agencies to be able to code and upload documents into the system. This however will 

mean that Agencies will need to be trained in the coding process to ensure consistency and 

quality, as this will determine the quality of information stored and generated by the search 

platform. 

	   Overall, the project has demonstrated and delivered a technical model of a 

searchable database system exclusively targeted at the humanitarian sector to capture 
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lessons, good practices and evidences for effective policy-making. The future of the initiative 

now lies in disseminating it and bringing on board various organisations, individuals and 

practitioners in the humanitarian sector to make use of the system and continuously 

‘populate’ and develop the platform. This will need proactive communication and dialogue 

with the humanitarian sector in a systematic manner.  

	   This requires a significant shift in the project’s direction, priorities and management in 

the future. 

	  
P R O J E C T  M A N A G E M E N T  
 The project emerged organically from the work of researchers in the University of 

Groningen and adopted a flexible management appropriate2 to the task of developing the 

technical platform. The project’s management comprised two lead managers, both based in 

the University of Groningen, supported by a team of three research assistants who undertook 

the task of developing the codebook and coding documents. A team of IT consultants based 

in Tel Aviv assisted the project team on technical side of the project. A small team of three 

independent humanitarian consultants advised the team from time to time on content of the 

Genome. 
	   In order to develop a linkage with the humanitarian sector in general, the project has 

established preliminary dialogue with Active Learning Network for Accountability and 

Performance in Humanitarian Action (ALNAP) and the Emergency Capacity Building (ECB) 

Project. Going into the future, the Genome initiative will need to develop more systematic 

dialogue and linkage with the humanitarian sector, and this will necessitate a fresh look at the 

project structure, as discussed in the next section. 

 
F U T U R E  S T R A T E G Y  
( i )  I n t e g r a t i o n  w i t h  A L N A P  

 Communication, dialogue, dissemination and use of the HG platform are the key 

challenges of the future. The HG project is currently not configured to deal with these on its 

own, unless it develops organic linkage with a forum like ALNAP which already is an 

established global platform for dialogue on humanitarian issues. All key informants consider 

ALNAP as the natural home for the HG platform in the medium to long term, including its 

ownership, management and maintenance on a regular basis. The project has very little 

prospect of being assimilated into the mainstream humanitarian sector if it remains a stand-

alone initiative on its own. The form and manner how this integration is brought about will 

require discussions between HG managers, advisors and ALNAP management.  

 ALNAP has already communicated through email its commitment to support the 

Genome. So far, the project managers have done well to use Research and Innovation 

Officer of ALNAP as the main focal point in their dialogue, and in the coming weeks and 

months, they need to bring on board other key people in ALNAP, namely, Paul Knox-Clark 

                                                
2 Humanitarian Genome Project, Mid-term Review, October 2012 
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(Head of Research and Communications) and John Mitchell (Director), whose willingness to 

champion the cause of the Genome may help in obtaining buy-in from the humanitarian 

sector, including humanitarian donors. 

	  
( i i )  C o m m u n i c a t i o n  a n d  D i s s e m i n a t i o n  

 While dialogue with ALNAP needs to continue, the HG needs buy in from key 

humanitarian agencies which produce and are generally known to use evaluation lessons and 

learning for their accountability and programme development. The evaluation departments of 

the following organisations could be a good start: OCHA, UNICEF, CARE International, 

NOVIB, HIVOS (Evert van Bodegom, Head of the Humanitarian section), RedR, the 

Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs,3 Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA). 

For this, HG needs to develop simple communication messages highlighting the user 

interface and distinctive (over other search engines) benefits of the platform. The content 

Advisors who are senior humanitarian specialists and are well known in the sector may be 

able to assist the HG managers in this communication and dissemination work. 

	   Some of the current communication messages and reports seen by the consultant 

dwell at great length of technical aspects of the project, without effectively communicating 

what would be of interest to the user – rapid access to smart and intelligent evidence-based 

lessons and stories; type of queries that can be made; added value (in comparison with 

general search engines), etc – and this will need to change in the next phase. It is understood 

that the HG has now asked copywriters for professional help in this area. 

	  
( i i i )  R e s o u r c i n g   

 Initial funding of £150,000 for the HG came from HIF which was followed by a 

supplementary grant of £20,000 earlier this year to facilitate communication, dissemination 

and development of future strategy. A letter of interest has been submitted to USAID for a 2-

year grant covering the following key outputs and outcomes: 

• At least 8 organisations actively participate in the HG platform, including being trained 

in coding and uploading reports; 

• At least 500 reports coded into the system; 

• Develop automatic coding system so that time-consuming manual coding of 

documents can be avoided in the future; 

• Generating a representative sample of 1000 expert user of the Genome system; 

• Increase HG accessibility through developing applications for android and iOS 

platforms; 

• Design and test an offline version of internet-free HG access; 

• Establish HG research function to develop capacity for identification of information 

gaps, output validation and impact measurement;4 and 

                                                
3 Margreit Koelman, Senior Policy Advisor, Stabilisation and Humanitarian Aid Department, of the Ministry who was 
interviewed suggested that she be used as a focal point. 
4 USAID/DIV Letter of Interest (LOI) Form: Humanitarian Genome Project (undated) 
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• Develop password-protected areas for restricted-access organisational bulletin board 

for use by individual organisations to store and retrieve internal lessons, learning and 

management responses to evaluations. 

	  
 This is an ambitious list for dissemination of any innovation. The evaluation would 

argue that over the next 12-18 months, the focus needs to be on the first three of the above 

(targeting 8 selected organisations; minimum 500 evaluation reports coded; automatic coding 

system) and the last output (restricted access bulletin boards), with work on the other four 

outputs (1000 users, android/iOS applications, offline version and research function of HG) 

coming in gradually at a later stage.  

	   Although the HG may be able to negotiate user fees from organisations which are 

provided with restricted access platform, as and when this happens, by and large, the HG 

initiative – like similar initiatives delivering ‘common good’ for the sector - will needed to be 

resourced with grant funds from donors. Ideally, while continuing dialogue with ALNAP for 

integration in future, the project needs to develop case for support to approach donors jointly 

with ALNAP. To attract any substantial support, donors will in all likelihood want to know how 

the project management structure is configured from now on, so as to ensure that ALNAP 

develops greater ownership and stake in the initiative, without losing access to the expertise 

currently provided by the project managers. The HG project needs to come up with various 

options to discuss with ALNAP in this regard. Two of the possibilities to be considered could 

be as follows – the HG team needs to work with its stakeholders to examine the pros and 

cons of each option: 

a) The current project team working as a sub-contractor/consultant of ALNAP on 

technical aspects of the project, with the former taking full responsibility for 

management and resource mobilisation for the Genome; 

b) The HG project retains its current status as a separate entity and negotiates 

partnership with ALNAP, making joint solicitation for funding, and HG project 

continuing its technical and training role, while ALNAP takes on responsibility for 

communication and dissemination. 

	  
( iv )  Management Structure 

 The current structure appears to be working reasonably well; it offers flexibility to use 

a project management approach, as was noted in the mid-term review. Although the future 

structure will depend a great deal on the type of integration/collaboration that is developed 

with ALNAP, the HG team will fundamentally remain similar to what it is now: a small core 

team, assisted by researchers and IT consultants operating like an ‘outsourced project’. Light 

touch management, tight terms of reference and good communication between managers, 

researchers and consultants will continue to be the key attributes of the structure. 
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R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S  
R1: The project needs to develop a 2-page brochure clearly articulating: (a) the 

problem/need HG addresses; (b) what it currently delivers and how it is different from 

existing platforms/search engines; (c) who is the tool targeted at; (d) evidence of 

interest and demand for the search tool; and (e) how the target group can benefit 

from and contribute to the project. 

R2: Over the next 12-18 months, the focus needs to be on the following outputs: 

promoting use of the Genome by 8-10 key organisations; minimum 500 evaluation 

reports coded; development of automatic coding system and providing restricted 

access bulletin boards to organisations interested in using the facility. 

R3: Using the services of the Content Advisor team, 5  engage proactively with 

organisations like OCHA, UNICEF, CARE International, NOVIB, HIVOS (Evert van 

Bodegom, Head of the Humanitarian section), RedR, the Netherlands Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA), to develop a 

strong base of user-organisations. 

R4:  Over the coming months, with the support of content Advisors, HG project needs to 

initiate formal dialogue with ALNAP at the level of Head of Research and 

Communications, and Director, to explore various options for integration – both 

programmatically and structurally. 

R5: The HG project and ALNAP needs to agree a time-line and process for the 

‘integration’ or collaboration, and this needs to be the basis for jointly approaching 

key potential donors like DFID, ECHO, NOVIB, Oxfam GB, UNICEF, OCHA, 

Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs for contributing to further development and 

dissemination of the Genome. 

R6: Develop a training and capacity building template which can be used to train user-

agencies (R2) in coding and uploading of documents into the Genome (this will be 

appropriate for some Agencies which carry out a substantial number of evaluations 

regularly, but for a large majority of humanitarian organisations, HG team will 

continue to undertake this).  

R7: Identify on-going training programmes targeted at evaluators and humanitarian 

practitioners (for example, ALNAP training events, RedR training, Channel Research 

training, Mosaic, etc) and explore introducing a brief ‘taster’ session on Genome. 

 

                                                
5 This may require paying for travel cost, if any, of the Advisors. 


