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#Handwashing
Challenge Statements
The Humanitarian Innovation Fund is launching a new challenge for 

improving handwashing practices in emergency settings. We are inviting 

teams with the most promising ideas to an innovation sprint event in the 

UK at the end of June 2016. Following the event, all teams will have the 

opportunity to apply for grant funding of up to £200,000.

We have identified three challenges, outlined here, each addressing a 

different theme within handwashing to encourage teams to focus their 

efforts. To apply to be invited to the innovation sprint event, teams have to 

submit our application form. We can’t wait to see what you develop!

Get more information on 
wash-challenge.org
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THE PROCESS EXPLAINED

The Humanitarian Innovation Fund is calling for innovators 
from all fields to develop and submit ideas for improving 

handwashing practices in emergency settings.

Participants can choose to respond to one of the 
three challenge statements described on the 
website and in this handbook with entirely new ideas, 
or improvements for existing concepts.

After reviewing the applications, the most promising 
teams will be invited, all expenses paid, to a two-day 
innovation sprint event at the end of June. At the 
innovation sprint, teams will receive expert, multi-
disciplinary guidance to build and strengthen their 

initial idea. Following the event all teams can submit 
a funding proposal for final consideration.

The HIF encourages everyone to take this unique 
opportunity to work with experts and innovators, to 
meet the HIF team and implementing humanitarian 
agencies, and to refine their ideas before submitting 
a final proposal. The winning teams to attend the 
innovation sprint will be announced on 7 June.

INNOVATION SPRINT PHASE FUNDING PROPOSAL PHASE

Innovation Sprint Event 
Application Deadline

21 May 2016

Announcement of 
Event Invitees

7 June 2016

Funding Proposal 
Submission Opens

Beginning of July 2016

Funding Proposal 
Deadline

End of July 2016

ELIGIBILITY

• Any team with a feasible idea which directly addresses one of the three handwashing challenge statements 
with a focus on emergency settings can apply.

• Up to three applications are possible, either with different ideas for the same challenge or different ideas 
addressing different challenges.

• Applications can be made by organisations or teams; we encourage teams to have at least three team 
members. Each application requires one lead applicant.

INSTRUCTIONS

Please download the application form and return it to apply@wash-challenge.org before 21 May (23:59 GMT).

Innovation Sprint 
Event in the UK

End of June 2016
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Handwashing Challenge Statements

INTRODUCING THE

In humanitarian crisis, diarrhoea can count for almost half of deaths. To 

reduce diarrhoea in settings like refugee camps, we have to prevent hands 

carrying diseases from human to human. Handwashing with soap has 

proven to be one of the most critical and effective interventions to achieve 

just that.

However, increasing and improving handwashing 
in emergency settings is difficult. Traditional 
approaches relying on educational health messaging 
and the provision of soap and facilities are found to 
be deficient and less effective than expected. The  
various technical, socio-cultural, and operational 
challenges present in humanitarian emergencies 
exacerbate this challenge.

To help the humanitarian community tackle the 
challenges associated with increasing handwashing 
rates, we have identified three areas for innovation: 
changing behaviour through hygiene promotion, 
developing soap alternatives, and designing better 
handwashing facilities. Each of these can contribute 
to maintaining the health and dignity of displaced 
populations.

In a refugee camp in Malawi, 
simply providing soap reduced 
diarrhoea by 27% and helped 
prevent a cholera outbreak.

RESOURCES

Please find additional resources related to 
this challenge on our website at 
wash-challenge.org
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NEXT PAGE
CONSIDERATIONS & EXAMPLES →

#LoveCleanHands

CHALLENGE 1

Globally only around 19% of people wash their hands 
following contact with excreta, with well documented 
negative impacts on the health of populations. To 
address this, many organisations and governments 
have run promotional campaigns to encourage hand 
washing, often with significant measurable impacts 
on disease incidence. However few promotional 
campaigns have been specific to the emergency 
humanitarian context. 

We know that in humanitarian settings, people’s 
handwashing behaviour can change significantly 
from more stable settings, for instance their home. 
Moreover, handwashing, both in terms of frequency 
and washing materials used, is prioritised differently 
by people from different cultural contexts. There is a 
need to consider how behaviour can be changed both 
through communication and integrated hardware 
and software solutions.

To develop effective handwashing promotion, 
practitioners need to understand the barriers and 
motivators for handwashing, including triggers and 
ways to sustain behaviour. These may be universal 
(such as disgust or fear), but could carry nuances in 
local cultures. As such, we need to first understand 
the behaviour of displaced populations and then 
to translate this understanding into effective 
promotion.

CHALLENGE

Design handwashing promotion strategies that 
lead to changes in behaviour.

BEHAVIOUR-CHANGING HANDWASHING PROMOTION

OPPORTUNITY
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CONTEXT COUNTS

Ensure that your solution works in different social 
and cultural contexts. 

FALSE ASSUMPTIONS

What works in stable settings may not work in 
humanitarian settings — be prepared to test and 
validate your work. 

ITERATIVE PROCESSES

Harness the power of developing your solution in 
rapid cycles of action and learning.

KNOW YOUR USERS

Make sure to cover both decision-makers and field 
staff that implement strategies. 

GENDER

Take into account the differing habits and needs of 
women and men, and girls and boys, especially in 
terms of privacy, dignity and access. 

SCALE IT UP

Think about how your solution has the potential to 
grow in scope or reach across different contexts and 
teams.

CONSIDERATIONS

EXAMPLES
• Creative ways of using motivators to overcome 

barriers and effect behaviour change.

• Toolkits to help practitioners develop and deploy 
tailored handwashing promotion.

• Integrate behaviour change approaches into 
handwashing facilities.

• Novel ways to measure the effectiveness of 
interventions aimed at changing behaviours.

RESOURCES
Please find additional 
resources related to this 
challenge on our website at 
wash-challenge.org
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NEXT PAGE
CONSIDERATIONS & EXAMPLES →

#ReimagineSoap

CHALLENGE 2

Organisations that respond to humanitarian 
emergencies always aim to provide soap at washing 
facilities and include it in distributions of goods. 
Unfortunately, in extreme emergency situations, 
soap and water are often in short supply for 
handwashing due to environmental, logistical or 
financial constraints.

In addition to this, the type of soap available may not 
be appropriate for the local population. Distributed 
as liquid soap, powdered soap, soapy water mixture, 
and antiseptic bar soap, it is also used used for dishes 
and laundry, uses often prioritised over handwashing.  
Communally-available soap bars are also prone to 

theft or can be misplaced. There has hence been an 
emergence of alternatives that aim to be as effective 
as soap and water, and can be used and distributed 
easily in emergency situations.

There has been work showing that natural 
alternatives to soap can be effective, however this 
has not been extended to understand if and how this 
could be promoted. While evidence suggests that 
natural alternatives to soap, such as sand and ash, 
can be as effective in handwashing as soap, there is a 
need to think not only about the soap technology, but 
also about distribution, infrastructure, and financing 
models.

To develop alternatives to soap for displaced 
populations, organisations must give due regard to 
whether their products are contextually and culturally 
appropriate. Each displacement context will have 
its own challenges in availability of soap, access to 
water, logistics and infrastructure. In some cases, 
soapy water or waterless hand-sanitizers could be 

CHALLENGE

Develop alternatives to soap and their effective 
approaches.

SOAP ALTERNATIVES

OPPORTUNITY

effective, while in others natural alternatives such as 
sand and ash could prove useful. Moreover, solutions 
should consider the approaches surrounding the 
soap alternatives, designing innovative models for its 
distribution, infrastructure and financing.
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EASE OF IMPLEMENTATION

Be prepared for the complexities of humanitarian 
logistics and distribution. 

COHERENCE

Think about the physical product and approach as 
two parts of an integrated system. 

COST-EFFECTIVE

Low-cost, sustainable solutions are preferred.

HUMAN-CENTRED

Become familiar with the hygiene experiences and 
routines of displaced persons in various contexts. 

ASPIRATIONS

Soap alternatives are often viewed as inferior and 
people are less motivated to use them. 

CONSIDERATIONS

EXAMPLES
• Social businesses (perhaps run with displaced 

populations) that distribute soap alternatives 
sustainably.

• Soapy water systems that doesn’t require hand-
rinsing with water.

• Guidelines to help practitioners understand local 
conditions and to select appropriate soap and 
alternatives in different contexts

RESOURCES
Please find additional 
resources related to this 
challenge on our website at 
wash-challenge.org
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NEXT PAGE
CONSIDERATIONS & EXAMPLES →

#BetterWashFacilities

CHALLENGE 3

Handwashing facilities in emergency contexts are 
often underused and fall into disrepair over time, 
further exacerbating their disuse. This may be due 
to a lack of ownership and maintenance, constrained 
supplies of consumable products such as soaps, 
difficult access to running water, and even theft and 
vandalism. While the physical design of facilities 
may often be functionally adequate, facilities lack a 
more holistic approach that considers the hardware 
but also encourages and sustains positive hygiene 
behaviours and encompasses a model through which 
they are deployed and maintained.

There is a need to both design low-cost, maintainable, 
and sustainable handwashing technologies and 
to develop innovative approaches around the 
technology, considering models for financing, 
behaviour, maintenance, and ownership. Financial 
sustainability presents a particularly interesting 
challenge as there is an opportunity to significantly 
lower costs by harnessing market forces. As such, the 
hardware, software and delivery approach have to be 
taken into account.

In order to encourage handwashing at latrine 
facilities throughout an emergency, it would be 
extremely valuable to develop innovation capabilities 
in humanitarian actors, the private sector and others 
to design and implement sustainable approaches. 

CHALLENGE

To design better handwashing facilities and 
develop innovative approaches with which they 
are deployed and maintained.

DESIGNING BETTER HANDWASHING FACILITIES

OPPORTUNITY

These should encourage handwashing throughout 
the design, construction and maintenance of 
facilities. There are compelling opportunities 
to explore aspects of financing, maintenance, 
community engagement, ownership and more.



wash-challenge.org

HUMAN-CENTRED

Become familiar with the hygiene experiences and 
routines of displaced persons, especially needs for 
privacy and dignity. 

LEVERAGE EXISTING TOOLS

Build on the technologies that are already available. 

SUSTAINABILITY

Your solution should outlive the emergency 
situation and be prepared for protracted crisis. 

BUSINESS MODELS

Consider the skills required for deployment and 
maintenance and whether they are an opportunity 
to develop social ventures with local communities. 

THINK IN SYSTEMS

Consider all aspects of a system and ensure your 
solution integrates well.

CONSIDERATIONS

EXAMPLES
• Prototypes for low-cost handwashing facilities 

that take a broader view at behaviour and 
sustainability, beyond the physical product.

• Innovative market-based funding models for 
facilities

• Toolkits and methodologies to help organisations 
understand local handwashing culture and 
engage with communities

RESOURCES
Please find additional 
resources related to this 
challenge on our website at 
wash-challenge.org
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We can’t wait to see what you develop!

Download the application form from our website and return it completed to 
apply@wash-challenge.org before 21 May (23:59 GMT).


