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Abstract: Optimally sizing grid cells is a relevant research issue in landslide susceptibility evaluation.
In fact, the size of the adopted mapping units influences several aspects spanning from statistical
(the number of positive/negative cases and prevalence and resolution/precision trade-off) and
purely geomorphological (the representativeness of the mapping units and the diagnostic areas) to
cartographic (the suitability of the obtained prediction images for the final users) topics. In this paper,
the results of landslide susceptibility modelling in a 343 km2 catchment for three different types
of landslides (rotational/translational slides, slope flows and local flows) using different pixel-size
mapping units (5, 8, 10, 16 and 32 m) are compared and discussed. The obtained results show that
the higher-resolution model (5 m) did not produce the best performance for any of the landslide
typologies. The model with 8 m sized pixels displayed the optimal threshold size for slides and slope
flows. In contrast, for local flows, an increasing trend of model prediction accuracy was reached with
32 m pixels, which was a higher value than that presented using 8 m pixels. The variable importance
analysis demonstrated that the better performance of the 8 m cells was due to their effectiveness in
capturing morphological conditions which favour slope instability (profile curvature and middle and
high ridges).

Keywords: grid cell size; variable importance; landslide susceptibility; MARS; Sicily (Italy)

1. Introduction

Landslide susceptibility (LS) statistical modelling requires study areas to be parti-
tioned into a set of mapping units where, based on the matching between predictors (the
controlling factors) and outcome (the stable/unstable slope status), the main dataframes
required for regression or classification are extracted. Among the different mapping units
which can be adopted in LS modelling (e.g., grid cells, slope units and terrain units), square
grid cells are largely exploited as they directly replicate the data structure of digital ter-
rain models (DTMs), which constitute the main source layer for the derivation of those
covariates, which potentially explain the spatial distribution of landslides (the controlling
factors). At the same time, grid cells furnish an objective criterion in choosing the operative
mapping unit in LS mapping. However, potential uncoupling between the grid’s regular
geometry and the randomness of the morphodynamic phenomena could arise and hamper
the quality of the susceptibility models. In this sense, a key point in adopting grid-based
mapping units is the optimal sizing of the cell by assuming one of the source DTMs as a
minimum extension. In fact, the size of the adopted grid cells potentially influences the
final susceptibility map results that are obtained, either in terms of predictive performance
(accuracy and reliability), the geomorphological adequateness of the models or the ease
with which maps can be handled by the final users.
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Reducing the size of the grid cells can result in an increase in model resolution;
however, the accuracy of the final susceptibility map depends on optimal coupling between
cell dimension and the controlling factor of spatial variability in the so-called diagnostic
areas (where we assume we recognise the conditions for the activation of the known
calibration phenomena). In this sense, even for small phenomena, instability conditions are
frequently captured in spatial domains larger than a very small pixel. It is worth stressing
this point, considering the current availability of centimetric DTMs derived from airborne
or drone image/LIDAR acquisition. In addition, typical diagnostic areas in regional or
large inventories are simply defined as corresponding to Landslide Identification Points
(LIPs), located at the highest point along the crown area of the landslide scarps or source
areas, which means we can expect to decipher the causes of slope instability in a single cell
hosting at least one point.

This issue has been explored in a number of papers which have addressed different
types of landslides. In particular, Palamakumbure et al. [1] focused on the flow type of the
Sidney basin by exploiting 2, 5, 10, 15, 20, 25, 30 and 40 m resolutions, concluding that the
medium resolutions performed better than the rest. Cama et al. [2] analysed the effect of
grid cells’ size on debris flows in the Giampilieri basin (Sicily, Italy), focusing on 2, 4, 16 and
32 m resolutions. Between the high performances obtained for all of the models, the 16 m
resolution produced slightly better predictions, while the 32 m resolution showed the worst.
Similarly, Arnone et al. [3] investigated the effect of the raster resolution on susceptibility
evaluation for debris and mud flows in the Briga and Giampilieri catchments (Sicily, Italy)
considering 10, 20, 30, 40 and 50 m DTMs. The best performances were obtained from the
medium resolutions, thus concluding that “not always an increase of resolution implies
an improvement in the susceptibility analysis”. Shirzadi et al. [4] analysed the effect on
shallow landslides (Bijar region, Iran) by considering six different raster resolutions (10,
15, 20, 30, 50 and 100 m). In this case, better performances were obtained by employing
the minimum tested size (10 m). Zhao et al. [5] tested three resolutions (5, 15 and 30 m)
by employing a mixed inventory of slides, falls and debris flows triggered by a 2013
earthquake in Lushan, China; once again, the best performance was obtained from the
medium resolution (15 m). Using a mixed inventory (mainly slides, debris flows and falls)
triggered by a 2013 earthquake in Lushan, China, Shao et al. [6] tested the effect of 2.5, 5,
10, 20, 40 and 80 m resolutions in statistical landslide susceptibility evaluation, concluding
that “the results show that the satisfactory result could be achieved with high-resolution
DTMs but the accuracy of landslide prediction becomes increasingly worse with coarser
resolutions”. By contrast, for shallow landslides, Liao et al. [7] tested very coarse resolutions
(30, 300, 1000, 2000 and 3000 m), but better performances were obtained from a very low
resolution (2000 m).

In this research, a robust inventory including three different types of landslides was
exploited to explore the effect of changing the cell size of mapping units on the inner
structure of the three derived susceptibility models (i.e., the involved dominant controlling
factors) and on their predictive performance (accuracy and reliability). In fact, this analysis
of the effects of cell sizing on the model accuracy using the same source data and different
slope failure types offered a key to the interpretation of any predictive performance changes,
also in light of the geomorphological suitability of the related factor selection.

Other types of landslides were excluded from the analysis (such as falls, topples and
deep-seated landslides) due to the fact that, generally, a direct and/or physical-based
approach is employed for their susceptibility evaluation (e.g., [8–13]).

LS modelling was performed by applying Multiple Adaptive Regression Splines
statistical modelling to regress the three-type landslide inventory and a set of controlling
factors by using five (5, 8, 10, 16, and 32 m) mapping units.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area and Landslides Inventories

The Imera Settentrionale River basin is 343 km2 long in northern Sicily (Italy, Figure 1a),
between the northern sector of the Madonie Mountains and the Tyrrhenian Sea. The central–
western sector of the Sicilian Fold and Thrust Belt, in which the basin falls, is the result of
the retreat of the subduction hinge of the Ionian oceanic lithosphere and the post-collisional
convergence between Africa and Europe [14–16]. The intense compressive tectonic activity
starting in the Oligocene [17] was followed by a syntectonic relaxing phase, during which
the thrust sheets’ basins were filled with terrigenous deposits [18]. Due to this tectonic
activity, the basin is characterised by a hilly landscape and isolated carbonate reliefs. Rills,
gullies, pipes, badlands systems [19–24] and landslides [25–30] model the slopes where
carbonate, siliceous–carbonate and siliciclastic successions alternate with more ductile
pelitic flysch sediments, alluvial clastic sediments and marine pelite outcrops [29,30].
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Figure 1. (a) Location of the Imera Settentrionale river basin; (b) distribution of slide, local-flow and
slope-flow LIPs. In square brackets, the count of LIPs is indicated.

As statistical models are calibrated on landslide sets for which common factors are
expected to control the potential instability conditions, a susceptibility-analysis-oriented
re-classification scheme was proposed here. In particular, three types of landslides are
defined in the landslide inventory (Figure 1b): “slides”, “slope flows” and “local flows”.

In particular, rotational and translational slides (1608 cases—Figure 2a,c,d) are grouped
together as we assumed to be explainable by recalling the role of the same predictors. In fact,
they are strongly controlled by the type of outcropping lithology, being typically generated
from alternances of pelitic and arenitic layers. In fact, the arenitic caprock allows for the
maintenance of steep slopes and for the required infiltration downward to the pelitic (silty
to sandy clays) levels, feeding the failure surfaces. At the same time, in this research, small
(local) and large multi-storied (slope) flow landslides were split into two classes. Slope
flows (5134 cases—Figure 2b,e) are typical in the Sicilian Apennines and correspond to very
large, non-rapid earth/debris flows, frequently involving those slopes totally set on pelitic
units. Both slides and slope flows are characterised by large extensions and diachronic
activity. In the susceptibility analysis, LIPs were extracted along the crown boundary at
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its highest topographic point. In contrast, local flows (23,055 cases—Figure 2e,f) are small,
non-rapid earth flows and densely affect the pelitic slopes, with a very limited extension
of the total landslide area. In addition, these surficial slope failures almost seasonally
activate, accounting for a wandering-like spatial distribution inside the clayey slopes. In
light of their limited extension and ephemeral features, they were directly mapped with a
LIP alone.
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To correctly define the date of the activation of phenomena (and to potentially link
the landslide inventory with a singular rainfall season), the landslide inventories were
detected using high-resolution (0.25 m) LIDAR (Light Detection and Ranging) images
taken in 2012 by ARTA (Assessorato Regionale al Territorio e all’Ambiente) and compared
with four different Google Earth satellite images dated 15 July 2011 (DigitalGlobe Cata-
log ID: 1030050011F8C200), 29 June 2011 (DigitalGlobe Catalog ID: 103001000B21B700),
21 June 2011 (DigitalGlobe Catalog ID: 103001000B544500) and 3 May 2013 (DigitalGlobe
Catalog ID: 103001002332DE00).



Appl. Sci. 2023, 13, 1145 5 of 12

LIPs, assumed to be diagnostic in potentially marking unstable slope conditions [31–37],
were exploited as diagnostic areas.

2.2. Mapping Units and Geo-Environmental Predictors

According to the aim of the research, starting with high-resolution (0.25 m) LIDAR
(Light Detection and Ranging) images taken in 2012 by ARTA (Assessorato Regionale al
Territorio e all’Ambiente), five grid cells of different resolutions (5, 8, 10, 16 and 32 m) were
adopted as mapping units. By overlapping the grid cells with the landslide inventories,
the unstable status of each pixel was then assigned with respect to each landslide type
investigated, depending on whether it hosted at least one LIP.

Based on the expected influence of geo-environmental variables in landsliding and
according to the literature (e.g., [29,30,38–40]), 10 variables were exploited as potential
predictors for landslide susceptibility modelling.

Elevation (ELE) is considered a proxy of the mean annual which typically reflects the
altitude [29]; steepness (SLO) is linked to the inclination of potential underlying rupture
surfaces, and it controls the speed of water [29,38]; aspects, expressed here in terms of
northernness (N) and easternness (E), can be used to determine the seasonal wet/dry
cycles of soils [40]; topographic curvatures, expressed in terms of plan (PLC) and profile
curvature (PRF), are assumed to express the direction of flow and shallow mechanical
stresses [29,38,41]; the topographic wetness index (TWI) is a good proxy for estimating
the potential infiltration [31] or saturated soil thickness; the stream power index (SPI) ex-
presses the intensity of surface water erosion [29,42]; landform classification (LCL) directly
differentiates the morphological setting of the study area [29]; the outcropping lithology
(LITO) is assumed to be a good proxy for the physical–mechanical properties of rocks at
the basin scale [29]; finally, soil use, obtained here via CORINE 2018, is directly related to
the potential hydrological and surface water disturbances induced by erosion [29,42].

All the DTM-derived variables passed the test for multicollinearity.

2.3. Statistical Model, Validation Tools and Model-Building Strategies

The Multivariate Adaptive Regression Splines (MARS; [43]) method was employed to
detect the relations between the outcome and predictors. MARS is based on non-parametric
regression, which exploits the splitting of each independent variable into hinge functions
to boost the maximum-likelihood-based adaptation skill of the logistic regression method,
according to

y = f (x) = α+
N

∑
i=1

βihi(x) (1)

where y is the dependent variable (the outcome) predicted by the function f(x), α is the
model intercept, and βi is the coefficient of the hi basis functions, given the N number of
basis functions.

The MARS method is largely employed in several fields of science (e.g., [44,45]), but in
the last ten years, MARS has been successfully employed in landslide susceptibility evalua-
tion (e.g., [29,30,36,40,42,46–50]). In this research, MARS analysis was performed by exploit-
ing the “earth” R-package [51]. Based on previous MARS applications [26,29,30,37,42,50],
in order to avoid overfitted models and obtain results with geomorphological adequacy in
terms of evaluation, we accepted the default setting of the “earth” R-package (see [51] for
details), limiting the number of terms in the range of 20–200 and setting it with no interaction.

The MARS method is based on a presence–absence approach. For this reason, the
random extraction of the same number of negative and positive cases was carried out. To
test the independence of the results (resolution, precision and robustness) from the choice
of the selected cases [29,30,42], the extraction of the balanced datasets was repeated fifty
times. Moreover, a balanced random partition of each dataset into calibration (75%) and
validation (25%) subsets was replicated one hundred times. The prediction skill and the
reliability of the models was estimated on the base of five thousand validation tests.
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According to Hosmer and Lemeshow [52], the AUC value (Area under Curve) in the
ROC (Receiver Operating Characteristics [53–55]) was employed to evaluate the prediction
skill of the model. At the same time, the Youden index optimised score cut-off [56] was
obtained from the ROC plots. In this way, True Positive (TP), True Negative (TN), False
Positive (FP) and False Negative (FN) cases were defined, and the related cut-off-dependent
indices were calculated. For the balanced analysed datasets, the sensitivity (TPrate) is equal
to the ratio of TP/positive cases and 1-FN; the specificity (TNrate) is equal to the ratio of
TN/negative cases and 1-FP; the accuracy was equal to the ratio of True/False rate.

In this research, using five different cell sizes (5, 8, 10, 16 and 32 m) and three types
of landslides, a set of 15 models was evaluated. For each model, the prediction skill in
evaluating the blinded 25% (prediction), and 100% (success) of the archive was analysed by
exploiting all of the validation indices/instruments (ROC plot, AUC value and confusion
matrix). On the other hand, an in-depth comparison of the employed geo-environmental
variables (or classes) for the construction of the 15 models was carried out. In fact, using
the “varImp” function of the Caret R-package [57], the percentage of use of each variable
by the replicates was calculated.

3. Results

In Figure 3, the violin plots of the AUC values obtained by the replicates for each
model group (related to the mapping unit size) are reported. For each group, the variability
of the models’ AUC values is represented by the length of each violin, while the width
reflects the number of replicates showing the specific value.
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The comparison of the performances of the models for the three landslide typologies,
obtained for the varying cell size suite, confirmed the expected influence of the mapping
units’ size on the accuracy of the models. The AUC values for slide and slope flows were
marked by a maximum value for the 8 m cell size and a minimum for 32 m, with differences
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of about 0.03. The 8 m models approached outstanding—for slide—and excellent—for
slope flows—AUC levels. In general, the results regarding local flows showed poorer
performances, but a linear positive trend was clearly shown in the AUC values with
increasing cell size, up to a largely satisfactory response for 32 m. In addition, generally,
the local-flow models were characterised by a less pronounced dispersion through the
replicates for the same size.

The validation indices obtained by assuming the Youden index score cut-off (Figure 4)
reflected a smoother version of what was observed from the ROC plots, with the 8 m size
confirming the best trade-off between sensitivity and specificity, and an almost undifferen-
tiated scenario for the derived accuracy estimation.
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The analysis of the variable importance for the three model suites (Figure 5) allowed
us to verify both the adequacy of the models and the effect caused by the cell size changes.
Elevation and slope steepness play a strong controlling role in general slope instability
conditions and were selected as ubiquitarian factors. Slope landslides (slides and slope
flows) were shown to be more sensitive to slope geometry, with both the profile and plan
curvature being selected as important factors, while local flows only showed a weak link to
plan curvature. Lithoid units’ class was the only outcropping lithology selected for slides,
whilst clays and marly clays were also selected for slope flows. At the same time, local flows
selected a large fan of outcropping lithologies, also including pelites, old landslide deposits
and the Numidian Flysch sandstone, the latter probably due to the weathered mantle. The
topographic wetness index had a significant role in terms of slides and slope flows, which
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could be ascribed to the role of potential water saturation in the failure mechanism. A very
weak link was shown between slides and land cover. Arable land areas are prone both to
slope flows and local flows; the latter are also controlled by forest land cover.
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4. Discussion

In light of the obtained results, it is evident that, for large slope landslides (slide and
slope flows), the obvious optimal cell size is 8 m. This size corresponds to an increase in
AUC performance with respect to the smallest cell size (5 m), and switching to a larger
size (16 m) was also shown to reduce the performance. This behaviour was mainly related
to the effectiveness of the 8 m size cell to capture those landform conditions which play
an important role in predisposing the slopes to slide or slope-flow failures: midslope and
high ridges, together with profile curvature. Landform classification factors are the only
predictors which clearly exclusively drove the 8 m models, whilst no relevant difference in
the factor selection was produced for the other factors by changing the cell size. A similar
quality loss in switching from 5 to 8 m was observed for the local-flow model; however,
enlarging the cell size did not result in a further loss in quality, but rather in a linear increase.
This can be explained in light of the non-specific conditions required for these types of
small landslides, which are rather dependent, together with the slope steepness and land
cover, on the association with clayey outcropping lithologies dominating the midslope
drainage areas.

It is worth noting that the best-performing models were not implemented on the
higher spatial resolutions. This is similar to findings from other experimental sites affected
by debris flows [2,3], as well as similar landslide types to the ones taken into consideration
here [1,4,5,7]. However, refs. [4,5] grouped all of the landslides into a single inventory,
whilst [7] adopted a much coarser size for mapping units than the one adopted here. In
addition, in contrast to the aforementioned cases, in this study, we observed the different
influences of size changes in the three landslide typology models in the same area.

The lower accuracy of the local-flow model was explained by the higher generation
of False Positives. These actually reflect the wider diffusion of predicted unstable pixels
on slopes, which do not host a LIP in the calibration inventory. It is likely that some of
these FPs actually mark sites for future activations, as confirmed by the seasonal randomly
diffused occurrence of this local-slope failure on larger slopes. The same model behaviour
also partially affects the slope flow.

5. Conclusions

In this study, the topic of cell size selection for landslide susceptibility mapping units
was explored. In particular, the exploitation of a reliable three-type inventory allowed us to
investigate potential reasons why differently sized models produce differences in terms
of performance. On the basis of the obtained results, the optimal selection of the cell size
has to be based on multiple modelling so as to analyse and explain differences and more
objectively select the best size.

As expected, the small but significant differences in the AUC performances corre-
sponded to weak but coherent differences in terms of binarised predicted status. At the
same time, if we can consider any of the model sizes as largely acceptable (at least for
slides and slope flows), the 8 m best-performing model allows the user to correctly read the
susceptible conditions, as given by the morphological setting.

Landslide susceptibility model validation tests are typically focused on accuracy and
precision assessment derived from cross-validation procedures. However, when using grid
cells as mapping units, it is essential to verify the robustness of a model to the change in
cell size for the evaluation of either the reliability or the geomorphological adequacy of the
obtained results. For this reason, further efforts should be devoted to the topic, enlarging
the fan of study areas and related geomorphological settings as well as the types and the
relative size of the considered landslides. Nowadays, obtaining high-resolution DTMs
is not as hard as in the past: the large use of Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAV) permits
the acquisition of low-cost and user-friendly high-resolution DTM and orthophotographs.
On the other hand, several nations are now covered by high-resolution DTMs, frequently
obtained by satellite data or LIDAR sources, with free access for users. As regards the
model-building procedures, these are also facilitated due to the high memory/capacity of
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computers and the availability of free statistical software which permits the management
of large amounts of data in a short time.
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