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A data revolution for migration?

• Renewed calls (needs) for evidence on migration: the 
SDGs and the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and 
Regular Migration (GCM)

• The (persistent) paucity of migration data from 
traditional sources globally

• Push for data innovation and calls for a ‘data revolution’ 
for sustainable development



The potential

• High spatial resolution

• High frequency of update

• Timeliness (virtually real-time)

• Wide coverage (hard-to-reach 

populations)

• Larger sample size compared to 

surveys

• Richness of information

• Relatively low cost (depending on…)



I: Social Media advertising platforms

Opportunities

• Real time census

• “inexpensive”

• Attributes like country of origin, education, age, 
sex (self-reported) and interests (likes)

Challenges

• Information reliability (often self-reported by user)

• Definitions (proprietary)

• Aggregations/rounding (proprietary)

• Penetration rate / selection bias (country, sex, age, 
education, sector, urban/rural…)

• Fake or double accounts

• Assimilation: expats destination or origin penetration rate?

Drill down to 1km



Understanding the bias

Correcting the bias: a question of penetration rate (popularity and internet access) but also gender gap

Population (thousands) Population (thousands)



‘Migrant’ stocks from social media

Venezuelans in Spain

Facebook Advertising Platform data: 
high refresh rate & real time

Ref: “Migration Data using Social Media” Spyratos, 
S., M. Vespe, F. Natale, I. Weber, E. Zagheni and M. 
Rango, doi:10.2760/964282, 2018



Migrant characteristics from social media
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Syrian users of LinkedIn in Europe:
distribution (left) and sector of occupation (below) 



Urban distribution from mobile phone data

Density of mobile phone
traffic with China and 
areas of highest 
concentration of Chinese 
immigrants (2011 Census) 

Sources: 
- Italian Census Data & 
- Call Detail Records, Telecom Italia



Challenges

• Data access/Continuity

• Confidentiality

• Security/Ethical issues

• Methodology (selection bias)

• Reliability

• Definitions

• Fragmentation



Harnessing data innovation for migration:
The Big Data for Migration Alliance (BD4M) 

• Launched on 25 June 2018 in Brussels

• Convened by the EC KCMD and IOM’s GMDAC 

• Aim: Foster data innovation for  migration 

analysis & policymaking through partnerships

Launch of the Big Data for Migration Alliance, Joint Research Centre, Brussels, 25 June 2018 
© European Commission 2018



Big Data for Migration Alliance (BD4M) 

Launch of the Big Data for Migration Alliance, Joint Research Centre,
Brussels, 25 June 2018. © European Commission 2018

Main areas of work:

a) Awareness-raising and knowledge-sharing
 The ‘10 questions’ that matter on migration

– with NYU GovLab
 Repository of big data & migration projects
 Creation of a network of ‘data stewards’

b) Capacity-building
 Preparation of guidance and training materials
 ‘Study visits’ and exchange of experiences across countries

c) Policy-oriented analysis
 Exploring EU/global frameworks to sponsor applied research

(e.g. issuing data challenges)
 Working paper series Source: GovLab



The “100 Questions” initiative

• Identifying the most important societal 
questions whose answers can be found in data 
and data science 

 10 key questions on migration – in 
partnership with GMDAC and KCMD, 
within the BD4M framework

• Building a community of ‘bilinguals’

• Creating new data collaboratives 

‘"Organizations are far more likely to share data 
in response to a compelling use case.
By identifying important questions that data 
science and machine learning can help us 
answer, we can spark collaborations between 
organizations that have critical data sets, teams 
that can derive insights from the data, and 
individuals and organizations that can make 
better decisions based on those insights.”

- Tom Kalil
Chief Innovation Officer, Schmidt Futures



How to incorporate Big Data in the Revision 
of the 1998 Recommendations 

on Statistics of International Migration?



Discussion

• Any other examples of good practice that you would like to mention? What are the 
issues encountered when exploring big data sources and how were they overcome?

• What are the policy needs? What are the key questions that are currently hard to 
answer in a timely fashion using traditional data sources? Can new data sources help?

• Definitions: is it possible to harmonize definitions across traditional and new data 
sources or should we not even attempt it?

• Should the Revision include guidance on how to explore big data sources and what 
would this look like (e.g. elements to consider? Examples? How to address 
methodological and other challenges?) 



Contact

Marzia Rango

IOM’s Global Migration Data 
Analysis Centre (GMDAC)

mrango@iom.int
gmdac.iom.int 

migrationdataportal.iom.int

Michele Vespe

European Commission’s
Knowledge Centre on Migration and 

Demography (KCMD)

michele.vespe@ec.europa.eu
http://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/migratio

n-and-demography



Unlocking the potential of private data for public good:
‘Data collaboratives’



Six types of data collaboratives 
(Source: GovLab)

E.g. Counter-Trafficking Data Collaborative E.g. Flowminder/WorldPop in NamibiaE.g. Telecom Italia Big Data Challenge

E.g. Facebook API dataE.g. Flowminder/NCell E.g. The HDX


