
Global Overview 2015
People internally displaced by conflict and violence
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81Methodological challenges in data collection

The primary reason for the paucity of 
data, however, is the lack of a demand for 
it. Once crises have been overcome to 
the point where IDPs are resettling and 
integrating in significant numbers, hu-
manitarians begin to withdraw and cede 
to their counterparts in the development 
sector. The collection of data on displace-
ment sometimes stops altogether once 
humanitarian organisations leave, in part 
because the emergency is deemed to be 
over, and in part because there is no real 
focus on understanding the longer term 
dynamics of displacement. Unless the de-
velopment sector takes a greater interest 
in IDPs, there is little reason to believe the 
data gap will be addressed.

The complexity of displacement dy-
namics is an issue too. Many IDPs are 
frequently on the move, and may return to 
their places of origin for short periods to 
check on their homes, property and other 
assets. Displaced farmers may undertake 
such pendular movements to tend or 
harvest their crops, and pastoralists may 
leave a displacement camp temporarily to 
find grazing for their livestock. Some dis-
placed families may split up, intentionally 
or otherwise. Roma IDPs often undertake 
seasonal migration or live informally on 
private or government land, where they 
face the risk of eviction and forcible re-
location. Lack of documentation such as 
ID cards and passports contributes to the 
difficulty in tracking such movements. 

The sustainability of solutions is also 
a factor. Too often the conditions for re-
turns, local integration or settlement else-
where to be sustainable are not in place, 
leading to further displacement (shown 
as counter-flows in figure 4.2). If IDPs are 
poorly accounted for to begin with, track-
ing their secondary and tertiary displace-
ment is a greater challenge still. They may 
be counted for the first time as “new IDPs” 
during what is in fact their second or third 
flight, adding to the difficulty in estimating 
the duration of displacement accurately.

We sometimes receive credible in-
formation from various sources, often 
without meta-data, resulting in a range 
of likely displacement figures. This is par-
ticularly challenging given that we have 
only limited access to the field and to 
figures that pre-date our existence. 

Other challenges
When a number of organisations col-

lect data, or figures are aggregated from 
separate sector or cluster reports, the like-
lihood of double counting increases. Pen-
dular movements may also result in IDPs 
being counted more than once, or not at 
all, depending on how and when the data is 
collected. In displacement camps around 
Goma in eastern DRC, for example, large 
numbers of IDPs leave during the day to 
work and find food. If counting takes place 
during these periods, clearly the figures 
will understate the scale of displacement. 

Some IDPs are displaced within very 
small geographical areas, those in the 
Gaza Strip being a case in point. In Syria 
too, more than 210,000 people are esti-
mated to have been trapped in besieged 
areas. They may not, however, be consist-
ently included in data gathering by differ-
ent stakeholders because they are still in 
or very near their places of origin. 

In stable displacement situations, an-
nual nationally aggregated figures may 
be a reasonable reflection of the reality 
on the ground. Many of the situations we 
monitor, however, are dynamic, meaning 
such figures risk misrepresenting what is 
really happening. In the Philippines, large 
displacements have occurred and been 
resolved in a matter of a few weeks. If we 
were to collect and report on displace-
ment solely on an annual basis without 
taking these flows into account it would 
seem as if they had never taken place. 

As shown in the diagrams of displace-
ment dynamics in section two, many 
inter-connected factors influence flows. 
Understanding how they relate to a given 

The collection of data on 
displacement sometimes 
stops altogether once 
humanitarian organisations 
leave

situation is important to the contextual 
analysis of the displacement figures we 
receive, indicating whether they are over or 
understated and why that may be the case. 

Ideally, we would be able to produce 
high-quality real-time estimates for dy-
namic situations and unfolding crises, but 
there is usually a trade-off between pro-
ducing real-time estimates and accurate 
information. Depending on their objec-
tives and obligations, different stakehold-
ers are comfortable with varying degrees 
of uncertainty. 

Many of the situations we 
monitor are dynamic, so 
figures risk misrepresenting 
what is really happening
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