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Introduction
An accurate and standardized approach to identifying refugees, asylum-seekers, and internally displacedpersons (IDPs) is critical for their inclusion in national statistical systems. This enables meaningful datadisaggregation and targeted analysis, which are essential for developing effective policies that recognizeand address the specific needs of forcibly displaced populations.
The Expert Group on Refugee, Internally Displaced Persons and Statelessness Statistics (EGRISS),UNHCR, and the World Bank-UNHCR Joint Data Center on Forced Displacement are leading efforts todevelop internationally recognized guidelines and align data collection methodologies to advance theinclusion of forcibly displaced people in national statistical systems.
For statistical purposes, the International Recommendations on Refugee and IDP Statistics (IRRS andIRIS), endorsed by the United Nations Statistical Commission (UNSC) in 2018 and 2020 respectively,provide standardized criteria to identify forcibly displaced people in national statistics (EGRISS, 2018,2020). Based on the criteria laid out in the International Recommendations, EGRISS published amethodological paper outlining the rationale for a sequence of identification questions in 2023,recommending measurement of indirect variables, such as citizenship, the reason for migration, andhaving crossed an international border (EGRISS, 2023). A standardized sequence of questions like theone outlined in the methodological paper is necessary to learn the characteristics and verify the criteriaclassifying an individual into a specific forcibly displaced population group. This is called thecriteria-based approach to identification. Alternative approaches, like direct self-identification ordeclaration of forcibly displaced status, are not recommended or feasible, because individuals maymisreport or be unaware of their status, leading to measurement error. This may be due to differencesin interpretation or an unwillingness to disclose one’s legal status (EGRISS, 2020, para. 107). Althoughthe EGRISS methodological paper outlines a sequence of questions, there is little evidence on theirapplication in practice. The formulation of the survey questions, the understanding of survey questionsby respondents, their sensitivity to proxy or self-response, and the resulting inclusion and exclusionerrors require further investigation.
UNHCR’s new flagship survey programme, the Forced Displacement Survey (FDS), fills this gap byimplementing the guidance from the International Recommendations and the EGRISS methodologicalpaper to test the accuracy of its proposed set of questions and sequence for criteria-basedidentification of refugees. Based on field testing and findings in the three FDS pilot countries – SouthSudan, Pakistan, and Cameroon – it is possible to evaluate the performance of the identificationquestions and criteria-based approach in detail across diverse displacement contexts.

Objective
This paper examines if the criteria-based approach and the set of identification questions aligned withinternational recommendations capture accurately the status of refugees. The following researchquestions guide our analysis:

⬢ Who is the most reliable respondent to the series of questions to identify refugees’ legal status
in a household survey with multiple respondents per household? Does the classification outcomediffer when asking a proxy respondent rather than a direct respondent?

⬢ Do registered refugees respond to the set of questions in a way that is consistent with their
actual legal status/documentation? If not, what are plausible explanations for their unexpectedresponses?

⬢ How does reliance on a criteria-based approach for identification affect population estimates of
socio-economic outcomes, compared to a document-based approach?

We choose to focus this analysis on registered refugees and asylum-seekers because, for registeredrefugees and asylum-seekers, the outcome of the identification questions and criteria-based approach
4
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Box 1. Approaches to identification of Forcibly Displaced Persons (FDPs) in household surveys

Multiple approaches are possible to identify forcibly displaced populations in household surveys.The FDS identifies refugee status based on legal documentation, i.e. proof that the individual hassuccessfully applied for and received refugee status. We call this the document-based approachto identification. At the same time, the survey asks respondents the sequence of identificationquestions discussed in this paper to understand their reported displacement history, whether theywere forced to flee, and determine if their answers accurately classify respondents in accordancewith their legal documentation. This is called the criteria-based approach to identification. A furtherapproach focuses on respondents’ fear of return to their country of origin but is not the focus ofthis paper. The table below outlines the three approaches.
Legal documentation Criteria-based approach

Forced to flee Fear of return
Strengths legally verified status;clear binaryclassification; simpleverification withdocumentation

captures migrationhistory; includes thosewithout formal status
captures currentprotection needs;independent of legalprocesses

Limitations legal status may notcover all protectionneeds and depend onpolitical context

recall issues (e.g. forthose who were forcedto flee at young ages);difficulty capturingcomplex circumstances;challenges with abstractterminology

subjectiveinterpretation; potentialresponse bias dependingon availability ofinformation, culture etc.

can be validated against the true value as demonstrated by an individual’s successful refugeeregistration, i.e. their possession of a valid refugee document. For IDPs, people in refugee-likesituations, and others in need of international protection, this document-based approach is not usuallypossible as registries do not exist and/or there is no official legal document demonstrating theirprotection status against which outcomes of the criteria-based approach could be validated1.
As such, although the identification questions within the FDS questionnaire and the sequence outlinedin the 2023 EGRISS methodological paper identify numerous statistical categories, including refugeereturnees, (prospective) asylum-seekers, and IDPs, this analysis does not cover all people forced to flee,or all statistical categories identified by the EGRISS recommendations (EGRISS, 2018, p.p. 31).Nevertheless, given there is overlap among the questions for identification of refugees and for otherstatistical categories, the lessons learned on the performance of the identification set in FDS forregistered refugees is informative for the refinement of the questions for other categories (EGRISS,2023, p.p. 23-26).
In the first section, we outline the data collected and the identification set of questions developed in theEGRISS methodological paper and tested through the Forced Displacement Survey, then we comparethe outcomes of the identification questions for the proxy respondent (the household head or mostknowledgeable member of the household) and the individuals themselves to assess the accuracy of theirrespective responses relative to the legal status determined by their documentation. Then, we assessthe outcome of each question for the subgroup of respondents who own a valid refugee document topinpoint sources of exclusion error. Lastly, we assess empirically the drivers of exclusion error andcompare the estimates of key socio-economic indicators using the document- and criteria-basedapproaches to understand if errors in identification bias the estimation of survey-based indicators.

1 The FDS sampling frame consists of registered refugees and asylum-seekers whose records are maintained by UNHCR and/or host
country governments and who own documents testifying their legal status i.e. being a recognized refugee or an asylum-seeker.
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Data
In 2021, UNHCR launched the Forced Displacement Survey (FDS) as a new flagship survey initiative,aimed at filling the socio-economic data gap on forcibly displaced populations in low- and lower-middleincome countries. The FDS pilot rounds were conducted in South Sudan, Pakistan, and Cameroon andprovide nationally representative insights into the living conditions of refugees. The refugee samplingframes come from two primary data sources, depending on the context:

⬢ registered refugees and asylum-seekers whose records are maintained by UNHCR and/or hostgovernment and who own recognized refugee documents; and
⬢ Google Building Footprint data within refugee camps or sites2.

Four respondents are interviewed in each household3: the head (or the most knowledgeablerespondent) who answers on behalf of the household and its members (in the roster), a random adultmember aged over 15, a woman aged 15 to 49 who gave birth in the past two years, and the primarycaregiver of a child younger than five. Table 1 shows sample sizes of registered refugees examined inthis paper by country of asylum: 1) individuals aged over 15 from the roster and 2) among the randomlyselected adults.
Table 1. Sampled individuals aged 15 and over with a valid refugee document, by country and
questionnaire

Country Adults in household roster Randomly selected adult†
Cameroon 13,914 5,007
Pakistan 23,200 5,060
South Sudan 11,523 3,072
† In Pakistan, the set of identification questions were administered in the questionnaire for the randomly selected woman,
rather than for the randomly selected adult in South Sudan and Cameroon. See Pakistan FDSHigh-Level Report for further
information.

Identification sequence

Following the criteria identified in the International Recommendations, the sequence of questionsproposed in the methodological paper (EGRISS, 2023) and implemented in FDS cover citizenship, beingforced to flee (for a valid reason requiring international protection), migration history, andapplication/pursuit of international protection. This sequence constitutes the criteria-based approachand aims to identify individuals who are outside their country of citizenship for reasons of fearedpersecution, conflict, generalized violence, or other circumstances that have seriously disturbed publicorder and who, as a result, require international protection (UN, 1994, paras. 8, 10-11, 31-3). There is aseparate question, independent of the criteria-based approach, that asks for each household member ifthe individual has a valid refugee documentation which constitutes the document-based approach.
The identification sequence first appears in the survey’s household roster, where the head of householdresponds about themself and about all members of the household over 15 as a proxy. One directrespondent per household then receives the same set of questions and answers about him/herself. InSouth Sudan and Cameroon, the direct respondent was the randomly selected adult, while in Pakistan itwas the randomly selected woman. If the randomly selected adult/woman is the head of householdwho already responded to the household roster, the questions are only asked in the roster. Therepetition of the sequence both in the roster and to the randomly selected adult or woman allows us totest whether there exists a difference in proxy and self-response to the sequence.

2 Even if sampled from sites or camps using building footprints, the eligibility criteria for participation are the same for refugees, i.e.
ownership of a recognized refugee document. Those sampled from the footprint frame who are not registered refugees are ineligible.

3 For the purposes of the FDS, a refugee household is defined as a household in which the head or one of his/her spouses is a
registered refugee based on documentation.
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Table 2 provides an overview of the questions in the identification module by country in which thesurveys were implemented (UNHCR, 2024, 2025)4,5. In South Sudan, the sequence exactly replicatesthe proposal of the 2023 EGRISS methodological paper (EGRISS, 2023). In subsequent surveys, weadjusted the questions to improve performance and test alternative specifications based on issuesflagged during analysis of the identification modules in previous surveys and field testing. To improveclarity, we simplified the wording of three questions (1, 2, 3, and 4). We also introduced two recoveryquestions to offer alternative phrasing in case the respondents misunderstood the initial wording (2band 3b).
Table 2. Overview of the data elements and related questions in the identification module by FDS
country

Criteria Q South Sudan Pakistan Cameroon Response
Citizenship 1 Of which country[are you/is NAME]a citizen?

What is (your/NAME’s) nationality? 1. (Host Country)→NOT AS or REF†
2. Other, →Q2

For
ced

disp
lace

me
nt

2 While livingabroad, (haveyou/has NAME)ever had to fleehome?

While living outside (host country), (haveyou/has NAME) ever had to flee (your/their)home? Home is (your/their) house and/orland.
1. Yes →Q3
2. No →Q2b

2b RECOVERY: While living outside (hostcountry), (have you/has NAME) ever hadto abandon (your/their) home? Home is(your/their) house and/or land.
1. Yes →Q3
2. No →NOT AS orREF†

3 What is the mainreason(you/NAME) hadto flee home?

What is the main reason (you/NAME)fled or abandoned your home? 1. Valid reason →Q4
2. Invalid →Q3b

3b RECOVERY: Yousaid (youwere/NAME was)never forced to fleeor abandon(your/their) home;however, (you/they)now live in a foreigncountry. What is thereason that made(you/NAME) leave(country of origin)most recently? ORWhat is the mostrecent reason thatmade (you/NAME)leave (country oforigin)?

1. Valid reason →Q4
2. Invalid →NOT ASor REF†

Mig
rati

on
hist

ory

4 After (you/NAME)were forced to fleehome, did(you/NAME) haveto cross aninternationalborder?

After (you/NAME) forced to leave orabandon (your/their) home, did(you/NAME) move to another country?
1. Yes →Q5
2. No →NOT AS orREF†

† AS - asylum-seekers; REF - refugees

4 https://www.unhcr.org/media/questionnaire-forced-displacement-survey-south-sudan-2023

5 https://www.unhcr.org/media/questionnaire-forced-displacement-survey-pakistan-2024
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Table 2. Overview of the data elements continued. . .

Criteria Q South Sudan Pakistan Cameroon Response
Leg

als
tatu

s
5 While in (hostcountry), did(you/NAME) applyfor internationalprotection?

While in (host country), did (you/NAME)apply for international protection? Forexample, did (you/NAME) go to an officelike (host country local examples) toregister?

1. Yes →Q5
2. No →Q5b

5b Did (you/NAME)have the intentionto apply forinternationalprotection?

While in (hostcountry), did(you/NAME) plan toapply forinternationalprotection? Forexample, did(you/NAME) go toan office like (hostcountry localexamples) toregister?

While in (hostcountry), did(you/NAME) plan toapply forinternationalprotection? Forexample, did(you/NAME) go toan office like (hostcountry localexamples) toregister?

1. Yes →potential AS
2. No →NOT AS orREF†

6 What is the outcome of (your/NAME’s) application? 1. Approved →REF
2. Not approved→NOT AS or REF†
3. Awaiting resp.→AS†

Legaldocumentation‡ What is the main document that allows you to stay in thiscountry? 1. Valid doc →REF orAS†
2. Invalid doc →Other

† AS - asylum-seekers; REF - refugees

‡ not part of criteria-based approach

Reliability of self vs. proxy responses
Refugee status and all status determinations or identification for other categories of FDPs are made andgranted to an individual. Therefore, it is not possible in a household survey to make a single statusdetermination for all household members. The identification sequence, therefore, must be asked foreach individual in the household. This begs the question who can or should respond to the identificationquestions. Must they be asked to each member directly or can a knowledgeable member, i.e. thehousehold head respond on behalf of other members? The choice of the respondent or respondents forthe identification questions in a household survey with multiple respondents can, however, impact thereliability and accuracy of responses. It is a priori unclear if the household head or each individualmember themself may be more or equally knowledgeable about the individual’s displacement history.That said, placing the identification sequence in the household roster and asking the household head ora single knowledgeable respondent has the advantage that we can efficiently gather information on alladults in the household, rather than just the one randomly selected adult respondent or having to askeach member directly. Moreover, by collecting data on all household members, it is possible to identifymixed households composed of both nationals and refugees. This enables more in-depth and nuancedanalysis of the relationship between socio-economic outcomes and household composition.
To test the reliability of proxy responses, we look at the difference between responses from thehousehold head in the household roster and the responses of the randomly selected individualrespondent or woman. Overall, our analysis of proxy versus self-reporting reveals high consistency rateswith the responses of the household head matching those of the randomly selected respondent 95 percent of the time, although important discrepancies affecting identification do remain. Note that, as alarge share of the sample for the FDS in Pakistan was born in Pakistan (see next section), there are few
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Figure 1. Proportion of consistent responses by proxy and self-respondents

cases in which respondent who is not the head of household makes it through the entire identificationsequence, so we focus the analysis of proxy response reliability on data from Cameroon and SouthSudan.
In South Sudan, responses matched in 95 per cent of cases on average. There are two types ofdiscrepancy:

⬢ responses from the proxy that are consistent with the legal status as a refugee, but responsesfrom self-reporting that are inconsistent with the legal status (on average 4 per cent of casesacross the identification sequence) and
⬢ responses from the proxy that are inconsistent with the legal status as a refugee, but responsesfrom self-reporting that are consistent with the legal status (on average 1 per cent of cases acrossthe identification sequence)

Cameroon showed similar results, with 95 per cent of responses matching on average, though with aslightly different error distribution (2 per cent consistent proxy but inconsistent self-response and 3 percent inconsistent proxy but consistent self-response). However, specific questions showed higher ratesof inconsistency in both countries – notably those concerning border crossings and applications forinternational protection, where matching decreased to 92 per cent. This is likely explained by difficultyunderstanding the terminology of these questions, as discussed in the next section.
Although individual questions show relatively low inconsistency rates, the overall inconsistency rate infinal outcomes, i.e. classification as a refugee or non-refugee, is higher at 16 per cent. This is becausethe final outcome aggregates multiple responses, so even small inconsistencies in individual itemscompound lead to a greater overall discrepancy. In 10 per cent of cases, the self-respondent’sinformation does not match the legal status while the proxy respondent’s information does. Conversely,in 6 per cent of cases, the self-respondent’s information matches the legal status, while the proxyrespondent’s information does not. This suggests that the proxy respondent may in fact be providingmore accurate responses, as they are more likely to be in line with those expected based on the refugeedocument.
Overall, the difference between proxy response and self-response indicates high reliability. However,we may expect that the reliability could vary across different types of household members, i.e.responses are more reliable for those more closely related to the head, or position in the householdroster, i.e. due to respondent fatigue induced by answering for many members. Figure 2 shows thatlikelihood of completing the identification sequence does not vary neither across positions in thehousehold roster nor by relation to household head. Note that, because the majority of refugees inPakistan were born in Pakistan, the identification sequence is rarely completed regardless of rosterposition as most respondents state in Q2 and Q2b they were never forced to flee.

9



FDS Methodological Paper Series | Identification questions PAPER #01

Figure 2. Share of refugees with a valid document completing the identification questions, by member
position and relation to household head

Comparing legal status and response
outcomes
In the following section, we analyse each question of the identification set in detail to identify potentialgaps in the identification process across the three FDS pilot countries. We highlight key discrepanciesbetween known refugee status – identified independently of the identification cascade through eachindividual’s ownership of refugee documentation – and responses to the identification questions. SeeAppendices for an overview of the exclusion error resulting from the identification questions in eachsurvey.
As shown in the previous section, differences between the proxy and direct respondent are small. Wetherefore only present the proxy responses from the head of household about all household membersin this section.
Criterion 1: Fleeing or abandoning home (forced displacement)

South Sudan While living abroad (have you/ has NAME) ever had to flee home?
Pakistan andCameroon

While living outside (host country) (have you/has NAME) ever had to fleehome? Home is (your/their) house and/or land.
RECOVERY: While living outside host country have you/has NAME ever hadto abandon your home? Home is your/their house and/or land.

After the first question of the identification sequence on nationality, we ask if the respondent wasforced to flee. In South Sudan, 30 per cent of adults holding refugee cards report that they did not haveto flee, an unexpected response given their documented refugee status. We examined possible reasonswhy that might be. For example, this negative response could be explained by the fact that the SouthSudanese state was founded in 2011, potentially creating confusion among respondents who were bornin what is now South Sudan. Although there does not appear to be a systematic difference among thosewho respond as expected that they were forced to flee and those that did not based on year of arrival,there is a correlation with the location of residence among refugees in the North of South Sudan:Among those located in Pariang county, two-thirds (65 per cent), responded that they were not forced
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to flee. In Maban, the other county with a large number of refugees, the share is just 19 per cent.
The high share of unexpected responses may reflect that the expression “forced to flee” is too complexor may not fully capture the multifaceted drivers of decisions to leave home. Conflict and livelihoodpressures can reinforce each other, meaning that people may decide to move even if they are notdirectly affected by a single conflict event (Crawley, 2018; Erdal, 2018). This can make respondents lesslikely to describe their displacement as “forced”, even if induced by a valid reason for statisticalclassification, and therefore fail to capture many people’s actual experiences.
Figure 3. Proportion of individuals who were forced to flee/abandon their home among those with a
valid refugee document

In Pakistan and Cameroon, learning from the experience in South Sudan, a recovery question wasintroduced with the phrasing “abandoning home” to recover respondents who did not self-identify ashaving been forced to flee.
In Pakistan, 84 per cent of the Afghans with refugee cards responded that they never had to flee. Therecovery question only captured an additional 1 per cent that responded positively or that they had toabandon their homes. Most recognized refugees who report that they did not experience displacementwere born in Pakistan (90 per cent). This highlights that in countries with protracted, intergenerationaldisplacement, the sequence of identification questions requires a condition to identify those born in thecountry of displacement/asylum, who likely have “derivative refugee status” (EGRISS, 2018). Learningfrom this experience, we modified the questionnaire for future FDS rounds, with the questions on beingforced to flee or abandoning home not asked to those born in the country of asylum.
In Cameroon, 14 per cent of refugees with valid documentation responded that they never had to flee.The recovery question on “abandoning home” led to the inclusion of an additional 2 per cent of refugeecard holders who would otherwise have dropped out of the identification sequence. Most individualswho responded that they never had to flee or abandon their homes were born abroad. It seems thatneither the terminology “fleeing” nor “abandoning” fully captures how the respondents perceive themove from their country of origin to the country of displacement. Therefore, a further recoveryquestion was added (see next section), which is more effective at capturing multifaceted displacementexperiences.
Criterion 2: Reason for fleeing†

South Sudan What is the main reason (you/NAME) had to flee home?
Pakistan andCameroon What is the main reason (you/NAME) fled or abandoned (your/their) home?
† The phrasing of the question was changed after the survey in South Sudan to reflect the added recovery question about having to
abandon one’s home.
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Figure 4. Proportion of individuals with a reason for fleeing requiring international protection among
adults with refugee documents who were forced to flee

According to the 1951 Refugee Convention, valid reasons to be recognized a refugee are “race, religion,
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion” (UNHCR, 2010). These translateinto response categories 1) security reasons, 2) armed conflict and generalized violence, and 3) fear ofpersecution in the FDS questionnaire, as recommended in the IRRS (EGRISS, 2018). All other reasonsare considered invalid to obtain refugee status and international protection.
Over 9 in 10 recognized adult refugees from South Sudan who fled their homes state that they did sodue to security threats, violence, or conflict – situations that qualify them for international refugeeprotection. However, about 6 per cent of individuals left for "family reasons", meaning that they wouldnot strictly fulfil the criteria for classification as refugees. This trend correlates with family separationpatterns. Among individuals from households that experienced separation during displacement, around10 per cent report that they fled to reunite with family members. In contrast, only 1 per cent of peoplefrom households that remained together during displacement cited family reunification as their reasonfor fleeing. In Pakistan, 4 per cent of adults remaining in the cascade reported leaving for personalreasons, while in Cameroon this share is less than 1 per cent.
This suggests that to accurately identify all individuals eligible for refugee status, the sequence ofquestions should either continue despite the response that appears to be a non-valid reason for asylumor include a follow-up question that allows respondents to indicate if they moved to reunite with familymembers who are refugees.
Recovery question: Reason for moving abroad (forced displacement)
In Cameroon, a further recovery question was introduced at this point in the identification sequence toidentify individuals who may not have responded as expected to the previous questions about beingforced to flee or to abandon home.
You said (you were/NAME was) never forced to flee or had to abandon (your/their) home; however,(you/they) now live in a foreign country. What is the reason that made (you/NAME) leave Cameroonmost recently? OR What is the most recent reason that made (you/NAME) leave Cameroon?

If the respondent provides a reason that would grant international protection, this response supersedesthe negative response to whether an individual fled or abandoned their home, and the sequence ofidentification questions continues. This recovery question captures over two-thirds (69 per cent) ofindividuals about whom the proxy respondent initially said that they never had to flee or abandon theirhomes.
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Criterion 3: Crossing an international border (migration history)

South Sudan After you were forced to flee home, did (you/NAME) have to cross aninternational border?
Pakistan andCameroon After (you/NAME) were forced to leave or abandon (you/their) home, did youmove to another country?

In South Sudan, almost all individuals with a valid reason for fleeing report having crossed aninternational border. Nonetheless, the phrasing was changed after the first pilot survey becausecognitive interviews showed that refugees may not know they have crossed a border, for examplebecause there is continuous cross-border mobility or there is no clearly demarcated immigration post(Vancluysen, 2021). It is also possible that respondents do not understand the abstract concept of an“international border”, which may not be relevant to their daily lives.
Figure 5. Proportion of individuals who crossed an international border among adults with refugee
documents with a reason for fleeing requiring protection

Therefore, in Pakistan and Cameroon, the term “cross an international border” was removed andsimplified to “move to another country”. Despite this rephrasing, there remains a high share ofunexpected responses in both surveys. In Cameroon, 42 per cent of refugee card holders who are still inthe identification sequence are classified as not having crossed a border. In Cameroon, the share ofunexpected responses is particularly high among refugees in sites closest to the border with the CentralAfrican Republic (58 per cent) and in rural areas in the Far North, close to the Nigerian border (52 percent). In these locations, people may still be able to speak the same languages as in their regions oforigin and pendular migration may be more common. The share of recognized refugees who state thatthey never had to cross a border is considerably lower among refugees in the urban stratum of Yaoundéand Douala (11 per cent), far from the countries’ frontiers.
In Pakistan, 51 per cent of individuals who have a refugee card and remain in the identificationsequence state that they never had to move abroad. The unexpected response is particularly frequentamong individuals living in refugee villages (59 per cent compared to 34 per cent of those living outsiderefugee villages).
Due to the high rate of inconsistent responses in the pilot surveys, this question is removed fromsubsequent FDS surveys for refugee identification. In any case, the question is redundant in thesequence of questions for refugees, as an individual born outside the country in which they live musthave crossed a border. However, the finding remains informative for adaptation of the identificationquestions to identify internally displaced people and refugee returnees whose status determinationwould require this or a similar question6.

6 For refugee returnees, we must know if they crossed an international border to enable questions on application for asylum in
another country. For IDPs, we must similarly know to distinguish them from returnees and because individuals forced to flee that cross
an international border but do not stay for longer than 12 months, return to their country of origin, and did not apply for international
protection remain IDPs.
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Criterion 4: Applying or intending to apply for international protection (legal status)

South Sudan While in (host country), did (you/NAME) apply for international protection?
Pakistan andCameroon While in (host country), did (you/NAME) apply for international protection?For example, did (you/NAME) go to an office like (host country localexamples) to register?

Figure 6. Proportion of individuals who applied for international protection among adults with refugee
documents who crossed an international border

The share of recognized refugees reporting that they applied for international protection varies bycountry. This may reflect different understandings of registration, depending on the country of originand the asylum process in the host country. In South Sudan, where refugees from Sudan received primafacie recognition, 87 per cent of individuals with a valid refugee card who crossed an internationalborder state that they applied for protection, received prima facie recognition or intend to apply. Thehigh share of inconsistent responses is likely again due to the misunderstanding of the questionphrasing. Cognitive interviews showed that many respondents are not familiar with the terminology“international protection”.
Therefore, we modified the wording in the Cameroon and Pakistan surveys, providing contextualexamples of registration locations. This may have helped respondents better understand the question.In Cameroon, almost all individuals (over 99 per cent) with a valid refugee card who crossed a borderapplied for international protection or intend to apply.
In Pakistan the share is lower, at 80 per cent. However, this likely reflects the country context, ratherthan an issue with the wording. Many refugees were not able to officially register with the Governmentof Pakistan, outside a short window in 2006. In fact, all refugees arriving after 2006 have eitherreceived a different document from a refugee card, the Afghan Citizen Card (ACC), or been consideredundocumented. In this context, it makes sense for a respondent to say that they neither applied nor hadthe intention to apply for protection, knowing the government did not provide this opportunity after2006. The share is similar for men and women, although household heads are slightly more likely tohave applied for protection than other household members (82 per cent vs. 78 per cent).

Drivers of misidentification and bias
The previous analysis shows that the criteria-based approach in FDS fails to identify accurately refugeesin a number of circumstances, and individuals are erroneously excluded at several points in thesequence on different criteria. It is also apparent that this exclusion is non-random with certain groups,for example children of refugees, households which were separated and subsequently reunited, andthose in fluid border regions seemingly systematically excluded. As a result, relying on the identification
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questions as implemented in the FDS pilot countries would misrepresent the true population share ofimportant population subgroups.
Table 3 presents a summary of key socio-demographic statistics among refugees with a valid documentfor the three countries, disaggregating by those who complete and those who do not complete theidentification cascade. It shows a number of significant differences. In all three countries, refugees whodo not complete the criteria-based questions are more likely to live in households that were separatedfollowing their displacement and are younger (in Pakistan, considerably younger). In South Sudan andCameroon, refugees who do not respond to the criteria-based questions as expected also live in smallerhouseholds.
Table 3. Overview of the data elements and related questions in the identification module by FDS
country

South Sudan Cameroon Pakistan

Variable Incomplete
cascade

Complete
cascade t-/z-stat Incomplete

cascade
Complete
cascade t-/z-stat Incomplete

cascade
Complete
cascade t-/z-stat

Year of
arrival
(median)

2011 2011 1.1 2014 2014 3.3** 1985 1983 5.0***
Age
(median) 25 28 -5.1*** 36 36 2.5* 28 54 -49.5***
Female 53.3% 53.9% -0.4 56.2% 56.0% 0.1 48.3% 47.8% 0.3
Separated
house-
holds

38.1% 30.1% 6.7*** 20.7% 20.4% 0.3 9.4% 5.9% 2.4*

Citizenship
(top 3
countries)

SDN SDN CAF CAF AFG AFG
82.4% 82.4% 72.0% 72.0% 99.9% 99.9%
COD COD NGA NGA
8.9% 8.9% 25.9% 25.9%
ETH ETH
5.4% 5.4%

Household
size
(mean)

8.1 8.6 -5.4*** 6.1 6.6 -5.6*** 11.8 11.7 0.5
n 404 746 2,395 3,291 2,137 955
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1

Countries: SDN-Sudan; CAF-Central African Republic; AFG-Afghanistan; COD-Democratic Republic of Congo

NGA-Nigeria; ETH-Ethiopia

To assess both the drivers and the implications of this misidentification bias in criteria-based refugeeidentification, we first model the likelihood of cascade completion using demographic and displacementhistory variables to determine whether exclusion is systematically correlated with specific household orindividual characteristics. Second, we conduct difference-in-means tests comparing key socio-economicoutcome indicators collected in the FDS between samples identified through the criteria-based cascadeversus the sample identified via documentation to understand how misidentification biases the surveys’population estimates.
Appendix 2 presents a series of logistic regression models predicting the likelihood of completing theidentification questions as expected using a number of demographic and contextual variables includingsex, household head status, country of birth, years since arrival, separation status, and refugee location(the sample stratum). The results are presented as odds ratios (OR) rather than log-odds coefficients forease of interpretation.7

7 An OR of 1 indicates no effect, values greater than 1 indicate increased odds (e.g., 2 means double the odds), and values less than
1 indicate decreased odds (e.g., 0.5 means half the odds).
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The models confirm that the bias is systematic and non-random. However, they also show that thedrivers of misidentification are not consistent across the three countries where FDS was implemented.The geographic location (sampling stratum) is consistently the strongest predictor across all threemodels. In Pakistan, respondents in refugee villages and urban area were less likely to be correctlyidentified. In Cameroon, on the other hand, there is a positive correlation with identification and residingin peri-urban and urban areas. In South Sudan, which did not include an urban sample of refugees,refugees in Maban are much more likely to be identified correctly as refugees compared to those inPariang. Individual demographics (sex, household head status) are generally not significant predictors ofcorrect identification nor is the relationship to the household head. As expected, being born in the hostcountry has strong negative correlation in Pakistan and Cameroon confirming the finding that theidentification questions do not perform well for those with derivative refugee status. In Cameroon,longer stays in country are correlated with higher likelihood of completing the cascade as expectedwhile in Pakistan and South Sudan duration of stay is mostly insignificant. Given the complexity in someof the terminology used for refugee identification, we may expect that more educated household headsperform better. This appears to be the case only in Cameroon. In South Sudan, there is no significantrelationship between education of the household head and identification, although there is lowvariability in educational achievement overall. In Pakistan, the inverse is true, however this is likely dueto younger cohorts being better educated but also significantly more likely to be born in Pakistan.
Figure 7. Difference in means between document-based and criteria-based approaches in estimates of
socio-economic indicators

Figure 7 shows the results of difference-in-means tests for six socio-economic indicators measuredthrough the FDS showing the difference between estimates using the document- and criteria-basedapproaches. A positive difference indicates that the estimate using the document-based approachexceeds the criteria-based approach (underestimation) while a negative value indicates that theestimate of the document-based approach is less than the criteria-based approach (overestimation). Thefindings are consistent with non-random, systematic bias however indicate that the direction of the biasvaries across contexts. In Cameroon, the difference between the two approaches is only significant forestimates of the prevalence of refugees with access to a financial account which is overestimated underthe criteria-based approach. In Pakistan, there are statistically significant differences in estimates foraccess to social protection, food security, and access to land. Importantly, the criteria-based approachunderestimates food insecurity and overestimates access to social protection. In South Sudan, there isthe largest bias in the estimates likely owing to the high correlation between misidentification andlocation. The criteria-based approach overestimates refugee’s access to financial accounts and secureland tenure while underestimating food insecurity and access to social protection.
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Discussion and conclusion
Development of a standardized criteria-based approach to identification of refugees as well as otherforcibly displaced persons is necessary for statistical inclusion. However, full inclusion requires thisapproach to be accurate and reliable. The experience of the Forced Displacement Survey (FDS) showsthat further refinement is still required to ensure accuracy.
The comparison between proxy and self-reporting in the identification process shows fairly highconsistency across the identification sequence, although for specific questions, for example aboutborder crossings and applications for international protection, there are more discrepancies inresponses. Although the causes of these differences require further examination, the FDS shows thatreliance on proxy response is not the main source of misidentification bias in criteria-basedidentification and proxy response is sufficiently reliable and consistent with individual responses foridentification of refugees.
Despite the high consistency of proxy and self-response, analysis shows that many registered refugeesholding valid documentation of their legal status do not respond to the criteria-based questions asexpected, contradicting their legal status. The differences are largely not a result of features of therespondent within the household, instead they result largely from misunderstanding of the questionsand appear systematic across population subgroups, correlated with household features. Findingssuggest misunderstanding or different interpretations of the terminology “forced to flee” that oftenleads to misidentification. Rephrasing the question as “abandoning home” in a recovery question had apositive but small effect. A further recovery question, added to the survey in Cameroon, showed thatasking specifically about reasons for no longer living in the country of origin can capture a large share ofindividuals who would otherwise drop out of the identification cascade. As the question asking whetheror not a person was forced to flee is used not only for identification of refugees but also other forciblydisplaced people, further investigation is required to minimize exclusion error.
The case of South Sudan highlights the risk of relying on single-category reasons for fleeing andparticularly the exclusion of “family reasons”, which can mask legitimate claims such as familyreunification with relatives who were forced to flee and have already obtained refugee status. It alsoshows the need for sensitivity to the multi-faceted nature of migration decisions even in contexts offorced displacement.
When looking at the “citizenship” and “migration history” criteria, the case of Pakistan highlights thechallenges of identifying individuals born in the host country, who may not have crossed a border butstill require international protection. The current set of questions focuses on adults, and there is a needto develop criteria-based questions that can accurately identify children of refugees. This includesconsidering the legal status of their parents and their own potentially separate displacementexperiences.
The pilot FDS surveys also highlight possible difficulties in understanding cross-border displacement incontexts where administrative borders may not feature prominently in everyday lives and respondentsmay frequently travel back and forth. This shows that either a more nuanced, context-specific phrasingis needed with concrete geographical references, or that this question should be skipped altogether forrefugees. The latter is the approach taken in subsequent FDS survey rounds. This question neverthelessrequires further investigation and revision as it will remain necessary for identification of IDPs andrefugee returnees among other categories of FDPs who may have similar difficulties in understanding.More testing is still required for other categories of FDPs, but we may expect that for identificationquestions common across categories (like reason for displacement and forced to flee) results would besimilar.
Turning to the implications of misidentification bias for measurement, the results indicate that thedirection of misidentification bias under the criteria-based approach is indeterminate a priori but in allthree FDS surveys significant difference arise between the document- and criteria-based approachesfor one or more socio-economic indicators. This confirms that the criteria-based approach asformulated in FDS suffers from systematic bias and that the measurement error is non-random. It alsoindicates that heterogeneity in survey context dictates the performance of the questions, obviating the
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need for additional adaptation and contextualization of the questions across contexts. This means thatstandardized approaches to identification need to be sensitive to the displacement context in theirformulation and require sufficient flexibility in adaptation.
Finally, it is important to note that the recommendations of the EGRISS 2023 methodological paper(EGRISS, 2023) and the identification sequence in the FDS were designed to capture most, but not all,of the statistical categories identified in the IRIS and IRRS. Some categories may still be excluded infuture refinements, particularly those relating to smaller population groups or more nuanced aspects ofmigration and family history. These would require a longer and more detailed set of questions, whichmay be better suited for thematic surveys. Further refinements will also investigate improved questionwording and sequencing to minimize exclusion, as well as strategies to reduce the length of theidentification sequence for inclusion in other national household surveys where FDP inclusion isnecessary but addition of the full sequence is infeasible.
Additionally, it should be noted that, the findings here speak mainly to the implications of exclusionerrors on measurement. More research is needed on the impact of inclusion errors. Also, more work isnecessary to define and measure “inclusion errors”. As the FDS pilots surveyed the registered refugeepopulation, an inclusion error would be classification of non-refugees or unregistered refugees asregistered refugees. There is little evidence of non-refugees completing the sequence, howeverunregistered refugees should complete the sequence and their identification and inclusion in surveysmay be important and desirable, especially in context, like Pakistan, where a large number of refugeesare unregistered. Moreover, although the evaluation of the identification set for refugees presentedhere contains lessons for other population groups, more research is needed on the questions’performance in other contexts, especially for slow onset and non-conflict induced displacement.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Proportion of individuals remaining in the identification
cascade after each question

Figure 8. Proportion of individuals remaining in the identification cascade after each question
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Appendix 2: Likelihood of completing Identification Cascade

Table 4. Likelihood of completing Identification Cascade

South Sudan Pakistan Cameroon
Odds Ratio SE Odds Ratio SE Odds Ratio SE

Male Member 1.01 (0.18) 1.07 (0.17) 1.12 (0.07)
HoH is Male 0.81 (0.19) 1.06 (0.17) 0.89+ (0.06)
HH Size 0.95* (0.02) 1.01 (0.01) 1.03** (0.01)
Less than 5 1.89 (0.58) 12.67*** (0.35) 2.74** (0.31)

Yea
rss

ince
arri

val

5 to 9 5.41*** (0.43) 16.18*** (0.36) 4.39*** (0.29)
10 to14 6.78*** (0.27) 15.09*** (0.44) 4.67*** (0.28)
15 to 19 4.03*** (0.29) 4.21* (0.59) 4.28*** (0.29)
20 to 25 0.70 (0.40) 16.27*** (0.34) 3.87*** (0.33)
25+ 8.23+ (1.15) 22.39*** (0.23) 1.29 (0.55)

Separated HH 1.74** (0.19) 0.57* (0.25) 0.50*** (0.08)

Sou
th

Sud
an Pariang 0.01*** (0.42)

Maban 6.21*** (0.25)

Pak
ista

n

Out of RV, Balochistan 2.13** (0.28)
Ref. Village, KPK 1.46 (0.28)
Out of RV, KPK 2.17** (0.26)
Ref. Village, Punjab 0.03*** (0.63)
Out of RV, Punjab 0.50* (0.27)
Islamabad and Karachi 0.48* (0.29)

Cam
ero

on

Rural, Far North 0.77* (0.11)
Sites North, East, Adamawa 0.51*** (0.10)
Townships North, East, Adamawa 2.15*** (0.10)
Yaoundé, Douala 5.98*** (0.13)
Rural North, East, Adamawa 1.11 (0.10)

Rel
atio

nsh
ipt

o
HoH

Wife/Husband/Partner 0.99 (0.30) 0.97 (0.21) 1.14 (0.08)
Biological child 0.86 (0.22) 0.80 (0.24) 0.96 (0.09)
Mother/Father 3.08 (0.74) 1.27 (0.21) 1.48+ (0.23)
Sister/Brother 1.17 (0.36) 0.67 (0.37) 1.19 (0.18)
Grandchild 2.61 (0.95) 0.00 (300.10) 1.18 (0.42)
Other 0.62+ (0.29) 0.56+ (0.33) 1.79** (0.19)

Edu
cati

on
ofH

oH Lower Secondary 1.19 (0.42) 0.37** (0.37) 1.94*** (0.19)
Upper Secondary 1.53 (0.58) 0.28*** (0.35) 2.09*** (0.19)
None 0.78 (0.35) 0.63+ (0.25) 1.29+ (0.13)

(Intercept) 0.81 (0.48) 0.04*** (0.46) 0.17*** (0.33)
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1
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