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All-terrain wheelchairs. We’re testing wheelchair models designed for rough and sandy terrain, 
working with engineers in Niger to develop a prototype based on local users’ needs.
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Innovation is not new to the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). 
For 160 years, we have met existing, new and future challenges with flexibility 
and ingenuity while working in some of the world’s most complex environ-
ments. And the results show: the Geneva Conventions are as pioneering and 
necessary today as they were when they were established in 1949.

Innovation takes place across the organization, with staff at all levels around 
the world pushing the boundaries of how we work. We are testing a range of 
initiatives in key areas, from adapted products and redesigned processes to new 
technologies and novel ways of partnering and financing. Some are incremental 
improvements while others are building blocks for organizational transforma-
tion in such fields as the climate and environmental crises, digitalization and 
data, energy transition and virtual reality for immersive training and advocacy.

We are committed to cultivating a deliberate, strategic approach to innovation 
and have built an ecosystem to foster a culture of creativity and anticipatory 
thinking within the ICRC.

JOURNEY

Baalbek district, Arsal village. The ICRC provided this farmer with plastic greenhouses and water 
basins for the production and cultivation of azolla. This cereal is used to feed his livestock and 
facilitates his agricultural production.
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EXAMPLES OF INNOVATION INITIATIVES 
(2018–2022)

REDSAFE
We’ve developed the first-of-its-kind digital humanitarian platform where people 
affected by conflict, migration and other crises can safely access critical services and 
information. For example, users can upload copies of vital documents for safekeeping 
and find out where to get food, shelter and medical care. With RedSafe, we can reach 
out to more people while maintaining digital safety and compliance with data protection 
standards.

IMAGE RECOGNITION, DRONES  
AND REMOTE-SENSING

We use imagery collected by satellites or drones – and processed with the help of 
machine learning – to improve data collection and analysis. The technology has many 
applications, including assessing damage to infrastructure, monitoring crops, identify-
ing gravesites and detecting landmines.

ENERGY TRANSFORMATION
We support initiatives that improve the supply of safe, reliable and sustainable energy 
sources to ICRC infrastructure and operations, for example by building staff capacity in 
renewable energies, exploring new partnerships and improving how we monitor and 
evaluate our energy use. 

Closely related is the Climate & Conflict Challenge, which has been rolled out across 
various regions to help conflict-affected communities adapt more quickly to climate 
change. Initiatives are wide-ranging and include experimenting with new water- and 
waste-management practices, improved agricultural techniques and more reliable 
energy sources.
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MIRROR WORLD
To facilitate more immersive, inclusive and interactive training and outreach, we are 
working to develop a digital twin of the ICRC – a virtual representation of the actual 
places where the ICRC operates – for staff, donors and partner organizations.

HUMANITARIAN TOKEN
We are exploring the potential opportunities of a blockchain-based system that would 
use tradeable value tokens to get digital payments out faster. Using blockchain would 
enable us to give cash assistance to people and communities affected by conflict without 
revealing their identities, thereby protecting their privacy.

OVERVIEW OF INNOVATION INITIATIVES 
(2018–2022)

85 
INNOVATION  
INITIATIVES  

FUNDED  

32
DELEGATIONS  
SUPPORTED

32 
UNITS  

REPRESENTED 
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FOCUS

The Innovation Team has two primary areas of focus.

1. Supporting testing and creativity. We help staff across the ICRC to design and imple-
ment well-structured innovation pilots through seed funding, technical guidance and 
innovation methodologies. This includes supporting and investing in riskier ventures 
where the end gain is less certain but holds credible potential.

2. Embedding strategic foresight in the ICRC. We test and develop methods for a par-
ticipatory strategic foresight system for scanning and anticipating global develop-
ments and identifying medium- and long-term threats and opportunities that may 
affect ICRC objectives.

Both require an organizational culture that actively encourages risk-taking, creative 
problem-solving and learning. An environment ripe for innovation is cultivated through 
dedicated tools, training and communication as well as a safe space for staff to test and 
experiment with new ideas.

Virtual reality for training on international humanitarian law. We continue to develop interactive 
training tools to increase engagement with, education on and respect for humanitarian law.
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SUPPORTING TESTING AND CREATIVITY
The ICRC Innovation Team backs a growing community and an expanding portfolio of 
initiatives that are testing new ways of working and solving problems. 

Using proven innovation methodologies, the Innovation Team works with staff to 
design and implement well-structured innovation pilots, working to pinpoint the prob-
lem, analyse the situation and develop a rigorous testing plan to assess how effective 
the initiative is. 

These pilots are then organized into one of three themes – modern and future warfare, 
environment and conflict, and urban pressures and protracted needs. In this way, they 
can be monitored and prioritized for greater impact.

Modern and future warfare
Efforts to research and influence how the humanitarian response evolves – including 
opportunities, threats and disruptions – as well as battlefield behaviour, with a focus 
on upholding respect for international humanitarian law.

Environment and conflict
Initiatives that aim to improve access to safe, reliable and sustainable energy as part of 
the organization-wide energy transformation.

Urban pressures and protracted needs
New and evolving approaches to working in urban environments that help to ensure 
access to basic services, strengthen communities’ resilience and maintain collabora-
tion with affected people, National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and local and 
municipal authorities.

ENVIRONMENT  
& CONFLICT

MODERN 
& FUTURE 
WARFARE

URBAN PRESSURES  
& PROTRACTED NEEDS



6

ALMANACH. Headquarters staff and health teams from Nigeria work on ALMANACH, an application 
that helps health workers make clinical decisions. 
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The X-file
Issues that fall outside known themes but may signal a future disruption – for exam-
ple, in 2020, innovation resources were redirected to support new developments and 
solutions related to COVID-19; also includes research into technologies that do and will 
continue to affect the humanitarian response.

Going forward, the Innovation Team and broader innovation ecosystem will continue 
to foster a culture of innovation and a venture-philanthropy approach throughout the 
ICRC. Such investments, beyond regular financing, are critical to making the organiza-
tion more future-fit, agile and responsive.
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EMBEDDING STRATEGIC FORESIGHT IN THE ICRC
Strategic foresight is a participatory analytical process that walks you through what 
is known to give an indication of what is probable and give direction towards what is 
possible. 

The Innovation Team’s aim is to make strategic foresight accessible for all staff by 
empowering them with the knowledge and skills they need to pursue innovative solu-
tions and prepare for disruptions. 

After two years of research and piloting concepts, the Strategic Foresight Initiative (SFI) 
was launched in 2021 to test and facilitate strategic foresight for the entire organization. 
In 2022, a variety of events were held for staff to train in and practise foresight, and a 
second phase of the initiative was developed for 2023. 

As part of the SFI, the Strategic Foresight Forum was established, consisting of 41 
individuals from 37 delegations. The SFI also supported 17 foresight workshops – nine 
introduction courses for all ICRC staff and eight foresight workshops for teams and 
theme-oriented, interdisciplinary groups. 

Foresight aims to make the ICRC more anticipatory, less able to be surprised by circum-
stances and more inclusive and transparent to staff about how the organization prepares 
for the future.

WANT TO FIND OUT MORE ABOUT 
INNOVATION?

Visit our Inspired blog for stories of innovation across the ICRC.
INSPIRED BLOG

If you have any questions or would like to speak to a member of the Innovation Team, 
please email us at innovation@icrc.org.

Scan the QR code for 
further information.

https://blogs.icrc.org/inspired/
mailto:innovation%40icrc.org?subject=
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Erik Tollefsen, head of the Weapon Contamination Unit. We’re exploring using infrared imaging 
and machine learning to identify unexploded ordnance.
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Electronic Red Cross Message. We’ve transformed the paper-based Red Cross Message into 
electronic form to reduce transmission times in Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of the Congo.
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Building resilience in the Gaza Strip. We’re helping service providers and communities by mapping 
and installing hardware and power-control options for a more reliable power supply.

Madain District, near Baghdad. A drip irrigation system was donated to a widow who benefits from 
an ICRC livelihood support project. She is planting tomatoes, accompanied by her youngest son.
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We help people around the world affected by armed conflict and 
other violence, doing everything we can to protect their lives and 
dignity and to relieve their suffering, often with our Red Cross 
and Red Crescent partners. We also seek to prevent hardship by 
promoting and strengthening humanitarian law and championing 
universal humanitarian principles.  

https://www.facebook.com/icrc
https://twitter.com/icrc
https://www.instagram.com/icrc/
https://shop.icrc.org/

