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This paper presents the interdisciplinary NOHA Master course „International

Humanitarian Action“, which links both academic education and practical trainings in order

to equip students with a holistic understanding of humanitarian assistance and to prepare

them comprehensively for the work in complex humanitarian emergencies. An understand-

ing of the diverse political, social, economic and cultural settings around the globe requires

knowledge in many different disciplines, as for instance, in International Relations,

Anthropology, Public Health, Human Rights Law or Project Management. The paper out-

lines the contents of the three semesters of the NOHA postgraduate programme and explic-

itly discusses its multidisciplinary nature. Due to the students’ diversity in nationalities and

cultural backgrounds as well as in their academic education and working experience, the

course offers not only interdisciplinary education, but also provides a forum for intercultur-

al exchange and the cross-linkage of theory and practice in the field of international hu-

manitarian action.  
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1. Introduction

Every year, millions of people are affected by natural disasters such as droughts, floods, tropi-
cal storms and earthquakes as well as by civil wars and conflicts. In addition, people´s vul-
nerabilities are further exacerbated by such factors as population growth, environmental
degradation, poverty, unplanned urbanization and climate change. This is why natural and
man-made disasters are rising in scale and frequency on a global level. The objective of hu-
manitarian assistance is to save lives, to alleviate suffering and to maintain and protect
human dignity of the people affected during and after a humanitarian crisis. It is guided
by the principles of humanity (human suffering must be addressed wherever it is found),
impartiality (actions must be provided solely on the basis of need, without discrimination
between or within affected populations), neutrality (humanitarian action must not favour
any side) and independence (the autonomy of humanitarian objectives from political, eco-
nomic, military or other objectives in order to be able to act in accordance with the princi-
ples). 

There are only few international Master courses on the subject of humanitarian assistance.
The „Network on Humanitarian Action“ (NOHA) is responsible for the interdisciplinary
Joint European Master’s programme in „International Humanitarian Action“ that provides
academic education for a career in both emergency relief and development settings. This
three-terms (16 months) postgraduate programme was created more than 20 years ago as a
response to the growing need for higher educational qualifications specifically suited to
address complex humanitarian emergencies. The programme is one of the few international
courses on this subject that combine both academic education and professional competen-
cies. Besides, it links various disciplines such as International Law, Public Health,
Geopolitics, Anthropology and Project Management, in order to provide students with a
holistic understanding of the field of humanitarian assistance.

Personally, I was interested in the NOHA Master, because I wanted to work with an inter-
national humanitarian organization in the field, preferably in emergency operations. Thus, I
was looking for a Master course that offered the combination of theoretical and practical
education in this particular field.
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2. The NOHA network around the Globe

There are seven European NOHA universities1 that jointly teach students by allowing stu-
dent and scholar mobility within the network. Additionally, these core universities are
linked with a number of overseas partner universities2. The NOHA Master thus promotes
interdisciplinary cooperation and learning on an international level.  

In addition to the collaboration with the European Union, the NOHA programme is sup-
ported by many non-governmental organizations (NGOs), inter-governmental organiza-
tions (IGOs) and other actors of the humanitarian aid community. Furthermore, the gradu-
ate’s relationship with the programme can evolve and develop after the period of formal edu-
cation through the participation in the NOHA Alumni Association, which actively sup-
ports new and former students in their careers with networking activities. NOHA alumni
work, e.g. in NGOs such as Oxfam, CARE or MSF and in large international organizations
such as the United Nations, the European Union or the Red Cross and Red Crescent
(RC/RC) Movement at both headquarter and field levels. Such positions include, for
instance, programme coordinators, project delegates, field office/country directors,
emergency team leaders, administrators, researchers, evaluators and consultants. 

3. Multidisciplinary Courses in theory and practice

The Master is divided into three semesters that aim to train students in both analytical and
practical skills that are needed by professional humanitarian work. The course equips stu-
dents with e.g. an interdisciplinary understanding of emergency situations and a capacity to
organize and plan humanitarian relief operations. Seminars are held by both academics and
experienced humanitarian practitioners as well as by experts from a range of disciplines such
as politics, diplomacy and industry. Additionally, there are series of guest lecturers by profes-
sionals from various humanitarian organizations that ensure the cross-linking of disciplines
and the connection between research and practical application.   

1 The seven European NOHA universities are the Université catholique de Louvain (Belgium),
the Université Paul Cézanne Aix-Marseille III (France), the Ruhr-Universität Bochum
(Germany), the University College Dublin (Ireland), the Rijksuniversiteit Groningen (the
Netherlands), the Universidad de Deusto (Spain), and the Uppsala Universitet (Sweden). 
2 The NOHA partner universities are the Monash University (Australia), the Universidad
Javeriana (Colombia), the Bangalore-University (India), the Universitas Gadjah Mada
(Indonesia), the Université Saint-Joseph de Beyrouth (Lebanon), the University of the Western
Cape (South Africa), and the Columbia University (United States).
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Each NOHA class is comprised of about 25 students that do not only come from diverse
countries from all over the world, but also have very different academic backgrounds and/or
practical working experiences. For instance, my class was comprised of students of more than
10 different nationalities, while some of them had focused more on academic research (in
e.g. Public Health or Business Administration) and others more on field work (in e.g. the
Pakistan floods 2011 or the Haiti earthquake 2010). Thus, students are at different stages in
their career –while some are trying to add practical experience to their academic education
and others are trying to learn about theoretical concepts related to their daily work in the
field. 

4. General Outline of the NOHA Master

The first semester kicks off with an intensive programme (IP) that in the last years has been
co-hosted by Warsaw University, Poland. The IP brings together all students and many lec-
turers from the NOHA network in order to provide an overall forum to discuss jointly some
of the current debates in the field of international humanitarian assistance. The semester
then continues with five core modules that are Geopolitics, International Law,
Anthropology, Public Health and Emergency Management, all from a humanitarian
perspective. By combining these modules, students are equipped with cross-cutting and
interdisciplinary skills and knowledge relevant for the work in complex social, economic,
political and cultural contexts. 

The second semester focuses on specialization. While all NOHA universities teach the same
contents during the first semester, they are all specialized on one particular focus area during
the second semester. The fields of specialization of the seven European core universities are
as follows:
• Post-conflict rehabilitation with emphasis on Public Health and Geopolitics (Louvain, 
Belgium) 

• Legal and geopolitical approach of Humanitarian Action (Marseille, France)
• International institutions in humanitarian emergencies (Bochum, Germany)
• Societies in Transition (Dublin, Ireland) 
• Disaster Analysis and Intervention (Groningen, the Netherlands)
• Peace-building and management of Humanitarian Action: The Challenge of Protection 
(Deusto, Spain)

• Conflict, Peace-building and Religion (Uppsala, Sweden)

Depending on the interests and career prospects of each student, the mobility within the
NOHA network offers the possibility of changing universities in each term. This facilitates
cultural interaction and the exchange of ideas between universities and countries. An in-
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depth module runs throughout the whole semester to train students comprehensively with
methodological and theoretical knowledge necessary for a professional career in the sector
of humanitarian action. Cross-cutting issues of different disciplines are discussed in-depth.
In addition, simulation exercises provide the opportunity to test theoretical knowledge in
practice. 

The third semester allows for further specification by providing the chance of either under-
taking research in one of the overseas partner universities (see footnote 2) or conducting an
internship with a national or international organization working in the field of humanita-
rian action. In addition, the third semester is also dedicated to writing the final Master
thesis. During this process, students gain a deeper knowledge and a wider competence in
their specific field of interest and improve their research skills.  

My personal goal was to work with a humanitarian organization after the completion of my
Master’s. I decided to conduct an internship in order to gain a bit of practical working
experience. Often, it is not easy for recently graduated students without any working experi-
ence to find a first entry-level position with a humanitarian organization, especially not
in the field. Thus, I conducted an internship with the German Red Cross (GRC) at its
national headquarters in Berlin. 

During my internship I was responsible to support the preparation of a regional climate
change adaptation and resilience workshop held in Dhaka, Bangladesh. The workshop
brought together GRC delegates working in Asia, project officers from other Asian National
Societies, as well as representatives of the International Federation (IFRC) and the RC/RC
Climate Centre. It aimed at updating them on current knowledge on climate change issues.
Being involved in the preparation, the execution and the evaluation of the workshop was an
excellent opportunity for me to get practical experience in the field of project management.
Besides, it offered the possibility of getting access to various experts of both the humanitari-
an and the development sector, which I could interview for my Master thesis. 

Thus, I decided to link my internship with the topic of my thesis, which was concerned with
the analysis of disaster risk reduction (DRR) and climate change adaptation (CCA) integra-
tion in theory and practice. As a first step, I was looking at general guidelines and strategies
of the IFRC, which I then compared to actions taken by different National Societies on the
ground. As a result, I analysed the compliance of policies and practices within the RC/RC
Movement. 
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5. Conclusion

The scale and increase of complex humanitarian emergencies demand for more professional
specialists in the field of international humanitarian action. These specialists need to be
equipped with a holistic and multidisciplinary understanding in both theory and practice.
Different social, political and economic settings require multifaceted approaches, cross-cut-
ting knowledge and skills as well as an in-depth intercultural understanding. This requires a
comprehensive interdisciplinary education that is able to bridge the divide between many
fields of study and to link them as much as possible. Humanitarian practitioners must be able
to adapt different theories and approaches to the complex settings they are working in. The
NOHA Master is one of the few examples of international postgraduate programmes that
combine successfully interdisciplinary knowledge and its practical application. 

Due to the great diversity of academic backgrounds and nationalities of the students within
one NOHA class, the quality of exchange and discussion during the seminars is highly en-
riched as many different perspectives and ways of thinking come together. Such an exchange
has the potential to improve interdisciplinary work and intercultural understanding.
However, there are also challenges to such an inter-university programme. For instance, the
need for an extensive coordination between the participating universities can result in rep-
etitions of course contents, which can occur not only in relation to different modules but
also in relation to semesters (in case a student decides to change universities). Despite such
challenges of multidisciplinary and inter-university learning, NOHA is a great example of
how humanitarian experts of academia and practice can be linked with international
organizations and institutions. I would highly recommend this Master course to everyone
interested in either theoretical knowledge or practical experience in humanitarian action.
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Curriculum Vitae

Ronja Keweloh

Working Experience
11/2014– 
present Project Delegate of the German Red Cross in the P

hilippines, Visayas region; Management of a mobile 
health unit project in the provinces of North Palawan, 
Western Samar and Capiz; monitoring and evaluation 
of ongoing projects (esp. in the field of DRR and CCA)

Education 
09/2013–
12/2014 NOHA Master in International Humanitarian Action;

At the Ruhr-University Bochum, Germany and the 
University College Dublin, Ireland
Master thesis on „DRR and CCA Integration in 
Theory and Practice: A Case Study of the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement“
M.Sc. overall grade: 1,3 (very good)

10/2009–
07/2013 Bachelor of Arts in Cultural Anthropology and 

Geography Ruprecht-Karls University Heidelberg, 
Germany

Trainings
10/2014 Participation in a regional CCA and resilience work

shop, Organized by the German Red Cross in Dhaka, 
Bangladesh

09/2014 IMPACT and FAF training
Trainings on principles, policies and guidelines of the 
RC/RC Movement as well as on possible security issues 
encountered in the field

03–04/2014 Exercise Viking
Training on cooperation of military forces and humani
tarian organizations in Ireland

01/2014 Humanitarian training incl. first aid component
Organized by the German Red Cross in Münster, 
Germany

07/2013 Summer School „Humanitarian Action in the 21st 
Century“; Organized by the IFHV Bochum, Germany 

Internships and social work
Internship at the department of International 07–10/2014
Cooperation of the German Red Cross at the NHQ
in Berlin; Supporting the preparations of a regional 
climate change adaptation and resilience workshop in 
Dhaka, Bangladesh

Internship in a human rights organization in 02–032013
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania; Organizing projects on 
human rights in secondary schools 

10/2011
Internship as an English teacher in a preschool in –09/2012
Barquisimeto, Venezuela; Teaching English in three 
classes of a private preschool 

09/2008
Volunteer in a psychiatric clinic in Emmendingen, –08/2009
Germany; Supporting the nursing staff of a receiving 
station of affective disorders


