
 

 

 

Starting the ethical 
journey

 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 
 

 

DEPP Innovation Labs

https://startnetwork.org/depp-innovation-labs
https://www.fmreview.org/sites/fmr/files/FMRdownloads/en/innovation/sandvik.pdf
https://www.fmreview.org/sites/fmr/files/FMRdownloads/en/innovation/sandvik.pdf
https://jhumanitarianaction.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s41018-017-0023-2


 

 

 
 

https://books.google.no/books?hl=no&lr=&id=jndeCwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PT6&dq=hugo+slim+humanitarian+ethics&ots=pv4ANp4L0R&sig=smC8WVB70OGKkPnu6CHe2iTIIxo&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=hugo%20slim%20humanitarian%20ethics&f=false


 

 

 

https://jhumanitarianaction.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s41018-019-0051-1
https://jhumanitarianaction.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s41018-019-0051-1
https://www.urd.org/IMG/pdf/Protection_Fig-Leaf_DuBois.pdf


 

 

 

 

For all the DEPP Labs, their relationships with their innovators and with the community changed, fluctuated and 

evolved during the programme cycle. However, it is important to note that, at the start of the cycle, the labs gave 

careful thought to how they would like these relationships to play out. Here are some of the questions they asked 

themselves and each other. 

Doing community-based innovation is to ask the community to go on a journey of uncertainty, which may 

carry significant opportunity costs. This makes expectation management crucial. Specifically, it requires 

careful thinking about community rights in terms of participation, access to the final product, access to 

intellectual property (IP) and protection against digital harms, such as , sloppy handling of 

 or .  

Some communities may have very little knowledge, information or experience of even engaging with others 

for development projects. When we deal with a community that is new to innovation approaches and we 

have limited time to collect innovative ideas:  

• How much we should focus on getting ideas from the community and how much from other 

organisations outside of the community?  

• When we do involve community representatives in the process of selecting innovations, how much 

involvement is appropriate? 

• Should we spend more time with the community at an early engagement period, building trust and 

acceptance, which in practice means extending the deadline to call for ideas?  

There are specific ethical issues to consider when working with marginalised and vulnerable communities 

regarding the way we raise, and manage, expectations. 

 

 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01436597.2015.1043992
https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1454&context=gsp


 

 

• Is it ethical for us to involve communities in crisis in implementing 

a project, when we do not know if it will succeed or not?  

• What impact do we promise – and how do we assess long-term impact?  

• Are communities adequately informed about their role, and what expectations are we creating?  

• Are communities adequately compensated for their contributions – especially if a project goes on to 

commercialise the IP?  

 

There is also a general problem of what is meant by community members ‘consent’ and how long this consent is 

valid for. Is it for example valid beyond the project period?  

Does the potential cost to the community of their participation, for example people’s time, outweigh the 

benefits? For the community, there is also the opportunity cost of participating in lab projects versus other 

preparedness activities they might do. For the lab projects, the outcomes are not certain, experiments may 

not work or may simply be discontinued.  

When multiple engagements with the community build their hopes, how can we justify the harm of failed 

projects/innovations? This is especially important in communities that have experienced being used by multiple 

NGOs and government actors as experiment areas/test subjects in the past.  

• Are we exposing communities to any increased risk as a result of participating in lab work?  

• Are we treating people’s data appropriately?  

• Are there certain risks that can be taken in the start-up/innovation sector that shouldn't be taken in the 

development sector?  

• How can we be innovative and open to risks but not put people in direct/indirect harm with experimental 

systems?  

• How can labs capture and assess the negative impact on the community in terms of environment, 

culture, tradition or security?  

Even at the start of the innovation cycle, it is necessary to think about collective impact: what is the impact on 

the community when the programme ends, or the innovation fails? But an equally hard question might be about 

‘ownership’ of a successful innovation, especially if the innovation project is not really going to be a project which 

will be implemented by the partner/host community afterwards.  

 

• What if the participating community members request that the innovation products they tested be given 

to them, but the innovation teams prefer not to do so?  

• Is it ethical to develop an innovation project that is not going to be implemented by the partner/host 

community afterwards? 

• Are we expecting the partner community to implement a product innovation even if the external ‘idea 

originator’ leaves after piloting? Will they be able to do so? 

  



 

 

 

 

The question ‘Who is going to be in the project?’ raises the issue of who a community member is –and who 

gets to define questions of membership and voice.  

Labs expressed some anxiety about working with innovators not ‘from the community’. It was also a 

challenge to ensure that a representative sample of the community engaged with the lab. It was noted that 

many of the people who are better placed to be successful innovators may not necessarily be from the most 

marginalised groups (or the people who humanitarians generally work with). Furthermore, they may not 

always be truly representative of the community, as there are some groups who prefer to stay invisible. 

Moreover, how might cultural norms impact, for example, women’s participation—and how do 

humanitarians deal with this? Finally, saying no to community members has a cost too, and may affect the 

momentum of participation and acceptance. 

 

 

Working relationships are increasingly viewed as a part of humanitarian ethics. In the case of the DEPP Labs, 

this includes the relationship between staff and innovators. DEPP Lab members wondered how they should 

assess or screen the ethics of the innovators they worked with, as well as those of others participating in the 

project. They also wondered about the impact on the innovator when the programme ends or the innovation 

fails. What are the team’s care and control responsibilities in relation to the innovators, and what are the 

responsibilities of the innovators themselves?   

 

 

How are we going to deal with innovations that need longer than the eight-month programme cycle to be 

implemented?  

Will we be open for innovations that totally change during project implementation?  

 

 



 

 

Funding for the DEPP Innovation Labs programme finishes in July 2019, and 

innovations may struggle to reach scale before this time. What happens to innovation in labs that cease to 

operate after this? By this point, innovators will have invested a lot of time into developing their innovation, 

but it might not be mature enough to go it alone or find sustainable future support. Are the innovations just 

dropped? What will the ethical impact of this be on the innovator? 

  



 

 

 

The answers to these questions are far from easy and there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution to them. What is 

key in the DEPP Lab process is that these questions are continually asked and re-asked as the programme 

develops. Involving stakeholders at all levels of the programme is important to ensure that the best 

judgement is made on how to respond to these ethical dilemmas and that it is made in a transparent way. 

Kristin Bergtora Sandvik is Research Professor in Humanitarian Studies at The Peace Research Institute Oslo 
(PRIO) and Professor of Sociology of Law, Department of Criminology and Sociology of Law at the University 
of Oslo. 

 

Innovation labs and ethical issues, part 2: Local culture and everyday practice 

Innovation labs and ethical issues, part 3: professionalisation, participation and relationships 

 

 

https://www.prio.org/People/Person/?x=6417
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