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Digital Humanitarianism

Digital humanitarianism is humanitarian intervention conducted at a dis-
tance, sometimes without physical presence on the ground, through digital 
tools and often in an online, collaborative manner including citizen participa-
tion. It is technically a consequence of the rapid spread of mobile phones, in-
ternet connectivity, social media, and geographical information systems that 
enable a large number of individuals to effectively collaborate online. When a 
major crisis occurs, affected populations and concerned organizations turn to 
their mobile phones or to the internet to seek and to share information on the 
crisis. Digital humanitarianism developed as a way to describe the activity of 
volunteers and organizations who apply digital tools to capture this flow of 
online information, organize it, locate it, and verify its content. The collection 
and mapping of social media messages after the Haiti earthquake in 2010 is 
claimed to be the birth of digital humanitarian activity (Meier 2015). Countless 
humanitarian interventions by ad hoc groups of volunteers or by established 
organizations have been facilitated by the fact that affected populations are 
able to share information globally in real time, and concerned citizens are able 
to organize and act online. Open geographical information systems have made 
it possible to organize, visualize, and share such information, and the humani-
tarian community has adopted the value of information sharing both as a sup-
portive activity and as a humanitarian activity on its own (Burns 2014; Harvard 
Humanitarian Initiative 2011).

In the early days of digital humanitarianism, activities were closely con-
nected to tools such as OpenStreetMap (osm), Ushahidi, or Sahana. osm is the 
“Wikipedia of maps”: an online community of volunteers digitally draws maps, 
including areas where no maps are currently available. The maps are created 
using available satellite imagery alongside the community on the ground, 
which provides place names and details to enrich the map. Similarly, Ushahidi 
is a platform created for online collaboration to visualize information from 
sms text messaging or social media messages by verifying, categorizing, and 
locating the information on a map. The Sahana platform was developed in a 
similar setting to allow for online information sharing and collaboration 
among a large group of users (Burns and Shanley 2012). A growing technical 
community and private companies engaging in humanitarian crises have led 
to ever new technologies being applied for humanitarian purposes.

The transition from in-kind to cash-based aid using digital devices and the 
introduction of biometric ids has led to the adaption of digital humanitarianism 
to cover such activities. Drawing the line between humanitarian technology 
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and digital humanitarianism is a subject of dispute. The rapid increase in con-
nectivity and commercial interest in connecting the world and the subsequent 
digitalization of education, relief, and humanitarian services, are exposed to 
critical reflection. Connectivity and open sharing of information generate se-
curity risks because it is not always possible to monitor those using the online 
information and for what purpose (Sandvik, Gabrielsen Jumbert, Karlsrud and 
Kaufmann 2014). Others claim that digital humanitarianism, remote manage-
ment, and distant sensing help “to occlude the negative by headlining the 
problem-solving potential of technoscience” (Duffield 2016: 154). As techno-
optimists promote the new digital reality, others challenge the humanitarian 
adaptation of digital tools, and see them as a threat to true relief or develop-
ment and as tools for surveillance and oppression (Duffield 2016). In between, 
there is a broad horizon for exploring the effects, risks, and possibilities of new 
technologies adapted to a humanitarian landscape.
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Diplomacy

Providing ongoing access to humanitarian aid during conflict and complex 
emergencies has always been a major concern for policy-makers and 
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