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ABSTRACT 

The highly complex economic, political, social and cultural processes of migration are increasingly digitally mediated. A 

rich area of research examining this phenomenon is emerging at the confluence of information and communication 

technology (ICT) and social sciences. However, little has been done to systematically review this literature. Through a 

qualitative thematic synthesis (QTS), this paper presents a fusion of recent research to identify: 1) what technologies are 

being used by migrants to the EU and how and 2) what are the impacts of technology on migrants and migration 

processes. By bridging the findings of multidisciplinary works, this QTS demonstrates how digital media and technology 

affect migrant experiences in both positive and negative ways as well as evidence of their impact on migratory trends. It 

highlights key gaps in the literature and suggests further areas for intervention, identifying the need for a cross-

disciplinary research agenda that addresses causal relationships between effects of technology and migration processes.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Just as digital media and technologies permeate the fabric of daily life, so too have they become an 

integral part of the migrants’ journeys. This reality has received considerable attention in academia and 

public discourse, particularly within the context of the influx of migratory movements into the EU since 

2014. In this debate, migrant uses of technology are often portraited from opposite or at least ambiguous 

positions – as solutions on the one side (Panagakos & Horst, 2006) or as channel for a ‘politics of 

dehumanisation’ on the other (Awad & Tossell, 2019). Studies investigating the phenomenon of ‘connected 

migrants’ (Leurs & Pozanesi, 2018) and ‘e-diasporas’ (Diminescu, 2012) are broad and varied, traversing 

disciplines from information and communication technology (ICT) studies to sociology and from large-n 

quantitative studies to in-depth ethnographic work. 

The aim of this paper is to synthesise recent research on how digital media and technologies are used by 

migrants and their impact on migration processes in order to foreground gaps in our understanding of the role 

of digital mediation in migrant experiences and decision-making. The findings are a subset of data collected 

for a systematic literature review (SLR) examining narratives of migration to Europe as part of the EU 

H2020 project PERCEPTIONS. Through a qualitative thematic synthesis (QTS), this paper presents an 



amalgamation of recent research and highlights the need for a cross-disciplinary research agenda to examine 

this highly salient phenomenon. 

2. METHODOLOGY 

Our study is based on a qualitative thematic synthesis (QTS). QTS aims to achieve transparency and 

rigor in literature reviews by adopting systematic procedures in collecting, selecting and analysing literature 

while utilising qualitative methods to cross-examine shared or diverging themes (Bearman & Dawson, 2013). 

This entails that QTS is well situated to examine heterogeneous samples that use diverse methods and 

hypotheses (Barnett-Page & Thomas, 2009). As such, it is an appropriate method to systematically survey 

research in multi-disciplinary areas such as migration studies that traverse fields from sociology, political 

sciences and criminology to psychology and health, amongst others.  

The sample for this QTS was drawn from a larger dataset developed as part of PERCEPTIONS. 

Systematic collection and selection procedures were implemented in five phases. Identification of sources 

found 856 articles through systematic searches using Boolean search strings containing combinations of 

keywords such as ‘Migration’, ‘ICT’ and ‘Social Media’. 225 sources were excluded at this stage due to 

geographical location, date of publication, language and missing data. During the screening phase, titles and 

abstracts of the remaining 631 documents were assessed for eligibility leading to 374 exclusions due to 

duplications, topical irrelevance and lack of access. Further eligibility was determined through a full text 

review of the remaining 257 sources leading to 36 further exclusions based on their topical relevance and 

quality. Within this dataset of 221 sources published since 2014 and focused on current migration movements 

to the EU, 41 sources were identified as relevant for this QTS and were thematically coded using NVivo. The 

sample was analysed in order to answer the following research questions: What digital media and 

technologies are used by migrants to the EU and for what purposes? And what are the impacts of these 

technologies on migrants and migration processes? 

3. KEY FINDINGS 

There was significant evidence across the sampled literature that digital technologies have become a vital 

and intrinsic element to migration journeys from departure and transit to settlement in destination countries. 

Within the dataset, sources explicitly referenced smart and mobile phones (n=28), computers and tablets 

(n=6), GPS (n=5), digital infrastructures (n=4) as well as e-currency and blockchains (n=1) as being key 

digital technologies used by migrants. The primary digital media platforms discussed were Facebook and 

Messenger (n=31), Twitter (n=14), WhatsApp (n=13), Skype (n=10), Instagram (n=4), Google apps like 

YouTube (n=3), Viber (n=3) and dating apps such as Tinder and Grindr (n=2). The following sections 

explore the major themes that emerged from the sample of how these technologies are used and their effects 

on migrants and migratory trends. 

3.1 Migrant uses of digital media and technologies 

Reported migrant uses of digital media and technology reflect those of the broader population, yet often 

within the context of migration aspirations and necessities. A key overarching theme was that ICT enables 

migrants to the EU to gain information about their destinations and provided channels of communication 

between countries of origin and destination (Bakewell & Jolivet, 2015; Dekker et al., 2016; Dhoest, 2019; 

Milivojevic, 2018; Fiedler, 2019). Critically, digital media diversifies the means available for migrants to 

plan their journeys and find modes of entry into the EU (Coskun, 2018; Dekker et al., 2016; Fiedler, 2018; 

Kutscher & Kreß, 2018; Latenero & Kift, 2018; Mandić, 2017; Milivojevic, 2018). Within the literature, 

there is considerable agreement that digital media and technology are vital tools to access information and 

communicate with social networks throughout the journey and are adopted and adapted by individual 

migrants to their specific needs. 



Preferences for certain technologies and specifications were also discussed. For example, computers were 

most commonly discussed in periods of immobility, e.g. at refugee camps (Twigt, 2018) or while integrating 

in destination countries (Dekker & Engbersen, 2014). Meanwhile, smartphones were frequently referred to as 

essential tools at all stages of the journey, but particularly during periods of mobility (Bokert et al., 2018; 

Chouliaraki, 2017; Dhoest, 2019; Fiedler, 2019; Gillespie et al., 2018; Hunter, 2015; Mandić, 2017; 

Milivojevic, 2018; Nagy; 2018). Moreover, the literature mentions that a growing proportion of remittances 

are sent by migrants in Europe to countries of origin via digital transactions (Belloni, 2019 p. 3; Rodima & 

Grimes, 2019; Hunter, 2015; Fiedler, 2019; Tanzanu, 2018). With access to these technologies, many 

migrants operate within digitally mediated contexts as archetypal agents of Harvey’s (1989) ‘time-space 

compression’ with transnational connectivity to social networks and information across the globe.  

Although digital technologies are widely used by migrant communities and play a growing role in 

mediating their experiences, there was also considerable consensus that there are ‘digital divides’ amongst 

migrant groups in terms of access to these technologies and ability to use them. These divides are largely due 

to disparities in digital literacy, gender and age demographics, financial capacity and, critically, ability to 

access infrastructures such as Wi-Fi at various stages of the journey (Arvanitis & Yelland, 2019; Belloni, 

2019; Dekker & Engbersen, 2014; Dhoest, 2019 p. 3; Gillespie et al., 2018; Leurs, 2016; Kutscher & Kreß, 

2018; Maitland, 2018; Ross, 2018; Ruokolainen & Widén, 2019; Whitteborn, 2015). Additionally, while 

many migrants are highly active online (Chouliaraki, 2017), some irregular migrants are aware that they may 

be the subject of surveillance by border authorities and prefer applications and platforms with anonymised 

and encryption features (Dhoest, 2019; Gillespie, et al., 2018; Kutscher & Kreß, 2018; Whitteborn, 2015). 

Consequently, caution is required not to overstate the dependency of contemporary migrants on technology 

or generalise preferences for digital media platform, which may be highly variable between cases and at 

different phases of the journey.  

3.2 Impact of technology on migrants and migration processes 

While the types and uses of technology are not a significant point of contention within the sample, their 

impact on migrants and migration processes are. Several authors argue that digital media and technologies 

can enable migrants to navigate their journeys to Europe with greater ease and security (Andersson, 2019; 

Dhoest, 2019; Gillespie et al, 2018; Kutscher & Kreß, 2018; Mandic, 2017; Milivojevic, 2018). The greater 

connectivity afforded through these mediums facilitates the formation of transnational communities between 

families, friends and shared sociocultural identities (Alinejad et al., 2019; Almenara-Niebla & Ascanio-

Sánchez, 2019; Bayramoğlu & Lünenborg, 2018; Belloni, 2019; Dekker et al., 2016; Dekker & Engbersen, 

2014; Dhoest, 2019; Ferra & Nguyen, 2017; Fiedler, 2019; Leurs, 2016; Patterson & Leurs, 2019; Pérez & 

Salgado, 2018; Tanzanu, 2018; Urchs et al., 2019). As a result, close and long ties can be developed and 

maintained across territorial boundaries, building transnational networks that are both a product and motor of 

migration.  

Through these networks, crowdsourcing of information on digital platforms may serve as an impetus for 

departure as well as inform choices on journeys, destinations and shape expectations of the costs and benefits 

of migrating (Baran, 2018; Bayramoğlu & Lünenborg, 2018; Bokert et al., 2018; Fiedler, 2019). This is 

argued to increase the dynamism of migration processes. Indeed, multimedia content shared by the diaspora 

has been argued to increase or decrease motivations for other potential migrants to the EU (Belloni, 2016; 

Pogliano, 2017; Fiedler, 2019; Mapelli, 2019; Nelimarkka et al., 2018; Twigt, 2018). Additionally, 

information gained through interpersonal communication and with greater accessibility to information online 

before, during and after journeys to Europe may lead to changes in travel trajectories and choices of 

destination (Bakewell & Jolivet, 2015; Belloni, 2016; Borkert et al., 2018; Crawley & Hagen, 2018; Dekker 

et al., 2016; Dekker & Engbersen, 2014; Fiedler, 2019). Other authors also contend that digital platforms 

may facilitate integration into host states by providing opportunities for social contact with hosts and 

increasing access to employment and services (Bayramoğlu & Lünenborg, 2018; Dhoest, 2019).  

Next to positive aspects, there are ways in which technologies may negatively impact migrants. With 

greater access to information and communication there are higher possibilities of encountering untrustworthy 

information or connecting to criminal entities such as human smugglers and traffickers via digital channels 

(Bokert et al., 2018; Dekker & Engbersen, 2014). The impact of social media on migrants may also include 

increased anxiety and social pressures along social, cultural, economic and political dimensions (Hunter, 



2015; Almenara-Niebla & Ascanio-Sánchez, 2019; Belloni, 2019;  Dhoest, 2019;  Hunter, 2015; Leurs, 2016; 

Talhouk et al., 2019; Tanzanu, 2018). This may in fact lead to counterintuitive outcomes. For example, some 

authors have observed that sociocultural pressures resulting from greater transnational connectivity leads to 

some migrants distancing from social ties with friends and families in countries of origin (Hunter, 2015; 

Witteborn, 2015). Therefore, technology plays an ambivalent role that may help or hinder migrant users 

travelling to and integrating in Europe. What is currently lacking is an integrated view that helps to explain 

the mechanisms and conditions of digitalization’s ambiguous role in migrants’ experiences and decisions – 

also in their combination with non-mediated settings.  

The literature also indicates reasons to be reserved about the extent to which technology impacts 

migration trends. While this sample points towards the digitalisation of migrant journeys, there is a 

considerable degree of caution in attributing a causal role to technology effects on migration trajectory. For 

example, Fiedler (2019) finds that close, interpersonal social networks have a stronger effect on migrant 

aspirations and decisions than long ties, whether online or offline. This indicates that interpersonal 

connections rather than the effects of digital technologies or media themselves impact migration decisions. 

As Dekker et al. (2016) and Maitland (2018) suggest, technology may act to mediate migration processes 

rather than catalyse them. The status of ICTs thus requires further investigation.  

4. CONCLUSION 

The highly complex economic, political, social and cultural processes of migration are increasingly 

digitally mediated. This QTS has demonstrated key areas where research is being undertaken to examine this 

phenomenon. Significant strides are being made to understand which technologies and channels are used and 

how. Preferences for certain technologies and platforms often mirror uses of non-migrant users yet may be 

adapted to the context-specific requirements of migrants. Also, as is the case with virtually all uses of 

technology, our review outlines the potential for positive and negative impacts on migrant users as a result. 

A further result of our synthesis are topics and areas that have not yet been addressed or received only 

passing attention. Most prominent is the lack of an integral view of digitalisation along the migration 

trajectory. We therefore advocate more longitudinal investigations into the shifting choices, meanings and 

consequences of ICTs throughout migrant journeys. Such work should also consider the parallel importance 

of digital and non-digital means. There is further a significant gap in research exploring causal relationships 

between migration and technology with regards to fundamental dynamics such as push and pull factors as 

well as networked nonlinear feedback mechanisms. While past studies relied largely on qualitative enquiries, 

issues of causality, especially in terms of long-term impacts and migration trends, require attention. 

Addressing this gap would help to better understand the mechanisms and conditions underlying migration 

trends and trajectories. In addition, digitalisation is often conceptualised as either individual or collective 

phenomenon, calling for greater attention to the intersections between personal and collective choices and 

experiences. At the same time, migrants are a highly heterogeneous group in terms of demographics, 

aspiration and experiences. Our review highlights a lack of systematic – and particularly comparative – 

investigations into specific migrant groups. For instance, we found relatively few studies investigating media 

choices by vulnerable groups such as unaccompanied minors, pregnant women or members of the LGBTQ+ 

community. 

Methodologically, using QTS to explore digitalisation in the migration literature proved an effective 

means of surveying a highly heterogenous research landscape while maintaining a systematic approach to the 

collection, selection and analysis of sources. A potential limitation of our approach may be the lack of 

quantifiable or longitudinal analyses of this body of research to identify larger-scale trends. However, this 

approach may be challenged by the largely qualitative nature of studies in this area. Also, our search focused 

specifically on migration to the EU, limiting the scope of our review.  

Ultimately, this QTS aimed to provide a survey of contemporary research and an agenda for further 

investigations into this rich area of research situated at the confluence of ICT and social science disciplines. 

Migration is a topic of tremendous societal, political and humanitarian importance. Better understanding 

migrants’ experiences and choices is thus not only a rewarding research exercise but can support ICT 

developments and policies that address migration realistically and in its full complexity. 
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