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The magnitude of urban disasters, high population 
densities, and a complex social, political and 
institutional environment has challenged the manner 
in which humanitarian agencies are used to working. 
Humanitarian agencies are now grappling with how 
to change their approaches to this reality. This desk 
review aims to provide an audit and analysis of existing 
needs assessments, response analysis frameworks 
and targeting approaches for use in urban post-conflict 
emergency response. The review found that despite the 
increasing number of urban responses, the development 
of tools or guidelines remain behind. Needs assessment 
and response frameworks tend to be sector or thematic 
specific, making it hard to identify priorities between 
sectors, whilst urban targeting approaches have not 
been translated into detailed available guidance. There 
is a need for development of urban tools that are 
inclusive, coherent, cost-effective, rigorously tested, and 
build on existing good practice.
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problem, as evidenced by various research initiatives1 
and the establishment and growth of urban information 
sharing platforms2 as well as strategies and initiatives 
within clusters, the UN system and donors.3 

The aim of this review, led by NRC, is to provide 
i) a snapshot of available and planned needs 

http://www.iied.org
http://www.urban-response.org/
http://www.urbangoodpractices.org/
http://foodsecuritycluster.net/working-group/food-security-and-livelihoods-urban-settings-working-group
http://foodsecuritycluster.net/working-group/food-security-and-livelihoods-urban-settings-working-group
http://www.humanitarianresponse.info
http://www.cashlearning.org/resources/glossary
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2 
Methodology

The review has included tools that either reference 
elements of conflict in their guidance, or that may 
be applicable to multiple contexts including conflict 
settings. This is due to an initial scoping of available 
tools that highlighted the lack of tools specifically 
developed for urban post-conflict contexts, as was also 
highlighted by Creti (2010). 

This desk review has been orientated towards 
identifying published approaches, guidance and 
frameworks as opposed to methodologies utilised in 
a particular setting that are a hybrid of a number of 
approaches, of which there are a plethora, especially 
in needs assessments.5 Besides this, consideration 
has also been given to a number of relevant reviews, 
evaluations, peer reviewed or grey literature highlighting 
the utilisation of particular tools/approaches in urban 
contexts and lessons from this including strengths, 
weaknesses and gaps. Those used are specified in 
the References section. This is particularly relevant 
in the case of targeting, where – in contrast to the 
development and publication of defined tools for needs 
assessments and response analysis that are owned 
and promoted by particular agencies – the sector has 
tended to utilise generic targeting approaches.

http://www.iied.org


IIED Working paper

   www.iied.org     9

The search approach to the desk review has comprised:

•	 Database and website searches using key words 
and phrases to identify tools and other supporting 
literature, as illustrated in Annex A.

•	 Reaching out to key informants working in urban 
response, urban-related research and urban 
knowledge platforms, in order to share existing 
publications and details of ongoing or planned 
initiatives. A full list of contacts is shown in Annex A.

•	 Linking up with and building on other complementary 
research and reviews in this field including:

–	 A review of needs assessments undertaken by the 
Assessment Capacities Project (ACAPS) in 2014. 

–	 An audit of assessment tools undertaken on behalf 
of the World Food Programme (Creti 2010). 

–	 Outputs from the IASC (Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee) Task Force on Meeting Humanitarian 
Challenges in Urban Areas and their ongoing 
programme ‘Adapting to an urban world’ 
(IASC 2010). 

–	 Work of an inter-agency ECHO-funded Enhanced 
Response Capacity (ERC) project 2014–15, led 
by UNHCR, which focused on capacity building 
for agencies to implement multi-purpose grants 
(MPGs) and which collated documents on existing 
targeting approaches as well as documentation 
relating to the new initiatives in Lebanon and Jordan 
to identify refugees for support through MPGs. 

http://www.iied.org
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altered significantly since Creti (2010) and IASC’s 
audit of needs assessment tools (IASC 2010). Table 
3.1 below summarises the technical guidance tools that 
have been developed for urban contexts specifically, 
although not necessarily for post-conflict contexts. 
The food security and livelihoods sector appears to be 
ahead of other sectors in the development of urban-
specific guidelines. 

The humanitarian sector requires impartial, regular and 
timely needs assessments and collective coherent 
analysis to enable effective prioritisation of appropriate 

http://www.iied.org
http://www.reach-initiative.org/
http://www.reach-initiative.org/
http://www.jips.org/
http://www.kobotoolbox.org/
http://syrianrefugees.eu/?page_id=87


12     www.iied.org

Table 3.1: Needs assessment tools and technical guidance that can be adapted for post-crisis urban contexts

Document name, organisation 
and date

Brief description Disaster phase 
and sectors 
covered

Conflict specific?

Urban-
appropriate 
needs 
assessment 
tool

Technical 
guidance to 
accompany 
existing 
assessment 
methodologies
Technical 
Guidance Sheet 
(TGS) on urban 
food security 
and nutrition 
assessments 
WFP (2008).

The purpose of the TGS is to 
identify and provide guidance for 
addressing a number of substantive 
and methodological issues associated 
with conducting food and nutrition 
security assessments in urban areas. 
The TGS focuses on information 
needs, data collection methods, 
indicator measurement issues, 
and sampling issues rather than 

http://www.iied.org
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Document name, organisation 
and date

Brief description Disaster phase 
and sectors 
covered

Conflict specific?

Urban-
appropriate 
needs 
assessment 
tool

Technical 
guidance to 

http://www.iied.org
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aligned to data collection platforms also facilitates faster 
analysis of large volumes of data. The JIPS-DART17 tool 
is an example of a web-based data management system 
that allows the visualisation and exploration of profiling 
data online. JIPS also provide assessment formats 
suitable for use on platforms such as Kobo.

REACH and JIP’s assessment tool, JET (JIPs Essential 
Toolkit), demonstrate how more recent assessments 
in urban conflict and post-conflict contexts are being 
tailored, using specialist knowledge, skills and modern 
approaches such as satellite imagery and mapping 
technology, hand-held data collection devices and data 
analysis packages. Although not specifically designed 
for urban contexts, these two tools are listed in Table 3.1 
due to their flexibility and application in urban areas.

3.1.2 Needs assessment tools: strengths, 
weaknesses and gaps
On analysis of all available needs assessment tools 
(see Annex C), the following overarching strengths, 
weaknesses and gaps have been identified and 
summarised, see Figure 3.1. Creti (2010) provides more 
detailed analysis, providing an overview of strengths and 
weaknesses of specific urban adapted/specific food 
security assessment tools. 

3.1.3 Needs assessment tools: work in 
progress
On the basis of key informant communication and the 
Inter-Agency Standing Committee Reference Group 
‘Meeting Humanitarian Challenges in Urban Areas’ 
work plan for 2015–2016 (see Annex B), the following 
projects (see Table 3.2) are under way in relation to 
assessments. Please note that despite the efforts to 
capture work in development, this list may not reflect all 
work in this regard. 

3.1.4 Needs assessment tools: a 
reflection 
Despite the plethora of needs assessment tools, 
especially in food security and livelihoods, there is a 
gap with regard to urban multi-sector needs for post-
conflict contexts. In an update of the 2010 IASC audit 
of urban food security and livelihood needs assessment 
tools the author states: ‘There are more desk reviews 
and cataloguing than the development, testing and 
standardization of tools’, reflecting the need within the 
sector to develop and test tools (Nyemah 2015: 4). 

17 Dynamic Analysis and Reporting Tool.

•	Diverse range of needs assessment tools available that can be adapted to an urban 
context.

•	Existing guidance enables tailoring of assessments.

•	Range of tools to cover breadth of emergency phases from immediately following the 
disaster to more indepth analysis for recovery programmes.

•	Tools increasingly incorporate market analysis and beneficiary preferences.

•	

http://www.iied.org
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ACAPS, an organisation specialising in assessments 
acknowledging the gap in urban assessments have 
developed guidance on how to undertake good enough 
humanitarian assessments and technical briefs for 
assessing in urban areas (ACAPS 2014; Currion 
2015). However, these are guidance documents and 
not complete approaches with templates that take 
the user from needs assessment to response analysis 
and targeting. Over the duration of the desk review 
the following recommendations in relation to needs 
assessment content were identified and are listed in no 
specific order: 

•	 Poor inclusion of contextual/situation analysis 
in needs assessments. Needs assessments and 
subsequent analysis (and their application in response 
analysis) would benefit from a better understanding 
of the wider operational context, and the wider 
situation in which the displaced populations originate 
and reside in. There appears to be a lack of robust 
and consistent analysis of the political economy, 
governance structures or power dynamics in the 
tools applied.

•	 Identification of priority needs across sectors. 
Multi-sector needs assessments could be used to 
prioritise needs across sectors informing immediate 

http://www.iied.org
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•	 Capturing the voices and needs of the 
vulnerable. Needs assessment methodologies 

http://www.iied.org
http://aleppo.firstmilegeo.com/
http://www.reach-initiative.org/reach/about-reach/what-we-do
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As can be seen in Table 3.3 there are only a handful 
of humanitarian response analysis frameworks, none 

http://www.iied.org
https://emergency.unhcr.org/entry/65138/refugee-response-plans-rrps-interagency
https://emergency.unhcr.org/entry/65138/refugee-response-plans-rrps-interagency
https://emergency.unhcr.org/entry/60930/refugee-coordination-model-rcm
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Table 3.3: Response analysis frameworks that can be adapted to urban post-conflict contexts

Response 
analysis 
framework 

Brief description Disaster phase 
and sectors 
covered

Conflict 
specific?

Refugee Coordination 
Model (RCM); 
UNHCR

UNHCR Handbook 
(online): https://
emergency.unhcr.org/
entry/60930

Sector leads undertake response analysis in 
close collaboration with UNHCR, developing the 
Refugee Response Plan. The role of UNHCR in 
ensuring an appropriate implementation of the 
response analysis process is not very clear (see 
Box 1 for additional information).

OCHA follow a similar decentralised approach 
whereby cluster leads in consultation with their 
members identify responses. 

Although the RCM is not designed for urban 
contexts, it would utilise information from the 
analysis of urban contexts. However, there is no 
guidance on how to apply these processes to 
an urban context in which the stakeholders and 
contextual aspects such as conflict and protection 
may require greater sensitivity.

Phases: 

http://www.iied.org
https://emergency.unhcr.org/entry/60930
https://emergency.unhcr.org/entry/60930
https://emergency.unhcr.org/entry/60930
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http://www.iied.org
http://www.fsnau.org/ipc/user-guide
http://www.fsnau.org/ipc/user-guide
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/emergencies/docs/Response_Analysis_Framework_Discussion_Papers.pdf
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/emergencies/docs/Response_Analysis_Framework_Discussion_Papers.pdf
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/emergencies/docs/Response_Analysis_Framework_Discussion_Papers.pdf
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/emergencies/docs/Response_Analysis_Framework_Discussion_Papers.pdf
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/emergencies/docs/Response_Analysis_Framework_Discussion_Papers.pdf
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/emergencies/docs/Response_Analysis_Framework_Discussion_Papers.pdf
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/emergencies/docs/Response_Analysis_Framework_Discussion_Papers.pdf
http://www.refworld.org/pdfid/4fe8732c2.pdf
http://www.refworld.org/pdfid/4fe8732c2.pdf
http://www.refworld.org/pdfid/4fe8732c2.pdf
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•	 The PDNA is also chaired by OCHA. This takes a 
multi-sector perspective, identifying inter-relationships 
and dependencies between sectors. However, 
limitations include a lack of analytical framework, 

http://www.iied.org


22

http://www.iied.org
mailto:Sebastian.Abuja%40nrc.ch?subject=
mailto:Sebastian.Abuja%40nrc.ch?subject=


IIED Working paper

   www.iied.org     23

Crescent’s RAM,27 WFPs Market Analysis Framework, 
and CARE US’s MIFIRA,28 include response analysis 
frameworks and decision trees. However, as these 
are related to market analysis, they only provide one 
angle in situation analysis and cannot be used in 

http://www.iied.org
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Targeting is not appropriate in every situation, such as 
the immediate aftermath of a crisis. However in almost 
all emergency responses, targeting is necessary at 
some stage. When taking into consideration the urban 
context, population concentration and size, alongside 
a reduction in global funding, targeting of assistance 
in urban contexts will be of greater importance 
(MacAuslan and Farhat 2013; UNHCR 2016).

It is also becoming increasingly clear that practitioners 
implementing responses in urban areas generally find 
targeting the ‘most vulnerable’ more methodologically 
and logistically challenging than in rural areas, and 
studies on this subject have identified several reasons 
for this:31

•	 Large, dense and fluid populations and a lack of 
up-to-date data on the urban poor and/or vulnerable 
populations such as IDPs in most cities.

•	 The multi-dimensional and dynamic nature of urban 
vulnerability and extensive chronic poverty in urban 
areas mean that i) different socio-economic and 
demographic vulnerabilities co-exist and ii) whilst 
emergency conditions may transform vulnerability 
into acute and life threatening situations, it is difficult 
to identify this within the prevailing day-to-day 
impoverishment of living conditions.

•	

http://www.iied.org
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3.3.2 Targeting approaches and 
guidelines: strengths, weaknesses and 
gaps
The strengths and weaknesses of the various targeting 
approaches applied in urban contexts have been 
documented in several of the aforementioned guidance 
papers plus a number of review papers (USAID 2008, 
O’Donnell et al. 2008; Cross and Johnston 2011; IASC 
2010). The conclusions are consistent across the 

documents reviewed and are summarised in Table 3.6. 
All guidance and reviews point to there being no single 
approach which is ‘best’ for urban contexts, rather all 
have pros and cons according to the context and it 
is likely that several approaches will need to be used 
simultaneously.

This review also assessed the strengths, weaknesses 
and gaps in the existing guidance and these findings are 
summarised in Figure 3.4.

Box 3.4: Summary of targeting criteria and 
approaches in urban contexts 

Criteria
Most targeting approaches in urban contexts will use 
variations of the following indicators:

•	

http://www.iied.org
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Table 3.6: Documented strengths and weaknesses of targeting approaches in urban contexts

Approach Advantages Disadvantages
Community-based 
targeting

Community engagement

Not limited to small number of proxy 
criteria.

Difficulties in defining what constitutes a ‘community’.

Community cohesion weak in urban areas and lack of 
accountable community structures with knowledge of the 
vulnerable.

Risk of exclusion of marginal social or political groups or 
new arrivals.

Social pressure on those representing the community.

Self-targeting Avoids time and resource expenses of 
other targeting approaches.

Risk of significant leakage to those who are less 
vulnerable.

Geographical 
targeting

Easy and quick.

A pragmatic first stage of targeting in 
order to focus resources.

Low targeting accuracy if vulnerable households are 
widely dispersed.

Administrative 
targeting

Simple to use when lists are available.

Can reduce risk of bias if selection is 

http://www.iied.org
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3.3.3 Targeting approaches: work in 
progress
This review identified the following projects under way 
in relation to urban targeting. These are summarised in 
Table 3.7. Please note that despite the efforts to capture 
work in development, this list may not reflect all work 
in this regard. The targeting initiatives in relation to the 
Syrian refugee crisis response in the MENA region have 
been extensive and are summarised in Box 3.5.

•	 There is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ approach to targeting, rather detailed guidance is provided 
on the pros and cons of different approaches to inform agency decision making.

•	 Guidance and checklists are provided for each targeting activity of the programme 
management cycle from determining appropriateness of targeting to establishing targeting 
criteria, identifying eligible cases and managing errors.

•	 Several of the guidance documents are urban specific.

•	 Whilst most are designed for use in multitple emergency contexts including conflict/

http://www.iied.org
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Table 3.7 Summary of ongoing targeting initiatives

http://www.iied.org
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Box 3.5 Statistical approaches to targeting based on 
economic vulnerability in Jordan and Lebanon 
In 2014 in Lebanon and Jordan, UN and other 
agencies worked together to develop a common 
methodology for defining vulnerability and therefore 
targeting multi-sector material assistance through 
common criteria. A major goal of the work was to 

http://www.iied.org
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•	 It is recognised that the development of proxy 

http://www.iied.org
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4 
Key Conclusions and 
Recommendations
The development of tools for needs assessment, 
response analysis and targeting relevant in urban 
and post-conflict contexts evidently still necessities 
investment. The following overarching conclusions and 
recommendations can be drawn:

Urban programming is taking place but tools 
and guidelines are lagging behind. Many multi-
sector displaced population needs can be met through 
markets. This has implications for urban response 
programming, with growing interest in multi-sector 
approaches, the provision of multi-purpose cash grants 
to meet all manner of needs, and targeting based 
on ‘multi-sectoral’ economic vulnerability. However, 
development of tools or guidelines to support this 

http://www.iied.org
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Investment in assessments, response analysis 
and targeting must strike a balance between 
accuracy, timeliness and cost. Although this is not 
an urban-specific recommendation, it is particularly 
valid in urban humanitarian contexts since the 
dynamism of urban contexts and highly mobile urban 
populations (such as refugees) demands the use of 

http://www.iied.org
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Maunder, N. et al.
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Annex A
Stakeholders contacted
No Key informant name Organisation / Position 
1 Paul Currion Urban consultant 

2 Patrice Chataigner ACAPS Assessment lead

3 Liz Babbister Habitat for Humanity

4 Joseph Ashmore IOM

5 Marina Angeloni Food Security Urban Cluster

6 Gaia Vanderesch IMPACT

7 Esteban Leon UNHABITAT

8 Michelle King Part of the targeting systematic review – Stanford University

9 Assanke Koedam JIPS

10 Quentin Legallo NRC Nairobi

11 Matthew Wencel REACH

12 Isabelle Pelly CaLP Technical Coordinator and involved in all ERC grant tool 
development in Lebanon

13 Paula Armstrong DRC

14 Louisa Seferis DRC

15 Joanna Friedman UNHCR

16 Carla Lacerda UNHCR

17 Kerren Hedlund Independent, previously UNHCR cash lead

18 John McHarris WFP VAM

19 Sara Pavanello ODI 

20 Jenny Lamb Oxfam WASH – TwIG Markets lead

21 Jake Zarins Habitat for Humanity

22 Sam Carpenter British Red Cross urban delegate

23  Alan Brouder Habitat for Humanity, Urban Crises Learning Manager

24 Jessica Saulle SCUK/Senior advisor EFSL

http://www.iied.org
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Websites researched
  Websites:  
1 Cash Learning Partnership www.cashlearning.org

2 UNHCR Emergency Information 
Management Toolkit

http://data.unhcr.org/imtoolkit/ 

3 ALNAP http://www.alnap.org/what-we-do/urban

4 PARK database (part of JIPS) http://www.parkdatabase.org/ 

5 World Bank  http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/urbandevelopment/
publication/urban-risk-assessments 

6 USAID - Making cities work website

http://www.iied.org
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Annex B
Inter Agency Standing Committee Working Group 
Subsidiary Bodies  
Update on progress and upcoming priorities January 2016 
Reference Group: Meeting Humanitarian Challenges in 
Urban Areas 
Work Plan for 2015–16
STRATEGIC 
OBJECTIVE

INTERVENTION 
AND 
INTENDED 
RESULT/
PRODUCT 

EXPECTED OUTCOMES 
OF INTERVENTION

IMPLE- 
MENTING 
AGENCIES

Update 
January 2016

Priorities 
for 2016

Strategic 
Objective 
1. Develop 
Operational 
Strategies 
early-on that 
ensure multi-
stakeholder 
partnerships 
for enhanced 
coordination, 
impact and 
effectiveness 
of humanitarian 
assistance in 
urban areas

1a. World 
Humanitarian 
Summit Urban 
Segment: Enhanced 
Coordination

1a. New norms and guidelines 
for support to humanitarian 
agencies to improve 
humanitarian operations in 
urban areas through better 
coordination with critical urban 
partners at community, local 

http://www.iied.org
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STRATEGIC 
OBJECTIVE

INTERVENTION 
AND 
INTENDED 
RESULT/
PRODUCT 

EXPECTED OUTCOMES 
OF INTERVENTION

IMPLE- 
MENTING 
AGENCIES

Update 
January 2016

Priorities 
for 2016

Strategic 
Objectives 
3. Develop 
or Adapt 
Humanitarian 
Approaches and 
Tools 
(cont.)

3g. Shelter 
recovery/urban 
planning surge 
support

3g. Inclusion of dedicated 
technical capacity/expertise in 
shelter recovery/urban planning 
in country cluster coordination 
teams.

(Graham.Saunders@ifrc.org)

3.g. Global 
Shelter Cluster

3h. Revised Health 
Equity Assessment 
Response Tool 
(HEART)

3h. Set of validated, 
standardised core indicators 
(health and non-health as 
determinants of health) for urban 
officials to identify and monitor 
inequities at neighbourhood 

http://www.iied.org
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STRATEGIC 
OBJECTIVE

INTERVENTION 
AND 
INTENDED 
RESULT/
PRODUCT 

EXPECTED OUTCOMES 
OF INTERVENTION

IMPLE- 
MENTING 
AGENCIES

Update 
January 2016

Priorities 
for 2016

Strategic 
Objective 
5. Restore 
Livelihoods 
and Economic 
Opportunities, 
including 
Food/Nutrition 
Security, in the 
Emergency 
Phase for 
Expedited Early 
Recovery.

5a. Adapting to an 
Urban World

5a. Ongoing project co-
managed by the gFSC and 
WFP/VAM: ‘Adapting to an 
Urban World’ to develop a 
toolkit of vulnerability indicators, 
food security assessment 
tools and guidelines, and an 
early warning system specific 
to urban settings. The tools 
will be piloted in case studies 
across various urban contexts to 
capture lessons and contribute 
to guidance materials.

WFP, Aysha Twose (aysha.
twose@wfp.org) 

5a. gFSC, WFP, 
UNHCR, IFRC, 
ALNAP, WVI, 
Samaritan’s 
Purse, Oxfam, 
World Animal 
Protection

•
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STRATEGIC 
OBJECTIVE

INTERVENTION 
AND 
INTENDED 
RESULT/
PRODUCT 

EXPECTED OUTCOMES 
OF INTERVENTION

IMPLE- 
MENTING 
AGENCIES

Update 
January 2016

Priorities 
for 2016

Strategic 
Objective 6. 
Strengthen 
Preparedness 
and 
Resilience into 
Humanitarian 
Assistance 
Policies and 
Programmes for 
more Effective 
Emergency 
Responses 
and Save More 
Lives in Urban 
Areas

(cont.)

6b. City Resilience 

http://www.iied.org
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