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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Big Data for Migration Alliance (BD4M) is an effort 
spearheaded by the International Organization for 
Migration’s Global Migration Data Analysis Centre (IOM 
GMDAC), European Commission’s Joint Research Centre 
(JRC), and The GovLab to accelerate the responsible 
and ethical use of novel data sources and 
methodologies—such as social media, mobile phone 
data, satellite imagery, artificial intelligence—to 
support migration-related programming and policy 
on the global, national, and local levels. As part of this 
mission, BD4M is organizing a series of studios, problem-
led virtual workshops bringing together stakeholders in 
government, international organizations, research, civil 
society, and the public sector to identify collaborative 
approaches to data innovation.

The first of these studios focused on human mobility 
and migration flows in West Africa. Considering that 
migration is a significant source of population change 
in this region, quantitative data on human mobility is 
critical to design policies that can effectively respond to 
the needs of migrants and destination communities. This 
studio was meant to guide the development of cross-
sectoral partnerships to improve ethical and secure access 
to data for migration-related policymaking and research 
in West Africa. 

The studio involved over 40 participants from multilateral 
organizations, the private sector, NGOs, and academia 
engaged in the region. In three groups, studio participants 
sought to find innovative ways to address the following 
questions:

• Studio #1: How can data be used to estimate current 
cross-border migration and mobility by sex and age in 
West Africa? 

• Studio #2: How can data be used to assess the current 
state of diaspora communities and their migration 
behavior in the region? 

• Studio #3: How can we use data to better understand 
the drivers of migration in West Africa? 

Participants shared ideas for potential data collaboratives 
that could be further developed and implemented in the 
region to answer these questions, and settled on the 
following three proposals:

1. The creation of a research and analysis partnership 
between telecommunications firm(s) and public institutions 
to give decision-makers a better understanding of how 
gender and age influence migration patterns in West 
Africa. This collaborative would leverage temporally 

and spatially accurate mobile phone data, institutional 
administrative data, and various data from migration 
and humanitarian data platforms. 

2. Establishing a multi-party research and analysis 
partnership connecting private-sector data holders with 
international organizations and governments in the 
region around specific objectives and questions related 
to diaspora communities. Data revealing diaspora 
migration patterns (e.g. satellite imagery) could be 
shared with actors working in the public interest to 
inform policy development and service delivery.

3. Creating a private data pool that brings together a 
combination of mobility data streams and insights 
on human attitudes and behaviors to gain a better 
understanding of the drivers of migration in the region, 
such as climate change, educational opportunities, financial 
challenges, and political conflict. This pool could be managed 
and analyzed by a trusted intermediary to ensure that data 
is adequately protected and useful insights are translated 
into actionable guidance for stakeholders working in the 
public interest across West Africa. 

From these discussions, the BD4M partners and studio 
participants formulated six key takeaways that can shape 
the road ahead:

1. Establishing a Common Vocabulary: Multi-stakeholder 
collaborations are often ineffective in the absence of a 
common vocabulary. Upfront consensus-building and 
sense-making efforts regarding foundational concepts 
and questions (e.g., what qualifies as a migratory 
movement?) will be critical for effective and legitimate 
collaboration among parties as diverse as multinational 
data-holding corporations, international development 
institutions, national governments and community-based 
organizations serving migrants’ needs.

2. Building the Technical, Financial, and Legal 
Capacity of Local Stakeholders: Local community-
based organizations are key partners in data 
collaboration and reuse efforts, but they often lack 
the technical, financial, and legal capacity of larger 
international players. To maximize the value of big data 
for migration initiatives, international organizations and 
funders could support community-based organizations 
in the region by investing in capacity building and further 
engaging them as key partners in their work.

3. Defining Business Models: Some private sector actors 
participate in public-interest data collaboratives on a pro 
bono basis, while others have established new models 
for selling or licensing aggregated datasets or layers to 
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public-interest institutions. An expanded inquiry into the 
potential business case for data collaboration across 
different regions and industries could provide clear and 
compelling reasons for participation.

4. Developing a Sustainability Strategy: Stakeholders 
need to ensure the operational and financial stability of 
their data collaboratives over time. This can involve using 
new funding streams, building human infrastructure by 
codifying data stewardship roles and responsibilities, 
and proactively planning for downstream expansion or 
replication of promising pilots. 

5. Clarifying Jurisdictional Implications: By definition, 
migration data collaboratives face challenging cross-
border information flows and fragmented data protection 

and regulatory regimes. Stakeholders should proactively 
assess commonalities and differences between data 
policies and regulations in different jurisdictions for 
the creation of contracts, data-sharing agreements, 
and other legal instruments that can enable data 
collaboration across sectors and borders.

6. Developing an Ethical Framework: Stakeholders 
should establish an ethical framework addressing critical 
challenges related to cross-sectoral data partnerships, 
including managing group privacy risks, ensuring data 
representativeness, and developing the technical and 
legal foundations for the implementation of privacy-
preserving technologies for data collaboration.
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INTRODUCTION: WHY IT 
MATTERS

1 World Meteorological Organization. “State of the Climate in Africa 2019.” October 26, 2020, 
https://public.wmo.int/en/media/press-release/multi-agency-report-highlights-current-and-future-state-of-climate-africa.
2 We Are Water Foundation. “The Sahel, desertification beyond drought.” June 17, 2019, 
https://www.wearewater.org/en/the-sahel-desertification-beyond-drought_318262.
3 UNHCR. “Nigeria Emergency.” https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/nigeria-emergency.html.
4 UNHCR. “Across West Africa dual challenge of conflict and coronavirus threatens millions of people.” April 17, 2020,
5 African Development Bank Group, “West Africa Economic Outlook 2018”.

MIGRATION CHALLENGES AND 
OPPORTUNITIES IN WEST AFRICA
West Africa faces some of the continent’s greatest migration 
challenges. People living in coastal areas face coastal 
degradation and erosion.1 Desertification in the western 
region of the Sahel is leading to significant livelihood and 
food security risks.2 More people across West Africa are 
becoming internally displaced due to conflict. Indeed, forced 
displacement across the Sahel caused by armed conflict is 
affecting a substantial number of people. In the Lake Chad 
Basin alone, nearly 2.4 million people remain displaced 
by the Boko Haram insurgency.3 All these problems are 
exacerbated by the effects of the coronavirus pandemic,4 
which has created health crises across the region.  

These and other persistent challenges contribute to 
significant migration challenges throughout West Africa. 
The opportunities related to migration in West Africa range 
from developing industry sectors, facilitating educational 
pathways, improving the provision of public services based 
on more accurate national and local planning, and ensuring 
that human mobility happens safely and regularly. Each of 
these factors can contribute to the region’s development 
by more effectively matching labor supply and demand in 
key economic sectors such as agriculture, which is labor-
intensive and makes up over 60% of the region’s GDP.5 The 
match of supply and demand can also be facilitated by 
the free movement protocol in the Economic Community 
of West African States (ECOWAS).

IMAGE 2. Political Map of West Africa

https://public.wmo.int/en/media/press-release/multi-agency-report-highlights-current-and-future-state-of-climate-africa
https://www.wearewater.org/en/the-sahel-desertification-beyond-drought_318262
https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/nigeria-emergency.html
https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/news/latest/2020/4/5e99b5074/across-west-africa-dual-challenge-conflict-coronavirus-threatens-millions.html
https://www.afdb.org/en/documents/document/west-africa-economic-outlook-2018-100849
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DATA INACCESSIBILITY 
CHALLENGES
The use of data to inform migration policies is critical. 
Key stakeholders, including multilateral organizations, 
local governments, research institutions, and NGOs often 
lack access to the relevant, high-quality data needed to 
inform policies and assess their impact. While there are 
data-driven models on issues such as intra-regional cross-
border migration flows, these largely exist in decentralized 
databases in non-uniform formats. Moreover, coordination 
between governments, international organizations, 
research institutions, and civil society organizations and 
the private sector is often missing. 

Aside from the obstacle of centralizing these data sources, 
several other barriers to a data-driven analysis of West 
African migration exist. Stakeholders often struggle to 
access robust, high-quality data on migration that is 
interoperable with other institutional data streams or 
analytical systems. For example, the failure to develop 
common data standards forces organizations to spend 
excessive time and resources cleaning data. Moreover, 
traditional sources of data are not always sufficient. An 
increased access to data streams such as mobile phone 

or satellite data would equip stakeholders with higher 
temporal and spatial accuracy in their analysis. More 
broadly, migrants can be distrustful towards government 
information-gathering and other data collection exercises, 
which can create challenges for consistent, transparent, 
and ethical use of data relevant to migration. 

In April 2021, a BD4M project convened experts from 
various sectors who are involved in the West African 
region to explore innovative and collaborative data-based 
solutions to migration challenges. This report begins 
by outlining the methodology used, then provides an 
overview of three data collaborative ideas co-developed 
by expert participants. These ideas will be further refined 
and operationalized toward implementing real-world 
data collaboratives that can create value for migrants 
and communities across West Africa. In order for these 
ideas to be sustainable, the BD4M team will seek the 
involvement of policymakers at the national and regional 
level, in addition to consulting with other key stakeholders. 
The report ends with six cross-cutting takeaways that 
could inform efforts to advance the more systematic, 
sustainable, and responsible use and reuse of data to 
address migration-related challenges and opportunities 
in the region and around the world. 
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METHODOLOGY

6 Data Collaborative: A new form of collaboration, beyond the public-private partnership model, in which participants from different sectors - 
companies in particular - exchange their data to create public value.

BD4M Studios are a series of workshops aimed at rapidly 
designing and prototyping cross-sector data collaboratives6 
to create solutions to important public challenges. They 
bring together problem owners, data holders, and domain, 
and data experts to identify key challenges and pathways 
for answering open questions by matching the supply of 
data and expertise present across sectors with the demand 
for it among actors working in the public interest. The 
BD4M Studio model seeks to advance data partnerships 
that are more:

• Collaborative: How can we facilitate data sharing 
across sectors to inform migration-related policy and 
programming while serving the interests, data security 
standards, and ethical principles of all stakeholders 
involved?

• Systematic: How do we ensure that data and expertise 
are efficiently channeled at high impact opportunities? 
How can stakeholders identify the optimal operational 
model for matching data and demand for a given 
opportunity?

• Sustainable: How can stakeholders assess costs, benefits, 
and potential returns on investment? What incentives 
or business models could enable private-sector data 
holders to engage? How can stakeholders ensure longer-
term financial viability?

• Responsible: What governance, contractual, and policy 
frameworks can mitigate risks related to both the misuse 
of data and the missed use of data that could have 
provided impact?

THE STUDIO METHODOLOGY

The impetus for this project started with The 100 Questions 
Initiative, an effort from The GovLab at New York University 
that seeks to identify existing data gaps by mapping the 
most pressing, high-impact research questions that could 
be answered if datasets and data science were leveraged 
in a responsible manner. On the topic of migration, The 
GovLab, in partnership with the European Commission’s 
Joint Research Centre and the International Organization 
for Migration, first completed a rapid mapping of the key 
organizations and experts in the field of migration, who 
were then invited to submit pressing questions that could 
inform impactful research and practice in the space. The 
process ended with a public voting period to select the 
10 most important questions, which were used to identify 

priority areas for the current BD4M studio as well as 
subsequent studios.

The BD4M Studio’s approach emphasizes the importance 
of multi-sectoral co-creation, bringing together problem 
owners, data holders, and data analysts. The first step in this 
process involves a detailed problem statement comprising 
an issue definition, root causes of the data issue at hand, 
an identification of the beneficiaries, an examination of 
potential counterarguments and assumptions that need 
to be accounted for, and the progress made towards 
addressing these data gaps to date—in this case, focusing 
on migration flows in West Africa. The problem statement 
is shared with participants in advance to provide them 
with a comprehensive description and analysis of the 
issue at hand.

Once the issue was identified, The GovLab and partners 
conducted a subsequent constituency mapping effort and 
contacted key entities and experts related to migration 
challenges in West Africa, in addition to potential data 
holders that might be able to bring valuable datasets 
to the table. These stakeholders were then invited to 
participate in the studio and sorted into three groups: 1) 
Problem Owners; 2) Data Holders; and 3) Data Analysts. 
These stakeholders were convened to rapidly co-design 
real-world data collaboratives with a clear understanding 
of the necessary types of data and expertise, enabling 
conditions, and challenges to be navigated.

The Big Data for Migration Alliance partners organized 
the studio around three key questions related to the 
challenge of monitoring migration flows in West Africa. The 
participants were assigned to breakout groups, or “micro-
studios”, tasked with co-designing a data collaborative 
that could provide an answer to their question. The three 
sub-topics assigned to the micro-studios were:

• Studio #1: How can data be used to estimate current 
cross-border migration and mobility by sex and age in 
West Africa? 

• Studio #2: How can data be used to assess the current 
state of diaspora communities and their migration 
behavior in the region? 

• Studio #3: How can we use data to better understand 
the drivers of migration in West Africa? 

Using the problem statement as a starting point, each 
breakout group was then tasked with completing a canvas 

https://datacollaboratives.org
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(Figure 1), a framework that helps identify the potential 
incentives, challenges, and enabling conditions for both 
data users and data holders. For each sub-topic, the groups 
assessed the following: 

1. Problems to be addressed: What are the key 
questions? What is the context?

2. Datasets: What are the minimum viable datasets 
needed? What are the required characteristics?

3. Data Holders: Who holds or has access to those types 
of data within the region?

4. Data Users: Who needs access to the data and/
or can act upon the insights?

5. Incentives and Challenges & Enabling 
Conditions (for Data Holders): What are the incentives 
and/or challenges for data holders to engage on the 

questions at hand?  What are the enabling conditions for 
data holders toward establishing a collaboration? Who 
can act as enablers? What lessons have you learned 
from similar efforts in other contexts, if any?

6. Capacity and Other Needs & Enabling 
Conditions (for Data Users): What are the capacity 
and/or needs to address through a collaborative? What 
are the enabling conditions for data users to establish 
data collaboration? Who can act as enablers? What 
lessons have you learned from similar efforts in other 
contexts, if any?

7. Potential BD4M Data Collaboratives: What 
type of Collaborative would work best given the context, 
partners, and needs? What can the BD4M Alliance 
support with?

FIGURE 1. (below) presents the canvas used to facilitate the discussion between the participants in the BD4M Studio. 
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RESULTS — BD4M STUDIO 
DATA COLLABORATIVE 
CANVASES
The breakout groups identified innovative pathways 
forward for data collaboration and revealed the potential 
of multi-sectoral co-creation in solving migration issues. 
Though the comprehensive roadmap for collaboration is 
still ongoing, the studio demonstrated that stakeholders 
are willing to come together to address migration data 
issues and gaps in West Africa and that co-creation will 
lead to creative data solutions. The canvases from each 
of the three breakout groups, along with suggested next 
steps needed to potentially turn these canvases into fully-
developed data collaboratives, are described below.

KEY DATASETS, DATA HOLDERS, 
AND DATA USERS
Across the three breakout “micro-studios,” participants 
noted common data assets and stakeholders that could 
potentially provide value across use cases. The datasets, 
data holders, and data users discussed here could play 
a role in each of the BD4M data collaboratives designed 
through the studio.  

KEY DATASETS AND DATA HOLDERS

Participants in each micro-studio noted the importance 
of traditional institutional surveys and statistics to drive 
effective and legitimate decision-making related to 
migration. They also noted that these datastreams often 
lack the timeliness and granularity that could provide for 
transformative impact across the three use cases under 
discussion. Participants highlighted the following data 
streams and data sources as potentially useful in shedding 
light on the what, who, and why of migration flows in 
West Africa. Importantly, participants also noted that 
these innovative information streams could introduce new 
vulnerabilities and ethical implications that stakeholders 
would need to address in order to ensure a responsible 
approach.

• Migration and Humanitarian Open Data: Participants 
noted the diverse data assets made available to 
humanitarian and development practitioners through UN 
OCHA’s Humanitarian Data Exchange platform and IOM’s 
Migration Data Portal. These data repositories contain data 
provided by stakeholders across sectors and countries.

• Telecom Data: Telecommunications companies operating 
in one or, ideally, more West African countries could 
provide valuable information on mobility patterns among 
their customers. Several large, multinational telecom 
carriers are active in the region and have a history of data 
stewardship to help advance public interest objectives in 
different contexts. Call Detail Records (CDRs) — records 
of each time a mobile phone connects to a network when 
sending or receiving a voice call or SMS — are one notable 
type of data held by telecom companies that can be 
aggregated and made accessible to public-interest actors 
to provide insight on mobility patterns without sharing 
any personally identifiable information.  

• Civil Society and Mission-Driven Organization 
Administrative Data: Participants highlighted that 
several important stakeholders in humanitarian and 
development organizations and civil society institutions 
collect an array of administrative data for and about 
migrants that informs their service delivery. This 
information can be highly sensitive, but could be reused 
as part of a targeted policy, if appropriate operational 
strategies and governance safeguards are put in place.  

• Airlines and Ground Transportation Business Data: 
Businesses providing traditional transportation services to 
diaspora community members likely hold useful data on 
individuals’ demographic characteristics, country of birth 
(or passport issuer), origin of travel, time of travel, length 
of stay (if using the same provider for their departure as 
well). Participants indicated that stakeholders could seek 
ways to access aggregated data from these companies 
to inform their understanding of migration flows.

• Bank Data: Participants also highlighted the potential 
value of aggregated consumer activity data from banks 
and digital payment systems. Stakeholders might face 
challenges in targeting their analyses using this type of 
data, however. Information streams might be too broad 
or too targeted at specific individuals or small groups, 
creating new risks, sensitivities, and ethical concerns.

• Satellite Imagery Data: Several satellite imagery 
companies provide data to public-interest actors to 
inform analyses of movement patterns or situational 
changes over time. Satellite imagery and associated data 
are often provided for a fee, with sales to these publicly-
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oriented actors representing a key part of providers’ 
business models. Participants noted the potential value 
of satellite imagery data in assessing certain factors that 
might influence migration flows (e.g. natural disasters 
or shifts in agriculture).    

• Social Media Data: Social media postings, including in 
virtual communities connecting members of diaspora 
communities, could provide signals on mobility patterns 
and people’s attitudes and behaviors before and after 
migration, and drivers of migration among members 
of these groups. Similarly, search query data has been 
reused to understand drivers of different intentions 
and behaviors, such as suicidal ideation. These data 
streams are often noisy and would require validation 
of their representativeness as well as ethical guardrails.

KEY DATA USERS

Participants identified an array of actors that provide 
important and direct support to migrants in new areas 
and the communities that absorb them and whose work 
would benefit from greater insight into what migration 
flows look like, who is migrating, and why, including:

• Community-based civil society organizations were 
highlighted as important users of data given their 
local focus and proximity to the problems and 
opportunities under discussion. Participants noted that 
community-based organizations could often benefit 
from participating in a BD4M data collaborative with 
other larger, better-resourced organizations to help 
address any capacity challenges they might experience.

• International organizations operating in the region that 
support migrants’ and communities’ interests were 
highlighted as important partners across use cases. 
These organizations often have the internal capacity 
and resources to turn data insight into concrete action, 
and are well positioned to implement policies and 
programs across multiple jurisdictions. Stakeholders 
could engage with these larger organizations with the 
technical, financial, and legal capacity to join a data 
collaborative, while also ensuring local actors are 
included in mutually beneficial arrangements concerning 
common information sharing and management systems, 
implementation, and uptake of findings.  

• Development and humanitarian organizations are a key 
group of data users that would benefit from targeted 
data collaboration focused on migration flows in 
West Africa. These organizations are well positioned 
to cater to the intended beneficiaries’ broad needs, 
both thematically (e.g., natural disaster relief, aid for 
health infrastructure or disease outbreaks, etc.) and 
geographically (e.g., regional vs. national). The local 
offices of these organizations are also well positioned 
to facilitate partnerships with other local organizations 

(e.g., non-profits, CSOs, etc.) for the implementation of 
impactful programs and aid-related efforts.

• National and subnational government agencies would be 
natural partners across use cases. While public agencies 
might have limited in their internal capabilities and 
resources compared to international organizations, they 
also have the legal right to establish agreements and 
contracts with stakeholders who can more effectively 
advance the goals of the data collaboration, including 
both cross-border agreements and/or agreements with 
local organizations.

• National statistical offices are a particular public-sector 
institution that would benefit from insight into migration 
flows into and out of a country. The data and insight 
from national statistics offices can inform policymaking, 
public provision allocations, and procurement decisions, 
among other important government actions.

In terms of general challenges, participants noted that the 
above actors can be distributed, difficult to systematically 
identify and engage, and may have certain resource 
or capacity constraints that could limit their ability to 
participate effectively and responsibly in such an initiative.

STUDIO-SPECIFIC 
RECOMMENDATIONS

STUDIO #1: HOW CAN DATA BE USED 
TO ESTIMATE CURRENT CROSS-BORDER 
MIGRATION AND MOBILITY BY SEX AND 
AGE IN WEST AFRICA? 

Problem to Be Addressed

Actors working to advance safe and effective migration in 
West Africa have limited knowledge of the cross-country 
migratory movements within the region, which contributes 
to the proliferation of misperceptions about migration 
patterns (e.g. migration from Africa to Europe versus 
migration within Africa, including the high levels of mobility 
present in West Africa). Moreover, stakeholders also lack 
insight into how migration flows differ across certain 
demographics, including differences across age brackets 
and gender. Without a comprehensive understanding, it 
is difficult for stakeholders to craft policies and deliver 
services that are inclusive and responsive to the unique 
needs of different migrant groups. 

BD4M Data Collaborative

Participants proposed the creation of a research and 
analysis partnership aimed at unlocking the value of 
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CDRs and other data provided by telecommunications 
companies, institutional administrative data from civil 
society and mission-driven organizations, and data made 
accessible through migration and humanitarian data 
platforms to give decision-makers a better understanding 
of migration patterns within West Africa by age and gender. 
International humanitarian and development organizations, 
governments, and community-based organizations working 
to support migrants’ and communities’ interests would help 
to translate these data streams into actionable policies 
and services across the region.

Incentives and Challenges for Data Holders

Participants highlighted several potential incentives for 
engaging data holders in this effort:

• New Insights: Participation in such a data collaborative 
could give data holders, including especially private-
sector telecommunications firms, with the opportunity 
to generate new research findings from the analysis 
of their data. These insights could inform new internal 
research and development, as well as the creation of 
new business models or revenue streams. 

• Revenue Generation: Telecom data, including CDRs 
specifically, can be provided on a pro bono basis or for 
a price. Many telecom companies are establishing new 
business models to sell access to aggregated insights 
on mobility patterns to approved public and civil sector 
customers. 

Participants also raised several operational and ethical 
challenges that would need to be addressed:  

• Group Privacy Risks: While privacy concerns often 
center on personally identifiable information, groups of 
individuals represented in datasets can also face risks. 
Stakeholders will need to ensure that disaggregated 
data sharing and analysis does not create new risks to 
migrant groups by, for example, uncovering the location 
of clusters of migrant women or unaccompanied minors. 
Improved data disaggregation can improve the value 
of data for decision-making and service delivery in 
migrants’ and communities’ interests. It can also provide 
more targeted and actionable information to malicious 
third parties if handled irresponsibly.   

• Data Representativeness: Mobility data derived from 
telecom companies can often be disaggregated 
according to gender. The representativeness of this 
disaggregated data, however, depends on several 
issues. Telecom operators are often limited by the 
names included (or not included) in a customer’s billing 
account. The mobility patterns of a single man and 
single woman who each have a mobile phone account 
in their name, for example, would be represented in 
data on gender-disaggregated (though still aggregated) 
mobility patterns. The mobility patterns of a woman 

whose phone is associated with her husband’s account, 
on the other hand, might not be represented in gender-
disaggregated datasets. Stakeholders would likely need 
to define strategies for filling data gaps not only related 
to migrants lacking mobile phones, but also those using 
shared family phones, or several phone lines associated 
with one adult family member’s account.

• Technical and Legal Infrastructure: Participants 
highlighted the need to establish a technical and 
legal foundation for collaboration. Stakeholders will 
need to assess the sensitivity and potential risks of 
providing partners with functional access to their data. 
Stakeholders might find it necessary to implement 
certain privacy-preserving technologies, such as 
differential privacy or safe sandboxes for analysis. 
Stakeholders will also need to establish cross-border 
data-sharing agreements between data holders and 
demand-side actors in different neighboring countries to 
ensure smooth operations, governance, and alignment 
with any jurisdictional provisions.

Data Users’ Capacity and Other Needs 

Participants noted that data users involved in this initiative 
would require: 

• Analytical Capacity: Data users would need to possess 
significant in-house analytical capacity in order to derive 
actionable insights from data. This capacity was seen 
as a potentially limiting factor, leading to challenges 
for smaller organizations to leverage data directly to 
improve their operations and decision-making.  

• Engagement with Intermediaries: Given these technical 
challenges, demand-side actors could benefit from 
engagement with trusted intermediary organizations 
that can provide additional analytical capacity and data 
science capabilities. Intermediaries can be especially 
useful in translating data into actionable insights. 
Several notable international civil society organizations 
and businesses, some of which had representatives 
participating in the studio, provide this type of analysis 
for actors working in the public interest.     

Enabling Conditions

• Establishing Trust with Intended Beneficiaries: Given 
the sensitivity of some data streams under discussion, 
participants noted the critical need to establish trust 
between the data users and their intended beneficiaries. 
Stakeholders could take several approaches for gaining 
trust and establishing a social license for their work 
— including through regular public communications 
and transparency efforts, as well as participatory 
deliberations or citizens assemblies with intended 
beneficiaries. 

• Cross-Border Footprint and/or Network: Data holders will 
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likely need to possess either multinational datasets or a 
close network of collaborators across borders in order 
to deliver useful insights on the full migration lifecycle. 
Analyses will suffer, for example, if they rely on data 
provided by telecom operators that only operate in a 
country of destination, but not the country from which 
migrants traveled. Engaging multinational players and/
or establishing upfront cross-border agreements and 
partnerships could offer useful ways forward.    

• Engagement with Local Actors: Given their proximity to 
the challenges arising from insufficient disaggregated 
data on mobility patterns and the intended beneficiaries 
of their work, participants signaled the importance 
of engaging local actors in the data collaborative. In 
some contexts, local actors enjoy greater trust than 
international actors working toward similar objectives.  

STUDIO #2: HOW CAN DATA BE USED 
TO ASSESS THE CURRENT STATE OF 
DIASPORA COMMUNITIES AND THEIR 
MIGRATION BEHAVIOR IN THE REGION? 

Problem to Be Addressed

There exists a dearth of information on diaspora 
communities in West African countries. Policymakers and 
institutional decision-makers working to support migrants 
and communities lack the ability to meaningfully assess 
opportunities and challenges related to the profiles, 
attitudes and behaviors of diaspora communities. 
This information gap can lead to ineffective policies 
or misaligned services, and a failure to capitalize on 
significant development opportunities in the region, for 
instance in relation to financial and skill transfers across 
countries. 

BD4M Data Collaborative

Participants proposed establishing a private data pool 
and research and analysis partnership connecting data 
holders with international organizations monitoring 
population stocks and flows in the region. Participants 
proposed leveraging several information streams, such 
as CDRs and transportation, bank, and social media data 
to better understand the profiles, attitudes, and behaviors 
of diaspora communities, and to ultimately inform policy 
development and service delivery. The data collaborative 
would require a significant focus in responsible data 
handling, good governance, and ethical safeguards to 
ensure that data is not accessed or reused inappropriately. 

Data Holders’ Incentives and Challenges 

Participants highlighted several potential incentives for 
engaging data holders in this effort:

• Revenue Generation: Several aggregated data streams 
identified by participants would likely be made accessible 
only if purchased. Data providers would likely seek 
remuneration for making aggregated data streams 
accessible, especially if asked to segment and target 
their data provision with only diaspora community 
members represented. 

• Consumer Insights: Data holders could stand to gain 
a better understanding of the attitudes and behaviors 
of diaspora community members across the region. 
Participation in this data collaborative would bring new 
analytical capacity to bear on data assets held by the 
private sector that could inform future product offerings, 
marketing strategies, or business models.      

Participants also raised several operational and ethical 
challenges that would need to be addressed:  

• Ethical Handling of Granular Behavioral Data: Each of 
the data sources that could be brought to the table 
in this effort could create new ethical challenges and 
sensitivities, especially if analysis is focused only on 
diaspora community members. Stakeholders will likely 
face challenges in ensuring that data is targeted and 
specific enough to diaspora communities so as to be 
useful, while mitigating risks of heightened surveillance 
or reidentification.  

• Integration and Interoperability: As no one dataset 
could provide a complete picture of diaspora migration 
patterns, let alone drivers and predictors of mobility, 
this data collaborative would require the commingling 
and integration of multiple data streams from multiple 
providers. This could create several analytical and 
technical challenges arising from differences in the 
data’s format, timescale, metadata, and access controls. 

Data Users’ Capacity and Other Needs 

Participants noted that data users involved in this initiative 
would require: 

• Technical and Financial Capacity: Across the three 
studios, participants highlighted the need for robust 
technical and financial capacity among data users on the 
demand side. These capabilities, which can be lacking 
in certain government agencies and departments, are 
essential for translating data into insights and insights 
into action, and for ensuring that potentially sensitive 
data is protected.  

• Legal Capacity: Given the potential sensitivity of identified 
datasets, participants highlighted the importance 
of demand-side actors having in-house legal teams 
with the capacity to navigate complex data privacy 
regulations of multiple jurisdictions and proactively 
engage with the appropriate regulatory bodies. 
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Enabling Conditions

• Clear Governance Model: Participants highlighted the 
intricacies involved in creating a multi-party, cross-border 
data collaborative that leverages potentially sensitive 
datasets. They indicated the importance of establishing a 
fit-for-purpose governance model to clarify and organize 
inter-organizational decision-making across the data life 
cycle, ensure transparency and appropriate oversight of 
operations, and support regular risk assessments and 
mitigation efforts as warranted.  

• Sustainability Strategy: Stakeholders will need to ensure 
regular and predictable access to and analysis of provided 
data in order to move beyond a pilot experiment toward 
systematic use of data to understand diaspora mobility 
flows. The creation of a sustainability strategy early in 
the process can help to clarify roles, responsibilities, 
and financial strategies for the collaborative over the 
long term.   

• Clarifying jurisdictional implications: Participants argued 
that stakeholders would be well-served by preemptively 
engaging with regulators across relevant jurisdictions to 
ensure the collaboration is compliant with all applicable 
laws and policies. Direct, early engagement could help 
to avoid wasting time and resources on establishing 
operational or governance approaches that might 
contravene regulations in one or more jurisdictions.  

• Transparency and Public Communications: Participants 
also noted the potential ethical concerns and public backlash 
arising from secretive or opaque sharing and reuse of data 
on diaspora communities. To help increase trust among 
the data subjects, intended beneficiaries, and the public 
at large, stakeholders will need to institute a strategy for 
publicly communicating about the initiative. This work 
would go beyond informed consent at the collection stage 
to also include regular notices and updates on what data 
is being reused as part of the collaborative, through what 
means, how individuals can opt out, and the impacts of 
the work (both positive and negative).  

STUDIO #3: HOW CAN WE USE DATA TO 
BETTER UNDERSTAND THE DRIVERS OF 
MIGRATION IN WEST AFRICA? 

Problem to Be Addressed

Though the factors influencing migration processes and 
decisions are more broadly understood and examined, 
information on a more hyper-targeted assessment of these 
drivers is difficult to compile.  The drivers of migration are 
complex and multifaceted, making it challenging for actors 
in the region to build policy and deliver services that are 
responsive to both the clear and more nuanced drivers 
of cross-border migration and mobility in West Africa.  

BD4M Data Collaborative

Stakeholders in West Africa could explore the creation 
of a cross-sector partnership aimed at leveraging a 
combination of location intelligence drawn from mobile 
phone applications, satellite imagery data, as well as data 
from social media and search companies that possess 
data that can provide a proxy of migrants’ attitudes and 
behaviors.  This collaboration could be spearheaded by 
international humanitarian and development agencies 
together with National Statistical Offices in the region, 
potentially with the engagement of one or more trusted 
intermediaries to bring analytical capacity to the table. 
The effort will require thoughtful consideration of data 
governance and ethical strategies, as well as focused 
efforts on ensuring sustainability over time. 

Data Holder’s Incentives and Challenges 

Participants highlighted several potential incentives for 
engaging data holders in this effort:

• Reputation and corporate social responsibility: 
Participants noted that private-sector participants to 
this effort would likely gain a boost to their reputation 
thanks to their contributions to the public interest. Larger 
corporations that could be engaged in this effort are also 
likely to have existing corporate social responsibility 
objectives and programs, potentially lowering the barrier 
to engagement and helping to speed progress. 

• Revenue generation: Data holders in satellite imagery 
and telecom companies, in particular, often charge a 
fee for accessing aggregated datasets as part of their 
business model. 

In addition to several ethical concerns and potential 
barriers raised in other studios with relevance to the 
initiative in question, participants focused on challenges 
related to:  

• Data “Ownership” and Intellectual Property: Participants 
raised several questions related to data ownership 
and control in such a multi-party, cross-sector data 
collaborative. Data holders contributing data assets to 
the effort, whether for a fee or pro bono, will require 
clarity on the rights and obligations of other parties. 
This will likely entail the creation of a complex data-
sharing agreement among several parties. Participants 
argued that establishing this agreement will likely 
require upfront investment of time and resources from 
participating parties, and that the agreement will need 
to be reassessed on a regular basis to ensure that it 
remains fit for purpose over time. 

Data Users’ Capacity and Other Needs 

Participants noted that data users involved in this initiative 
would require: 
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• Legal Capacity: Given the sensitive nature of the 
data, data users will need to develop an in-depth 
understanding of the legal and ethical considerations 
around data re-use. Insight on the drivers of migration 
arising from both source and destination countries will 
not only need to be multi-sectoral in nature, but also 
span across jurisdictions. As such, data users will need 
to build in-house legal capabilities that will provide 
them with the necessary expertise needed to navigate 
various data privacy regulations. 

• Analytical Capabilities: Similarly, given the multi-sectoral 
nature of these data collaborations, data users will need 
to work with many different types of data assets in 
the long-term. Therefore, participants argued that it is 
imperative data users build and maintain the analytical 
capabilities needed to derive insights from various types 
of data. 

Enabling Conditions

• Existing Products and Programs: Private-sector 
participants are often most able to rapidly and 
effectively engage in this type of data collaborative when 
they can activate existing social responsibility, policy, 
or humanitarian work streams and product offerings. 
Codified processes and “product” offerings — whether 
provided pro bono or for a fee — can significantly lower 
the time and transaction costs required for initiating 
this work. 

• New Business Models: Establishing new models of 
humanitarian data pricing and licensing models could 
help to accelerate collaboration and clarify incentives 
for private-sector involvement in such initiatives.
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CROSS-CUTTING TAKEAWAYS 
FROM THE BD4M STUDIO
The rapid ideation of three data collaboratives to advance 
our understanding of migration patterns in West Africa and 
improve real-world outcomes surfaced six key takeaways:

1. Establishing a Common Vocabulary: Across use 
cases, participants highlighted the challenge of initiating 
effective collaborative action among parties working 
across different sectors and domains. Multinational 
data-holding corporations, international development 
institutions, national governments and community-
based organizations serving migrants’ needs can come 
together toward achieving a common objective, but 
their collaboration will suffer if they do not establish a 
common vocabulary. Participants indicated that upfront 
consensus-building and sense-making efforts between 
parties from different sectors can play an important 
enabling role for data collaboration. Stakeholders will 
likely need to build a common understanding regarding 
foundational concepts and questions — e.g. what 
qualifies as a migratory movement? — in order to 
collaborate effectively and legitimately. 

2. Building the Technical, Financial, and Legal 
Capacity of Local Stakeholders: Several participants 
highlighted both the potential value of engaging local 
community-based organizations in data collaboration 
and reuse efforts. Many also indicated that demand-
side actors involved in the types of data collaboratives 
co-designed in the studio would likely require a level 
of technical, financial, and legal capacity that could be 
limiting. Due to capacity constraints, participants often 
pointed to larger international players as appropriate 
data users, despite the potential positive impact of 
engaging more local actors in putting insights into action. 
In order to maximize the value of big data for migration 
initiatives, international organizations and funders could 
help to support capacity-building in community-based 
organizations working to address these issues in the 
region. International development and humanitarian 
organizations can also seek out such organizations for 
partnership.

3. Defining Business Models: Data holders in the 
private sector often participate in public-interest 
data collaboratives on a pro bono basis, while others 
have established new models for selling or licensing 
aggregated datasets or layers to governments or 
humanitarian/development institutions. The field would 
benefit from new and expanded inquiry into the potential 
business case for data collaboration across different 

regions and industries. Absent a clear and compelling 
business case for participating in data collaboratives, 
private-sector data holders might reduce or abandon 
their investments in so-called “data philanthropy” efforts.

4. Developing a Sustainability Strategy: Data 
collaboratives for migration and more broadly often 
fail to emerge from initial pilot projects or proofs of 
concept. In order for data collaboratives to achieve 
their transformative potential, stakeholders will need 
to define approaches for maintaining the operational 
and financial stability of their work over time. This can 
involve leveraging new funding streams, capturing the 
realized value and impact of these efforts, codifying 
data stewardship roles and responsibilities to ensure 
that there is human infrastructure in place for carrying 
on this work, and proactively establishing a plan for 
downstream expansion or replication of promising pilots. 

5. Clarifying Jurisdictional Implications: By definition, 
data collaboratives focused on migration issues are 
forced to navigate challenges involving cross-border 
information flows and fragmented data protection and 
regulatory regimes. Participants noted that stakeholders 
on the supply and demand side of data collaboratives 
would benefit from the proactive assessment of 
commonalities and differences between data policies 
and regulations in different jurisdictions. An accurate 
understanding of these issues will likely prove essential 
in the creation of contracts, data-sharing agreements, 
and other legal instruments that can enable data 
collaboration across sectors and borders. 

6. Developing an Ethical Framework: Data holders 
and users alike would benefit from the establishment 
of an ethical framework or a set of ethical principles 
to address several ethical challenges that may arise 
with cross-sectoral data partnerships. Specifically, 
data holders and users will need to address group 
privacy risks, which are often centered on personally 
identifiable information. In order to protect migrant 
groups from these risks, users will need to improve 
data disaggregation. Another key challenge that an 
ethical framework would help address is that of data 
representativeness, which is the existence of data gaps 
that could result in some societal groups being left out 
of the analysis. Lastly, stakeholders will need to consider 
the technical and legal foundations needed in order to 
implement privacy-preserving technologies for ethical 
data collaboration.  
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WHAT’S NEXT

Participants in the BD4M Studio explored three initial 
project plans that can help the field develop answers 
to important migration questions that build on insights 
from The 100 Questions Initiative. These canvases are, 
however, only the start. In order to further operationalize 
this work and provide more concrete guidance towards 
the establishment of real-world data collaboratives, the 
project partners will prioritize four primary actions: 

• Refining and Deepening the Canvases: The BD4M project 
team and studio participants will continue to develop 
the initial project canvases prior to implementation. This 
work will involve additional research and analysis, needs 
assessment, and feasibility evaluation to ensure that 
the ideas for data collaboratives are well-positioned 
to create impact.   

• Engaging Stakeholders: Based on the initial project 
roadmaps, the BD4M team will also seek out additional 
partners that could contribute to the effort. This includes 
data holders and potential data users identified by studio 
participants, as well as intermediary organizations that 
could help to operationalize these initiatives by bringing 
needed capacity and expertise to the table. 

• Engagement with National and Local Government 
Representatives: The BD4M team will invite national 
and local policymakers to subsequent studio(s) and 

conversations going forward. The team will consult 
with policymakers as part of an ongoing dialogue that 
will help with the potential implementation and long-
term sustainability of these collaboratives, in addition 
to ensuring that the data being accessed is being 
incorporated into the policymaking process. 

• Creating a BD4M Canvas Gallery: Finally, the BD4M 
website will host a collection of in-progress data 
collaborative canvases that will be updated and refined 
on a regular basis. This public-facing project gallery 
will be used both to solicit interest from data holders 
and demand-side actors that could participate in these 
efforts, and to enable replication of these approaches by 
actors operating in other regions or contexts. The gallery 
is, therefore, meant to serve as a capacity-development 
tool that will provide stakeholders with the guidance 
necessary for the creation and implementation of data 
collaboratives in low/middle-income countries. 

Core members of the BD4M will also facilitate future 
studios organized around other priority questions 
developed by the global cohort of expert bilinguals who 
participated in the Migration Domain of The 100 Questions 
Initiative.
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ADDENDUM I: ISSUE DEFINITION 
AND EARLY DATA AUDIT — 
BACKGROUND BRIEFING FOR 
STUDIO PARTICIPANTS 

7 World Meteorological Organization. “State of the Climate in Africa 2019.” October 26, 2020, 
https://public.wmo.int/en/media/press-release/multi-agency-report-highlights-current-and-future-state-of-climate-africa.
8 We Are Water Foundation. “The Sahel, desertification beyond drought.” June 17, 2019, 
https://www.wearewater.org/en/the-sahel-desertification-beyond-drought_318262. 
9 UNHCR. “Across West Africa dual challenge of conflict and coronavirus threatens millions of people.” April 17, 2020,
10 UNHCR. “Nigeria Emergency.” https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/nigeria-emergency.html. 
11 https://www.afd.fr/en/actualites/2050-more-half-africas-population-will-be-under-25-years-old
12 https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publications/WPS_No_297_Labor_Markets_and_Jobs_in_West_Africa_B._docx.pdf
13 https://www.afdb.org/en/documents/document/west-africa-economic-outlook-2018-100849
14 https://www.oecd.org/swac/publications/2018-wap-17-identifying-the-factors-driving-west-african-migration.pdf
15 https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/edar2018_BP3_en.pdf
16 West and Central Africa Regional Strategy: 2020-2024, IOM, December 2020.

Migration is a significant source of population change 
in West Africa. Without the data to quantify changes in 
human mobility, policymakers cannot design policies 
that can maximize the benefits of migration for all 
communities involved, minimize its adverse consequences, 
and effectively respond to the needs of migrants and 
destination communities. 

The Issue

West Africa faces some of the continent’s greatest 
challenges, including those related to climate change. 
West Africans living in coastal areas face coastal 
degradation and erosion7 according to experts at the 
World Meteorological Organization. Desertification in 
the western region of the Sahel is leading to significant 
livelihood and food security risks.8 More people across 
West Africa are becoming internally displaced due to 
conflict and the coronavirus pandemic.9 Indeed, forced 
displacement across the Sahel caused by armed conflict 
is affecting a substantial number of people. In the Lake 
Chad Basin alone, for example, 2.5 million people are still 
currently displaced by the Boko Haram insurgency.10 Rapid 
population growth coupled with a youthful population11 
are creating an uncertain employment environment.12 

These and other persistent migration challenges facing 
West Africa could be addressed more effectively, and 
potentially become opportunities, if policymakers, 
multilateral organizations, and other stakeholders had 
greater access to accurate data on human mobility and 
migration flows to inform their decision-making.  

Below are critical areas underpinning migration in West 
Africa:

Opportunities and Challenges:
The opportunities and challenges related to migration in 
West Africa range from countering the migration of highly 
qualified workers, developing industry sectors, facilitating 
educational pathways, improving the provision of public 
services based on more accurate national/local planning, 
and ensuring that human mobility happens safely and 
regularly. Each of these factors can contribute to the 
region’s development by, for example, more effectively 
matching labor supply and demand in key economic 
sectors (e.g., agriculture and services sector, which is very 
labor-intensive, making up over 60% of the region’s GDP13), 
also facilitated by the free movement protocol in ECOWAS. 

Drivers of Migration:
In addition to understanding and addressing the impact of 
migration, stakeholders can benefit from a better grasp of 
the reasons migrants and refugees seek new destinations14 
both within and beyond West Africa.15 Indeed, push and pull 
factors are becoming increasingly unpredictable, especially 
when considering weather patterns and extreme events, 
for example, which continue to contribute to disaster 
displacement in the region.16 Critical areas to assess 
range from the socioeconomic factors (e.g., economic 
opportunities, social cohesion, diaspora connections, etc.) 
to the more geopolitical aspects (e.g., security, governance 
aspects, environmental factors, etc.) that influence human 
mobility patterns, as well as the interplay between or co-
dependence of these various factors. 

https://public.wmo.int/en/media/press-release/multi-agency-report-highlights-current-and-future-state-of-climate-africa
https://www.wearewater.org/en/the-sahel-desertification-beyond-drought_318262
https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/news/latest/2020/4/5e99b5074/across-west-africa-dual-challenge-conflict-coronavirus-threatens-millions.html
https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/nigeria-emergency.html
https://www.afd.fr/en/actualites/2050-more-half-africas-population-will-be-under-25-years-old
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publications/WPS_No_297_Labor_Markets_and_Jobs_in_West_Africa_B._docx.pdf
https://www.afdb.org/en/documents/document/west-africa-economic-outlook-2018-100849
https://www.oecd.org/swac/publications/2018-wap-17-identifying-the-factors-driving-west-african-migration.pdf
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/edar2018_BP3_en.pdf
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Migration Data Challenges in West Africa

Data relevant to measuring migration flows within the 
region may be abundant, but difficult for policymakers to 
tap into and access. Short-term population movements 
are particularly difficult to capture in official statistics 
and/or databases. As a result, the extent of migration 
and human mobility across countries in West Africa is 
largely unknown. 

While countries in the region may collect data on 
migratory flows through administrative records, these 
are often incomplete, not accessible, or not analyzed 
regularly. Migration data from national population 
censuses may often be outdated and can only provide 
information on numbers of migrants present in the 
country at one point in time – in countries where 
basic migration questions are included in census 
questionnaires. Data on emigration, or on short-term 
population movements are challenging to collect 
through traditional data sources. Despite the ECOWAS 
free movement protocol, much migration happening 
within the region may go unrecorded as people cross 
borders without the necessary documentation or at 
non-official border crossing points. Detailed data, such 
as how many people migrate every year, the method 
of transport (i.e. land, air, sea), the timeframe of the 
intended migration, socio-economic characteristics (e.g., 
age, sex, education level) are even more challenging to 
attain. The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated these 
issues by delaying traditional data collection exercises, 
such as national population censuses planned for 2020.

This makes it difficult for policymakers and practitioners to 
accurately address and respond to the needs of migrants and 
their host communities, and maximize the developmental 
impact of migration. Policymakers, public institutions, and 
service providers cannot accurately make decisions without 
having a clear, timely understanding of the current state of 
the world with regards to migration flows. For example, it 
is difficult for policymakers to properly calculate estimates 
on both the number and the characteristics of migrant 
communities for the purposes of national and municipal/
local planning (e.g., public service provisions). 

Causes for Data Challenges

Some of the data that can be leveraged to quantify 
and model factors related to intra-regional cross-
border migration flows have already been captured, 
albeit in a decentralized and non-uniform approach, 
by entities spanning governments, private sector, 
research institutions, and civil society. Aside from the 
obstacle of centralizing these data sources, several 
other challenges exist in terms of creating a data-driven 
approach to West African migration analysis, including 
but not limited to:

17 WEF: How Big Data Can Help Migrants

• Data Sources: Asymmetry of data robustness between 
sources & Network Interoperability
• Data can be of poor quality and fragmented

• Often contains errors or is out of date
• Limited statistical capabilities and/or underfunded 

public institutions 
• Systems collect and subsequently store data in a 

fragmented manner
• Limits ability of policymakers to pull data together from 

a variety of sources / incorporate the diverse input that 
is necessary in policymaking

• Consensus on relevant input factors

• Complexity and subjectivity of measurability of inputs
• Additionally, variables interact in hard-to-predict ways

• Data privacy concerns and constraints

• Inherent distrust / wariness of migrants towards 
governments and official data collection exercises
• Leads to limitations in the data that is collected

Acknowledging these challenges, is key to defining 
methodological approaches to increase the robustness of 
relevant data to, in turn, inform future policies, strategies, 
and solutions.

How life would be different with data insight 

• Improve situational analysis related to migrant and 
refugee movements
• Improve public service delivery to migrant      

communities
• Allow for accurate resource allocation and funding 
• Targeted programs and services from multilateral 

organizations and/or NGOs

• Migration statistics and data are better used in the 
design of migration policies
• For example: if migration is to be included into 

national development planning, this would require 
policymakers to consider the impact of migration on 
a country’s development process (e.g., brain drain/
gain, remittances, trade portfolio, etc.), the impact of 
development on migration (e.g., allocating resources, 
public provisions, fiscal planning), and how policies 
shape migrant behaviour 
• Without migration statistics, a country can’t 

meaningfully plan how to allocate resources – for 
instance, to assist asylum-seekers or migrants in 
need17

• Generate new knowledge on drivers of migration, 
and enable the transfer of existing knowledge across 
sectors
• Help form development-driven policies and 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2015/10/how-big-data-can-help-migrants/
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programs (e.g., for economic development projects/
initiatives at the World Bank18) that take drivers of 
migration into account

• Inform prediction and forecasting related to migration 
and refugees
• Improves preparedness to migration flows, and 

allows countries to be more agile in their analysis 
and planning 

• Enable more targeted impact assessment and 
evaluation of migration interventions and responses
• For example: access to more migration-related data 

could help governments create a policy strategy 
and the necessary infrastructure needed to handle 
both the challenges and opportunities from an 
influx of migrants (e.g., addressing labor shortages, 
fiscal planning, resource and service allocation, 
infrastructure development, etc.)
• It could also help humanitarian and/or multilateral 

organizations create more-targeted programs for 
migrants 

• Become more agile in migration-related policies 
during a pandemic, such as Covid-19
• For example: accurate statistics are needed to help 

migrants effectively, such as through migrant-
specific programs (e.g., language/skills training 
programs, housing development, educational 
opportunities, financial assistance, etc.)
• Statistics will also help counter common 

misperceptions towards migrants by showing 
the accurate mobility flows that exist within West 
Africa and coming out of it

• Without migration statistics, a country can’t 
meaningfully plan how to allocate resources – for 
instance, to assist asylum-seekers or migrants in 
need

• (https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2015/10/how-
big-data-can-help-migrants/)

Some Data Types/Sources to Consider:

• Mobile phone call detail records

• Geo-located social media data

• Payment and credit card transactions

• ATM transactions

• Point of sale terminal transactions

• Satellite imagery

• Data generated by artificial intelligence and machine 
learning

18 https://pubdocs.worldbank.org/PubDocsError.jsp?err_msg=Document%20is%20not%20available%20for%20public%20viewing

Counter-Argument/Contradiction/Controversy: 

• Data that can bring more clarity on global migration 
patterns could be wrongly/partially interpreted and thus 
result in public backlash or negative sentiments towards 
migrants

• Breaches in data, or data not being used responsibly, 
which, for example, can also result in additional risks 
for migrant communities 
• However: with better monitoring and control over 

migration movements, the feeling of insecurity of 
the public decreases and voters might liberalize their 
views of migration

• Lack of access to data is complex and political in nature, 
even more so with access to private data, given the 
potential misalignment between different countries and/
or donors, and their priorities
• This is particularly enhanced when looking into the 

future given potential changes in policy and/or political 
direction between different regimes

Assumptions: 

• Majority of migrant families have a smartphone with/
without internet connection.
• at least one family member active on social media 

• Majority of migrants (both short-term and long-term 
migration) pay using debit cards and/or withdraw cash 
at ATMs
• Mobile money services (e.g., M-PESA, MTN MoMo, 

Orange Money, WFP Cash Card)

What Foundation Can We Build upon?

Some efforts are already underway to model and 
understand African migration flows, including support 
from agencies such as the IOM, WB, IDMC, UNHCR, and 
OECD. These can provide a foundation upon which the 
BD4M can build upon. Many data-driven initiatives are 
captured in the Data Innovation Directory on the Migration 
Data Portal of the IOM Global Migration Data Analyses 
Centre (GMDAC). Some notable existing initiatives include:

• Mobile phone data from Namibia and Senegal: This 
project maps mobility patterns in Namibia and Senegal 
using call detail records (CDRs), along with census data. 
By comparing the two sources, a relationship between 
short term and long term migration movements can 
be examined.

• Modelling migration flows in Sub-Saharan Africa 
using census microdata: This study paired census 
microdata from 10 countries in Sub-Saharan Africa 
with other datasets (e.g., precipitation data) to develop 

https://pubdocs.worldbank.org/PubDocsError.jsp?err_msg=Document%20is%20not%20available%20for%20public%20viewing
https://migrationdataportal.org/data-innovation
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models for internal and international migration flows 
within and across countries (e.g. key drivers that 
reflect changing economic, environmental, and social 
landscapes). 

• Vodafone and human mobility in Ghana: This 
initiative examined human mobility during the COVID-19 
lockdown in Ghana using mobile phone data from 
Vodafone (using call detail records - CDRs) to monitor 
the volume of movements in between regions and 
city districts before and after lockdown policies were 
implemented.

• Project Jetson (launched by UNHCR’s Innovation 
Service in 2017): Seeks to predict movements of 
displaced people in Sub-Saharan Africa, particularly in 
the Horn of Africa.

• IOM’s Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM): a 
system for tracking and sharing information on displaced 
communities and related emergency situations.

• UNHCR & UN Global Pulse: Collaborating on a project 
testing the potential value of social media analytics to 
examine the attitudes and opinions among European 
citizens about migrants and refugees.

• UN Global Pulse Project: Pulse Lab Kampala, tasked 
by the UN in Uganda, works to understand the attitudes 
of host communities towards refugees. This project uses 
a Radio Content Analysis Tool, which is an automated 
speech-to-text technology developed by Pulse Lab for 
lesser known languages, to analyze public discussions 
aired by local radio stations. The analysis focused on 
public opinions expressed in the two main vernacular 
languages of Uganda: Acholi, spoken in Northern Uganda 
and Luganda, spoken in the Central Region of the country 
as well as in Kampala, the capital city.

• The satellite imagery company DigitalGlobe recently 
entered into a data collaborative arrangement with 
UNHCR to provide “timely, accurate information” related 
to Sudanese refugees, especially those entering into a 
large camp across the border in Ethiopia.
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