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Background 
Cholera is a growing public health emergency today, with 1.4 
billion at risk and 3-5 million cases annually1. In 2012, Sierra 
Leone was struck with one of the worst cholera outbreaks in the 
country’s history and the largest cholera outbreak in Africa of 
the year. During this emergency, one of the greatest dilemmas 
for UNICEF public health responders was the lack of access to 
information from past cholera outbreaks in that same region.  
 

Description of the Problem 
There exists no single resource  with historical data on cholera 
outbreaks, specifically in regards to the type of information that 
needs to be sought during an emergency, source of this 
information, and the feasibility of its collection during a 
response.  
 

Goals of the Practicum 
• Develop a unified framework that outlines critical decisions 

and vital data (to facilitate these decisions) required by each 
stakeholder in the first steps of a cholera outbreak emergency 
response, at the global region and country level 

• Collaborate with various units at UNICEF and external partner 
organizations involved in cholera outbreak responses.  

• Influence policy through possible future creation of a 
centralized database that would house these critical pieces of 
information for all past and future cholera outbreaks 

Project Results & Accomplishments 
• Data revealed varying needs of different sectors: 

o A database with such critical information would be useful only 
for particular sectors of UNICEF such as WASH, Health, 
Communications and Communications for Development (C4D) 

o Sectors, such as Emergency Management Operations 
(EMOPS), are more reliant on real-time data rather than data 
from prior outbreaks 

• Final framework outlines critical needs and decisions 
• Includes information relevant to each UNICEF sector, in the 

first steps of a cholera outbreak 
 
In order to proceed with development of a data management system 
for cholera outbreaks, it would be critical to interview more 
individuals in particular sectors that were under-surveyed such as 
Nutrition, Education, C4D, and Psychosocial health. This study also 
indicated that it would be most efficient to house the data 
management system at the country level, with some collaboration 
between UNICEF and WHO. One of the challenges that can be 
foreseen is regarding ownership of this data. Hence, collaboration 
with stakeholders would be crucial in helping overcome a challenge. 

 
Project Impact 

This framework is a huge, one-stop-shop resource with compiled 
information regarding critical data and decisions to be made in the 
first steps of a cholera outbreak. This framework will be provided to 
first responders at UNICEF offices internationally, to guide data 
collection and decision-making. The goal is for this document to 
serve as foundation for future research in this area, and guide policy 
decisions around improving data collection during outbreaks and 
creating a database management system. 

 

DECISION-MAKING FRAMEWORK 
Data Requirements Decisions Reference (in the Cholera 

Toolkit) 

WASH   

1.Water and sanitation coverage in the 

geographical areas of the outbreak 

2. Know geographic areas and 

populations at risk, from past cholera 

outbreaks 

3.Accessibility of safe water 

4.Use of water (includes sanitation and 

hygiene practices 

• How could capacity around water and 

sanitation be improved? 

• Where most of the resources should 

be allocated? 

• Is there adequate access to safe water 

and supplies? How can it be 

improved? 

• How can we use practices to ensure 

long-term behavior change? How do 

we make these practices sustainable? 

Annex 6C 

Section 2.3.3 and Annex 6C 

for risk/capacity assessment 

Communications   

1. Politics, sensitivities of the region 

2. Compare existing outbreak to past 

lessons learned – external coordination 

done in the past 

3. Number of cases and deaths 

(continuously updating) 

• Do we share information publicly or not 

– Are we proactive or reactive with 

media? 

• What ought to be the focus of our 

messaging? 

• What numbers do we present to 

media? 

Chapter 7 

   - WHO Outbreak 

Communications Planning 

Guide 

Annexes 7B, 7C, 7D 

Coordination (EMOPS)    

1.Scale of the outbreak; is the country 

support sufficient or regional/HQ 

support needed? 

2.Is cholera outbreak already included in 

the preparedness plans? Are plans 

being followed effectively 

3.Is cholera outbreak already included in 

the preparedness plans? Are plans 

being followed effectively? 

• What is the level of coordination 

needed? 

• How can the response be more 

effective? 

• Resource mobilization 

  

Chapter 5 

Section 5.2.4: Sharing 

information through 

coordination 

Section 5.2.5: 

Communication and 

coordination for when cholera 

is not declared 

  

Action Plan 
The 11-week project, to develop a framework based on KII’s, was 
executed between June and August 2013. The graduate 
researcher reached out to experts at the UNICEF New York 
Headquarters Office, country level and regional level offices, and 
various other non-profit organizations to complete data 
collection and seek insight into creating a feasible centralized 
database. The UNICEF cholera toolkit helped guide project. 
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Professional Skills Applied/Learned 
This practicum was an amazing learning opportunity as well as an 
opportunity to apply skills learned at RSPH.   
 
Skills applied: 
- I was able to utilize my knowledge of infectious disease, 

epidemiology and global health in conversing with experts   
- I was also able to apply survey design and qualitative research 

skills that I learned through my studies at RSPH 
 
Skills gained: 
- Gained knowledge of analyzing qualitative data without software 
- Gained experience in effectively interviewing experts in their 

respective fields 
- Communication /coordination with experts from various country 

and regional UNICEF offices and other agencies 
- Gained an understanding of what creation of a database entails, 

from various perspectives (resource, funding, ownership, 
effectiveness) 

- Gained knowledge regarding cholera outbreaks and general 
emergency responses 

Data Collection 
Key informant interviews (KII) were conducted for stakeholders at the headquarters,  
country and regional offices, particularly targeting regions where cholera is endemic. 
A total of 26 interlocutors were interviewed (through Skype and phone) from a wide 
breadth of sectors: Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH), Health, Communications, 
Emergency Management Operations (EMOPS), Nutrition, Education, Psychosocial 
health, and Communication for Development (C4D). These interlocutors worked in 
various UNICEF regional offices: South Asia, West and Central Africa, Middle East and 
North Africa, Americas and Caribbean, and various country offices (ranging from Haiti 
to Pakistan).  

In a rural setting, lots of people are 
writing things down, but there are delays 
and not enough control. 
 
- Specialist from Oxfam WASH 

“ 
” 

UNICEF’s comprehensive, 
centralized resource for all 
types of humanitarian and 
clinical responders, to 
cholera 
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