
NGO Capacity Strengthening for 
More Effective Emergency Response



The multi-year Building a Better Response project is funded 
by USAID’s Office of U.S. Foreign Disaster Assistance. Through 
the development of practical tools to enhance the capacity of 
NGO staff, Building a Better Response aims to:
• Help NGOs better engage with the international humanitarian 

architecture, including the cluster approach, humanitarian 
country leadership, and humanitarian funding mechanisms

• Enhance leadership roles of NGOs at the country level

• Fill knowledge gaps that limit effectiveness of NGO participation 
in the international humanitarian architecture

• Increase awareness of available resources and guidance tools

• Consolidate high-quality and relevant training programs in one 
central, easy-to-access place

Key outcomes of the Building a 
Better Response project are:
• Easily accessible and practical learning tools 

that can be used effectively in diverse contexts

• Enhanced knowledge about the international 
humanitarian architecture through certificate-
based e-learning and in-person training 
workshops

• Increased confidence and capacity of NGOs 
to effectively engage in the humanitarian 
coordination system

The “Building a Better Response: Strengthening Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) Capacity and 
Engagement in the International Humanitarian Architecture” project aims to enhance the capacity of national 
and international NGO workers and other humanitarian actors to engage with the international humanitarian 
coordination system in a manner that improves the overall response to the needs of crisis-affected populations. 

Spearheaded by International Medical Corps, in collaboration with Concern Worldwide and the Harvard 
Humanitarian Initiative, the project is being implemented through a consortium that leverages a unique 
combination of operational and technical expertise. Through a consultative and multi-targeted approach, the 
program is producing capacity strengthening tools that increase the efficiency of emergency responders. These 
tools are being disseminated through global networks, including international and national-level NGO consortia, 
in order to ensure broad coverage and exposure.



The Building a Better Response (BBR) project started with 
listening. In the initial phase of the project, International 
Medical Corps and Concern Worldwide consulted 
with more than 400 national and international NGO 
staff from all over the world and invited them to share 
their experiences with the international humanitarian 
architecture. NGOs were also given the opportunity 
to share their thoughts on the optimal role NGOs can 
play in the system, as well as their perceived learning 
needs in regard to the humanitarian architecture. The 
consultations confirmed the need to train humanitarian 
personnel on the humanitarian architecture using an 
e-learning course, and also identified a clear desire for 
in-person workshops.

To ensure wide geographical coverage, feedback was 
collected through consultation meetings, individual 

interviews, and an internet-based survey. NGO 
consultation meetings were held in 10 different locations 
worldwide, including the U.S., Europe, Africa, the Middle 
East, the Caribbean, and Asia. Additionally, individual 
interviews were conducted with NGO staff as well as 
other key humanitarian stakeholders, including various 
UN agencies and governments. The internet-based survey 
provided an opportunity for humanitarian professionals 
around the world to participate and provide input.

Beyond their role in informing the development of the BBR 
curriculum, national and international NGOs continue to 
play an important role in BBR’s efforts to improve the 
learning tools. NGO personnel are regularly invited to test 
the tools in the field, review content, and provide feedback 
on how useful the tools are in their particular contexts.

Based on the outcomes of the 2012 consultations, BBR partners began 
the process of developing the various learning tools. This process was 
complemented by a review of existing learning materials and lessons 
learned published by the United Nations Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).

WORKSHOPS: To respond to immediate training needs, BBR launched 
a series of 2-day introductory workshops on the international humanitarian 
architecture in April 2013. The goal of the workshops was to train humanitarian 
professionals on the cluster approach, humanitarian leadership, and 
humanitarian financing. More recently, BBR has been employing an integrated 
learning methodology that combines e-learning and in-person training. Case 
studies, interactive activities, group dialogues, and a simulation exercise are 
used to illustrate key topics from the e-learning. The aim of these workshops 
is to provide participants with an in-depth understanding of the international 
coordination system for large-scale emergencies and help participants identify 
where they can take action and engage directly within the system. To date, 
more than 20 workshops have been carried out in Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, 
Europe, the Middle East, and the U.S.

Integrated learning workshops will continue to be carried out in 2015 and 
2016. Additional workshops will focus on the Middle East/North Africa region, 
as well as other parts of Africa and Asia, to strengthen the existing capacity 
of humanitarian and charitable organizations from these regions. A targeted 
curriculum has been developed to ensure that the identified training needs of 
these partners are addressed, and the workshop curriculum accurately reflects 
the context in which these partners are working.

CONSULTATION

LEARNING TOOLS



E-LEARNING TOOLS: E-learning tools have been designed to provide NGOs with an accessible online platform for 
understanding the structure and function of the international humanitarian architecture. The e-learning is publicly accessible 
online, free of charge. The tool is both practical and action-oriented and fills gaps in existing training for NGOs. The curriculum 
uses interactive scenarios and simulated coordination challenges to guide users through various aspects of the international 
humanitarian architecture. The course is designed with a unifying fictional emergency scenario that runs throughout the entire 
curriculum. The course provides background information on the humanitarian architecture, as well as detailed information on the 
various aspects of the architecture, including the cluster approach, humanitarian funding mechanisms, and underlying standards 
and principles. The course also links users to existing trainings and tools for further study. 

For added convenience, users are able to take e-learning units 
individually based on their training needs. A mobile format for the 
e-learning tool allows the training to serve as a quick reference guide 
during an emergency response. Off-line versions are available on USB 
drives for NGO staff located in areas with limited Internet access.

The Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, through its educational arm, the 
Humanitarian Academy at Harvard, developed the e-learning course 
in close collaboration with BBR partners and with feedback from key 
stakeholders. Users who successfully complete the online course will 
be granted a certificate from the Humanitarian Academy at Harvard. 
In 2015, translated versions of the e-learning course will be available 
in Arabic and French, extending the reach of this learning tool to even 
more humanitarian workers worldwide.

The e-learning course aims to build the knowledge 
of NGO workers and other humanitarian actors in 
the international coordination system for large-
scale emergencies, humanitarian leadership, 
basics of humanitarian funding and planning, 
and other areas of importance to humanitarian 
response.

The Building a Better Response 
E-Learning Course 
Accessed at www.BuildingABetterResponse.org The Building a Better Response e-learning course 

consists of five units:

• Foundations of Humanitarian Action
• The International Humanitarian Architecture
• The Cluster Approach
• Planning and Funding the Humanitarian   
 Response
• International Law and Humanitarian Standards

TO ACCESS THE E-LEARNING, VISIT:
http://buildingabetterresponse.org

CONTACT INFORMATION:
bbr@InternationalMedicalCorps.org
202-828-5155

HEADQUARTERS
Los Angeles
310-826-7800

DC OFFICE
202-828-5155

FOR MORE INFORMATION ABOUT THE 
BBR PROJECT, VISIT:
www.internationalmedicalcorps.org/bbr


