
@UNHCR/ Georgina Goodwin

Event Report
Making the most vulnerable visible: 
Data gaps and official statistics on 
forced displacement
JOINTLY ORGANIZED BY THE EXPERT GROUP ON REFUGEE AND IDP STATISTICS (EGRIS) AND 
THE WORLD BANK-UNHCR JOINT DATA CENTER ON FORCED DISPLACEMENT (JDC)



Leaving no one behind

 The third edi�on of the UN World Data Forum 
was held from 3 to 6 October in a hybrid format, 
enabling par�cipants to join the event physically in Bern 
as well as virtually from across the globe. The Forum 
covered a diverse range of topics linked to the changing 
data landscapes and needs brought by the COVID-19 
pandemic. It was an opportunity to take stock of how far 
the sta�s�cal community has progressed in 
implemen�ng the data revolu�on for sustainable data  
as part of the global commitment to develop sta�s�cal 
capaci�es for improved monitoring of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). A key area of discussions 
focused on the need for quality and �mely data on the 
most vulnerable groups to ensure no one is le� behind. 
 
 As part of these dialogues, the World 
Bank-UNHCR Joint Data Center on Forced Displacement 
(JDC) in collabora�on with the Expert Group on Refugee 
and IDP Sta�s�cs (EGRIS) held a lively virtual session on 
“Making the most vulnerable visible: Data gaps and 
official sta�s�cs on forced displacement”. The webinar 
focused on the data gaps in the area of forced 
displacement and the importance of official sta�s�cs for 
informed policymaking, development planning, and 
programming at na�onal, regional and global levels. The 
panel counted with the par�cipa�on of Mr. Sharmarke 
Farah (Director General of the Somali Na�onal Bureau of 
Sta�s�cs), Ms. Olena Shevtsova (Deputy Director of 
Administra�ve Directorate, State Sta�s�cs Service of 
Ukraine), Mr. Lucas Gómez (Presiden�al Envoy for the 

Colombia Venezuela Border, Government of Colombia), 
Ms. Haishan Fu (Director of Development Data Group, 
World Bank), Mr. Björn Gillsäter (Head of the World 
Bank-UNHCR Joint Data Center on Forced 
Displacement), and Ms. Natalia Baal (Coordinator of the 
Expert Group on Refugee and IDP Sta�s�cs, United 
Na�ons High Commissioner for Refugees).

 Overall, the objec�ve of the session was to 
contribute to the debate on how to make forcibly 
displaced people sta�s�cally visible. The session 
discussed current challenges in the collec�on, 
produc�on, and dissemina�on of quality and 
comparable official sta�s�cs on forced displacement 
and illustrated local and global ini�a�ves that aim at 
tackling these obstacles.  Par�cular emphasis was given 
to the Interna�onal Recommenda�ons on Refugee and 
nternally Displaced Persons (IDPs) Sta�s�cs (IRRS and 
IRIS), developed by the mul�-stakeholder EGRIS and 
endorsed by the UN Sta�s�cal Commission, including 
good prac�ce examples from Somalia and Ukraine in 
their implementa�on at country level. Colombia also 
shared its relevant experience in the area of refugee and 
migra�on sta�s�cs and emphasized the importance of 
data to inform evidence-based policymaking at the local 
level. In addi�on to these country cases, the World Bank 
presented some of its projects conducted in 
collabora�on with the JDC and UNHCR that aim at 
enhancing data collec�on exercises on forcibly displaced   
in developing countries. 

Data and evidence gaps on forced displacement 

 As of the end of 2020, 82 million people were 
forcibly displaced worldwide.  Limited informa�on is 
available on their composi�on in terms of age, gender, 
and diversity and li�le is known about their living and 
socioeconomic condi�ons. These gaps in official 
sta�s�cs on refugees and IDPs hinder the assessment of 
their basic and ongoing needs and their degree of 
integra�on or achievement of durable solu�ons.  

 The lack of quality official sta�s�cs on forced 
displacement is associated with several challenges faced 
by local and interna�onal actors. The use of inconsistent 
defini�ons and concepts as well as varia�on in the 
methods of data collec�on, compila�on and 
presenta�on o�en leads to limited comparability of 
sta�s�cs across �me and different contexts. The nature 
of forced displacement itself also presents a set of 
technical, opera�onal, and poli�cal challenges which 
affect the reliability and accuracy of data sources. In 
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addi�on, na�onal data collec�on exercises do not o�en
include ques�ons that enable the iden�fica�on of 
refugees and IDPs, limi�ng the comparison with general 
migrants and the wider popula�on. Coordina�on 
between different actors might also be a challenge as in 
some contexts there is limited connec�on between 
na�onal sta�s�cal offices and the ins�tu�ons 
responsible for data collec�on on refugees and IDPs. 
These challenges also vary significantly across countries, 
depending, for example, on the size of forcibly displaced 
popula�ons, the capaci�es of the na�onal sta�s�cal and 
administra�ve systems, and the na�onal policy 
priori�es.   

 Strengthening data systems and standards that 
lead to improved quality and na�onal ownership of data 
on forced displacement are thus at the essence of the 
JDC Strategy for 2021-2023 as well as EGRIS’ third 
mandate (2020-2024). 
https://www.jointdatacenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/JDC-Strategy_2021_2023_Final.pdf

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/51st-session/documents/BG-item-3n-terms-of-reference-for-EGRIS-E.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/51st-session/documents/BG-item-3n-terms-of-reference-for-EGRIS-E.pdf



Mr. Sharmarke Farah

Leaving no one behind International Recommendations on Refugee and IDP Statistics

 Un�l recently, there were no globally endorsed 
standards for the collec�on, compila�on, and 
dissemina�on of official sta�s�cs on refugees. With the 
objec�ve of filling this gap, in March 2016, the United 
Na�ons Sta�s�cal Commission (UNSC) established the 
Expert Group on Refugee and Internally Displaced 
Persons Sta�s�cs (EGRIS) to develop Interna�onal 
Recommenda�ons on Refugee Sta�s�cs (IRRS) and a 
Technical Report on Sta�s�cs of Internally Displaced 
Persons. Both documents were presented and endorsed 
at the 49th session of the UNSC in March 2018. At the 
same occasion, the UNSC extended the EGRIS mandate 
to cover the development of Interna�onal 
Recommenda�ons on IDP Sta�s�cs (IRIS), which were 
subsequently endorsed at its 51st session in 2020. 

 Both set of recommenda�ons have been 
developed through a collabora�ve process anchored in 
ac�ve par�cipa�on from na�onal authori�es and 
regional and interna�onal agencies with relevant 
exper�se in the area of forced displacement sta�s�cs. 
With the objec�ve of suppor�ng countries and actors to 
improve the overall quality and availability of official 
sta�s�cs on refugees and IDPs, the IRRS and IRIS provide 
recommenda�ons on: standardized terminology and 
classifica�ons; list of basic data tabula�ons and 
variables; assessment of relevant data sources and 
methods for collec�ng sta�s�cs on refugees and IDPs; 
iden�fica�on of socioeconomic indicators for refugee 
integra�on and wellbeing as well as measurement of 
durable solu�ons for IDPs, including a list of relevant 
SDG indicators to be disaggregated by forced 
displacement. Recommenda�ons on how to improve 
coordina�on at na�onal, regional, and interna�onal 
levels are also included in both documents. 

 EGRIS is currently in its third mandate, inves�ng 
in building capaci�es of na�onal sta�s�cal offices for the 
implementa�on of the IRRS and IRIS. Some countries 
have already taken steps into the implementa�on of the 
recommenda�ons providing good prac�ces and lessons 
learned. This is the case of Somalia and Ukraine, which 
have shared their country specific approaches to the 
implementa�on of the recommenda�ons during the 
JDC-EGRIS Session.

Somalia: Building data ownership

The establishment of the Somalia Na�onal Bureau of Sta�s�cs (SNBS) in 2020 created a significant impulse 
towards filling sta�s�cal gaps and building governmental ownership over the available data. By recognizing 
that greater availability of official sta�s�cs on IDPs is crucial for informed policymaking, the Na�onal Bureau 
has focused on improving the methods to generate sta�s�cs, the ways to fill exis�ng data gaps as well as the 
means by which to bring data closer to decision-makers. In Somalia, 2.9 million people have been displaced 
due to protracted conflicts and natural disasters. Since its establishment, SNBS has extensively engaged with 
humanitarian and development organiza�ons to define the numbers of IDPs in the country. For the first �me, 
the Na�onal Sta�s�cal Office was involved in this process, which prompted many discussions around 
sta�s�cal standards, defini�ons, and frameworks. As one of the first countries to request technical assistance 
from EGRIS, the Na�onal Bureau is engaged in implemen�ng the IRIS to produce improved data on IDPs, that 
would enable iden�fying the different causes of displacement; their vulnerabili�es; as well as comparing the 
situa�on of the IDP popula�ons to the host communi�es. Although this process is s�ll ongoing, it illustrates 
SNBS’ commitment to making IDPs more visible in their data collec�on efforts.

“The goal of EGRIS of bringing on board the official statistical community in the 
production and publication of statistics on refugees and IDPs resonated with us; 
creating ownership is part of our efforts and goals; [as well as] evidence-driven 
policymaking, collaboration among partners, and comparability.”
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https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3859598/9315869/KS-GQ-18-004-EN-N.pdf/d331c9cc-1091-43c2-b589-2c250bccc281?t=1542636809000

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3859598/9315869/KS-GQ-18-004-EN-N.pdf/d331c9cc-1091-43c2-b589-2c250bccc281?t=1542636809000

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3859598/9316015/KS-GQ-18-003-EN-N.pdf/2f5996ce-c15f-42a2-b659-ed1b843a596e?t=1539782838000

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3859598/12257846/KS-GQ-20-005-EN-N.pdf/714a7ba0-7ae6-1707-fef4-984a760e0034?t=1610984164036
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3859598/12257846/KS-GQ-20-005-EN-N.pdf/714a7ba0-7ae6-1707-fef4-984a760e0034?t=1610984164036



Part of the effort of interna�onal organiza�ons, such as the 
World Bank, have been to ac�vely collaborate with partners 
to improve the availability of data and support be�er 
decision making regarding vulnerable groups, including 
forcibly displaced. Infrastructure, innova�on and inclusion 
are elements that together pave the way for a stronger data 
future and thereby a be�er life for the forcibly displaced. As 
an illustra�on, due to the difficul�es of face-to-face data 
collec�on posed by the COVID-19 pandemic, the World 
Bank, with the support of JDC and UNHCR, has 
implemented rounds of High Frequency Phone Surveys in 
developing countries integra�ng forcibly displaced persons. 
 

Evidence-informed decision making

Ukraine: Coordina�on for improved data on IDPs

In December 2020, State Sta�s�cs Service of Ukraine (SSSU) jointly with the Interna�onal Organiza�on for 
Migra�on (IOM) set the stage for discussions on the implementa�on of the Interna�onal Recommenda�ons 
on IDP Sta�s�cs in Ukraine through the organiza�on of a webinar on the topic. This ini�a�ve propelled the 
crea�on of a working group, including SSSU, relevant na�onal line ministries and ins�tu�ons, civil society, as 
well as regional and interna�onal actors, whose overall goal is to adapt the interna�onal recommenda�ons 
to the Ukrainian context in a coordinated and comprehensive manner. The working group’s engagement in 
the process is illustrated by the transla�on of the IRIS into Ukrainian, which has been crucial in guaranteeing 
all partners are familiarized with the content of the recommenda�ons and are able to apply them to 
na�onal context and priori�es. This process demonstrates the importance of engaging relevant actors from 
na�onal level alongside regional and interna�onal stakeholders to ensure strong coordina�on mechanisms 
and a synergy of efforts. That is why the support and global exper�se of EGRIS has been vital in ensuring a 
robust framework and a global exchange of lessons learned. Parallelly, SSSU is an important actor at the 
global level, being a long-standing member of EGRIS, whose contribu�ons and experiences have been 
relevant to the development of IRIS and con�nue to inform other EGRIS country members.  

Ms. Olena Shevtsova
“It is important to engage all stakeholders at the process of initiation. It is important to 
set a working group and ensure multi-level engagement during this work. It is crucial to 
recall the working out algorithm of work providing synergy of efforts to make sure all 
stakeholders are involved and no overlapping is happening.”

 Quality and reliable disaggregated sta�s�cs on 
refugee and IDP popula�ons play a crucial role in 
implemen�ng evidence-based responses and ensuring 
that resources and capaci�es are appropriately u�lized. 
There is a range of poten�al users of these sta�s�cs 
including local authori�es, na�onal authori�es and 
regional and interna�onal organiza�ons. Data are 
necessary to be�er understand the phenomenon of 
forced displacement, to analyze its impacts, and to 
measure changes over �me. Quality sta�s�cs on these 
popula�on groups also provide the requisite evidence to 
support more effec�ve monitoring, evalua�on and 
accountability of policies and programs, enhance public 
debate and advocacy, and prompt stronger global 
partnerships towards global commitments, including 
advancing the 2030 agenda.
 
 The COVID-19 pandemic has contributed to 
emphasizing the importance of evidence to inform 
sound ac�ons. It has also highlighted the need to invest 
in innova�ve approaches as well as on the right data 
infrastructures to ensure sustainability and resilience of 
data systems. The inclusion of vulnerable groups has 
become a crucial topic in the data agenda to ensure the 
impacts of the COVID-19 on these groups are well 
captured and adequate responses are provided. 
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The way forward

“For far too long, refugees and internally displaced people 
have often been invisible in the data we usually collect and 
use to inform critical policy decisions by the government. It 
is clear statistically speaking; we are still facing some of the 
most fundamental issues in this regard; from harmonizing 
definitions to refining methodologies, and making data 
accessible for more impactful use.” 

Results of the surveys were made accessible to the 
public to promote the wider use for policy analysis.  
 
 The strengthening of data systems and 
standards on forced displacement sta�s�cs, and the 
improvement of socio-economic evidence on forcibly 
displaced popula�ons are also at the core of the work of 
the JDC. The Joint Data Center was established in 2019 
to improve the quality and availability of socioeconomic 
microdata on those forcibly displaced, with the aim to 
inform policymaking and programming. Be�er 
socioeconomic evidence can support enhancing the 
ability of stakeholders to make �mely and 
evidence-informed decisions that can improve the lives 
of affected people and ensure they are not le� behind. 

Ms. Haishan Fu

Colombia: Data enhancing protec�on responses 

As the second country hos�ng the highest numbers of persons displaced abroad, Colombia has granted 
Temporary Protec�on Status (TPS) to hundreds of Venezuelans who have fled into the country in an effort to 
provide support through economic and social integra�on. Interes�ngly, the modali�es for the TPS were 
based on the data gathered by the Special Group for Migra�on Sta�s�cs (created in 2019 together with the 
Department of Na�onal Sta�s�cs) as it allowed for projec�ons on the needs of this popula�on group as well 
as their numbers. As of now, 1.3 million Venezuelans have virtually pre-registered for the Temporary 
Protec�on Permit which enables the state to hold crucial informa�on on these refugees and migrants and 
thereby an ability of rendering them visible. As such, data is seen as an instrument to ensure the integra�on 
of Venezuelan refugees and migrants into the educa�on, health and labor systems as well as to inform 
improved policy decisions. 

Mr. Lucas Gómez
“With data we are moving in the direction of redefining programs directed towards 
migrants and host communities; accurate monitoring of services and goods for migrant 
population; and, better and more informed decisions.”  

 Indeed, the efforts made by the Colombian, 
Somalian, and Ukrainian governments, and the World Bank 
together with the work undertaken by EGRIS and the JDC, 
reflect the ap�tude for bringing vulnerable groups to light. 
As such, the session ul�mately demonstrates that our 
commitment to increasing the availability of quality, 
disaggregated data on forcibly displaced popula�ons can 
and ought to be upheld as it will effec�vely allow us to make 
visible those who are invisible, and to make sure that no 
one is le� behind. 

 Overall, the session has provided important 
insights into the ways by which is possible to obtain 
improved and more reliable figures on forcibly displaced 
popula�ons. It also highlighted the importance of data 
for increased visibility of these groups in policymaking 
and programme development. The country tes�monies 
illustrate the importance of data ownership; capacity 
building of na�onal sta�s�cal offices; and ensuring 
alignment with interna�onal standards to produce 
quality official sta�s�cs on forced displacement. The 
session also underscored the possibili�es that arise from 
na�onal sta�s�cal capacity building when collabora�ng 
with global stakeholders. 
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https://www.jointdatacenter.org/


