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Summary
The Global Alliance for Urban Crises (GAUC)* has been calling attention to the increasing
frequency of natural and human-induced emergencies in urban areas. The Alliance’s Urban Crises
Charter1 recognizes:
•

Urban settings have specific characteristics that require effective, context-specific
approaches to addressing vulnerability and risk reduction, preparedness, and crisis response

•

The complexity of cities requires building on the local knowledge of local governments and
urban communities

•

The need to build interventions on existing urban service delivery systems, people’s own
recovery mechanisms, and the strength of the urban economy.

Members of the Alliance have focused on ways to tailor humanitarian response to the urban
context by developing shared assessment and profiling tools, promoting joint analysis,
and adapting coordination mechanisms. This document represents a critical step towards
consolidating aspects of this work.
Part I begins with an overview of what urban profiling is and why it is useful for responding to a
crisis. A definition of urban profiling is then proposed by the Alliance.
Part II presents four lessons from practice, bringing in experience from various approaches
used by members of the Alliance to collect and analyze data on urban crises. Challenges and
opportunities are described within each lesson followed by identification of good practices that
can overcome the challenges. Where possible, examples are provided.

Four lessons from practice:
1.

Build clarity and trust throughout the process

2.

Take a ‘good enough approach’

3.

Pursue a holistic analysis including people and places

4.

Adapt methods to the nature and stage of the crisis.

*

Referred to throughout the text as the ‘Alliance’.

Global Alliance for Urban Crises

urbancrises.org

3

Enumerators preparing for a day
in the field to analyse Colombian
refugees living in Quito, Ecuador,
JIPS-2013

Purpose
The purpose of this research is to provide urban crisis responders with greater clarity about
the concept of urban profiling by identifying key elements as well as lessons and examples
from practice. In essence, this knowledge product is intended to contribute to improving the
alignment of efforts by the many actors involved in crisis response, including but not limited
to local governments, civil society groups, humanitarian and development actors, built environment professionals and academics, among others.

Audience
The audience for this research is those preparing for and responding to crises that affect
towns and cities, including crises that are naturally triggered or human induced, sudden or
slow onset, or protracted in nature. The research is also intended to inform the main constituencies within the Alliance, including local governments, civil society groups, humanitarian
and development actors, built environment professionals and academics, among others.

Methodology
The methodology comprised primary and secondary data collection and analysis. Twelve
key informant interviews and two focus group discussions were held. A desk review of grey
and academic literature was undertaken to triangulate information from the primary data
collection methods. Toolkits, reports, guidance notes and case studies by and for practitioners comprised the majority of the literature reviewed. The findings were then validated
through consultation workshops organized by the Alliance in Geneva, Kampala and Beirut.
In addition, a team of reviewers spanning the different constituency groups of the Alliance
offered ongoing support and guidance.

Urban Profiling For Better Responses To Humanitarian Crises

4

Part I:

Overview
What is urban profiling?
Urban profiling is an effective way of developing a shared understanding of the complexity of
urban crisis environments across different systems, sectors and key actors, many of which are
represented within the Alliance: humanitarian and development organizations, local governments,
academics, civil society organizations and built environment professionals.
The Alliance’s vision for urban profiling is to allow for a more complementary, holistic and
sustained response in cities by:
1.

Building on the knowledge and the capacity of all stakeholders

2.

Better leveraging what cities and urban communities can and already do to contribute

3.

Monitoring how the urban environment and its urban communities are changing and
adapting

4.

Aligning tailored humanitarian and development responses.

In this way, urban profiling provides a process for enabling a more effective way of working
towards collective outcomes2 in towns and cities when responding to a crisis. The Alliance
provides the following definition:

Urban profiling is a collaborative process for collecting and analyzing data on the conditions of an
urban area and its neighborhoods, the systems that organize them, and the needs, vulnerabilities
and capacities of the population groups that reside in them, to inform decision-making and planning
before, during or after a crisis situation. It helps to prioritize people and places most in need, taking
into account both chronic and acute vulnerabilities. Ultimately, it creates a shared understanding
of the situation to build the foundation for more contextualized, coordinated, complementary and
holistic urban responses.
Urban profiling draws on the collective knowledge of national and local governments, humanitarian
and development actors, built environment professionals, private sector, civil society, and
communities – maximizing the contributions of all.

There is no need for a one-size-fits-all methodology and process for urban profiling. Urban
profiling can be adapted based on the type of crisis, context, actors involved, most pressing
questions at hand, the availability of reliable quantitative and qualitative data, and last but not
least, the operational realities of the situation. The timeframes available for undertaking urban
profiling and access constraints must be considered when designing the overall methodology.
That said, there are a number of key elements that help ensure that urban profiling leads to
relevant and useful results for informing urban crisis response.

Global Alliance for Urban Crises
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Key elements of urban profiling
While the technicalities of the methodology and process might vary according to the different
approaches taken3, six commonalities that improve the effectiveness of profiling are identified:
1.

Incorporates spatial analysis: The location and the nature of the different places within a
town or city matter. An urban area’s spatial organization is defined by its geography, road
networks, control over land, and different systems, both hard (i.e. physical, such as roads,
electricity, water, food) and soft (i.e. social and governance aspects, such as planning
laws and regulations). Towns, cities and neighborhoods can function with different levels
of effectiveness or efficiency. Conditions are analyzed at granular levels to be able to
understand the specific challenges of different neighborhoods and the types of short and
long-term responses required. The use of maps is central to analyzing and describing the
results of urban profiling.

2.

Keeps people at the center: Spatial analysis alone is insufficient – urban profiling considers
how a society is organized, taking into account the differences within towns and cities. It is
important to understand the capacities of urban communities to act, their vulnerabilities and
their needs. This includes understanding the challenges faced and opportunities created
by specific groups of people, such as those displaced by conflict or naturally-triggered
disasters, or those returning from displacement elsewhere. This also entails recognizing
that populations are diverse, and so are their needs. The needs of specific population groups
must be analyzed both on their own and in relation to the urban population as a whole.

3.

Considers change over time: The severity of a crisis is better understood when compared
with an analysis of what is considered ‘normal’ for a town or city, for instance conditions
before the crisis and a town or city’s unique context and history. Comparing present
vulnerabilities with past conditions also helps to explore what caused the changes over time.
It is important to recognize that urban contexts remain dynamic and change throughout the
crisis cycle, including as a result of crisis response.

4.

Analyzes the city as a whole: The many different systems and sectors in a city are interlinked,
as are the needs of the populations; these only come together in a holistic analysis of the
city. It is important to analyze the differences and the connections between the parts of an
urban context in order to tailor and prioritize interventions for an urban crisis. Addressing
one specific need might require taking action in a couple of systems or sectors (e.g. fixing
electricity supply to ensure access to piped water), requiring that sectors and systems be
analyzed both on their own and in relation to the city as a whole.

5.

Establishes a collaborative process: The process for collecting and analyzing information
is as important as the results. Bringing together as many of the stakeholders as possible
to contribute with data and knowledge and to take part in decision-making throughout the
process builds trust in the data and establishes the foundation for a more coherent and
coordinated response.

6.

Locally-owned process and results: The relevance of the analysis depends on bringing
together local knowledge, including from municipal governments, their technical
departments, local built environment professionals, civil society, affected communities,
and specialized international expertise. Bringing in local stakeholders both as drivers of
the process as well as conveners of expertise can vastly enrich the usefulness of the data
and the quality of the analysis. This also supports a gradual deepening of the analysis and
sustainability of the actions, moving from humanitarian response to planning for recovery
and development, as humanitarian actors exit.
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Why use urban profiling?
Adapting to an urbanizing world
No city, town, neighborhood or community is alike. They come in all sizes and shapes. They have their
own histories, identities, economies and social cultural composition. Who governs them and how the
urban systems4 of food, basic services and infrastructure are organized vary widely. Cities themselves
are composed of a wide variety of neighborhoods, and urban communities tend to be heterogeneous,
often mixed in origin and background. Mobility is high, and people have diverse social support networks.
Urbanization rates, capacities to plan and manage, changing economic realities, and the level of rule
of law are all factors that result in different degrees of informality and chronic vulnerabilities, as well
as levels of exclusion. Displacement can occur within the city, with families trying to stay close to their
former communities, or cities can host significant numbers of displaced populations looking for refuge,
anonymity, and access to services. People may feel compelled to move to certain places within a city
based on a complex set of reasons: safety; adequate housing; access to livelihoods; access to education
and healthcare, to name a few.
Providing an umbrella to integrate different approaches
Against this backdrop, constituents within the Alliance have been experimenting with new ways to conduct assessments in urban areas in order to gain a better understanding of the context and the vulnerabilities of crisis-affected populations. This is cited as a key step to arrive at a more evidence-based, strategic
and contextualized humanitarian and development response to crisis5. For example, the Global Shelter
Cluster, through its shelter and settlements working group, and a wide variety of other actors, have been
developing settlement-based approaches (which incorporate similar associated approaches such as
area-based, neighborhood-based and place-based)6, allowing for more integrated responses in urban
areas. Another example is that of the Global Food Security Cluster, and its urban working group, which has
worked to develop new ways to identify and monitor vulnerabilities in urban settings to encourage more
proactive and tailored responses. Additionally, actors focused on displacement, such as the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the International Organization for Migration (IOM), the
Camp Coordination and Camp Management (CCCM) Cluster, the Global Protection Cluster, and local and
national governments, to name a few, have implemented robust methodologies to profile displaced populations in urban settings, often in collaboration with the Joint IDP Profiling Service (JIPS), an inter-agency
project established to support collaborative profiling exercises. Separately, UN-Habitat and other development actors have adapted basic urban planning tools to help map the way cities and neighborhoods are
affected by crisis, seeking to generate data about the built environment and urban communities.
The inherent complexity of cities in crisis requires a combination of humanitarian and development
interventions, aiming both at addressing acute needs and accelerating recovery, while taking long-term
impact into account. It is therefore important for all actors involved in a response, including local governments and built environment professionals who are often overlooked by international humanitarian or
development actors, to address acute and chronic needs jointly, remembering that these same actors
approach these issues from different lenses. Local governments tend to have a more holistic view of
their city and their communities, looking at a crisis as part of a longer-term development trajectory.
When assessing priority needs in a city, humanitarian actors tend to focus on specific sectors to inform
immediate life-saving needs and do not always connect the functioning of the urban contexts with
chronic vulnerabilities or how towns and cities evolve over time. Their shift to more holistic analysis to
identify how sectors and systems relate to each other, to inform longer-term planning, and to suggest
how to build on existing structures in an urban context remains a work in progress. Approaches for
understanding towns and cities by development actors, however, tend to be time consuming, and risk
overlooking specific and acute vulnerabilities and protection concerns of crisis-affected groups.
In other words, differences in the priorities and time horizons of various response actors have implications
for information needs, and therefore data collection and analysis. The existing approaches to data collection and analysis in cities provide specific information to inform a portion of the actors involved in urban
crisis response, but do not always capture the full picture. In light of this, there is a need for clarity on how
different approaches to collecting information throughout the crisis cycle can be brought together for a
holistic and shared understanding of the sectors, systems and forces shaping the urban environment.

Global Alliance for Urban Crises
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Part 2

Lessons from practice
The four lessons in this section identify evidence of good practices to be considered for use during
urban profiling. The lessons are drawn from research on various approaches used to collect and
analyze data on urban crises, as well as from existing tools, templates and guidance made available
to profiling practitioners7. Challenges and opportunities are described within each lesson, followed
by strategies to help minimize the challenges. Where possible, examples are provided.

1. Build clarity and trust throughout the process
Building clarity and trust throughout the profiling process is best done by bringing together
relevant stakeholders to collect data and conduct analysis in the spirit of joint ownership and
decision-making. Civil society groups, national and local government, academia, built environment
professionals, the private sector, as well as humanitarian and development actors, all have a role to
play in the process. Of particular importance is the participation of affected and host populations,
including the most vulnerable.
An emphasis on diverse and representative collaboration builds a shared understanding of an
urban area’s crisis context and helps identify key unanswered questions. Collaboration from the
start of the process enables stakeholders to share their different perspectives, needs, and time
requirements. Clarifying these positions and reaching a compromise that works for all partners
in the process are critical. This can be done through in-depth discussions to work towards
agreement over the biggest information gaps and to identify the objectives of the data collection
and analysis. Holding these discussions early on builds a shared vision for the remainder of the
process.
Once an aim has been agreed to, the design of data collection and analysis methods can then be
developed by stakeholders in a way that fosters joint ownership and representation of an urban
area’s contextual diversity. The decisions made on the methodology should ensure that the data
collected fulfills the objectives and overall aim, while avoiding the collection of large datasets that
go beyond the aim and objectives of the exercise. Evidence suggests that a mixed methods
approach to collecting qualitative, quantitative and spatial data is critical to capturing different
dimensions of a crisis.
Working across a diverse group of partners can be challenging, both for logistical and political
reasons. To address the logistical difficulties of bringing together many partners under one
process, it is helpful to agree on clear roles and responsibilities. A protocol of engagement8
developed by the Alliance may assist to clarify the roles and responsibilities of different
stakeholders in the data collection and analysis phases. Addressing the political challenges of
establishing a common understanding of a situation can be more challenging. Key informants
underscored that analysis of the root causes of vulnerability and exposure can mean shining a
spotlight on corruption, power imbalances, inequitable policies or discriminatory practices. To
address political challenges, especially in regard to conflict, the need to agree on the evidence may
be difficult, but is especially important to avoid seeming to ‘take a side’. Building shared ownership
and trust in the process is essential to ensure all stakeholders involved are prepared to accept the
results and may require repeated discussions until agreement is reached.
Building clarity and trust into a profiling process has unique challenges and opportunities that can
be overcome with planning and careful consideration, as presented in the following good practices:
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Altos de Florida Neighborhood, Bogota, Colombia,
JIPS-2015

•

Start profiling activities with outreach to the stakeholders who are key to the response,
with a specific focus on government, affected populations and host communities.
Announce intentions, gauge interest in participation, discuss aims, timeframe and scope.
Discussion of these aspects of profiling are crucial to ensure that the aim and methods are
based on the priority information needs of the stakeholders responding in that context,
including the data required for communities to take their own decisions.

•

Facilitation and mediation skills are critical for reaching agreement on analysis of data. Key
informants engaged with profiling underscored that disagreements are often prompted by
political considerations rather than methodological concerns. They also noted that practical
guidance on facilitation and mediation, in particular in conflict settings, would be useful in
future profiling activities to help maintain the trust in the process. JIPS is an example of
a trusted actor that often supports profiling exercises in the field by mediating between
partners and facilitating workshops.

•

Bring local expertise as much as possible into the process. One common way to improve the
quality of the data collected and to build on existing capacity is to draw as much as possible
on local knowledge (e.g. municipal engineers, local planners, civil society, urban communities,
etc.) and work with local enumerators, for example people affiliated with a local university or
NGO. This can enable better access to marginalized population groups or help in navigating
dense urban centers. Local organizations and people can also contribute knowledge to other
phases in the process, in particular the design of the methodology and analysis.

•

Identify ways to include affected populations, especially the most vulnerable. Many
discussions at the global level seek to improve accountability to affected populations9. The
collaborative process for building a shared understanding of an urban crisis is an opportunity
to contribute to that effort. In particular, seek to represent marginalized groups within
affected and host populations through giving a role in data collection and analysis of their
own environment. The effectiveness of this approach is illustrated by participatory mapping
initiatives10 such as Missing Maps and the global YouthMappers network, Slum Dwellers’
International and grassroots and community organizations such as the Huairou Commission
focused on women’s leadership, IFRC’s participatory vulnerability and capacity assessments,
UN-Habitat’s People’s Process, and various local special interest groups, such as women’s
groups, youth groups, and faith-based groups.
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2. Take a ‘good enough approach’
One of the biggest challenges and opportunities with profiling is building consensus around a
‘good enough’11 snapshot of a situation, with the most relevant and reliable data, while providing
a basis for continuous deepening of the shared understanding as the context evolves through
the crisis cycle. ‘Good enough’ is central to profiling because it implies taking a pragmatically
acceptable approach that considers the operational constraints and challenges of data
collection and analysis at a given point in time. Taking a ‘good enough’ approach addresses the
misconception that profiling exercises are large-scale, expensive, resource heavy, time intensive–
and therefore potentially unsuitable to guide humanitarian response.
Critical to the success of urban profiling is not aiming for the highest precision possible, but
producing representative and reliable data and analysis that respond to the profiling aim and
objectives, supported by sound methods rooted in scientific and good practice12. When profiling
neighborhoods or cities, there are practical constraints related to the density of population and
buildings, security and time. The approach chosen and the process for profiling should fit with
the data needs, the reality of the situation, and the requirements to fulfill a shared understanding
of the overall urban crisis context. In the sudden onset of a crisis, precise figures and rigorous
statistical analysis are often not possible, nor are they necessarily needed to plan a response.
As the situation evolves and the response becomes more intricate, further refined methods are
called for.

UN-Habitat LIbya City Profiling Workshop Tunis, JIPS-2017
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The following good practices demonstrate ways to balance data needs, operational realities, and
technical rigor:

•

Relevance, reliability and usefulness are better benchmarks than data accuracy13 and can
be equally useful for decision-making. Good enough does not mean compromising on the
integrity of the data. For decision-making to be effective, data should be14: 1) representative
of the characteristics of a population; 2) representative of the trends within the context;
3) provide a range of the ways in which population groups differ from one another and;
4) repeatedly checked and monitored as time goes on to improve accuracy. For example,
a profiling exercise led by the Global Protection Cluster in Mogadishu, Somalia in 2015201615, found that according to a generous interpretation of the 2008 Guiding Principles’
definition of internal displacement16, nearly everyone in Mogadishu (and indeed the whole of
Somalia) would be considered as an internally displaced person (IDP). Due to the fact that the
description did not further clarify the situation, the profiling exercise focused on settlements
where IDPs were known to be living in substandard conditions17. The information did not aim
to give IDP population figures for the whole city, but it was good enough to make informed
response decisions to improve conditions in those settlements.

•

Data is ‘good enough’ if it informs the profiling aim and objectives. Knowing what ‘good
enough’ means requires going back to the profile’s goal. For instance, in 2007, UN-Habitat
undertook profiling in Hargeisa, Somaliland as part of a participatory urban planning
approach after the conflict left the city grappling with destruction, poverty and a lack of
basic services. The profiling activity sought to understand how the city was organized and
structured through analyzing the city’s roads, natural features, administrative boundaries,
functional layout (commerce, markets, industry, residential areas, public facilities), services
and infrastructure (water, electricity, garbage collection points), as well as data regarding
economic, social and environmental issues. In this case, data covering these particular topics
was ‘good enough’ to enable decision-making around suitable locations for the settlement
of returnees. In India in 2013, JIPS, the Feinstein International Centre (Tufts University) and
UNHCR in Delhi sought to “explore the livelihoods of different groups (Afghan, Somali, and
Myanmarese) in order to inform UNHCR’s work on promoting self-reliance”18. While many
datasets seemed important, the focus was narrowed down to data primarily focused on
assets listed within the sustainable livelihoods framework, which was ‘good enough’ to
inform decisions for programs to support self-reliance19.

•

Use a mixed methods approach. This is often the best way to meet the information needs
of stakeholders seeking a shared understanding of the situation. Profiling is too often seen
as a purely quantitative exercise represented by figures and statistics20. While quantitative
data is a valuable approach that expresses information as numbers, it is most powerful when
combined with qualitative data that provides insight into why conditions or challenges are
the way they are and the different ways these manifest in people’s daily lives. Quantitative
data enhances understanding of complex situations by seeking to identify how people
perceive the world around them, including their beliefs, intentions, attitudes and desires.
Tools such as structured interviews, interactive mapping and/or focus group discussions can
be used to collect qualitative data. Finally, analyzing qualitative data can be time intensive; it
is important to plan for this in advance and match the amount of data collected with the time
allotted for analysis.

•

Thoughtfully engage with new and alternative methods that identify trends and ranges;
be aware of the limitations of others. Methods that are ‘new’ to profiling include the use
of big data, and social data mining. The use of remote sensing/satellite imagery, population
mapping and the Delphi method21 (triangulation of expert opinion) also continues to evolve.
Big data – large datasets that are analyzed to explore patterns and trends – can inform
humanitarian and development action. An instance where big data analysis has been useful
is in regard to analyzing spending patterns tracked on mobile phone services, which can
provide proxy indicators of income levels22. Community or population mapping and the
Delphi method can also be ‘good enough’ methods that identify overarching themes and
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trends when used in combination with other methods23. Be aware that registration (data
about households or individuals that is used for case management purposes), census
data (identifying every household), rapid population estimates (rough estimates based on
secondary data and satellite imagery used when there is little information available or quick
data is needed) are not adequate profiling methodologies on their own and should be used in
conjunction with other more robust methods24.

•

Create better access to people and reduce suspicion. Some people might not want to
be identified, live in secure apartments or complexes that restrict enumerators from
accessing them, or are simply at work during the day. To address issues of availability and
suspicion, it is important to disseminate information about the profiling activity ahead of
time to key networks such as neighborhood leaders, interest groups, religious centers,
women’s groups and savings clubs through appropriate media channels (e.g. radio, social
media, public notes). Plan to collect data in the evening and on weekends in order to better
cope with traffic volume and to capture the demographics of people who are not home
during the weekdays.

•

Provide clear guidance on ensuring the protection of data and personal security
throughout the entire process. As digitized data platforms evolve, it is ever more important
to set up clear guidance on data protection and security. ICRC’s handbook Data Protection
in Humanitarian Action states, “Protecting individuals’ Personal Data is an integral part of
protecting their life, integrity and dignity”25. Identifying where certain population groups live
or activities they engage in may in fact put them in danger. Consult with relevant experts to
produce appropriate guidance.

•

Move beyond description when analyzing information. For example, when UN-Habitat
produced a damage analysis as part of a neighborhood profile of the Old City of Homs in
2014, a number of methods were used26. These included pictures, maps and very high
resolution (VHR) satellite imagery from the United Nations Operational Satellite Applications
Programme (UNOSAT), as well as focus group discussions with local resource persons, that
enabled the destruction to be traced to various sources, such as bombardment and drones,
general wear and tear of the buildings, and the burning of buildings motivated by personal
revenge after a ceasefire agreement. The analysis in this example not only gave a description
of what happened, but also why. Identifying the origin of fires after the ceasefire pointed to
the need for interventions to mitigate social tensions that were on the rise.

3. Pursue a holistic analysis including people and places
Where people are living greatly defines their vulnerabilities and capacities to cope with and
respond to crises. At the same time, their socio-cultural status and displacement situation
(whether a refugee, IDP, returnee, migrant, or a local resident) might greatly affect where they end
up in the city. It is vital for urban profiling to connect spatial analysis (to understand why different
cities or neighborhoods are affected differently) with population data and analysis (to understand
how diverse population groups are affected).
Spatial analysis: It is not always the case that an urban crisis affects the city as a whole; it is
also unlikely that all areas of a city will be affected in the same way. Some neighborhoods might
see an outpouring of people due to damage and destruction, while others might receive waves
of displaced populations that place heavy strains on services and systems. For this reason, it
is important for urban profiling to consider the differences in how some parts of the city are
affected compared to other parts. Addressing the specificity of location is indeed the crux of a
settlement approach. The interconnectivity of a town or city’s systems often means that damage
to infrastructure in one location is likely to lead to problems in another. For example, damaged
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water pipes in one area of the city may prevent water delivery to another area of a city that
appears undamaged. Moreover, certain areas of an urban center that are less equipped to deal
with additional population pressures, such as informal settlements, may be more attractive to
people who seek lower rental costs associated with a lack of adequate services. The urban and
neighborhood profiling carried out by UN-Habitat in Iraq, Lebanon, Somalia, Syria and Yemen,
illustrates ways to analyze comparisons by location in a city.
Population analysis: Populations living in a city are affected by crises in different ways. While this
may seem obvious, it can be a challenge to ensure data collection and analysis properly capture
the vast array of different experiences of populations in a dense urban environment. ICRC notes,
“People’s experience is shaped by their location of displacement and situation in displacement,
but it is also deeply influenced by their individual history and characteristics, their place of origin
and patterns of displacement. Hence, within cities, people’s situations can vary radically”27.
Understanding differences between population groups is critical for developing tailored
responses that adequately meet short-term needs and address human rights violations where
relevant, in order for groups experiencing discrimination to able to enjoy longer-term well-being.
To analyze the connections between the people and their built environment it is important to
know how urban systems (e.g. water, electricity, food, etc.) function and to map out key linkages
between systems (such as how land tenure affects water supply), in order to better anticipate
how to positively intervene with parts of urban systems.
The following good practices contribute to a better understanding of how different locations
within urban areas can experience the impacts of crisis differently, and how this relates to the
experience of the affected population groups within these same areas:

•

Define the spatial area(s) for profiling in order to place helpful parameters on a complex
situation. This action recognizes that space is limited and places a geographical catchment
around the basis of analysis. Select a geographical area/sub-area by following the formal
or informal parameters of a city, neighborhood or topographical area. Be aware that some
systems (e.g. water, electricity) might extend beyond the identified boundaries. When using
formal neighborhood boundaries, seek to understand if communities perceive the limits of
their neighborhoods differently. More guidance on this is forthcoming28.

•

Use systems thinking to understand the interconnections between urban systems in a
town or city. Systems thinking is a flexible method of organizing information whereby the
users select the urban systems that require understanding such as health care, education,
road networks, or housing. Then, analysis of the inter-linkages and overlaps is undertaken.
Urban systems can be organized based on the sectors represented in the cluster system.
Or, they can be grouped based on the context. For example, for some towns and cities
grouping basic infrastructure (water, sanitation, electricity) into one system and housing,
land and property rights into another is a more helpful way to organize information because
the overlaps are immediately obvious and difficult to separate. The primary value comes
from understanding how the systems interlink, overlap and influence each other29. In
another example, installing water pipes on a parcel of land identified as a new settlement
for refugees and asylum seekers living in Kakuma camp, Kenya requires not only the pipes,
but also electricity to transfer the water30. It requires thinking about other towns and cities
surrounding the new development, for instance where the run-off water is going to go and
how it will affect other ecosystems and the populations that live there.

•

Use an analytical framework that brings together urban systems and population data and
needs. An analytical framework is a conceptual tool that models a situation or a phenomenon
and guides both the data collection and analysis. A recent example is that of the Urban
Analysis Network Syria (UrbAN-S)31, which produced a framework that analyzes the impact of
the Syrian conflict on urban areas and their populations, including large-scale displacement
and physical damage of infrastructure and services. The framework assesses the conditions
of five key urban systems: a) infrastructure and services; b) housing, land and property; c)
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governance; d) economy; and e) social cohesion. For each system, information is collected
from the population’s perspective – what services they need most, and how accessible and
reliable they are; and from the city’s perspective – what the city is able to provide to meet
the needs of the population, and how. Analyzing the gap between what the population needs
and what the city is able to provide, through a comparison of the availability, quality, and
accessibility of services in each neighborhood, helps to identify the most critical challenges
to service provision. Through a holistic data collection and analysis process, this project aims
to better inform planning, targeting and monitoring of both humanitarian and development
interventions in Syrian cities.

•

Compare the situation of different population groups. In order to assess whether certain
populations are facing specific vulnerabilities or challenges compared to the wider
population, a comparative approach can be taken. This helps to assess which responses
to tailor to the specific needs of a group, and which responses can be designed to benefit
an entire area within a city or the urban population as a whole. For example, in 2015, a
profiling exercise that compared the situation of refugees, IDPs and host communities
was undertaken in the governorate of Erbil, Iraq, in order to “establish an evidence-base for
policy and practice recommendations for the Regional Government of the Kurdistan Region
of Iraq (KRG) and humanitarian and development actors in developing comprehensive,
long-term responses to out-of-camp displacement concerns”32. Data collected focused on
employment, financial security, education, attitudes and challenges to durable solutions,
physical aspects of the city, such as housing and public services, and social aspects, such
as social cohesion and the right to the city. A comparison of the displaced population and
the host community in the Erbil Governorate’s denser urban areas revealed differences in
employment rates, with the refugee population getting access to jobs at higher rates than
the internally displaced populations, who were dependent upon income transfers from
the federal government. The comparison also showed that certain issues were affecting
all three groups equally, such as a high proportion of monthly expenditures spent on rent
due to increasing rental prices and a competitive housing market. Comparing the welfare
of population groups enabled the identification of city-wide strategies for assistance and
specialized interventions for different groups.

•

Enable disaggregation of population data. To understand the specific situation of certain
vulnerable groups of the population, it is important to collect household-level or individuallevel data on populations that will best indicate why and how certain factors affect the
vulnerability, capacity and resilience of different population groups. Consider variables such
as sex, religion, ethnicity, legal status or displacement situation, country and area of origin.
Data collected in general – both qualitative and quantitative – should be disaggregated
in order to better tailor interventions to the specific needs of sub-groups of the urban
population.

•

Maintain a vulnerability and capacity lens when profiling different population groups. The
World Food Programme’s Vulnerability Analysis and Mapping (VAM) Unit has published
guidance on profiling in urban areas in its Essential Needs Assessment Interim Guidance
Note33 on food security assessment. Vulnerability profiling is used by WFP and its partners
to identify who is “unable to meet their essential needs, and to perform effective outcome
monitoring amongst assisted households”34. WFP and its partners use a vulnerability lens in
a crisis in order to understand who is vulnerable, what unmet needs make them vulnerable
and why people are experiencing this degree of vulnerability at a given point of time35.

•

Consider connections across the urban-rural spectrum. Urban areas do not exist in isolation;
an understanding of inter-linkages with rural areas is required. For example, urban markets
receive food and goods produced outside of the city. Analysis of the supply chain from farm
to urban table should factor in things such as agricultural activities, pesticides, the quality
and effectiveness of road networks, the physical safety of sellers inside city markets, and the
regulations and enforcement of food safety procedures, prices and purchasing power within
markets.
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•

Use a spatial lens to act upon relevant aspects of housing, land and property rights.
Though traditionally a development concern, crisis responders are increasingly seeking to
understand systems of urban tenure and land ownership. In a response, analyzing trends
related to HLP can influence decisions about how and where to accommodate displaced
persons. This can both relate to accommodating the displaced in extension areas or
enhancing existing capacities to prevent evictions, overcrowding, reduce the cost of rent to
avoid indebtedness, and promote well-being through housing. The political nature of land
ownership means that marginalized pieces of land are often used by the most vulnerable,
leaving them in an insecure tenure situation, which complicates the provision of assistance
or investment in more sustainable solutions. In other cases, if new land is allocated for the
displaced, it is also often marginalized land with limited access to existing services, social
networks and livelihood opportunities. Understanding why people are where they are and
their particular circumstances (e.g. vulnerabilities, protection issues, access to housing,
services) has a lot to do with understanding the underlying HLP issues. HLP considerations
are also a fundamental aspect of achieving durable solutions for forcibly displaced
populations36. Investing in infrastructure for affected vulnerable people in one location often
means diverting funding away from vulnerable people in another location with similar chronic
vulnerabilities. Therefore, profiling can be an important avenue for better understanding
chronic and acute vulnerabilities in order to maximize the impact of interventions, support
social cohesion, and mitigate protection concerns.

4. Adapt methods to the nature and stage of the crisis
Profiling can be done in short or long timeframes, making it a versatile approach applicable to
any stage of a naturally-triggered disaster or conflict. To date, profiling has been used as a crisis
preparedness approach for understanding multi-hazard risks related to a range of shocks and
stresses (such as climate change, rapid urbanization, governance and financial stresses). It has
also been used to analyze situations of displacement as a result of conflict or a naturally-triggered
disaster. There are fewer examples of profiling used in naturally-triggered disasters, however, and
more evidence is needed to understand the application of urban profiling these types of crisis.
The following good practices have been identified for using urban profiling in different crises and
stages:

•

Profiling can be used to build resilience before a crisis takes place37. Preparedness involves
ensuring that municipal emergency services know what to do when a crisis hits; that there is,
for example, sufficient electricity to support a sudden increase in population, that evacuation
shelters are identified ahead of a typhoon, and that social protection systems are put in
place to support people who have lost their homes due to disaster. Together, these types of
considerations can be described as developing resilience strategies – strategies that help
urban systems and people adapt positively in order to cope with shocks and stresses. City or
neighborhood resilience strategies can be effective entry points for building the capacity of
economic, physical, environmental and social systems to withstand the impacts of a crisis.
UN-Habitat’s City Resilience Profiling Programme works with local and national governments
to develop action plans and monitor resilience to multiple urban hazards38. One example of
using profiling as a preparedness tool is that of a disaster risk reduction and preparedness
plan for Balangoda, Sri Lanka, a city of 23,000 people exposed to landslides and floods due
to recurrent cycles. The Open Cities Project39 also uses similar methods to those used in
profiling to support planning for more resilient cities in Africa.

•

Profiling can be a particularly effective approach for analyzing situations of displacement
that has become or risks becoming protracted as a result of conflict or a naturally-triggered
disaster. Several examples of profiling exercises examining the situation of populations
displaced by conflict have already been discussed from Mogadishu, Somalia and Erbil,
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Iraq. These demonstrate different contexts where profiling provided evidence to inform
strategies to support durable solutions as well as programs to encourage social cohesion
between the host and displaced populations. Other examples of profiling used to inform
responses to conflict include: 1) a neighborhood profile of Tabbaneh, in Tripoli, Lebanon40;
2) identification and profiling of conflict-affected Syrians in Yemen41 and; and 3) living
Conditions of displaced persons and host communities in urban Goma, DRC42. Profiling has
also been used in post-disaster contexts. For example, in the reconstruction phase of the
2010 Haiti earthquake, a participatory urban profiling process was undertaken by UN-Habitat
to compile an accurate, physical representation of the new urban reality of Canaan, an
area where 250,000 people had chosen to relocate to without the support of government
or humanitarian agencies43. Across 15 communes, urban dwellers worked together to
document each street and piece of public infrastructure. The aim was to understand the
current spatial structures and whether people would resettle in newer areas if the city and its
services were expanded.

•

There are fewer examples of profiling used in a rapid onset disaster. This research found a
limited number of examples of profiling used in a rapid onset disaster. WFP has developed
a guide for vulnerability and spatial analysis in sudden-onset disasters called The 72-hour
Assessment Approach whereby a ‘good enough’ snapshot of the situation can be developed
using available information and pre-disaster secondary data to fill the initial information
vacuum44. One key informant also gave an example of using profiling after the 2017
earthquake in Ecuador. Local teams conducted profiling activities in 16 towns, assessing
physical damage, and assessing temporary and permanent settlement options through
analysis of land tenure data and access to basic services. When using profiling to understand
situations after a rapid onset disaster, another key informant cautioned that “in sudden
onset disasters, it is difficult to have the same level of collaboration and type of agreed-upon
evidence base that most profiling exercises seek to achieve”.

•

Use global indicators where possible. Link profiling to relevant global indicators and
frameworks such as the Sustainable Development Goal indicators related to hunger, poverty,
security of tenure, access to water and sanitation and disaster risk, for example. Global
indicators ensure urban profiling exercises contribute to data being collected towards
longer-term outcomes and help to feed into development planning as the crisis moves to the
recovery phase.
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Way Forward
Urban profiling, as outlined in this paper, is a concept that builds on good practice from current,
varied approaches to data collection and analysis in towns and cities at risk of or affected by a
crisis. Urban profiling integrates several different elements into one approach for a more holistic
analysis of a city’s systems and its populations. Through a collaborative process, urban profiling
intends to arrive at a shared understanding across key response actors, such as national and local
governments, humanitarian and development actors, civil society, communities and the private
sector. For the Alliance, this is key to enable more tailored interventions that take into account
the complexity and diversity of towns and cities, leading to more contextualized, coordinated,
complementary and holistic urban responses.
It is important to note that urban profiling as an approach and process continues to evolve. At its
core, the process should be people-centered and spatially focused, recognizing that effective
urban systems have a key role in enabling the well-being of urban populations. Urban profiling
creates an evidence base that can support the joint actions, plans and strategies of local
governments and other crisis response partners by identifying key trends and reasons why those
trends occur. The collaborative nature of urban profiling provides an opportunity to achieve not
only relevant and useful evidence but also reliable, robust and trusted. Applicable at all stages
of a crisis, profiling works best when it is jointly owned by national and local governments and
actors in the humanitarian and development community.
The Alliance has identified the following actions to fill gaps in knowledge in regard to urban
profiling and work towards improved implementation:
1.

Develop a stronger evidence base of urban profiling and its impact through: a) systematically
documenting, compiling and sharing experiences and good practices in a user-friendly
compendium similar to that of the Shelter Projects Series45; b) further analysis of the ways
in which urban profiling can be used effectively across different types of crises in order to be
deliberate about the ways in which profiling adjusts and adapts to emerging needs.

2.

Advocate to ensure profiling is included as an approach that improves coordination and
collaboration in future guidance on crisis response in towns and cities, in addition to
alignment with the protocol for engagement between local governments and humanitarian
and development actors46.

3.

Further research into and testing of new approaches to data collection and spatial analysis
(some of which have already been mentioned) can help to make urban profiling more nimble
and adaptable to specific crisis settings and timelines.

4.

Seek guidance from Global Clusters, the Inter-Agency Standing Committee, and the Grand
Bargain’s Joint Needs Assessment Workstream on the ways in which urban profiling can be
better integrated with other humanitarian assessment and programming tools, in an effort to
achieve stronger collective crisis preparedness and response outcomes.
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