Sharing the pivotal lessons and moments
that can help you navigate your career
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“

With 3D Printing
technology becoming
more viable, now we can
manufacture products
in-situ in a response
- which is quicker,
cheaper, and more
sustainable

”

- Ms. Sophie Van Eetvelt, 2020
Finding True North Episode 10
Profile | Sophie never had a career path in mind but chose to study Environmental Science at the University of Southampton as it
offered an attractive combination of politics, geography, demographics, ecology and Earth sciences. She completed her Master’s with a
research project in Southern Malawi, looking at the socio-cultural benefits of ecosystems. Eyes slightly widened to the world, she
pursued a career in International Development and spent three years at the UK Department for International Development (DFID).
Sophie now works at the Elrha Humanitarian Innovation Fund, where she leads the innovation portfolio to accelerate the inclusion of
older people and people with disabilities in humanitarian responses around the world.
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KEY VALUES I USE TO NAVIGATE MY CAREER

01
HUMILITY

02
CURIOSITY

03

04

SPACE

FLEXIBLE!

Listen to others and welcome

Nothing is wasted if you’ve

Even when you’re passionate

I’m always learning and open to

experiences where you are

learned from it and stayed

about something, have clear

adopting other values! Don’t get

unsure and need guidance.

curious about what the links

boundaries between work and

too fixed on what you do and

could be to your work.

rest. Don’t undervalue your own

who you ‘should’ be!

time!

PIVOTAL MOMENT

“

Perfection is a stick with
which to beat the possible.

”

― Rebecca Solnit, Hope in the Dark

Sophie’s pivotal moment has been interpreted as a quote from Rebecca Solnit’s book titled ‘Hope in the Dark’.
Discovering this quote made her realise that its meaning is one she always believed – that striving for the ideals of
perfection can deplete efficiency, making actions longer to complete. Chasing for perfection is a losing battle, Sophie
thinks, for it will only last as long as there are no competing ideas – very difficult in our fast-paced world.
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HUMANITARIAN SYSTEMS 101
Humanitarian aid has existed as a concept and in practice
for a long time.
But in the 1990s the system became more formal with
common standards, principles and ways of working.
Humanitarian aid can be lots of things:
Essential food and
health

Sanitation
and water

Education for
children

Shelter, home &
cooking materials

Jobs and
skills

Community &
coordination

Recovery and
resilience

Mental health
support

Cash and
vouchers

International humanitarian aid totals $ 28 billion each
year. But this only makes up a small proportion of
support given.
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International humanitarian aid totals $ 28 billion
each year. But this only makes up a small
proportion of support given. International
humanitarian assistance is what most people
see, but there is great research that goes
towards the final relief effort.
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WHAT IS HUMANITARIAN INNOVATION?

“ An iterative process that identifies, adjusts and diffuses ideas ”
for improving humanitarian action.

- Elrha and ALNAP

This diagram explaining the humanitarian innovation process was developed by Elrha. In practice, Sophie says it is not a
linear process as it may appear, but adaptable to the complex response efforts they are applied to.
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Here are applications of humanitarian innovation efforts completed by Sophie and her colleagues at Elrha. Inclusion and ensuring the
proposed solution works for those affected and their communities are of great emphasis.
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WHAT IS HUMANITARIAN INNOVATION?

“ An iterative process that identifies, adjusts and diffuses ideas ”
for improving humanitarian action.

- Elrha and ALNAP

Accessible
consultation

Team kick-off
workshop

Uncertainty...

Learning…

Sharing priorities of
needs

Improvement…

Ethics…

Putting theory into practice, in-person workshops and consultations are part of the process when determining the appropriate
humanitarian response. The four words – uncertainty, learning, improvement, and ethics – are attributes Sophie believes are
instrumental when solving, organising, and implementing a humanitarian response.
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3 TAKEAWAYS

1

YOU MIGHT NOT HAVE ALL THE ANSWERS, BUT HELPING OTHERS TO FIND THEM IS TRULY REWARDING

2

INCLUSION IS EVERYONE’S RESPONSIBILITY

3

PEOPLE AFFECTED BY A CRISIS ARE RESILENT, INNOVATIVE, AND EXPERTS ON THEIR OWN LIVES AND NEEDS
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SOPHIE’S RECOMMENDED SKILLS TO SUCCEED IN HUMANITARIAN INNOVATION

Emotional Skills & Traits

Practical Skills & Knowledge

Flexibility

Facilitating complex discussions

High tolerance for uncertainty

Good multitasking ability

Open to other perspectives

Background to international aid
system and socio-politics

Good listening skills

Eye for detail
Perseverance
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Q&A
Sophie asked…

Sophie was additionally asked…
Question: Can you give some examples on 'non-tech' innovations in which Disabled People’s
Organisations (DPOs) played a significant role?
Sophie’s answer: Firstly, DPOs should be involved in humanitarian innovation that concerns people
with disabilities but this is not often the case. DPOs do great work to tackle a range of barriers. In
particular, because of their familiarity and integration to communities and contexts, they can be really
effective at tackling societal stigma. Additionally, DPOs are often experts on being accessible and
providing reasonable accommodation for people with disabilities. One of our projects in Indonesia is
looking to understand the barriers to Water, Sanitation and Hygiene services for people with
disabilities and older people. A coalition of DPOs, working with an Indonesian non-government
organisation (NGO), are doing participatory research and providing training on rights-based inclusion.
You can find out more about the project here.
Question: What type of questions should you ask do you feel reveal whether an employer is a good fit
for you?
Sophie’s answer: This should always be tailored to you and what you’re for in a job. For me, I ask
about work-life balance and if the panellists think the organisation does well on that front. I also ask
about how much support there is for employees to participate in training and learn new skills while in
the role. Some other things I think are useful to ask are: What would you say the management style
is within the organisation? What type of people are on the board of trustees for the organisation? Are
there any employee groups to join?
Want more Q&A? Watch Sophie’s Finding True North episode here.
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The Tech Allies Network immensely thanks

Sophie Van Eetvelt

for being a guest on Finding True North!
© Tech Allies Network

Tech Allies Network

@techalliesntw
www.techalliesnetwork.org
www.podfollow.com/techiecpd
© Tech Allies Network

