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Abstract: 

Researchers increasingly seek to apply, expand, and improve large-scale data collection and 

analysis processes, sometimes called ‘Big Data’ approaches. Given this shift, there is a 

growing need for reflection on these developments to make sense of them in meaningful and 

ethical ways. In this chapter, I argue that the concept of ‘data politics’, coming from the field 

of critical data studies, offers useful guidance for media and mobility studies. Specifically, it 

moves debate towards identifying for whom, under what circumstances, and to what ends are 

data of all types and sizes created, collected, and used. Addressing these kinds of questions 

requires acknowledging the assumptions and politics inherent to claims about what 

‘effective’ data practices look like, as well as how migrants and mobility are enacted and 

represented through data. To illustrate these points, I highlight how data politics intersect 

with the study of mobility in two areas related to media: measuring mobility through data 

categorization and collection, and communicating media research findings through data 

visualization. I conclude by outlining aspects of a critical data politics agenda as they apply 

to media and migration studies. 
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On September 19, 2016, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the New York 

Declaration for Refugees and Migrants. Among other commitments, it emphasized ‘the 

importance of improved data collection, particularly by national authorities, and will enhance 

international cooperation to this end’ (United Nations General Assembly, 2016, p. 8). Such 

data would intend to shed light on regular and irregular international migration, economic 

impacts, levels of human trafficking, and the needs of both people who are moving as well as 

host communities. This document set the stage for two global compacts on refugees and 

migrants respectively, with a goal of producing specific recommendations for member states.  

 After the New York Declaration, several bodies including the International 

Organization for Migration (IOM) published briefings and statements on key themes to 

inform preparations for the global compacts. One of these themes dealt with the issue of 

statistical data collection. A preparatory IOM briefing titled ‘International Migration 

Statistics’ raised five key challenges: (1) taking stock of what data about migration are 

already collected and available; (2) improving states’ capacities for collecting and analysing 

data; (3) coordinating among states to identify common gaps and shared priorities; (4) 

exploiting emerging and non-traditional sources of data including ‘Big Data’; and building 

mechanisms for systematically monitoring progress on all of these areas (International 

Organization for Migration, n.d., pp. 3–4). In this context, ‘Big Data’ holistically refers to 

‘things one can do at a large scale that cannot be done at a smaller one, to extract new 

insights or create new forms of value, in ways that change markets, organizations, the 

relationship between citizens and governments’ (Mayer-Schönberger & Cukier, 2013, p. 6). 

These developments illustrate how data and statistics, as well as the wealth of 

research and evidence based on them, are increasingly central to the outputs, institutions, 

practices, and assumptions of global migration policymaking (Boswell, 2009; Boswell, 

Yearley, Fleming, Rodrigues, & Spinardi, 2015). For example, a recent report by the IOM’s 
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Global Migration Data Analysis Centre (GMDAC) sets out its case for better global 

migration data collection, analysis, and communication: 

…[S]ound data and analysis can enable decision makers to identify a problem, 

design a policy response, as well as implement and evaluate relevant 

interventions. Effective use of data can help transform the migration debate, 

which is often driven by emotion and political sensitivities, into one rooted in 

evidence and objective analysis—and thus enable better outcomes for 

migrants, governments and societies alike. (Global Migration Data Analysis 

Centre, 2018, p. 22) 

Earlier, some argued that ‘Big Data might help to improve our understanding of migration 

trends around the world’, and will necessarily involve ‘developing new approaches, new 

partners and new sources and uses of data’ (Laczko & Rango, 2014, p. 20). These new 

sources could include social media data, mobile phone records, or national administrative 

data regarding residents’ access to public services (Rango & Vespe, 2017). More data that are 

disaggregated along key dimensions potentially confer several benefits—not least of all a 

more comprehensive picture of actual migration trends and impacts that can, in turn, inform 

decision-makers at local, national, and international scales. 

But others have expressed skepticism towards these claims, particularly of the extent 

to which they could be realized in practice, and who would really benefit from an expanding 

data-centered agenda: ‘there is a real risk that data management becomes an end in 

itself…outstripping the ability of aid agencies to analyze the information they have collected 

and to use it in effective ways’ (Crisp, 2018). Pursuing more and better data for their own 

sakes may have a counterproductive impact, delaying lasting and meaningful improvements 

to migrants’ and refugees’ lives by drawing attention and resources away from other 

activities that might have more immediate or directly-felt impacts. Moreover, as noted in the 

original New York Declaration and IOM’s own thematic briefings, using data generated 
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through social media or mobile technologies raises serious ethical issues of privacy and 

ownership—never mind questions about the veracity of the data themselves. 

Fundamentally, the challenge is that ‘decision makers need to be convinced of the 

value that migration data can deliver’ (Global Migration Data Analysis Centre, 2018, p. 15), 

in whichever forms those data may take. Yet, there is no clear consensus on what that value 

actually is, or how it might be transformed into responsible action. Given these different 

perspectives, how can migration researchers, policymakers, and practitioners make sense of 

the challenges, opportunities, limitations, and benefits of data? In this chapter, I argue that the 

concept of ‘data politics’ (Ruppert, Isin, & Bigo, 2017) as it has been developing in fields 

such as critical data studies and science and technology studies (STS) provides a useful guide 

for addressing this question. Notably, it directs attention away from what Kate Crawford and 

her colleagues have called ‘the tired binary of big data—is it good or bad?’ (2014, p. 1665), 

and towards more realistic, yet critical, questions about how, for whom, under what 

circumstances, and to what ends are data created, collected, and used.  

 My argument unfolds in three parts. First, I outline what data politics are, and how 

they feature in data worlds, subjects, and rights. Second, I apply this concept to the study of 

media and mobility, specifically focusing on two areas: measuring mobility by categorizing 

and collecting data about individuals and populations; and communicating research findings 

to decision-makers and members of the public through visual representations of these data. In 

this section, I use examples from my own and others’ research, which are largely drawn from 

European cases and experiences. I have also intentionally used the term ‘mobility’ alongside 

‘migration’ as a way to signal how my discussion of data politics applies to all kinds of 

human movement—not just those people, paths, or places that are given priority through the 

label of ‘migration’ or ‘migrant’ (Allen et al., 2018). Third, in an exploratory way, I outline 

the implications of interactions among data politics and migration politics, drawing out some 
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lessons for future research, policy, and practice. Situating my contribution against the 

backdrop of growing policy interest in data and migration, I aim to link and synthesize 

several developing literatures to provide a guide for scholars and practitioners concerned with 

navigating the promises and pitfalls associated with data and their usage in the fields of 

media and mobility studies. 

 

Data Politics and the Contributions of Critical Data Studies 

In their commentary setting out the concept of, and an agenda for studying data politics, 

Evelyn Ruppert and her colleagues observe how data ‘has potential force that can be realized 

in myriad ways through its uptake and deployments’ (2017, p. 2). These contribute to three 

key aspects of data and society: the material objects, landscapes, and infrastructures 

associated with data and their transmission (what they call ‘worlds’); the ways that data 

collection, filtering, and usage create new kinds of individuals that relate to one another in 

new ways (‘subjects’); and how and to what extent subjects claim and struggle over 

ownership of their data (‘rights’). The concepts of worlds, subjects, and rights express how 

data relate to politics in how they are constructed, perceived, and used, as well as create new 

kinds of politics through contestation: ‘data politics is concerned with not only political 

struggles around data collection and its deployments, but how data is generative of new forms 

of power relations and politics at different and interconnected scales’ (Ruppert et al., 2017, p. 

2). 

 Of course, that data and their associated tools and logics exert power—often via 

governments with sometimes unintended if not disastrous consequences—is not a new idea 

(Eberstadt, 1995). What are new, however, are the datafied media and channels through 

which power flows, and the implications these have for politics, society, and economies 

(boyd & Crawford, 2012). The field of critical data studies, as an enterprise concerned with 
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questioning data of all types and the assumptions made about them (Dalton, Taylor, & 

Thatcher, 2016; Iliadis & Russo, 2016), aims to theoretically and empirically map these 

flows.  

 What does an appreciation of data politics, rooted in critical data studies, offer to 

studies of media and mobility? First, it provides concrete questions that can guide research 

beyond simplistic binaries of data and their accompanying media being ‘good or bad’. How, 

for instance, are data collected in specific migratory contexts, and who is given or denied 

access in this process? What factors at individual, organizational, or institutional levels 

impact the creation and implementation of data-handling norms or policies—and how are 

these enacted and challenged in practice? Whose agendas are represented in the ways that 

data are used and justified in public as well as private settings: those of migrants, states, 

private corporations, intergovernmental organizations, others?  

 Second, addressing these kinds of questions is more useful for debating what 

constitutes ‘effective’ data collection, curation, use, and communication. Assertions about the 

promises and risks of data for media and mobility research hinge on certain understandings of 

what ‘effectiveness’ looks like and how it could be measured. Is an effective data strategy 

one that prioritizes comprehensiveness and parsimony across diverse media sources? Or is it 

one that, as far as possible, retains qualitative nuance and contextual information that aids 

interpretation? Such understandings are neither universally held, nor should researchers 

expect them to be (Kennedy, Hill, Aiello, & Allen, 2016). Instead, as illustrated by critical 

realist approaches to social science, the ‘critical’ element asks ‘what works for whom in what 

circumstances and in what respects’ while ‘learn[ing] from (rather than control[ling] for) 

real-world phenomena such as diversity, change, idiosyncrasy, adaptation, cross-

contamination and programme failure’ (Pawson, Greenhalgh, Harvey, & Walshe, 2005, p. 

32).  
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 Whether they explicitly invoke elements of this approach or not, critical scholars of 

data offer a great deal to the study of media and mobility as they investigate themes that are 

deeply intertwined with forms and practices of (im)mobility. For example, these might 

include how data and algorithms are implicated in discriminatory practices (Leurs & 

Shepherd, 2017), or how refugees’ experiences and decisions are increasingly shaped by 

digital as well as physical infrastructures (Dekker, Engbersen, Klaver, & Vonk, 2018; 

Latonero & Kift, 2018). Moreover, the growth of open-access journals such as Big Data & 

Society and international conference series including Data Power that directly engage with 

data politics illustrates how the intellectual landscape has changed to accommodate a wider 

range of questions. These kinds of changes are heartening. In the following section, I focus 

on two areas in which data politics intersect with media and mobility, some of which draw on 

my own experiences of doing research in political communication. 

 

How Data Politics, Media, and Mobility Intersect 

Measuring mobility: Collecting and categorizing data 

Lisa Gitelman and Virginia Jackson provide a perennially useful reminder of how the phrase 

‘“raw data” is an oxymoron’ that ‘often leads to an unnoticed assumption that data are 

transparent, that information is self-evident, the fundamental stuff of truth itself’ (2013, p. 2). 

This is most apparent in the ways that data about migrants—their reasons for moving, as well 

as through which legal channels they enter a country—are collected, organized, and 

categorized. After all, answering the question ‘who counts as a migrant’ is fundamental not 

only for scholarly research but also for identifying the scale and scope for policy and 

practical interventions (Anderson & Blinder, 2017). 

 From a political point of view, it comes as no surprise that states have an interest in 

identifying and counting migrants: ‘much of “what government does” consists of obtaining 
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information’ (Hood & Margetts, 2007, p. 21). Even the term ‘statistics’ originates from 

German to mean ‘state numbers’ (Ball, 2015), or information about a population collected 

and held by the state. A primary way that governments collect data about residents is through 

censuses, usually implemented at regular intervals. This tool—a seemingly routine, 

bureaucratic method of documenting and organizing demographic information—is actually 

an important means by which populations, including migrants, are both carved out and made 

legible (Scott, 1998) as well as obscured or hidden (Allen et al., 2018).  

In her comparative and historical work on censuses, Evelyn Ruppert argues that these 

tools are ‘a subjectifying technology through which individuals examine and articulate who 

they are in relation to others in the population…and through recognised census categories 

groups can claim or be denied social and political rights’ (2007, pp. 14–15). Indeed, she 

observes, ‘population knowledge is indispensable to governing and the allocation of rights’ 

(Ruppert, 2011, p. 229). Therefore, data politics as applied to the tasks of identifying and 

categorizing migrants raises critical questions about how values are generated and applied to 

people. These values, in turn, have real-world effects through the various policies that invoke 

them. For example, Madeleine Sumption considers how  

imposing a simplifying set of assumptions about reasons for migration…could 

facilitate a tendency to create hierarchies of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ migrants based 

purely on available metrics of economic contribution, to the detriment of non-

economic considerations that are less easily measurable. (Allen et al., 2018, p. 

227) 

 Besides being enacted through tools like censuses that involve requests on the part of 

enumerators or surveyors, data politics also arise through processes of reusing masses of 

already-collected information about people who are, or have been, on the move. An emerging 

example of this kind of data would be records of mobile phone usage (Blumenstock, 2012). 

On the one hand, this kind of data collection offers potential for new kinds of interventions. 

Take initiatives like the Turkish ‘Data for Refugees’ competition, which makes anonymized 
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call detail record (CRD) data from Türk Telekom available to researchers in an effort to 

improve the living conditions of Syrian refugees in Turkey (Data for Refugees Turkey, 

2018). It illustrates the ambition with which private corporations and researchers with data 

analysis skills are directing their attention to pressing needs of refugees and migrants. These 

kinds of partnerships, relying on data that are very specific and detailed, arguably produce 

more responsive and targeted outcomes than those based on census snapshots that are five or 

ten years apart. 

 On the other hand, such developments come with methodological and ethical risks. 

These are clearly illustrated by Linnet Taylor’s (2016) work that examines the challenges 

associated with measuring human mobility in low- to middle-income countries using phone 

data. She analyzed the case of the ‘Data for Development (D4D)’ challenge launched by the 

company Orange in 2012-13, which made available to researchers a year’s worth of 

anonymized records from subscribers in Côte d’Ivoire. These records included details of 

calls, SMS exchanges, and the spatial trajectories of subsets of users at different levels of 

resolution.  

Methodologically, the partial and sometimes haphazard nature of individuals’ mobile 

data means identifying who is actually migrating is prone to numerical inaccuracies. 

Especially in developing country contexts, ‘a lack of coverage can result in people having 

multiple SIM cards from different providers to get the best chance of a signal. Equally, one 

SIM card can have multiple users’ (Taylor, 2016, p. 327). Locational inaccuracy based on 

insufficient phone usage is another problem. This is relevant in conditions of forced 

movement when people might have fewer opportunities or resources to buy credit or recharge 

their mobiles, and thereby generate geo-located data in the first place (Bengtsson, Lu, 

Thorson, Garfield, & Von Schreeb, 2011; Taylor, 2016).  
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As a result, trying to measure mobility using these techniques encounters significant 

difficulties: ‘the data may be non-specific in ways the researcher does not understand due to 

cultural or geographic distance, and the necessary qualitative information is not easily 

accessible to researchers who are not social scientists’ (Taylor, 2016, p. 327). Tellingly, she 

reports that out of 150 teams that participated in the D4D challenge that year, only one was 

based in Africa (in Cameroon) and only one other researcher had visited Côte d’Ivoire as part 

of the competition to understand the limitations of the dataset from the perspectives of users.  

 In addition to issues of accuracy, these data collection practices also raise ethical 

concerns. One of the most well-rehearsed, though by no means less important, involves 

protecting the privacy of data subjects. For Taylor (2016, p. 329), ‘conducting ethical 

research involves the effort not to see too clearly’, while acknowledging how mobile phone 

data ‘may also constitute a way for those in need of visibility to become visible…and better 

protected from danger, deprivation or exclusion’. But another area of ethics relates to the 

expanding use of such data beyond its original intent (Lyon, 2010), from humanitarian 

purposes to governmental control of mobility: ‘mobile data research has evolved to a point 

where it can serve international development and migration policy concerns, including the 

prediction planning or prevention of mobility’ (Taylor, 2016, p. 330). Data politics rise again 

in this context, revealing difficult questions about whose agendas and interests are given 

priority: states responding to public demands for lower levels of migration, private for-profit 

corporations which hold and control the data, or researchers from (largely) Western 

universities bringing highly specialized skills and material resources? 

Categories are part of data politics in that they make some people visible and subjects 

of investigation in the first place: ‘numerous kinds of human beings and human acts come 

into being hand in hand with our invention of the ways to name them’ (Hacking, 2004, p. 

113). How does this happen? These categories, and the multiple sources of data comprising 
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them, are reassembled into ‘data doubles’ (Haggerty & Ericson, 2000) that serve as virtual 

versions of the actual migrant. Then, aggregating these data doubles into populations enables 

security practitioners and researchers to identify behaviors and individuals with anomalous, 

risky, or dangerous profiles. Such processes of inference, as they generate various scores or 

flags for subsequent interpretation, are what Louise Amoore (2011, p. 28) has called ‘data 

derivatives…what can be imagined or inferred about who we might be—on our very 

proclivities and potentialities’.  

In this sense, the implications of using data in settings of human mobility go well 

beyond the politics of documenting the past or present, as is the case with censuses or 

surveys. Rather, outcomes include predictions and projections involving future populations 

that do not yet exist (Amoore, 2009). Once made, these projections become the present 

reality—objects with weight, inertia, and momentum of their own in public and policy 

narratives (Anderson, 2017). These processes of generating and acting upon data derivatives 

are themselves deeply human activities, involving decisions and interpretations that are 

context-specific to individuals, organizations, societies, and cultures (Allen & Vollmer, 

2017). Measuring mobility implies there is a clear understanding of who migrants are, as well 

as why (and for whom) their measurement is so important in the first place. This is an 

instance where mobility politics can inform data politics by contributing a more reflexive 

understanding of the complexity surrounding human movement and its multiple dimensions. 

 

Messaging mobility: Data visualization and communication 

Besides categorizing, labeling, and creating new kinds of virtual migrant doubles, researchers 

and practitioners also engage in data politics when they communicate their findings. This 

aspect of messaging is implied within the GMDAC report quoted in the introduction, when it 

argues that decision-makers have to be convinced of the value of data for their work. Turning 
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attention to the ways that data are assembled to illustrate, convince, and persuade takes 

migration scholars into the realms of scientific and visual communication. This is because 

data are rarely presented in their original, tabular forms. Instead, as recently exemplified with 

various migration datasets (Dennett, 2015) and my own efforts to visualize media 

representations of migrants (Allen, 2017), data are often communicated visually using charts, 

maps, and other similar outputs that can be static or interactive (Kirk, 2016). In this section, I 

focus on key political issues that arise from visually conveying information about mobility. 

For further discussion about the processes and methodologies used to visualize data, and 

examples from my own and others’ visualization practices, see Kennedy and Allen (2017). 

 Despite the historical popularity of visually representing scientific ideas (Bucchi & 

Saracino, 2016), and widespread guidance preferring relative simplicity in presentation 

(Frankel, 2002; Tufte, 1983, 2006), the data visualization as a communicative and culturally-

specific artifact should be seen as a complex, multimodal object that is generated by—and 

generative of—data politics (Hiippala, 2019). As I argue with Helen Kennedy and our 

colleagues (Kennedy et al., 2016), visualizations and the design conventions within them do 

ideological work by prioritizing objectivity over other outcomes. For example, we used social 

semiotics to analyze a specific visualization (Sander, Abel, & Bauer, 2014) about the flows of 

migrants among different world regions which uses smooth, colored ribbons to represent 

migrant populations’ movements. Visually, we observe how 

[t]his suggests a simple journey, a straightforward transition from one nation-

state to another. However, for many migrants the actual process of moving 

involves transiting through other countries, returns to the country of origin and 

substantial struggles to gain recognition as migrants…It presents a particular 

version of human migration because visualisation designers are constrained by 

conventions, not because they intend to mislead… (Kennedy et al., 2016, p. 

729) 
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An obvious question that applies to all visualizations of migration relates to whose 

version of mobility is being represented. A ‘god-like’ view from above (Kress & Van 

Leeuwen, 2006, p. 149), as often contained within maps and diagrams, confers a sense of 

comprehensiveness and scientific fact. In this setting, migrants might be aggregated into 

categories that subsequently are associated with specific colors or shapes. On the one hand, 

this approach is practically useful: it can reveal previously unknown trends and outliers that 

demand policy or public attention. On the other hand, much like in the case of data 

derivatives, these aggregations and their representation become objects themselves, and may 

reproduce assumed norms and hierarchies that benefit more powerful groups. Relatedly, they 

obscure migrants’ plural stories by collapsing similar data doubles into singular variables: 

employment status, nationality, passport held. These outcomes, intentional or not, matter for 

debates in policy and practice. Just as creating categories reifies certain identities and 

statuses, visual representations of these categories do much the same. The migrant becomes 

part of a mass; migration becomes something to control. Data politics are key to 

understanding how migration is represented in media as a problem needing the attention of 

policymakers and the public (Bacchi, 2009).  

But data visualizations, just like the data they express, are located within certain 

contexts, and potentially are the products of several decisions by individuals or institutions 

(Allen, 2018). These decisions may reflect particular agendas, as Katharina Rall and her 

colleagues (2016) show in the case of visualizations about human rights, or Rosemary Hill 

(2017) does in the case of abortion debates. Intermediaries who translate and transmit 

research findings also can leave their marks on visual outputs as outcomes of certain sets of 

organizational values like objectivity or comprehensiveness, as I have shown in the case of 

my own experiences working with migration organizations that liaise with public bodies 

(Kennedy & Allen, 2017). Or, changes to visual content may arise out of more practical 
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considerations such as topical interest, audience attention, and aesthetic appeal—factors that 

equally apply to other kinds of research evidence as well as visualizations (Boswell, 2009; 

Oliver, Innvar, Lorenc, Woodman, & Thomas, 2014). Therefore, a fuller understanding of 

data politics in communicating migration through various media requires attending to both 

the messengers themselves and the circumstances in which they operate. 

 

Developing Frameworks and Methodologies that Connect Data with Mobility Politics 

A new politics of migration and mobility, as suggested by Bridget Anderson (2017, p. 1535), 

involves ‘engaging with the instability of “the migrant”’. I’ve argued that such engagement 

takes migration studies into the realm of data politics through a critical understanding of how 

migrants are enacted and represented in data collected across media, as well as their 

subsequent visualization (Crawford et al., 2014; Ruppert et al., 2017). As new technologies 

emerge and are implemented in migration settings—sometimes for banal measurement by 

statisticians, but other times for more powerful surveillance purposes by governments and 

private companies (Lyon, 2014)—researchers have a responsibility to open these black boxes 

where possible and show how their constituent parts and outcomes have political and social 

consequences (Dalton et al., 2016). Moreover, scholars of media and mobility need to attend 

to how and for whose benefit these datafied technologies and processes themselves create 

new kinds of politics—new arrangements of living, working, relating, and being in the 

world—that simultaneously open up new possibilities while foreclosing others.  

 I began by questioning the value of statements about whether Big Data approaches in 

migration policymaking were summarily good or bad. Instead, I sought to open up a more 

realistic, yet critical, debate predicated on questions including how, for whom, and under 

what circumstances do data achieve certain purposes. By drawing together a selection of 

studies, some from my own research practice, I aimed to show how new migration politics 
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intersect with data politics in two ways: in the processes of measuring and categorizing 

migrants and migration; and in representing and communicating these data to decision-

makers and the public.  

 These kinds of questions potentially offer greater guidance for researchers, 

policymakers, and practitioners as they engage with an ever-developing nexus between data, 

media, and mobility. An appreciation of data politics in migration studies brings certain 

topics to the fore. How do data worlds—both the physical objects and virtual processes 

enacted by data—create and obscure figures of migrants and citizens? Who benefits and loses 

from any particular version of mobility? How do these processes arise through the power, 

values, and assumptions built into them? Can people—whether as individuals or collective 

groups—change, impact, subvert, or resist these enactments, and if so, how (Bakir, Feilzer, & 

McStay, 2017)?  

 Data politics also have implications for the ways that researchers do their work, 

especially (but not exclusively) when studying media. The ‘subjects’ and ‘rights’ components 

of data politics should draw scholars’ attention to the specific ways that people perceive, use, 

and engage with media that increasingly involve data worlds. For example, research designs 

that link analysis of outputs’ forms with their effects and creation could productively trace 

the lifecycle of media messages about mobility, and in turn demonstrate why these messages 

matter for wider society and politics. This approach would apply not only to studies involving 

members of the general public who consume media content, but also to producers of that 

content who are based in newsrooms and journalistic settings (Engebretsen, Kennedy, & 

Weber, 2018).  

 For policy and practice, more pressing concerns relate to navigating the substantial 

promises and pitfalls associated with new and different forms of data. Coordination and 

standardization across surveys and censuses offer the possibility of greater coverage of key 



Mobility, Media, and Data Politics 

 17 

variables, while capitalizing on the relatively well-established and highly-regarded natures of 

national statistical bureaus (Struijs, Braaksma, & Daas, 2014). But these tools, their 

implementation, and their basic assumptions need to be critically examined. What dimensions 

of mobility might be overlooked or overstated in any single approach or methodology? Are 

there differences in assumptions and terminologies that vary across contexts, whether 

considered in temporal, geographic, or linguistic terms—and how would these differences 

impact the conclusions that emerge from the resulting data? To what extent can an analytical 

method handle both uncertainty and multiplicity, phenomena that characterize mobility?  

Questions about the role of data in media, society, and politics extend well beyond the 

outcomes of the two Global Compacts. They touch upon fundamental issues about rights, 

inequalities, and democratic accountability (Andrejevic, 2014; Crawford et al., 2014). Who, 

for example, has the ability—the privilege—to access, use, or speak with data? How are the 

uses of data the products of political, social, historical, and cultural contexts and values, and 

to what extent do they reinforce existing hierarchies of power? Addressing these kinds of 

issues will require ‘a continuous reflection of how and why mobility is made an object of 

discourse and policy, and what kind of knowledge is produced as migration is rationalized, 

analyzed and classified’ (Anderson, 2017, p. 1535). In practical terms, raising data subjects’ 

skills and awareness in relation to their own data and how it is used—which will likely 

require developing new kinds of literacies along the way (Gray, Bounegru, Milan, & 

Ciuccarelli, 2016)—would be an important step towards doing so. 

This chapter outlined what data politics are and how they generate different kinds of 

questions about the role of data in society. Then it illustrated the relevance of these questions 

for migration studies through several examples from critical data studies and science and 

technology studies that focus on the ways that mobility is measured and messaged. A 

limitation of that brief overview was its focus on European experiences and cases, though the 
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lessons for data politics are certainly applicable in developed and developing contexts even if 

they may likely take different forms. Media and communication scholars, particularly those 

like myself who work in North American and European settings, need to be mindful of how 

our chosen objects and processes of research might reinforce what Arjun Appadurai (2016) 

observed as widening—and worrying—divides among global colleagues. Finally, in an 

exploratory fashion, it considered what an agenda examining data politics in migration 

studies might look like for researchers, policymakers, and practitioners. Such an agenda, if it 

is to produce meaningful and ethical outcomes, should engage with the variety of 

assumptions and meanings on which assertions about the ‘effectiveness’ of data-based 

solutions rely, as well as reflect on its own objects and methods of study. 
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