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1. The Study

The main objective of the study was to assess the future of the Henry Dunant Institute 
(HDI).

The main hypothesis was that the HDI might offer additional services in the field of 
research, communication and dialogue to the humanitarian world. The core question 
concerned needs and demands for such services, but also about the best possible focus 
for the future HDI.

This assessment followed a demand-side and bottom-up approach. The core empirical 
data was collected in over 100 interviews with a wide variety of actual and potential 
stakeholders. In order to balance and enrich the assessment other methods were also 
applied, including the analysis of related documentation and literature and hearings 
with independent experts.

2. The HDI - Status Quo
The HDI was established in 1965 as a joint effort by the Swiss Red Cross, the 
International Federation and the International Committee. As a corporate association, 
the Institute's original objective was to provide its member institutions with „ways and 
means of carrying out studies, research, training and instruction in all branches of Red 
Cross activities".

Throughout its nearly 30 years of existence the HDI had many ups and downs, which 
provoked many debates about its future. Comparing those earlier insights with the 
evaluation done in this study leads to three basic learning conclusions:

• HDI's future will be viable only if its mission and objectives are clearly defined 
and wholeheartedly supported by the governing body.

• HDI needs a clear focus with priorities on few services for an existing and 
growing demand.

• A newly defined HDI will only work with strong leadership and a much higher 
degree of independence.

3. The Humanitarian Market: Needs and Demands
Unquestionably, the humanitarian world is changing fast in size, structure and 
dynamics:

• International commitments of financial resources for humanitarian issues and 
inter-linked peace keeping activities are up to US$ 12 billion - an astonishing 
growth from US$ 3 billion only ten years ago.
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• The traditional emphasis on development is shifting to an emphasis on 
humanitarian assistance, driven by the proliferation of conflicts (from 39 a 
decade ago to 55 today).

• Many more actors join the humanitarian field of action every year: Red-Cross- 
Movement, UN, humanitarian NGOs.

• The dynamics of needs and demands for humanitarian action has begun to 
change fundamentally with the erosion of the bipolar structure of world power in 
1989. There are fewer international conflicts observed but more intra-national 
conflicts; the consequences of these beget opportunities and risks for 
humanitarian actors.

These changes create new challenges for most humanitarian actors:

• Assure respect for international norms and rules.
• Understanding of the new types of conflicts, their causes and consequences, and 

the very possibility of networking with other important actors.
• Heterogeneity of situations and humanitarian actors, which increases 

exponentially, creating problems of coordination, resource allocation and 
integrated action.

Personalities interviewed in this study reveal a strong perception that humanitarian 
actors are characterized by:

• A bias in favor of fast operational action and skepticism regarding reflection.
• A segmented view of crises and conflicts, favoring institutional specialties over 

integrated approaches.
• A cultural distance between operationally active institutions and universities as 

well as other think-tanks.
• A lack of self-critical awareness about own strengths and weaknesses.
• An unusually high level of engagement for the humanitarian objectives.

Clearly, the perceived market-niche for a future HDI seems to be for most of the 
interviewed people the promotion and management of an open, informal, professional 
HUMANITARIAN DIALOGUE in order to counterbalance the obvious bias towards 
short-term action of most humanitarian actors. With external pressures growing the 
timing for such a dialogue appears to be optimal.
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4. The Humanitarian Dialogue

4.1. Definition

THE HUMANITARIAN DIALOGUE would promote and manage a universal dialogue 
on challenging humanitarian issues and trends in the context of dynamic societal 
change. This ongoing process would enhance our understanding of acute humanitarian 
problems. At a minimum, it would facilitate the forecasting efforts needed to craft 
effective operational approaches to humanitarian assistance. It would also provide a 
much needed forum to share learning from practical experiences, and most 
importantly, it would help all parties involved to craft stronger, more sustainable 
solutions to aid real and potential victims.

4.2. Services and Tools

The Humanitarian Dialogue has to be seen as a catalyst for horizontal discussions on 
analyses and solutions. This implies a systematic effort to bring the voices, both - the 
participants from different humanitarian institutions as well as the victims - to the table. 
Different cultures, religions and ethnic groups have to be brought together in:

• Informal, discreet and off-the-record roundtable discussions with a maximum of 
20 decision-makers from relevant humanitarian institutions.

• Small-scale seminars, workshops, brainstorming sessions and hearings with 
world experts (maximal 40 participants with decision-making influence on a wide 
range of humanitarian actors).

• A yearly World Humanitarian Forum. This idea might be an additional priority 
and a third product which could be realized after 1-2 years of proven quality. 
This Forum, attended by approximately 500 participants, would highlight the 
most important facts of the past 12 months and focus on coming challenges and 
issues. High visibility with world class speakers would make this event the most 
important humanitarian forum of the year.

Research for the Dialogue is a necessary, but auxiliary function, which has to be 
managed professionally and with a great degree of impartiality and critical common 
sense. Basically, the Dialogue would invite the „best brains" for concrete input. A small 
research budget should allow the Dialogue to promote new research on important and 
not yet sufficiently developed areas.

The more interesting the dialogue, the greater the interest of the humanitarian world and 
the interest of mass media to get the news. Policy about dissemination and 
communication has to be defined very prudently because of the potential trade-off 
between the confidentiality of the dialogue and the pressure for visibility of results. This 
trade-off may well be handled by strictly following the product outline. This would 
allow to combine the discreet and confidential type of small round table discussions 
with a big annual Forum, of highest possible visibility. Between the two extremes lies 
the possibility of the special publication series about specific issues.
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The following figure summarizes the discussed relationship between the core services 
and tools and the additional functions the Dialogue will have to develop in order to 
make its goals achievable:
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4.3. Form of the Dialogue

A serious dialogue on challenging humanitarian issues is not an easy task. Preparation 
has to be based on state-of-the-art research, but put into a short and readable product for 
participants. Selection of participants has to be rigorously quality oriented. Moderation 
techniques have to be modern, facilitating the participation of people present. Modern 
telecommunication techniques will allow teleconferences. Interpretation of results will 
also be of highest quality, respecting the fact, that opinion- and decision-makers have 
little time to read. Summing up all this, the dialogue is understood as a process of high 
quality in which the process itself really may be the main objective.
The Humanitarian Dialogue understands itself as a catalyst for horizontal discussions on 
analyses and solutions. This implies a systematic effort to bring participants from 
different humanitarian institutions and also victims' voices to the table, which is - and 
will always be - a very important and ambitious task. The intersectorial approach has 
therefore to be explicitly intercultural. Different cultures, religions and ethnic groups 
have to be brought together. A dialogue which valorizes findings from different 
academic faculties in a interdisciplinary way is what is needed.
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5. Organization and Finances

• The Humanitarian Dialogue should have a rather small in-house capacity consistent 
with enough resources for worldwide networking.

• The main stakeholders, i.e. the Red Cross Movement, various UN agencies, some 
governments and well coordinated private-sector leaders would have to constitute the 
first board of about 12-15 distinguished personalities.

• The board would select its Executive Committee (EXCO) which would define the 
agenda of the Dialogue and give all the necessary advise and guidance to the 
Executive Director.

• A Program Committee would provide substantial input to the Dialogue. In terms of 
size it could fluctuate between 20 and 25 members from different regions and world 
constituencies. The core stakeholders would have their institutional representative in 
this committee. It would hold one annual meeting a which the members would 
recommend priorities for the Dialogue and discuss important new trends and ideas.

A budget of minimum 3,5 mio sFr. is needed to make the Dialogue work. This sum 
should be assured with institutional and/or program financing by core stakeholders for a 
period of approximately 5-10 years.

The best legal structures for the Humanitarian Dialogue would be a foundation. This 
would assure a clear orientation of activities and objectives of the institution as well as 
formal supervision by the Helvetic Confederation. Legally, this would add to the 
credibility and transparency of the Humanitarian Dialogue.

6. Next Steps
In the feasibility phase, which runs from October 1997 to July 1998, the following main 
issues will be addressed:

• Program layout for the first two years
• Governance structure, including legal issues
• Financial commitments and sustainability
• Search for personalities (Board, Management)
• Marketing approach

A Task-Force, coordinated by Dr. Ernst A. Brugger, is working on those issues in close 
cooperation with a senior implementation committee. A launching of the Humanitarian 
Dialogue on a symbolic date in 1998 will provide a boost of momentum and morale.
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