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Key messages

• Informal actors and activity are a significant feature of urban crisis response in disasters, conflict and violent
urban settings. Informal actors exist in many forms and contexts, operating both within and outside formal
systems, and at many different levels. They perform a wide range of functions within communities, including
governance, security and the provision of financial and material assistance.
• Existing practices of stakeholder assessment and engagement in urban crises mean that humanitarian
agencies may overlook, undervalue or denigrate these important actors. By understanding these actors and
processes better, humanitarian practitioners and policy-makers should be able to identify when and how to
support them more effectively.
• Advances in information and communications technologies offer an opportunity to change the relationship
between aid givers and recipients and support informal activity by stimulating dialogue and debate, giving a
voice to disaster-affected people and empowering them as actors in response and recovery.
• Agencies are beginning to adapt their assessment and targeting tools to urban conditions, but these
activities are piecemeal and it remains to be seen how effective new approaches and tools will be in
complex urban environments.
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1 	Introduction
to, may overlook, undervalue or denigrate important
informal actors.
The paper draws on evidence from a review of
published and grey literature alongside discussions
at recent workshops and symposia, particularly the
session on informality at the Urban Humanitarian
Response Symposium in London in June 2017, organised
by the Stronger Cities Initiative.1 Limitations in the
current evidence base make it impossible to present a
comprehensive review and analysis of the subject at
this stage, but the paper identifies significant aspects of
informality and issues relating to it in urban disasters
and crises.
There is a strong relationship between informal
settlements, hazard exposure, vulnerability and disaster
risk. More than half of the world’s population lives
in towns and cities, and most future growth in the
world’s urban population is projected to be in low- and
middle-income countries, where substantial numbers of
people live without adequate access to water, sanitation,
drainage, roads, health care and emergency services.
About one billion urban dwellers live in ‘informal

What people want is an international assistance
system that integrates the resources and experiences
of outsiders with the assets and capacities of insiders
to develop contextually appropriate strategies for
pursuing positive change (Anderson et al., 2012: 84).

To date, the knowledge and expertise of urban
development actors, and of the formal and informal
institutions they operate within, are not routinely
informing humanitarian action (Earle, 2016: 85).
The aim of this paper is to draw attention to the
importance of informal actors, networks and activities
in responding to urban crises, and to encourage
humanitarian agencies and policy-makers to engage with
informality more systematically. We show that informal
actors and activity are a significant feature of urban
crisis response – whether in disasters, conflict or violent
urban settings. We also suggest that existing practices of
stakeholder assessment and engagement in urban crises,
together with the types of intervention that they lead

Box 1 	 Understanding ‘informality’ and ‘informal actors’
The term ‘informality’ is used and understood in many different ways, in relation to actors, networks, social and
organisational arrangements, settlements and economic practices. It also covers a wide range of relationships
and transactions. Informality has been applied to many aspects of urban life, particularly legality and formal
legitimacy (it often implies a lack of political and legal status and recognition); planning systems and structures;
housing construction and human settlement; economy, employment and livelihoods; forms of organisation or
association; governance; regulatory systems; types of knowledge and practice; planning and the use of urban
space; and services and transport. Informal activity provides goods and services where state institutions are
unwilling or unable to do so, or where these are not covered by existing legislation or formal arrangements.
The boundaries and relationships between ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ are not always clear; the two are often
complementary or interconnected (Brown et al., 2014; McFarlane and Waibel, 2016; Porter et al., 2011;
Duminy, 2011; Recio, 2015; Roy, 2005).
Informal actors exist in many forms and contexts, operating both within and outside formal systems, and
at many different levels (Cheng, 2012). Informal groups, networks and activities are based on personal social
relationships, neighbourliness, sense of community and the environments in which people live, work, worship
and socialise. This paper focuses on groups and individuals not formally organised for disaster activity, and
outside the formal regulation and planning of disaster response.
The informal economy comprises income-generating enterprises, workers and activities that are outside state
regulation or insufficiently covered by formal arrangements. Much of the world’s population produces and trades in
the informal economic sector, particularly in middle- and low-income countries, where it accounts for half to threequarters of all non-agricultural employment. Although the informal sector is a key mechanism for economic growth
and poverty reduction, it is often criminalised by laws and official regulations (Brown et al., 2014; Chen, 2012).
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on work from a variety of contexts (Maskrey, 2011;
Twigg, 2015). Understanding of the roles of community
and informal actors in urban risk and vulnerability
reduction has received less attention. The limitations of
community action are also acknowledged: for instance,
communities cannot provide critical infrastructure and
services or direct land use management, and nor can
they design or enforce building codes and standards
(Satterthwaite, 2011; Maynard et al., 2017), even though
many households in informal settlements have developed
strategies for mitigating risk and coping with crisis
(Jabeen et al., 2010; Stephens et al., 1995; Simamarta,
2015). In some cases, the most vulnerable members of
the community may not have the time or resources to
participate (Moser et al., 2010; Pelling and High, 2005).
Nevertheless, creating space for communal action, which
can be mobilised by local voluntary agencies, stimulates
disaster-affected people’s engagement in reconstruction
and recovery (Archer and Boonyabancha, 2011;
Carcellar et al., 2011).
The following sections address a range of issues
associated with informality in urban disasters and
crises. Section 2 discusses the diverse stakeholders that
humanitarian actors may encounter in urban settings,
including a range of formal and informal actors, of
varying forms and functions. This section also highlights
the particular attributes of urban ‘communities’ and their
leadership. The next two sections focus on the different
types of informal actor that can be found in disaster and
in displacement and violent contexts, and draws out
some of the differences between them. Section 3 discusses
informality in disasters, in particular the distinctive
features of informal actors and emergent groups and the
importance of social capital and shelter self-recovery.
Section 4 focuses on informality in displacement settings,
and looks at informal governance and land tenure
arrangements and informal services. It also discusses
informality in violent urban settings. Sections 5 and 6
focus on two features common to both disaster and
displacement/protracted crisis contexts, namely informal
economies and digital humanitarianism. Section 7 presents
some conclusions and recommendations, and discusses
new humanitarian assessment tools and approaches to
working in urban settings.

settlements’: in poor-quality and overcrowded housing,
without adequate infrastructure, lacking formal land
and property rights or support from local government
authorities. Large concentrations of people, buildings
and infrastructure in hazard-prone urban areas
contribute to extensive fatalities and injuries, physical
damage and economic losses from disaster events.
The low-income urban poor also face high risks from
pollution and inadequate water and sanitation (RomeroLankao et al., 2014; Dodman et al., 2008; 2013).
Disasters stimulate the creation and expansion of
informal activity, individual and collective, often on a
very large scale. This may be short-term, linked to the
duration of the event, or longer-lasting. Some aspects
of informality in disasters, particularly social capital
and emergent groups, have been extensively researched
(Aldrich, 2012; Drabek and McEntire, 2003), but in
general the role of informal groups, networks and
activities in disasters is not well understood (Tzachor et
al., 2017). Informality is equally important in conflict or
violent urban settings, and is often a long-term feature of
the lives of affected people.
Policy and guidance on humanitarian response
routinely refers to engaging local actors, communities or
community members, affected populations, vulnerable
groups, social networks and a range of other groups
and types of stakeholder, but it rarely refers explicitly to
informality or informal actors. Other than its application
to informal settlements or the informal economic sector,
the term ‘informality’ is not much used in the context of
disasters, and there is no common understanding of what
‘informality’ means in this context. Terms commonly
used to denote aspects of informality in disaster contexts
cover a wide range of groups and types (community
leaders, civil society, community-based organisations,
faith groups). By understanding these actors and
processes better, humanitarian practitioners and policymakers should be able to identify when and how to
support them more effectively.
General guidance on disaster risk reduction and
resilience-building highlights the important roles that
communities and community organisations can play
in risk reduction. Community-based disaster risk
management has been studied extensively, drawing
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2 	Contexts
2.1 	 The humanitarian sector, urban
crises and urban stakeholders

not only reduces the effectiveness of humanitarian responses
to disasters in cities, but can also reinforce underlying
vulnerabilities where it is not possible to identify the most
vulnerable or deliver assistance to them (Crawford, 2011).
Numerous and diverse urban actors and stakeholders
operate at multiple levels in densely networked and highly
dynamic environments (see Figure 1) (Campbell, 2016;
Crisp et al., 2012). Multiple authorities exist – official

A number of major urban disasters in recent years have
drawn attention to formal humanitarian actors’ limited
understanding of urban contexts and the complexity of
urban systems, and hence to associated problems in needs
assessment and effective targeting of aid (Knox-Clarke and
Ramalingam, 2012; Currion, 2015; Campbell, 2017). This

Figure 1 	 Urban stakeholders
National government – line ministries

Law enforcement, police, militaries

Local development councils
Political parties

Social services, hospitals, nurses, doctors

Public sector

Regional government

Emergency services (fire, ambulance)

Municipal government – local
and ward councils, mayors

Judicial and penal actors

Hawkers, market traders

International firms

Small- and medium-sized businesses,
employers

Finance institutions, banks, lenders
and treasury
Chambers of commerce,
business associations

Private sector

Media groups and news organisations

Landlords/owners/renters, housing
associations
Black markets
Labour networks/unions/guilds,
employees, seasonal workers

Service/utility providers (water,
transportation, etc.), healthcare providers

Diaspora

Gangs

CSOs and CBOs, charities, national and
local RCRC societies

Sports and leisure groups
Youth groups, women’s groups,
marginalised groups

Schools, school councils, teachers

Civil society

Community/grassroots media

Religious authorities, faith-based
organisations
Traditional authorities, elders, traditional
healers, tribal/ethnic group leaders,
influential families

Media institutions, newspapers, radio
Source: Campbell, 2016: 41.
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It is generally accepted in principle that aid providers
should work with existing institutions, local structures
and civil society (IFRC, 2015; Wall and Hedlund, 2016;
Bennett et al., 2016). Partnerships with national and local
actors potentially lead to humanitarian interventions
that are more relevant, appropriate and effective; more
accountable to local people; and more likely to be
based on a holistic and longer-term understanding of
local needs. Yet the formal humanitarian system has so
far failed to connect meaningfully with local actors, or
shape a more inclusive and diverse humanitarian sector.
Such engagement requires a significant shift in emphasis:
putting local actors at the centre of collaboration, rather
than fitting them into the plans of international agencies;
joint decision-making; greater equality in dialogue and
planning; direct funding instead of sub-contracting; and
support for long-term capacity-building (Alcayna and AlMurani, 2016a; Sanderson and Sitko, 2017). Centralised
governance structures can be reluctant to cede control,
while creating new national reconstruction agencies
after disasters can hinder reconstruction processes
and marginalise local actors (Daly et al., 2017). The
‘asymmetry of power’ (Anderson et al., 2011: 84) between
givers and receivers of aid can make local organisations
feel that they are agents of formal aid rather than
independent actors. There is reluctance to change existing
patterns of control and resource distribution (Anderson et
al., 2012; Ramalingam et al., 2013; Bennett et al., 2016);
local partnership-building requires considerable time,
effort and resources, and achieving widespread coverage is
a major challenge (Ramalingam et al., 2013).
The humanitarian sector has shown interest in the roles
of local actors in urban disaster response and recovery, but
among disaster professionals (especially in international
agencies) there is a lack of clarity about who exactly these
local actors are, how to categorise or conceptualise them,
and how they might contribute to humanitarian action
(Alcayna and Al-Murani, 2016a; 2016b). A ‘local actor’ is
usually defined broadly, for example as ‘an organisation
or an individual, from and based in the country and
within the area affected, who has influence and is working
directly or indirectly on the humanitarian response’
(Alcayna and Al-Murani, 2016a: 4); or (in the urban
context) as ‘[e]xisting/emerging actors and institutions
that are involved, or have the potential to be involved, in
responding to humanitarian emergencies’ (Brown et al.,
2015: 12). Humanitarian agencies prefer to work with
traditional or familiar types of local partner, and are likely
to have limited engagement outside their normal (and
formal) collaborators.

and unofficial, formal and informal, traditional and new
(Currion, 2015; Campbell and Miranda Morel, 2017).
The division of roles and responsibilities between formal
and informal actors, and their inter-relationships, is often
unclear even in normal times, but particularly so during
crises or disasters, where rapid adaptation or improvisation
may take place; official organisations’ mandates, authority
and legitimacy may not be acknowledged by communities,
who may have alternative, informal arrangements in
place. Local power relationships may take visible forms,
such as decision- and rule-making mechanisms and legal
frameworks, but they are often based on wider social and
cultural norms or influences that are invisible to outsiders.
Similarly, local stakeholders’ interests and relationships may
be formal and transparent, or informal and hidden; there
may be collaboration, but also division and competition
(Campbell, 2016). In contexts of weak urban governance,
violence and conflict, negotiated collaborative processes
become far more challenging (Lucchi, 2013). Traditional
social hierarchies and lines of authority may be disrupted,
making them hard to identify.
For humanitarian agencies, gaining an understanding
of who the many different urban actors are, and the
dynamics of power relations in urban settings, is a
challenging task requiring considerable investment of
time and resources, which is rarely possible during a
crisis (Zetter and Deikun, 2010). This task is made
more difficult by conventional assessment that ‘does not
capture the complex interconnectedness of the formal
and informal and the way that households engage with
the fabric of the city … In the worst cases, emergency
responses may distort and damage informal or formal
systems, particularly if humanitarians establish parallel
service provision’ (Earle, 2016: 81–82) (we discuss new
assessment tools below, in Section 7). Humanitarian
actors also have limited influence over key features of
urban contexts, such as the extent and quality of service
provision, employment opportunities, infrastructure and
legal rights (Haysom, 2013).

2.2 	 Expanding the humanitarian system

The humanitarian sector is becoming more aware of the
need to engage with a wider range of local actors in urban
response. For instance, an evaluation of humanitarian
responses in four different cities (Port-au-Prince, Manila,
Eldoret and Nairobi) and types of crisis (earthquake,
hurricane, violence) highlighted urban-dwellers’ strong
reliance on support from within their community
regarding protection, housing, access to basic services
and support for their livelihoods. These local connections
and networks were supported by many other non-state
actors. Formal humanitarian actors lacked sufficient
knowledge of this considerable resource and how to tap
into it when designing their responses, and there was poor
coordination with community-based organisations. This
gap in engagement was highlighted as a key strategic area
for improvement (Barcelo et al., 2011).

2.3 	 Urban ‘communities’ and leadership
Being accountable to disaster- and crisis-affected
communities, and putting them at the centre of
humanitarian assistance programmes through
involvement in decision-making and aid delivery, is
central to contemporary humanitarian thinking, and
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competition may arise between formal and informal
leaders, or parallel governance structures may emerge (as
in Juba, South Sudan, after the 2005 peace agreement
(Martin and Mosel, 2011)). In addition, urban (and even
national) government capacity can be severely damaged
by disasters, as in Port-au-Prince in 2010 (Brown et al.,
2015; Campbell, 2017; Mosel et al., 2016).
Identifying leaders of informal or dispersed groups
is not straightforward. Some community leaders can
be identified through existing community and religious
groups; vendors and traders can also be important
contacts (Brown et al., 2014). Working with informal
leaders can result in parallel structures, but discounting
them means missing opportunities, particularly in areas
where they hold legitimacy in the eyes of the people
they represent (Campbell, 2017). At the same time,
humanitarians are concerned that local and informal
urban actors may be unrepresentative and exclude
people in need. This concern is often well-founded: after
the 2015 earthquakes in Nepal, for instance, self-formed
reconstruction committees in urban communities in
the Kathmandu Valley were dominated by influential
local figures, and participation in discussions about
rebuilding was restricted to property owners (Daly et
al., 2017). In displacement camps in Haiti, many of the
heads of camp committees, who presented themselves
as community leaders to aid agencies, had formerly
been figures of authority exercising control, sometimes
violently, over neighbourhoods in Port-au-Prince, while
the committees themselves were self-appointed (Corbet,
2015; Clermont et al., 2011). In Maputo, Mozambique,
after severe floods in 2000 land allocated by the state
for resettlement was parcelled out and settled through
informal practices, bypassing state institutions, because
local government lacked the capacity to manage a formal
process (Nielsen, 2010).
In the urgency and pressure of emergency response,
and working in unfamiliar environments, there may
not be time to establish the legitimacy of local actors.
Inevitably, errors are made. For example, to engage with
communities in the Delmas 19 district of Port-au-Prince
in 2010, the British Red Cross worked with so-called
‘zonal committees’ that had sprung up spontaneously
after the earthquake. These were mistakenly assumed to
be representative bodies. Their lack of legitimacy proved
a major challenge to the agency’s response and recovery
programme, in a district where there were already
high levels of violence and weak community solidarity
(Advisem, 2016).

has also been advocated in urban disasters (Barcelo et
al., 2011). But humanitarian actors have found urban
communities far more complex than rural ones, and
they seem to struggle to identify and understand what
an urban ‘community’ is (Campbell, 2017). In many
cases this is not a neatly definable geographical entity.
It may be a more dispersed network or group. Similarly,
vulnerability is diffused across a town or city, making
it harder to identify those most in need and target
humanitarian interventions (Barcelo et al., 2011). People
belong to different kinds of community at the same time:
these may be spatial, social, economic, cultural, religious,
occupational, professional or political, or based on other
forms of connection, common purpose or shared identity.
Humanitarians have found it necessary to revisit their
understanding of ‘community’ in dense, dynamic and
complex urban environments.
Even over a small geographical area, urban
populations almost always contain diverse social,
economic, ethnic, religious, age and economic groups,
with different histories, capacities, vulnerabilities and
needs in a crisis. Urban communities are more closely
tied into the cash economy and market services than
their rural counterparts. People may commute long
distances daily to work or trade, and migration in and
out of urban areas makes it difficult to measure the size
and composition of populations at a given moment.
Some groups, such as migrants, refugees and displaced
people, may choose to be invisible to official authorities
because they lack legal documentation and status.
Renting, hosting and sharing housing arrangements also
make displaced and marginalised people hard to locate
(Knox-Clarke and Ramalingam, 2012; Currion, 2015;
Sanderson and Knox-Clarke, 2012; Brown et al., 2015).
The diversity of urban communities raises questions
about accountability and representation at different
levels and across different types of community.
Humanitarian actors have to engage with a wide range
of urban stakeholders. Official (government, municipal)
agencies have formal responsibility for planning,
infrastructure, economic and social development
and disaster planning. However, in practice many
communities look for support from local leaders, kinship
networks and other associational structures. Urban
representative and leadership structures may be complex
and hidden. There may be multiple community leaders
deriving their legitimacy and influence from different
networks and forms of association. Where governance
and leadership structures are unclear or in transition,
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3 	Informality and urban
disasters
political contacts to get round government rules relating
to reconstruction, and it appeared that communities and
NGOs in other places were also using such strategies to
cut through bureaucratic red tape. Lacking support from
the government’s National Reconstruction Authority,
all five settlements drew on informal governance
structures to form community reconstruction and
planning committees and collaborative relationships
with NGOs and other organisations, loosely coordinated
with local government (Daly et al., 2017). In another
study of the same event in the urban Kathmandu Valley,
all of the households interviewed had relied to some
degree on informal networks after the disaster. While
the government and international organisations played
an important role in providing relief, nearly half of the
connections households made were with local NGOs,
relatives, friends and neighbours (Carrero et al., 2016).
Informal post-disaster activity can occur on a
very large scale. Perhaps the best-known example is
the Canaan encampment outside Port-au-Prince, a
spontaneous appropriation of space by 200,000 people
after the January 2010 earthquake. This was not formally
recognised by the authorities at first, it had no formal
infrastructure or land ownership (many plots were sold
by gangs), and it was run by informal and mostly selfappointed committees (Corbet, 2015; Ott, 2016; World
Bank, 2016: 151–54). Canaan was just one of over 1,200
pieces of public and private land in the metropolitan area
that were spontaneously resettled in this way, occupied
by 1.2 million people at the peak of displacement a few
months after the earthquake (Ferris et al., 2012).

[M]ajor disasters exhibit stunning complexity
as existing groups and organizations restructure
to meet disaster demands, new groups and
organizations emerge, and both existing and new
entities become parts of broader social networks of
collective action (Kreps and Bosworth, 2007: 299).

Urban populations are often highly skilled,
and have a greater diversity of skills, than rural
populations. Many of the skills required for
response will be available locally (Knox-Clarke
and Ramalingam, 2012: 9).

3.1 	 Informal responders

Independent, voluntary and self-organised actions from
within affected communities and their surrounding
areas are characteristic of disaster and crisis response in
both rural and urban areas. However, local perceptions
of disaster response and recovery can be very different
from international understandings. Local groups and
organisations usually make little or no distinction
between response and recovery. They also regard
themselves as more sensitive to local priorities than
international agencies, seeing ‘micro gaps’ in needs and
provision which are often invisible to international actors
(Alcayna and Al-Murani, 2016b).
Disaster and crisis responses invariably involve a
wide range of local actors, formal and informal, as
well as a great deal of improvisation in activities and
relationships. For instance, in the response to the 1993
earthquake in Latur and Osmanabad Districts in India,
one local coordination committee identified 76 voluntary
organisations engaged in disaster response, relief
and recovery (Comfort, 1995). A study of five urban
settlements affected by the 2015 Gorkha earthquake
in Nepal revealed that initial response, involving
provision of relief supplies and medical assistance, was
carried out by a wide range of actors, including local
residents, community-based organisations, NGOs and
ward offices. Local volunteers cleared rubble, stabilised
damaged buildings and carried out basic repairs to local
infrastructure. In one settlement, local leaders used their

3.2 	 Social capital

Social capital consists of ‘the networks and resources
available to people through their connections to others’
(Aldrich, 2012: 2). This includes social networks and
relationships and individual resources or assets (Aldrich,
2012; Putnam, 2000; Kuhlicke and Steinführer, 2010).
Social capital is commonly said to take three main
forms: bonding (exclusive, strengthening cohesion within
social groups/networks); bridging (inclusive, connecting
different groups/networks); and linking (vertical
connectivity, such as between communities and higherlevel officials). A combination of these forms improves
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access to support and resources after disasters (Putnam,
2000; Aldrich, 2012).
In crises, social capital and networks provide mutual
assistance as well as access to support and resources. For
instance, after the April 2015 earthquakes in Nepal Newar
communities in urban districts of the Kathmandu Valley,
with strong social capital and a tradition of collective
action, were active in search and rescue, setting up
temporary shelters (tents, tarpaulins), bringing and sharing
food, organising communal meals, distributing relief and
organising clean-up campaigns (Devkota et al., 2016).
According to the disaster sociologist Russell Dynes:

by extensive research, although it persists in news media
coverage (Quarantelli, 1998; de Ville de Goyet, 2000;
Drabek and McEntire, 2003; Stock, 2007). Disasteraffected people generally join together in a crisis,
thereby creating stronger community ties, at least in the
short term (Putnam, 2000; Gordon, 2004). One wellknown example is the 1995 Kobe earthquake, which
strengthened community solidarity and civil society
organisations in Japan and improved collaboration
between citizens and government (Shaw and Goda,
2004). Repeated disaster events may reinforce social
capital and organisation (Yamamura, 2010; Bankoff,
2007), although extreme devastation with extensive
loss of life, badly implemented relief programmes
and post-disaster relocation are likely to damage
these ties (Aldrich, 2012; Aldrich and Meyer, 2015;
Gordon, 2004). Likewise, while altruistic behaviour
is characteristic of disasters (Drabek and McEntire,
2003), strong group loyalty (‘bonding’ social capital)
can reinforce social inequalities, undermine trust and
collective action and exclude people in need of assistance
(Bosher et al., 2007; Murphy, 2007; Aldrich and
Meyer, 2015; Minamoto, 2010). In Haiti after the 2010
earthquake, pre-existing forms of bonding social capital
enabled the capture of relief goods by certain groups,
while others were excluded (Rahill et al., 2014).

social networks provide effective search and
rescue removing victims and having them seek
medical help and providing transportation to
medical help locations. The same social networks
provide motivation and encouragement to take
preventative action such as evacuation by their
willingness to provide temporary shelter as
well as longer housing assistance. These same
social networks are the channels that motivate
volunteers to provide labor for important disaster
related tasks which compensate for losses in
physical capital (Dynes, 2005: 15).
Social capital has been described as ‘the primary base
for a community response’ in a disaster and ‘the only
form of capital which is renewed and enhanced during
the emergency period’ (Dynes, 2005: 7). The extent and
strength of social capital or networks also correlates
with increased community resilience (Murphy, 2007;
Aldrich and Meyer, 2015; Nakagawa and Shaw, 2004). Its
importance in post-disaster recovery is well-documented
(Aldrich, 2012). For example, comparisons between
different neighbourhoods in Kobe, Japan, after the
earthquake in 1995 have shown that strong social capital
and networks were key factors in the speed and quality of
recovery (Aldrich, 2011; Comfort, 1996; Shaw and Goda,
2004). A study in the town of Bhuj, Gujarat, following the
earthquake in 2001 also indicated that faster recovery was
linked to higher levels of community participation and
social capital (Nakagawa and Shaw, 2004). A Vietnamese
community in New Orleans with pre-existing high levels
of social capital and social networking was noticeably
quicker than other communities to return and rebuild
after the Hurricane Katrina evacuation in 2005 (Airess
et al., 2008). Conversely, lack of social support networks
can contribute significantly to vulnerability in disasters,
as shown by the higher fatality levels among older people
living alone in the heatwaves in Chicago in 1995 and Paris
in 2003 (Keller, 2015; Klinenberg, 2002; Ogg, 2005).
The idea that disasters lead to panic, social
dysfunction and antisocial behaviour has been disproved

2

3.3 	 Emergent groups

The subject of emergent groups and spontaneous
volunteers in urban disaster response has been discussed
in a recent publication by the authors of this paper
(Twigg and Mosel, 2017), and for this reason is not
dwelt on extensively here. However, it is important to
note the significance and implications of this aspect
of informal response.2 Disasters commonly stimulate
spontaneous responses by self-organising, voluntary
groups and individuals, before professional emergency
teams arrive. These ‘emergent’ groups are usually formed
by individuals from an affected area; volunteers and
supplies will also arrive from outside (this is known
as ‘convergence’). Response activities principally
comprise search and rescue; collecting, transporting and
distributing relief supplies and clothing; and providing
food and drink to victims and emergency workers. The
involvement of these groups may be brief, but they may
also contribute a large number of hours or days to the
relief effort (Drabek and McEntire, 2003; Whittaker
et al., 2015). Voluntary search and rescue activity is
particularly valuable in earthquakes, where the chances
of survival for people trapped in collapsed buildings
decline sharply over time: most lives are saved in the first
24 hours, which is often before formal services arrive
(Noji, 1997).

Most research on this subject has focused on rapid-onset disaster events triggered by natural or technological hazards in politically stable
countries. Very little is known about the nature and forms of urban disaster emergence in long-running crises, or in urban settings where there are
governance failures, conflict (political, social, ethnic), violence and criminality.

12

preferences (Helsloot and Ruitenberg, 2004; Drabek and
McEntire, 2003; Lowe and Fothergill, 2003; Alexander,
2010; Barsky et al., 2007).
The core problem, however, is that humanitarian
agencies and local emergency planners rarely take
emergent groups and spontaneous volunteering into
account. Emergence is an implicit challenge to the
‘command and control’ approach and standard operating
procedures of most official disaster management systems.
Formal agencies may regard emergence as an obstacle to
efficient emergency management and may resent citizen
involvement. As a result, the considerable potential of
citizens and emergent groups is often not used to the full,
including in urban emergencies (Drabek and McEntire,
2003; Helsloot and Ruitenberg, 2004; Scanlon et al.,
2014; Whittaker et al., 2015).

Emergent activity can take place on a huge scale,
depending on the location and impact of the disaster.
The response to the Mexico City earthquake in 1985
was dominated by independent actions by hundreds of
groups: an estimated 10% of the city’s population (2
million people) took part (Dynes et al., 1990). Estimates
of the number of volunteers arriving in Kobe after the
1995 earthquake range from 630,000 to 1.4 million
(Tierney and Goltz, 1997; Shaw and Goda, 2004; Atsumi
and Goltz, 2014). Efforts launched by a group of young
Sudanese in 2013 in response to severe flooding around
Khartoum mobilised more than 7,000 volunteers, as
well as financial and in-kind support worth hundreds of
thousands of dollars (Wall and Hedlund, 2016).
Emergence is strongly linked with social capital
(Aldrich, 2012). Pre-existing social relationships (e.g.
family, neighbourhood and workplace) appear to
influence how emergency response groups are created
and organised. They may also influence the types of
activities undertaken and how they are carried out.
Involvement also often has a transformative effect on
volunteers. It can stimulate greater and longer-term
volunteering (Shaw and Goda, 2004; Atsumi and Goltz,
2014), and in some cases it appears to have improved
civil society relations with governments (Deng, 2009;
Teets, 2009; Corbett, 2010; Fan, 2013).
Emergence and convergence in crises are inevitable,
but they are also unpredictable and therefore difficult to
plan for. Emergent activity is based on improvisation and
creativity, and is not governed by bureaucracies or formal
procedures (Kendra and Wachtendorf, 2002). Group
activities may change quickly as emergency needs and
priorities alter; groups may form and disband suddenly;
group membership is constantly changing; and groups
usually have little or no leadership structure (Drabek and
McEntire, 2003; Majchrzak et al., 2007). Large numbers
of volunteers can present significant coordination,
integration, communication, logistical and health and
safety challenges for emergency managers. The arrival of
large numbers of people, equipment, supplies and vehicles
at a disaster site causes congestion and obstructs formal
emergency response. Coordinating and communicating
with many different informal groups and individuals
diverts emergency professionals and resources from
other urgent needs. Volunteers who are unused to official
decision-making processes and service delivery methods
may become impatient at delays or lack of information,
and are more likely to act independently. Constant
changes in membership mean that groups are unstable,
and newly acquired experience and skills are lost.
Volunteers often arrive without appropriate shelter,
food and water supplies, equipment or protective
clothing. Most do not have formal disaster response
training or experience. Lacking proper equipment and
technical understanding, their rescue attempts may put
themselves and disaster victims at risk of injury or death.
Volunteers coming from outside a disaster-affected region
may not be culturally sensitive to local practices and

3.4 	 Shelter ‘self-recovery’

In lower- and middle-income countries, most of the
rebuilding of homes damaged or destroyed by disasters
is carried out by household members, with varying
degrees of external assistance. International aid agencies’
support for housing recovery reaches a small proportion
of those affected: 30% or less of families within the year
following a disaster, according to one recent estimate
(Parrack et al., 2014), and in many cases assistance
takes a very long time to arrive (Kelman et al., 2011).
In Haiti, a World Bank report concluded that urban
housing repair and reconstruction in the first year after
the earthquake was carried out mostly by households
themselves, without outside assistance, and with nearly
all the inputs being informal: building plots acquired
through an informal land market; labour supplied by the
household itself or unlicensed contractors; and building
materials purchased from unregulated roadside suppliers
(World Bank, 2016).
The term ‘self-recovery’ appears to have been first used
by humanitarian shelter practitioners after Cyclone Sidr
in Bangladesh in 2007 (Maynard et al., 2017). There is
still no commonly accepted definition or conceptualisation
of the term, although it is linked to older debates
about householder participation in, and control over,
reconstruction plans and decisions (Schilderman and
Parker (eds), 2014; Davis and Alexander, 2016). In the
humanitarian shelter sector it is used quite broadly to
mean processes whereby disaster-affected households
repair, build or rebuild their shelter themselves, through
hiring local builders or using their own assets, such as
savings, materials, social and community support, local
skills and labour and remittances. Humanitarian agencies
support shelter self-recovery by providing material,
financial and technical assistance to households (Parrack
et al., 2014; Maynard et al., 2017).
There has been little research into the nature of
self-recovery and its outcomes (Flinn and Echegaray,
2016; Newby et al., n.d.; Maynard and Barritt, 2015).
One recent study found that self-recovery had led to
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Hosting of disaster-displaced people by local
families has been widespread and on a large scale after
recent major disasters and crises, including the 2004
Indian Ocean tsunami and the Haiti earthquake, and
in the current mass displacement of Syrians. Hosting
arrangements, which take a wide variety of forms, may
last for years. Hosting can be spontaneous through
informal negotiations between displaced people and hosts,
which appears to be the most common arrangement; or it
can be formally facilitated or assisted by aid agencies, for
instance through financial incentives and cash transfers or
in-kind assistance to host families, or the provision of local
infrastructure and services (Caron, 2017; IFRC, 2012;
Davies, 2012). Most of the (limited) literature on hosting
in crises, from the perspective of humanitarian agencies,
does not capture the diversity or complexity of informal
arrangements and their outcomes: much more research is
required to understand this aspect of informality.

increased dignity and self-reliance among households
who took ownership of the reconstruction process, and
an increased sense of safety and security resulting from
the incorporation of safer building techniques (Maynard
et al., 2017). A qualitative study in peri-urban and rural
communities in Nepal and the Philippines revealed that
households and communities interacted with a wide
variety of providers and processes, including government
reconstruction procedures, financing arrangements and
conditionality; remittances from family members working
abroad; traditional community and mutual assistance
mechanisms; and technical experts and information (e.g.
masons, engineers). This was an incremental process of
relationship-making and adjustment to circumstances.
Social capital and networks played an important role, and
people’s desire to be decision-makers and active agents in
their own recovery was very strong (Twigg et al., 2017;
Schofield and Miranda Morel, 2017).
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4 	Informality,
displacement and urban
violence
community-based organisations, committees and groups
have sprung up to provide essential services such as
security, waste management and livelihoods support.
These networks provide essential support for the most
vulnerable residents, in particular newly displaced
people (Metcalfe and Pavanello, 2011). In Kabul, ethnic
links to powerful actors and brokers provided some
communities with access to aid and protection against
forced evictions, and enabled them to secure the release
of relatives from prison (Metcalfe and Haysom, 2012).
There may be a difference between the legitimacy given
to a particular security or service provider on paper, and
people’s actual perceptions (Campbell, 2016). In many
contexts ‘formal’ institutions such as the police are not
considered legitimate, or informal arrangements have been
put in place that provide better ways to address people’s
security concerns or resolve disputes. In Peshawar, for
example, only 29% of respondents in a UN Development
Programme (UNDP) survey said that they would seek
assistance from the police, whereas 52% would prefer
to ask for assistance from family or elders (UNDP, 2012,
quoted in Mosel and Jackson, 2013). Some neighbourhoods
established tanzeem nowjawanan (volunteer youth
organisations) to ensure the security of residents, and
informal welfare committees or Islahi Tanzeems support
IDPs, refugees and longer-term residents in dealings with
the police and courts (ibid.). In Nairobi, slum residents
often see the police more as a source of harassment than
of protection (Metcalfe and Pavanello, 2011; Pavanello
et al., 2010). Alternative arrangements for self-protection
include community groups and informal security providers;
gangs appear to provide a form of de facto rule of law and
security at the request of residents (Metcalfe and Pavanello,
2011). Gangs and other armed groups can also offer other
kinds of socio-economic support: in Juba, for instance,
disenfranchised young men join gangs for both camaraderie
and support as an alternative to a family unit, as well as a
route to alternative social and economic security (Martin
and Mosel, 2010).
In contexts of active war and conflict, engagement with
informal actors may sometimes be crucial to gain access
to certain parts of a city. In Mogadishu, for example,

More than half of the world’s refugees and internally
displaced people (IDPs) now live in urban areas (Zetter,
2013), with profound implications for host populations
and urban systems as a whole. Like many urban
poor, displaced people often live in under-developed
informal settlements or slums on the outskirts of
cities, without adequate access to basic services and
infrastructure, or secure land tenure. They often rely
on informal protection and governance arrangements,
as well as informal service providers and employment
opportunities. The areas where they live are also often
prone to natural hazards and elevated levels of political
and criminal violence (Carpenter, 2013).
Informality is often a long-term feature of life for the
protracted displaced. Unlike disaster contexts, where
informal responders or emergent groups often arise in
response to a particular disaster and are often newly
formed, in displacement contexts many of these actors
are a key part of daily life. Informal or community actors
include local neighbourhood committees, community-based
organisations, religious actors, alternative security structures
such as gangs and business associations. Given the multiple
layers of informal and formal governance structures typical
in cities, in particular in the informal settlements where
many long-term displaced populations live, these actors are
often difficult for humanitarians to identify and work with.

4.1 	 Informal governance

A number of studies highlight the importance of
informal mechanisms and service providers in the
lives of displaced people, in particular in relation to
dispute resolution, community and security support and
services (Campbell, 2017; Haysom, 2013; Pantuliano
et al., 2012). In Gaza and Peshawar, government and
international agencies are in principle responsible for
supporting displaced people, but in practice many
rely on social and kinship networks for social and
moral support, as well as dispute resolution (Haysom
and el Sarraj, 2012; Mosel and Jackson, 2013). In
poor and informal settlements in Nairobi, effective
formal governance systems are largely absent, and
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attention is paid to security of tenure in humanitarian
interventions (NRC and IFRC, 2015). Guidance notes
have recently been drafted to help humanitarians get to
grips with tenure issues from the outset of an intervention
(NRC, 2017), but more systematic incorporation into
humanitarian responses is still lacking.

informal actors, landlords or groups controlling public
and private plots often act as ‘gatekeepers’ to IDP camps
(Grünewald, 2012). In Aleppo, international medical
NGOs have to work through very small-scale structures
which are extremely mobile and discreet, as well as with
networks of Syrian practitioners, and access often has to
be negotiated across different lines and borders, as well as
through multiple checkpoints (Grünewald, 2013). Thus,
in active urban war zones awareness of and engagement
with informal local actors and security providers can
be essential, not only for the delivery of aid but also for
operational access and security.
Failure by international actors to engage with
informal and non-traditional structures – including
religious networks and institutions – is not only a
missed opportunity to avoid duplication and build
on already ongoing work; it can also exacerbate local
tensions (Zaman, 2012; Impact/UCLG, 2016). While it is
important for humanitarian actors to engage with these
informal networks and support systems, it is also crucial
to identify groups that are unable to access existing formal
and informal support structures. These may include the
elderly, people with disabilities, women and children, the
chronically poor and those new to the area, such as the
newly displaced (Campbell, 2017).

4.3 	 Informal service providers

In the absence of state or official service providers, people
living in informal settlements often use a multitude of
informal service providers and coping strategies. In Nairobi,
for example, private, faith-based and other groups supply a
range of essential services (Metcalfe and Pavanello, 2011).
In Peshawar, the urban poor tap into government services
such as electricity, or extend them to their locations (Mosel
and Jackson, 2013). Informal or small-scale providers
are not necessarily better or cheaper, and their users may
end up paying more for lower-quality services (Metcalfe
and Pavanello, 2011). There are also examples where
communities in informal settlements have engaged with
more formal governmental and other structures to address
gaps in service provision (Mitlin, 2008). Lack of service
provision is often intrinsically linked to land tenure issues
and informality of tenure, which may complicate official
service provision and expansion (Haysom, 2013).

4.2 	 Informal land tenure arrangements

4.4 	 Urban violence

Informal land tenure is widespread in many displacement
situations (Haysom, 2013; Martin and Mosel, 2010;
Martin and Sluga, 2011; Pantuliano et al., 2012),
and tenure arrangements are often fluid and complex
(Carpenter, 2013). Displacement interacts with insecure
land tenure in several ways: on the one hand, the
illegality of residence often makes displaced people
more prone to entering into insecure tenure agreements
and thereby leaves them more open to exploitation
and abuse; on the other, poverty and marginalisation –
conditions the displaced often share with other urban
poor – as well as kinship ties mean that displaced people
often settle in areas with unresolved land ownership
(Haysom, 2013). In addition, returning refugees or
IDPs often find it difficult to reclaim their old land after
displacement (ibid.). In Nairobi’s slums, for instance,
displaced people and other urban poor face the threat of
eviction, both by landlords seeking higher rents and by
the government, when planning to upgrade or develop an
area (Metcalfe and Pavanello, 2011).
As far as possible, humanitarian interventions in
urban areas need to be mindful of complex and often
highly informal tenure arrangements, and ensure that
they do not undermine them or increase the risks of
eviction for already vulnerable people. For example,
Palestinian refugees in Lebanon are officially prohibited
from making repairs to their homes; while repairs often
occur informally, humanitarian shelter interventions may
unwittingly put people at risk of eviction by formalising
such arrangements (NRC, 2017). Often, insufficient

Many urban areas are affected by conflict and other
forms of urban violence, including criminal or political
violence (Muggah, 2017). While a decade ago violence
was seen as a developmental problem that would go
away if adequately addressed, it has become clear that
urban violence is an ‘endemic systemic phenomenon’ that
is ‘an integral part of the current model of development
itself’, and therefore likely here to stay (Moser and
McIlwaine, 2014). In post-war or post-conflict cities, new
forms of violence may emerge, such as in Juba, where
‘land violence’ has replaced armed conflict as a means
of accessing land (McMichael, 2014). In Central and
South America, violence by gangs, cartels and military
and paramilitary actors is creating war-like conditions
(Muggah, 2017), and violence in cities such as Rio
de Janeiro exceeds thresholds that would justify their
classification as an armed conflict (Lucchi, 2013). In the
three Central American states of Honduras, Guatemala
and El Salvador, homicide rates per capita are the highest
in the world (Cue and Nuñez-Flores, 2017). Access
to basic services is also often severely constrained; in
urban areas of El Salvador, between a third and a half
of the population cannot access health services because
of movement restrictions imposed by gangs across the
territory they control (Cue and Nuñez-Florez, 2017).
Urban violence is often perpetrated by or
subcontracted to informal groups and networks (Moser
and McIlwaine, 2014), including criminal groups and
gangs, drug-traffickers and cartels, other local armed
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humanitarian actors. Humanitarian actors can work
with development counterparts and local organisations,
which often have deeper contextual knowledge, to
understand the key drivers of violence, the make-up of
the groups involved and their relationship with local
communities (Stein and Walch, 2017). As noted above,
it is also important to understand the protection and
security roles that some of these actors, including gangs,
can play. Interventions should focus on facilitating
and enhancing relations between formal and informal
institutions and actors, and working closely with local
communities to take into account and reinforce informal
coping mechanisms (Stein and Walch, 2017; Denney,
2015; Albrecht and Kyed, 2011; Muggah, 2012).

groups and paramilitary forces. Relationships between
these groups are often complex, and they often use
violence to further their own social and political
agendas (Cantor and Plewa, 2017). While humanitarian
organisations routinely engage with non-state armed
groups in conflict contexts – often in rural settings –
they have been more reluctant to engage in contexts of
criminal and other related violence. Typically, violence
is not perpetrated by easily identifiable belligerents or
official armies, but by a complex web of often informally
assembled and interconnected groups and individuals
with diverse backgrounds and agendas. As such, it may
be more difficult to find entry points and identify armed
or criminal groups than in settings more familiar to
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5 	Informal economies
and humanitarian
assistance
billion in 2014 (Bragg et al., 2018). Remittances are based
on kinship and social networks, and can be delivered
through both formal and informal channels (Savage and
Harvey (eds), 2007; Le De et al., 2013). In Haiti, formal
channels comprise banks and money transfer agencies,
while informal transfers are often through individuals
travelling overseas and returning with money or goods as
a favour for friends and family, or in return for a payment
(Fagen, 2006). Remittances are hard to track, as they often
pass through channels that are not monitored by central
banks or other government authorities, and other forms of
in-kind support from diasporas are largely invisible.
Remittance inflows increase steeply after disasters,
though this tends to be a short-lived spike (Savage and
Harvey (eds), 2007; Le De et al., 2013; DEMAC, 2016;
Bragg et al., 2018). Following earthquakes in 2001,
the Central Reserve Bank of El Salvador estimated that
Salvadorans living abroad sent home $1.9 billion in
remittances (Wamsler and Lawson, 2011). A survey
conducted shortly after the 2010 Haiti earthquake
showed that 78% of Haitians living in the United
States had sent financial assistance to disaster victims
(Versluis, 2014). Tens of thousands of dollars were also
contributed following Hurricane Jeanne in 2004 (Fagen,
2006). Families in Hargeisa in Somaliland have also been
shown to be highly dependent on remittances from the
large Somali diaspora, as well as sharing money, food
and essential items with relatives and neighbours and
providing hospitality (Lindley, 2006).
Urban economies usually feature significant market
activity, and markets can play a vital role in ensuring
survival and protecting livelihoods after a disaster by
stimulating commercial activity and creating employment.
Urban markets may suffer short-term disruption in
disasters, but can resume quickly and are likely to provide
most of what people need to recover. Humanitarian
agencies are increasingly trying to align emergency
responses with local market systems, and a wide range
of in-kind and cash-based interventions can be deployed
to support markets, including distribution of food, cash
or vouchers, rehabilitation of infrastructure and grants
or loans to businesses. Market assessment tools such

Poor and vulnerable people use a range of financial tools
to manage cash flow, cope with emergencies and build up
assets. Often these are semi-formal or informal, such as
rotating funds, savings clubs and loan groups, or loans
from family and friends. Formal financial institutions
can be difficult to deal with because of high economic
and opportunity costs, and trust in formal institutions
may be low. Informal systems are more flexible and
closer to where poor and vulnerable people live. In
a crisis or disaster, the barriers to accessing formal
financial institutions are higher, for example due to loss
of documentation or damaged physical infrastructure,
such as transport and telecommunications networks,
power grids, bank branches, ATMs and money agents
(El-Zogbhi et al., 2017).
Informal material and financial support plays a major
role in the aftermath of disasters. In one study in Haiti
after the 2010 earthquake, 40% of respondents reported
receiving some informal material assistance after the
disaster, nearly always in the form of cash (in contrast
to formal aid agencies, which usually provided in-kind
assistance such as food). Nearly one-third had received
a cash gift from family or friends, and 10% of the study
participants had received a tent or tarpaulin from family,
friends or a local church. Many people also shared food
or other goods with their neighbours (Versluis, 2014). In
another study, in Leyte in the Philippines after Typhoon
Yolanda in 2013, almost 40% of households surveyed had
received informal social support from their neighbours
and the local community, including temporary lodging,
food, cash and help with rebuilding. Households with
access to informal savings and lending from sources such
as employers, shops and local moneylenders recovered
faster from the typhoon, and were more confident about
their resilience to future shocks (Hudner and Kurtz, 2015).
Diasporas, transnational social networks and
remittances play an important and growing role in
livelihood support and in crisis response and recovery,
not only providing recipients with cash but also giving
them the freedom to make their own choices about how
to use it. Global remittances from family members and
social networks in other countries were estimated at $582
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as Emergency Market Mapping and Analysis (EMMA)
(Albu, 2010) and Market Information and Food Insecurity
Response Analysis (MIFIRA) (Barrett, 2015)3 assess systems
as a whole, including local market actors, market chains,
infrastructure and support services, non-monetary forms
of exchange, market access, formal policies and regulations
and informal norms. Tools such as these look at both
formal and informal stakeholders, their roles in the system
(as workers, producers, traders, consumers, regulators) and
the economic and power relationships between them. They
also consider the impacts of humanitarian interventions on
markets. Applying EMMA to the rice and beans markets in
Port-au-Prince after the 2010 earthquake showed that rising
prices and insecurity were having a particularly damaging
impact on smaller, informal distributors and retailers.
More generally, assessments found that small actors in the
market chain (particularly small wholesalers, who had lost
their storage facilities and lacked access to capital and to
formal and informal credit) needed support to restore their
operations, and confirmed the vital importance to affected
people of local petty trade and grocery stores. These
findings contributed to the creation of a cash coordination
group that helped ensure that NGOs involved in cash
programming worked with existing market practices and
structures (IRC et al., 2010a; 2010b; Brady, 2012). Market
mapping was also used to assess the opportunities for
construction labour after the earthquake (IRC, 2010c).

3

Urban economies are largely cash-based, and as such
formal cash transfers (including conditional cash grants,
unconditional cash grants, cash-for-work, cash-fortraining and vouchers) are widely acknowledged to play
an important role in disasters and crises. They were
estimated to constitute 5–6% of total humanitarian
spending ($1.2–$1.5 billion) in 2014 (HLP, 2015). The
High Level Panel on Humanitarian Cash Transfers,
reviewing over 200 studies on the effectiveness of
unconditional cash transfers in disasters and crises,
found ‘compelling’ evidence that in most contexts cash
can be provided safely, efficiently, accountably and
transparently. Local markets respond to cash injections,
and cash has positive impacts on local economies
through increased investment and demand for goods
and services. Cash transfers are also usually cheaper
than in-kind relief assistance because there is no need to
transport and store goods (HLP, 2015).
Finally, informal social networks and informationsharing are important mechanisms in labour markets. A
labour market assessment in Lebanon found that 65%
of Syrian refugees surveyed relied on word of mouth to
find work, and most businesses hired Syrians on the basis
of referrals from friends or family, or by word of mouth
(Sitko, 2017). At the same time, however, informal or
unregulated labour markets can leave displaced people
open to exploitation and abuse (Bermudez, 2017).

A number of other market analysis tools have been developed for humanitarian use – for a full overview and comparison, see:
www.cashlearning.org/markets/humanitarian-market-analysis-tools.
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6 	Digital
humanitarianism and
informality
from Germany (Meier, 2011; Devkota et al., 2016).
Electronic payment systems involving banks and other
payment providers, and mobile network operators, are
also playing an increasingly important role in formal
cash transfer programmes and remittances. Urban areas
offer a wide range of technologies that can be used to
transfer cash, including ATMs, mobile phone services
and internet coverage (HLP, 2016; IFRC, 2013; Cross
and Johnston, 2011; Nyce, 2010).
Information gathering and sharing systems can assist
formal emergency organisations in needs assessment and
targeting, particularly where official crisis management
capacity is weak. However, it is difficult to incorporate
these into standard emergency management structures,
decision-making and public information dissemination
processes. In the international humanitarian sector,
efforts have been made to work more closely with
groups providing crowdsourced or volunteered
information, but official national and local disaster
management agencies still tend to distrust unofficial
sources of information and are concerned – justifiably
in some cases – about the propagation of inaccurate
and misleading information on social media (Alexander,
2013; Griswold, 2013; Burns, 2014).
Communications and social media platforms and
tools can support feedback and dialogue between agencies
and affected people, and the value of these mechanisms is
recognised in the most recent urban crisis programming
guidance (e.g. IRC, 2017; Smith et al., 2017). However,
many formal agencies appear to see new media technologies
and practices primarily as a means of obtaining information
they need for response, efficiently and in a timely manner,
or for disseminating information more effectively, rather
than as a way of entering into dialogue with affected
communities or transforming relationships with crisisaffected people. This extractive approach reduces the
‘crowd’ involved in crowdsourcing to the status of
information supplier, while formal response organisations
control data interpretation and decision-making (Mulder
et al., 2016; Reuter et al., 2013; Ramalingam et al., 2013).
In some cases, communities seem to focus on using social
media to obtain relevant online information rather than to

Recent advances in information and communications
technologies (ICTs), such as online platforms and
mapping, crowdsourcing, microblogging, wikis and
social networking tools, are enabling new forms of
informal, spontaneous and self-organised volunteerism
based on information gathering and exchange, providing
a wide range of data directly and instantaneously from
disaster sites. The emergence of these new technologies
offers an opportunity to change the relationship between
aid givers and recipients and support emergent activity
by stimulating dialogue and debate, giving a voice
to disaster-affected people and empowering them as
actors in response and recovery in their communities
(Alexander, 2013; Griswold, 2013; IFRC, 2013; Bennett
et al., 2016; Barcelo et al., 2011; Meier, 2011).
Crowdsourcing and volunteered geographic
information (VGI) tools are used for a wide range
of response-related activities, including warning
dissemination, crisis mapping, damage assessment,
finding missing people and reuniting families, locating
resources for relief and recovery, coordinating service
delivery, connecting disaster- or crisis-affected families
with service providers and suppliers, providing channels
for communication and accountability with affected
populations and fundraising (IFRC, 2013). A number
of tools have been developed as voluntary initiatives
(examples include Humanitarian OpenStreetMap Team
and Ushahidi) and by technology companies (Griswold,
2013; Basedow et al., 2017). Social media platforms such
as Facebook and Twitter, and content-sharing sites such
as Flickr and YouTube, can be used to identify needs and
sources of assistance, and to mobilise informal responses
(Griswold, 2013).
Technologies such as these reflect an increasingly
globalised society: crisis maps can be hosted, edited and
updated remotely by international volunteer networks,
as in the case of the Ushahidi-Haiti mapping project in
2010, or Ushahidi’s mapping of post-election violence
in Kenya in 2007. A Facebook appeal launched by a
resident of Kathmandu after the 2015 earthquakes raised
over $11,000 from friends in Europe and America;
another used their connections to bring in doctors
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Japan (Griswold, 2013; Bruns, 2011; IFRC, 2013). ICT
and social media users in lower-income countries are
less likely to be representative of populations at large,
as suggested by a study of crowdsourcing in the Nepal
earthquakes (Mulder et al., 2016). Although mobile
phone and internet access is widespread globally (Meier,
2011; ITU, 2015), access is not equal within societies.
Poor and less educated people, older people, women
and people with disabilities are less likely to have access
to technology, and may also be the most vulnerable to
disasters. Lack of ‘digital literacy’ – the knowledge and
skills to use new communications technologies – together
with lack of literacy more generally restricts their ability to
communicate and interact.

engage in more meaningful exchanges, mainly because they
lack trust in state disaster agencies (Tagliacozzo and Magni,
2016), although there are also instances of social media
being used to correct and challenge information in official
statements (Sutton et al., 2008; Sutton, 2010).
In urban areas, high population density, relatively high
levels of mobile phone use and internet connectivity offer
the potential for information (formal and informal) to
spread rapidly (Knox-Clarke and Ramalingam, 2012).
Participatory GIS has been used for urban community risk
assessment in many countries (e.g. Lambert and Allen,
2016; Singh, 2014). Evidence of the use and impact of
advanced ICTs in disasters is mostly from higher-income
countries, for example the United States, Australia and
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7 	Conclusions and ways
forward
trying to address has been resolved; in more protracted
situations of conflict or violence, informal activity
may be a much longer-term feature of the response,
with informal actors performing governance or service
functions over long periods of time.
Agency reports and evaluations rarely refer to
informality specifically. It is common to refer in very
broad terms to community or local organisations, groups
and committees without differentiating between the many
and varied forms they take, leaving a lack of clarity about
how they and their roles are identified. There is a need
for more comprehensive and systematic understanding
of the great variety of local and informal actors in urban
contexts, their ways of organising, their activities, their
legitimacy and accountability, and ways of engaging
with them. The humanitarian sector should consider
developing a framework or guidance for working with
informality in urban crises, as has been done for working
with informality in African cities to strengthen climate
resilience (Taylor and Peter, 2014).
Urban environments, with their diversity, dynamism
and complexity, clearly present many challenges to
humanitarian assessments. Existing tools and guidance,
designed with rural contexts in mind, are not sufficient
for urban crisis programming. As a result, agencies are
beginning to adapt their needs, context, vulnerability
and stakeholder assessment and associated targeting
tools to urban conditions, or are developing new ones
(Mohiddin and Smith, 2016; Patel et al., 2017; Smith
et al., 2017). New assessment approaches include a
group of new tools developed by the Stronger Cities
Initiative (Basedow et al., 2017; Mohiddin et al., 2017;
Sage et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2017); inclusion in the
forthcoming 2018 revision of the Sphere Handbook of
guidance on the core actions humanitarian actors need
to take when responding to crises in towns and cities;4
and growing interest in area-based approaches. Agencies
are also making more use of technology such as GIS data
and spatial mapping. However, these activities are still
piecemeal and it remains to be seen how effective new
approaches and tools will be in capturing the complexity
and connectivity of formal and informal institutions,
urban systems, stakeholders and power structures, and
how these might affect response programmes.

Urban disasters and crises are opportunities for
promoting collective action and empowerment within
affected communities. Their capacities and processes
are largely informal. Informality, in its different forms,
is a significant factor in urban response, but it is hard
to identify and understand in urban settings and
communities. In practice, informality is often invisible
to formal humanitarian actors, or misunderstood by
them. As a result, there is a shortage of policy and
practice guidance on informality and how to engage
with it in disaster and conflict contexts. There is growing
recognition among humanitarians of the need for the
international humanitarian system to become more
devolved by engaging with a wider group of actors,
especially local ones. This process will be incomplete if it
does not address informality and how to work with it.
Engaging with informality is key to achieving greater
accountability to disaster-affected communities. To
fully understand informal arrangements and how best
to work with them, humanitarian actors need to work
more closely with the existing structures that are crucial
to the way urban dwellers, including displaced people,
live their lives. These actors are often better placed than
humanitarians to understand the local context and
local dynamics, including the root causes of conflict
and violence. They include development actors as well
as local municipalities and governance structures, local
NGOs and a wide variety of community groups and
organisations, though not all of these are necessarily
familiar with informal activity or have incentives to
recognise the important contributions that informal
actors provide to urban service provision. It is also
important to better understand non-conventional
informal actors, including gangs, not only in terms of
the vulnerabilities and threats they might enhance in
communities but also for the protection and service
provision roles they assume. It is important to enhance
collaboration and synergies between formal and informal
actors, networks and institutions through humanitarian
interventions, rather than replacing or duplicating
existing structures. Informal actors may play different
roles in different contexts: in disasters, for example, they
may get together for shorter periods of time and dissolve
more quickly once the particular situation they were
4

www.sphereproject.org/blog/humanitarian-response-gets-major-urban-overhaul/?keywords=urban.
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assistance to community support groups and social
networks in data-gathering and aid delivery. A recent study
of disaster and crisis survivors has shown their desire to
be involved in response and relief activities, and the value
they place on their independence and having the skills and
capacity to cope, as well as on being able to obtain external
support when needed (Murphy et al., 2017).
There is also scope for thinking of alternative ways
of framing organisational responses to disasters and
crises and thinking differently about stakeholders in
crisis response, less in terms of organisational form and
more in terms of the different roles they play. The many
different organisations involved in crisis response are
usually categorised according to organisational type (e.g.
government, non-government, private sector, intergovernmental, military) or their specific organisational
mandate (e.g. search and rescue, shelter, nutrition,
WASH, health). But it is important to consider how the
types and functions of organisations are connected. An
alternative way to capture the roles and activities that
groups and organisations undertake in emergencies could
be through categorisation by form and function rather
than specific classes of stakeholder: this is the approach
taken in the Disaster Research Center’s typology for
organisational adaptation to disasters, which has been
in use for several decades to understand the responses
of organisations and communities to extreme events
(Webb, 1999; Kreps and Bosworth, 2007). Ultimately,
humanitarian and disaster management agencies need to
invest more substantially in understanding the kinds of
groups and organisations involved in disaster and crisis
response, their composition, the different roles they play
and how they could best work together.

Area-based approaches (ABAs) to humanitarian
programming and coordination are increasingly being
promoted within the humanitarian sector as a more
effective approach to targeting. ABAs focus on whole
communities in defined spatial contexts, and are seen
as a way of overcoming sectoral divisions, looking at
interrelated needs and basing interventions on local
people, relationships, systems and capacities. They derive
from participatory planning approaches used in urban
and community development for several decades. Their
geographical focus requires linking with local governance
structures and working more closely through them (Earle,
2016; Sanderson, 2017; Sanderson and Sitko, 2017).
ABAs vary in practice because of different
understandings of what the approach means, although
it is widely accepted that the process should be
consultative and community-driven, as well as involving
non-humanitarian actors. Interventions generally seek
to support community institutions, with humanitarians
facilitating partnerships and capacity development. By
taking an inclusive approach, they also aim to contribute
to social cohesion. Although they cannot address
problems resulting from wider or deeper economic
and social processes, they can be a catalyst for local
change (Parker and Maynard, 2015). Participation
and collaboration are central to ABAs, but the limited
guidance currently available does not go into much detail
about the range and types of potential stakeholders; nor
does it consider informality as such.
Humanitarian organisations should also consider
ways of supporting informal actors directly, for example
by engaging emergent groups and volunteers in response
activities, or providing resources, facilities and technical
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