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9.1 Introduction

Migration and displacement data are a growth sector. Apart from gov-
ernments hoping to better understand, forecast and control human 
mobility, a number of global processes, including the Global Compact 
on Migration and the UN High Level Panel on Internal Displacement, 
have called for more and better data on human mobility. Throughout its 
history, the work of the International Organization for Migration (IOM) 
has entailed collecting and processing large volumes of both personal 
and non-personal data on migrants and displaced populations. In line 
with growing demand by donors, this engagement in data collection and 
analysis has over the course of the past two decades shifted from a by-
product of the organization’s operational work to a key service offered 
to governments and humanitarian actors, and has been complemented 
by an increasingly active role in data dissemination, communication and 
visualization. While this at times includes the collection and processing 
of biometric data – alongside the stated objective to strengthen its use in 
programming1 – the vast majority of data currently collected by IOM is 
statistical information about the number and key characteristics of people 
moving, and the routes used.

The processing of data on migrants and displaced persons is often pre-
sented as a purely technical exercise aimed at improving the evidence base 
for subsequent projects and policy decisions. This chapter questions this 
largely apolitical view of (migration and displacement) data and instead 
considers the collection, analysis, application and communication of 
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 1 IOM, ‘Biometrics’ <www.iom.int/biometrics> accessed 11 July 2022.
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data an inherently normative process with far-reaching political implica-
tions. Through an in-depth analysis of the Displacement Tracking Matrix 
(DTM), IOM’s primary data collection mechanism, it recounts how the 
organization came to be the most widely used and authoritative source of 
data on internal displacement. Drawing on the concept of data responsi-
bility, defined by OCHA as ‘the safe, ethical and effective management of 
personal and non-personal data for operational response’,2 the chapter 
sets out the obligations arising from this role, and questions whether in its 
current set-up, the organization is fit to meet them.3

Data responsibility subsumes, but goes beyond the protection of, per-
sonal data. For example, data responsibility in humanitarian contexts 
may be understood to require (1) data protection, (2) legality and legiti-
macy (data processing in accordance with applicable laws, as well as with 
core values of the respective organization), (3) doing no harm, (4) respect 
for the rights of data subjects (including access to, rectification and era-
sure of data), (5) purpose specification, (6) data minimization (collection 
on the basis of necessity and proportionality) and (7) data quality (accu-
racy, validity, reliability and being up to date).4 The adequate protection 
of personal data constitutes a continuous challenge for any organization 
engaged in humanitarian work. IOM acknowledges the existing interna-
tional obligations in this field and is engaged in ongoing efforts to meet 
them.5 Arguably more pressing, therefore, are the not fully acknowledged 
ethical obligations arising from the potentially sensitive nature of the vast 
amounts of non-personal but demographically identifiable data collected 

 2 Inter-Agency Standing Committee, ‘Operational Guidance: Data Responsibility in 
Humanitarian Action’ (February 2021) 5 <https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/ 
system/files/2021-02/IASC%20Operational%20Guidance%20on%20Data%20
Responsibility%20in%20Humanitarian%20Action-%20February%202021.pdf> accessed 11 
July 2022.

 3 For a related analysis of IOM’s involvement with internally displaced persons from the van-
tage point of the 1998 Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, see Bríd Ní Ghráinne 
and Ben Hudson, ‘IOM’s Engagement with the UN Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement’ in Megan Bradley, Cathryn Costello and Angela Sherwood (eds), IOM 
Unbound? Obligations and Accountability of the International Organization for Migration 
in an Era of Expansion (Cambridge University Press 2023).

 4 These principles are to be respected throughout all stages of the ‘data life-cycle’, i.e. from 
the conception of a data-related project to the eventual destruction of the data collected. 
Source: The Netherlands Red Cross, ‘Data Responsibility Policy – 510’ (version 2.2 – pub-
lic use, 12 November 2018) 2 <www.510.global/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/510-Data-
Responsibility-policy-V2.2-20181211-PUBLIC-USE.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022.

 5 IOM, IOM Migration Data Strategy: Informing Policy and Action on Migration, Mobility 
and Displacement 2020–2025 (Revision 1, October 2020) 11.
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through the DTM, that is, data on issues such as displacement rates, 
returns and the number of people resident in particular camps that cannot 
be traced back to any individuals but are characterized by group-specific 
markers, for example, ethnic identity.6 Beyond this, there are concerns 
about the quality of DTM data, about potential negative implications of 
the DTM’s expansion beyond the field of humanitarian needs assessments 
and about its responsiveness to donor demands for data that serve as a 
post hoc legitimization of policy interventions.

Adopting a political economy lens that foregrounds IOM’s role as a 
participant in a dynamic and highly competitive market of data provid-
ers – that can be described as the humanitarian data economy – helps to 
make sense of these developments. While the DTM serves an important 
function in humanitarian needs assessments, it has also been shaped by 
the entrepreneurial spirit of IOM as a whole.7 That is, IOM ‘sells’ the DTM 
to its donors, adapting it where necessary, and uses the data generated 
through the DTM to justify other projects that IOM then pitches to donors 
for funding. The demand-driven and service-oriented nature of the DTM 
may create tensions with data responsibility principles, including purpose 
specification, data minimization and ‘do no harm’. Any benefits offered 
by the DTM in terms of providing rapid overviews of IDP situations and 
providing the basis for advocacy therefore need to be viewed in conjunc-
tion with the tool’s limitations.

Based on these observations, the chapter argues that in order to ensure 
that IOM’s data activities are in line with the notion of data responsibility 
and produce the kind of data required for both evidence-based and rights-
oriented decision making, a clarification and strengthening of related stan-
dards does not suffice. What is needed instead is a fundamental change in 
institutional set-up and funding structure that allows IOM to only engage 
in responsible data collection, free from a profit-driven market logic.

The chapter is structured as follows: It starts out with a brief review of the 
literature that speaks to IOM’s engagement in migration and displacement 
data, and the obligations arising from it. Next, it sets out the idea of a market 

 6 For a definition of personal and non-personal data, see OCHA Centre for Humanitarian 
Data, ‘Data Responsibility Guidelines’ (October 2021) 9 <https://reliefweb.int/sites/
reliefweb.int/files/resources/ocha-data-responsibility-guidelines_2021.pdf> accessed 11  
July 2022

 7 Megan Bradley, ‘The International Organization for Migration (IOM): Gaining Power in 
the Forced Migration Regime’ (2017) 33 (1) Refuge 97, 100; Antoine Pécoud, ‘What Do We 
Know about the International Organization for Migration?’ (2018) 44 Journal of Ethnic and 
Migration Studies 1621, 1626.
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for migration and displacement data within which IOM competes with 
other data providers for financial resources and reputational gains. It then 
offers a thick description of the DTM’s history, institutional set-up and out-
put, including a discussion of the quality of data produced, before zooming 
in on two DTM country operations (Haiti and Niger) in order to illustrate 
the value of certain types of mobility data have for political actors. In con-
clusion, it juxtaposes the risks associated with IOM’s near-monopolization 
of internal displacement data, as well as with the expansion of DTM oper-
ations into the field of cross-border mobility with IOM’s data protection 
standards, to highlight the organization’s shortcomings with regard to the 
responsible conduct of its data work. The focus on the DTM and the data 
produced through it means that the chapter’s analysis is necessarily selec-
tive, and does not cover all of IOM’s data-related activities. This focus is 
justified by the fact that questions of political and ethical accountability that 
the contributions to this edited volume speak to are particularly pertinent in 
situations of forced displacement that the DTM focuses on.

The argument developed in this chapter draws on publicly available 
information on IOM’s data-related activities, as well as on a series of 
interviews conducted between September 2020 and March 2021 with 20 
current and former IOM officials, representatives of other international 
organizations and non-governmental organizations and investigative 
journalists who regularly engage with DTM data in their work. These 
interviews were structured around three core themes: The history, struc-
ture and working mechanisms of the DTM, the function and value of the 
DTM within IOM overall and the relationships and interactions of dif-
ferent actors engaged in the collection and analysis of data on internal 
displacement and irregular cross-border movements. In order to allow for 
a frank discussion of sensitive institutional concerns, all interviews were 
conducted anonymously.

9.2 From the ‘Datafication of Migration’ to the Need for Data  
Responsibility in Migration and Displacement

The increased importance of quantitative data and related evaluation sys-
tems like benchmarks and indicators has given rise to much debate across 
all sectors.8 Migration and displacement are no exceptions. In the context 

 8 Kevin E Davis and others, ‘Introduction: Global Governance by Indicators’ in Kevin E 
Davis and others (eds), Governance by Indicators. Global Power through Classification 
and Rankings (Oxford University Press 2012); Hans K Hansen, ‘Numerical Operations, 
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of this chapter, three different (albeit interlinked) strands of literature are 
of particular relevance. The first discusses the ‘marketization of migration 
statistics’9 and its consequences; the second delves into the risks associ-
ated with the increasingly data-driven nature of humanitarian work; and 
the third concerns developments regarding data protection by interna-
tional organizations broadly, and humanitarian actors more narrowly. 
This scholarship does not engage with IOM in any detail, yet the concerns 
raised are relevant to the organization’s work, in particular in light of the 
expanding nature of DTM data collection.

First, a growing literature starts from the assumption that ‘the accumu-
lation of data is a core component of political economy in the twenty-first 
century’, and that this frequently takes the form of data extraction, ‘with 
little regard for consent and compensation’.10 This speaks directly to the 
notion of a ‘migration knowledge hype’,11 and to Taylor and Meissner’s 
observation of an increasing marketization of migration statistics. One 
of their central insights is the co-constitutive relationship between the 
perception of migration as a threat, and the demand for more data on 
human mobility: ‘an existing policy vision creates a market for technolo-
gies which then shape the world to fit that policy vision and make its 
enforcement possible. This dynamic is particular to the involvement of 
commercial actors: where policy interacts with the data analytics market, 
a field is created for firms to compete for contracts based on how closely 
they can adapt and develop analytical techniques to policy objectives.’12 
The market dynamics described here arguably do not only apply to cor-
porations, but also to international organizations like IOM that due to 
its projectized structure is constantly competing for funding. While the 
specific incentives to engage in this competition differ between IOs and 

 9 Linnet Taylor and Fran Meissner, ‘A Crisis of Opportunity: Market-Making, Big Data, and 
the Consolidation of Migration as Risk’ (2020) 52 Antipode 270, 271.

 10 Jathan Sadowski, ‘When Data Is Capital: Datafication, Accumulation, and Extraction’ 
(2019) 6 (1) Big Data & Society 1.

 11 Katharine Braun and others, ‘Umkämpfte Wissensproduktionen der Migration. Editorial’ 
(2018) 4(1) Movements: Journal for Critical Migration and Border Regime Studies 9.

Transparency Illusions and the Datafication of Governance’ (2015) 18 European Journal 
of Social Theory 203; Hans K Hansen and Tony Porter, ‘What Do Numbers Do in 
Transnational Governance?’ (2012) 6 International Political Sociology 409; Sally E Merry, 
The Seductions of Quantification: Measuring Human Rights, Gender Violence, and Sex 
Trafficking (University of Chicago Press 2016).

 12 Taylor and Meissner (n 9) 285. Along similar lines, cf. Tuba Bircan and Emre Eren 
Korkmaz ‘Big Data for Whose Sake? Governing Migration through Artificial Intelligence’ 
(2021) Humanities and Social Sciences Communications 1, 3 <https://doi.org/10.1057/
s41599-021-00910-x> accessed 11 July 2022.
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commercial enterprises (e.g. IO staff are not paid bonuses based on per-
formance), professional advancement is typically linked to being able 
to ‘sell’ projects to donors, which is facilitated through readily available 
data.

Second, the increasing pervasiveness of quantitative data in human-
itarian work has given rise to a body of literature that – in response to 
an ‘avalanche of ‘tech-optimistic’ scholarly work, premised on the belief 
that adding technology will change things [in the humanitarian sector] 
for the better’13 – focuses on the limitations and the risks associated with 
this development.14 More specifically, contributors call into question the 
hoped-for benefits of the ‘data revolution’ for the humanitarian field, 
given the mismatch between the vast amount of data collected and the 
limited capacities for analysing it;15 point out the risk of big data and arti-
ficial intelligence (AI)-driven humanitarian work reproducing existing 
power asymmetries and relationships of dependency;16 and highlight pri-
vacy and data protection concerns related to the collection of sensitive 
data.17 Again, IOM – not neatly fitting into the humanitarian category – is 
not specifically discussed, yet due to the primary humanitarian purpose 
of much of the data produced by the DTM, these insights are of direct 
relevance to the organization’s work.

 13 Kristin B Sandvik and others, ‘Humanitarian Technology: A Critical Research Agenda’ 
(2014) 96 International Review of the Red Cross 219, 221.

 14 Larissa Fast, ‘Diverging Data: Exploring the Epistemologies of Data Collection and Use 
among Those Working on and in Conflict’ (2017) 24 International Peacekeeping 706, 712.

 15 Róisín Read, Bertrand Taithe and Roger Mac Ginty, ‘Data Hubris? Humanitarian 
Information Systems and the Mirage of Technology’ (2016) 37(8) Third World Quarterly 
1314; Martina Tazzioli, ‘Extract, Datafy and Disrupt: Refugees’ Subjectivities between Data 
Abundance and Data Disregard’ 27 (2022) Geopolitics 70.

 16 Mirca Madianou, ‘Non-Human Humanitarianism: When AI for Good Turns Out to 
be Bad’ (2020) AoIR Selected Papers of Internet Research <https://doi.org/10.5210/spir 
.v2020i0.11267> accessed 11 July 2022; Mirca Madianou, ‘Technocolonialism: Digital 
Innovation and Data Practices in the Humanitarian Response to Refugee Crises’ (2019) 5 (3) 
Social Media + Society 1; Marie McAuliffe, Jenna Blower and Ana Bedushi, ‘Digitalization 
and Artificial Intelligence in Migration and Mobility: Transnational Implications of the 
COVID-19 Pandemic’ (2021) 11 Societies 135 <http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/soc11040135> 
accessed 11 July 2022.

 17 Katja L Jacobsen, ‘Experimentation in Humanitarian Locations: UNHCR and Biometric 
Registration of Afghan Refugees’ (2015) 46 Security Dialogue 144; Katja L Jacobsen 
and Larissa Fast, ‘Rethinking Access: How Humanitarian Technology Governance 
Blurs Control and Care’ (2019) 43 Disasters 151; Lydia H V Franklinos and others, ‘Key 
Opportunities and Challenges for the Use of Big Data in Migration Research and Policy’ 
(2021) UCL Open Environment 1 <https://dx.doi.org/10.14324/111.444/ucloe.000027> 
accessed 11 July 2022.
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Third, and most directly linked to the themes of this volume, there is a 
nascent literature on the legal and ethical obligations linked to the data-
related activities of international organizations. Kuner discusses to what 
extent the EU’s 2018 General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), which 
sets new standards of data privacy and security, applies to international 
organizations engaged in the processing of personal data.18 While Kuner 
comes to the conclusion that the legal situation is ‘murky’, and that ‘there 
is considerable uncertainty about the extent to which IOs should imple-
ment the GDPR’, he argues that European donors could prod IOs into 
compliance by making it a funding prerequisite. Against this background, 
he recommends that IOs use the GDPR as a ‘source of inspiration’ to put 
into place adequate internal data protection principles.19 It is worth not-
ing, however, that the GDPR only covers personal data. Over the past 
five years, there has been an important conceptual shift in discussions 
about humanitarian actors’ data protection responsibilities, broadening 
it beyond the ‘personally identifiable information’ that has traditionally 
been of central concern to include ‘demographically identifiable infor-
mation’.20 The notion that data protection obligations are not limited to 
individuals but also refer to vulnerable groups leads to the conclusion that 
humanitarian data collection and utilization ‘needs to follow the principle 
of proportionality and consider benefits and harms beyond individual 
interests’.21 These developments are of direct relevance to IOM – indeed, 
some of the related warnings regarding the risks entailed by ‘organiza-
tions tracking time and place-specific movement/status data of large 

 18 Christopher Kuner, ‘The GDPR and International Organizations’ (2020) 114 AJIL 
Unbound 15; Christopher Kuner ‘International Organizations and the EU General Data 
Protection Regulation: Exploring the Interaction between EU Law and International Law’ 
(February 2018) University of Cambridge Faculty of Law Research Paper No. 20/2018 
<https://ssrn .com/abstract=3050675> accessed 11 July 2022.

 19 Kuner, ‘The GDPR and International Organizations’ (n 18) 17.
 20 Raymond, who first coined the term, defines demographically identifiable information as 

‘either individual and/or aggregated data points that allow inferences to be drawn that 
enable the classification, identification, and/or tracking of both named and/or unnamed 
individuals, groups of individuals, and/or multiple groups of individuals according to eth-
nicity, economic class, religion, gender, age, health condition, location, occupation, and/or 
other demographically defining factors.’ Nathaniel Raymond, ‘Beyond “Do No Harm” and 
Individual Consent: Reckoning with the Emerging Ethical Challenges of Civil Society’s 
Use of Data’ in Linnet Taylor, Luciano Floridi and bart van der Sloot (eds), Group Privacy 
(Springer 2017).

 21 Andrej Zwitter and Oskar J Gstrein, ‘Big Data, Privacy and COVID-19: Learning 
from Humanitarian Expertise in Data Protection’ (2020) 5 Journal of International 
Humanitarian Action <https://doi.org/10.1186/s41018-020-00072-6> accessed 11 July 2022.
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demographically delineated groups’22 sound as though they were formu-
lated with the DTM in mind.

These concerns have prompted some limited reforms in the humani-
tarian sector, with the development of various guidance on data responsi-
bility. One key document that has become a common point of reference is 
the 510 Data Responsibility Policy initiated by the Netherlands Red Cross 
Society. It sets out the key argument that data responsibility encompasses 
ethical principles that go beyond compliance with GDPR data protection 
requirements, especially in terms of ‘doing no harm and respecting each 
individual’s fundamental right to privacy and to control the use and pro-
cessing of his or her own personal data, bearing in mind the consequences 
that the use of data could have on vulnerable people around the world and 
taking measures to avoid putting individuals or communities at risk’.23 
The debate about data responsibility in humanitarian settings is ongoing 
in various fora, some of which IOM is actively involved in. However, these 
conversations do not generally cover data-related work carried out out-
side the context of humanitarian emergencies.

9.3 IOM and the Market for Migration and Displacement Data

As noted above, there is immense international demand for data on 
migration and displacement that is linked to broader developments in 
the development and humanitarian sectors. The call in the 2013 UN High 
Level Panel on the Post-2015 Development Agenda for a ‘data revolution’, 
and a subsequent report dedicated to mobilizing this data revolution for 
sustainable development are indicative of the increasing prioritization of 
data in development programming.24 The equivalent for the humanitarian 

 22 Jos Berens and others, ‘The Humanitarian Data Ecosystem: the Case for Collective 
Responsibility’ (2017) <https://pacscenter.stanford.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/
humanitarian_data_ecosystem.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022.

 23 The Netherlands Red Cross (n 4) 2. Other relevant reference points include OCHA 
(n 6); Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, ‘A Human 
Rights Based Approach to Data: Leaving No One Behind in the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development’ (2018) <www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/HRIndicators/
GuidanceNoteonApproachtoData.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022.

 24 UN High Level Panel of Eminent Persons on the Post-2015 Development Agenda, ‘A New 
Global Partnership: Eradicate Poverty and Transform Economies through Sustainable 
Development’ (2013) 23<www.un.org/sg/sites/www.un.org.sg/files/files/HLP_P2015_
Report.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022; UN Secretary-General’s Independent Expert Advisory 
Group on the Data Revolution for Sustainable Development, (2014) ‘A World That Counts: 
Mobilising the Data Revolution for Sustainable Development’ <www.undatarevolution 
.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/A-World-That-Counts2.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022.
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sector came with the international community’s commitment to improve 
the evidence base of humanitarian response operations under the 2016 
Grand Bargain.25

These developments, and the hopes for greater efficiency and cost 
effectiveness motivating them, are reflected in a number of recent global 
processes that have increased the demand for data on human mobility 
more specifically. The global indicator framework developed to measure 
progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is preceded 
by a passage calling for the disaggregation of SDG indicators, where rel-
evant, by migratory status.26 Remarkably, the first of the 23 core objec-
tives of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration 
(GCM) contains the commitment to ‘strengthen the global evidence base 
on international migration by improving and investing in the collection, 
analysis and dissemination of accurate, reliable, comparable data’.27 In the 
Global Compact for Refugees (GCR), data and evidence feature as one of 
three ‘key tools for effecting burden- and responsibility-sharing’.28 Most 
recently, the UN High Level Panel on Internal Displacement highlighted 
the relevance of more and better data on internal displacement, recom-
mending inter alia that international donors should increase their fund-
ing efforts in this field.29

Given that the majority of large donor countries have supported the 
development of these frameworks and are committed to implement-
ing them, the last few years have seen a significant increase in the vol-
ume of funds available for the collection and analysis of migration and 
displacement-related data. This has had significant effects on the institu-
tional landscape, visible both in the expansion of existing data initiatives 
by international actors and in the emergence of new ones.

 25 Australian Aid and others, ‘The Grand Bargain: A Shared Commitment to Better Serve 
People in Need’ (23 May 2016) 8 <https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/
Grand_Bargain_final_22_May_FINAL-2.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022.

 26 UN Statistical Commission, ‘Global Indicator Framework for the Sustainable Development 
Goals and Targets of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’ (2020) 1 <https://
unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/Global%20Indicator%20Framework%20after%20
2020%20review_Eng.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022.

 27 UN GA, ‘Global Compact for Safe, Regular and Orderly Migration’ (19 December 2018) 
UN Doc A/RES/73/1957.

 28 UN GA, ‘Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees: Global Compact 
on Refugees’ (13 September 2018) UN Doc A/73/12 (Part II).

 29 UN Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on Internal Displacement, ‘Shining a Light on 
Internal Displacement: A Vision for the Future’ (September 2021) 39 <www.internaldis 
placement-panel.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/HLP-report-WEB.pdf> accessed 11 
July 2022.
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IOM is a case in point. In line with the breadth of its overall portfo-
lio, the organization collects various types of migration-related data, 
for example, related to pre-departure health assessments, interlink-
ages between environmental change and human mobility, and migrant 
deaths and disappearances. The organization aims to be ‘a primary refer-
ence point for migration information, research, best practices, data col-
lection, compatibility and sharing’.30 Its Global Migration Data Analysis 
Centre (GMDAC) in Berlin was founded in 2015, replacing the organi-
zation’s former Geneva-based Migration Research Division.31 It has 
the threefold aim to ‘(1) Strengthen the role of data in global migration 
governance […], (2) Support IOM Member States’ capacities to col-
lect, analyse and use migration data, [and] (3) Promote evidence-based 
policies by compiling, sharing and analysing IOM and other sources of 
data’.32 The centre’s ongoing expansion – from a modest start with less 
than four staff members in 2015 to 45 in May 2022 – is evidence of its suc-
cess. While GMDAC – with its ambition to serve as a one-stop-shop for 
all available migration data through its Migration Data Portal – serves as 
an institutional focal point for IOM’s engagement in data analysis and 
communication, IOM’s primary dedicated data-collection mechanism, 
the Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM), has so far been institutionally 
separate. While both GMDAC and the DTM are crucial to IOM’s efforts 
to secure a leadership role in the field of migration data,33 it is arguably the 
DTM that creates considerable revenue, both in and of itself, and in terms 
of providing the evidence base for further interventions that IOM may 
propose to donors.34

The overall increase of interest in migration and displacement data, 
however, goes hand in hand with increased competition, especially in the 
humanitarian field, and where the humanitarian and development sec-
tors meet. Dedicated data collection initiatives whose work overlaps with 
that of the DTM include REACH, the Mixed Migration Centre (MMC) 
and the Joint IDP Profiling Service (JIPS). REACH, a humanitarian data 

 30 IOM, ‘Mission’ <www.iom.int/mission> accessed 11 July 2022.
 31 Yussef Al Tamimi, Paolo Cuttitta and Tamara Last, ‘The IOM’s Missing Migrants Project: 

The Global Authority on Border Deaths’ in Martin Geiger and Antoine Pécoud (eds), 
The International Organization for Migration: The New ‘UN Migration Agency’ in Critical 
Perspective (Palgrave Macmillan 2020) 199.

 32 IOM Global Migration Data Analysis Centre, ‘About the Centre’ <https://gmdac.iom.int/
about-centre> accessed 11 July 2022

 33 Megan Bradley, The International Organization for Migration. Challenges, Commitments, 
Complexities (Routledge 2020) 57.

 34 Ibid 58.
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collection initiative, collects data on crisis-affected populations (many of 
whom are internally displaced persons (IDPs), creating a significant over-
lap with the DTM) and plays a crucial role in informing UNHCR’s crisis 
response. Established in 2010, it has seen a massive expansion over the 
course of the last five to seven years. The Mixed Migration Centre (MMC), 
established by the Danish Refugee Council in 2018, is a data collection 
initiative aimed at improving the evidence base on cross-border move-
ments by a diverse set of people including refugees, victims of traffick-
ing and individuals primarily searching for opportunities not available to 
them in their places of origin. The MMC conducts thousands of in-depth 
interviews with people on the move along key migration routes in seven 
distinct regions, responding to increased donor interest in understanding 
migrants’ routes and aspirations, especially on their way towards Europe. 
The MMC has grown considerably over the course of the last three years, 
its data feeding into the work of various UN agencies like UNHCR, 
UNODC and UNFPA. Another relevant actor engaged in data collection 
on internal displacement, JIPS, is an inter-agency body founded in 2009 
that is administered jointly by UNHCR and the Danish Refugee Council. 
It conducts targeted profiling exercises with IDPs and host communities 
in individual localities to inform the development of durable solutions. 
While the data collection activities undertaken by these three actors do 
not compare to the DTM in size and coverage, all three offer valued and 
distinct services to actors engaged in displacement scenarios.

Beyond these individual organizations, new collaborative initiatives 
have sprung up in response to donor demand for improved data interoper-
ability and joint assessments. The World Bank-UNHCR Joint Data Center 
on Forced Displacement (JDC) and OCHA’s Centre for Humanitarian 
Data are the most prominent examples. The work of all of these actors 
overlaps, intersects and feeds into each other. The fierce sense of competi-
tion that runs through these interactions is conveyed by remarks by IOM 
staff members that some of their smaller NGO competitors are ‘claiming 
more and more space’, and that management at JDC ‘are loading their 
guns, hiring all the right people’.35 In 2020, IOM published a migration 
data strategy and in 2021 an internal displacement data strategy. Both of 
these documents acknowledge the broad array of actors involved, while at 
the same time claiming a leadership role for IOM.36

 35 Interview with IOM staff member, February 2021 (hereafter: IOM5).
 36 IOM, IOM Migration Data Strategy (n 5) 14; IOM, Internal Displacement Data Strategy 

2021–2025. Strengthening Capacity and Leadership in Internal Displacement Data (2021) 13.
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9.4 The Displacement Tracking Matrix

The DTM – variously described by IOM itself as a data-collection mecha-
nism,37 a monitoring tool,38 an information management tool39 and a sys-
tem enabling the development and maintenance of baseline information 
on displaced populations40 – is a highly decentralized system for tracking 
and monitoring internal displacement and (frequently irregular) cross-
border mobility. The DTM toolbox consists of four key components – 
mobility tracking, flow monitoring, surveys and registration – that can 
be flexibly combined to fit a given country context. The respective role of 
these four components can be broadly characterized as follows: Mobility 
tracking operations follow a distinct group of persons, capturing basic 
demographic characteristics as well as vulnerabilities and priority needs, 
tracking their movements. Flow monitoring, in contrast, focuses on fixed 
geographical locations and aims to capture data on the various mobile 
populations crossing that point. Using direct observation by DTM staff 
and key informant interviews, both initially only collect non-personal 
data, but can be further substantiated through surveys that may contain 
personal data. Registration  – which entails the collection of personal 
data – is a service largely distinct from the other three components and is 
only undertaken at the explicit request of governments.

In its public presentation of the DTM, IOM emphasizes the tool’s modular 
set-up, and the fact that it can be adapted to widely varying circumstances, 
including ‘conflict, natural disaster, and complex emergency settings, from 
small to large cases of displacement’.41 Its target population is broad, encom-
passing conflict- and disaster-induced IDPs, returnees and migrants. The 
DTM expansion over the past decade has been rapid: While in 2010 it was 
deployed in ten countries, this had grown to over 40 in 201642 and to 88 in 

 37 IOM, IOM Migration Data Strategy (n 5) 12.
 38 Displacement Tracking Matrix, ‘Haiti – Earthquake Displacement Report 1’ (December 2010)1 

<https://dtm.iom.int/reports/haiti-%E2%80%94-earthquake-displacement-report-1- 
december-2010> accessed 11 July 2022.

 39 Displacement Tracking Matrix, ‘Iraq – Displacement Report 10’ (December 2014) 1 <https://
dtm.iom.int/reports/iraq-%E2%80%94-displacement-report-10-december-2014>  
accessed 11 July 2022.

 40 Displacement Tracking Matrix, ‘Libya  – IDP & Returnee Report 3’ (March 2016) 19 
<https://dtm.iom.int/reports/libya-%E2%80%94-idp-returnee-report-3-march-2016> 
accessed 11 July 2022.

 41 IOM, ‘Displacement Tracking Matrix / DTM. Tracking and Monitoring System for 
Displaced Populations’ 2 <www.iom.int/sites/default/files/our_work/DOE/humanita 
rian_emergencies/IOM-DTM-Infosheet.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022.

 42 Displacement Tracking Matrix, ‘Timeline of DTM Activation’ <https://displacement.iom 
.int/content/timeline-dtm-activation> accessed 11 July 2022.
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2020.43 By 2020, these operations enlisted the help of approximately 6,600 
staff around the globe, most of these local data collectors.44 The DTM writ-
ten output increased at pace, with a steady year-by-year increase – from one 
report in 2010 to 2209 in 2020. The DTM website today is a vast repository 
of data from past operations, currently storing more than 9100 individual 
documents in various formats – among these, dashboards, situation reports 
and maps.45

9.4.1 Origins and Evolution

How did this vast data collection exercise come about? Despite IOM’s 
long-standing interest in IDP profiling, its Iraq operation in the early 
2000s is widely considered the starting point of a methodology for rapid 
assessments of the movements and needs of IDPs carried out by field-
monitoring teams – the initial core business of the DTM that now fea-
tures under the label ‘mobility tracking’.46 With the establishment of the 
humanitarian cluster approach in 2005 that accorded IOM the co-lead of 
the Global Camp Coordination and Camp Management (CCCM) clus-
ter, IOM became increasingly engaged in IDP registrations in camp set-
tings – a second core module of the contemporary DTM.47 Data collection 
on IDPs in camp settings constituted a key element of IOM’s activities 
in Haiti following the 2010 earthquake, and it was in this context that the 
umbrella term ‘Displacement Tracking Matrix’ for displacement-related 
data collection exercises in various country contexts was coined.48

‘Flow monitoring’ was initially developed to capture distinct dis-
placement situations, such as the movements triggered by the military 
coup d’état in Mali in 2012,49 the 2014–2016 Ebola epidemic in West  

 43 IOM, ‘2020 Annual Report on the Use of Unearmarked Funding’ (2021) 27.
 44 Displacement Tracking Matrix, ‘DTM Data Sharing Intern’ <https://displacement.iom 

.int/vacancies/dtm-data-sharing-intern> accessed 11 July 2022.
 45 Displacement Tracking Matrix, ‘Reports’ <https://dtm.iom.int/reports> accessed 11 July 

2022.
 46 IOM, ‘Iraq Displacement 2006 Year in Review’ <www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/

files/jahia/webdav/site/myjahiasite/shared/shared/mainsite/media/docs/news/2006_
iraq_idp.pdf> accessed 111 July 2022.

 47 Interview with IOM staff members, November 2020 (hereafter: IOM2).
 48 Moetsi Duchatellier, ‘Durable Solutions for the Internally Displaced Persons in Haiti 

Following the 2010 Earthquake: Out of Sight, Out of Mind. Where Are the Internally Displaced 
Five Years After?’ The Graduate Institute Geneva Global Migration Research Paper 2015 No 13 
7 <https://repository.graduateinstitute.ch/record/293223/keywords> accessed 11 July 2022.

 49 IOM, ‘Matrice de suivi des déplacements – Mali’ (July 2013) <https://displacement.iom 
.int/system/tdf/reports/OIM_Mali_Rapport_DTM_Juillet_2013_0.pdf?file=1&type= 
node&id=1777> accessed 11 July 2022.
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Africa,50 and those from the Dominican Republic into Haiti following 
legislative changes that threatened Haitian immigrants and Dominicans 
of Haitian descent with deportation.51 However, its usage significantly 
changed in the context of the so-called European refugee crisis, which 
led to a sudden and urgent demand for data on population movements 
towards the European Union (EU): The number of DTM reports featur-
ing a flow monitoring component jumped from 25 in 2015 (19 of which 
were dedicated to the situation in Haiti) to 182 in 2016, the vast majority of 
which reported on movements towards EU territory.52 In this sense, flow 
monitoring has over time become almost synonymous with the expan-
sion of DTM operations from internal to cross-border movements, and 
from displacement scenarios to broader migratory dynamics – reflecting, 
in the words of an IOM staff member, an ‘immense thirst for flow data 
on the part of donors’.53 Surveys were added as a fourth component in 
2013, initially to gain a better understanding of return intentions among 
displaced communities in Mali and the Central African Republic.

Over time, various sub-categories were added to the four key components, 
with more recent additions including biometric registration, community 
perception surveys and village assessments as a type of mobility tracking. In 
general, surveys are aimed at complementing baseline assessments through 
data on the socio-economic profiles of migrants, their means of travel and 
their intentions and expectations. Despite its displacement-focused name, 
the DTM is now deployed in a vast variety of mobility settings, and in indi-
vidual countries records all types of movements, including in the context 
of tourism, family visits and seasonal nomadic mobility.54 The operation 
launched in The Gambia in 2021 is an example of the DTM being deployed 
with the broadly stated aim to improve migration governance.55

 50 IOM, ‘Data Bulletin – Informing a Global Compact for Migration’ (Issue 6, June 2018) 2 
<https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/data_bulletin_6.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022.

 51 IOM Haiti, ‘Newsletter / SITREP’ (20 July 2015) <https://displacement.iom.int/system/tdf/
reports/IOM%20Haiti%20-%20Border%20Monitoring%20Sitrep_July%2020_FINAL.
pdf?file=1&type=node&id=2804> accessed 11 July 2022.

 52 Displacement Tracking Matrix, ‘Reports’ <https://dtm.iom.int/reports?title=&body=& 
field_report_regional_report=All&f%5B0%5D=report_component_facet%3A11> 
accessed 11 July 2022.

 53 Interview IOM5 (n 35).
 54 Eg, Displacement Tracking Matrix, ‘DTM Afghanistan’ <https://displacement.iom.int/

afghanistan> accessed 11 July 2022.
 55 IOM, ‘Launch of Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM) Strengthens Migration Data in 

The Gambia’ (15 July 2021) <www.iom.int/news/launch-displacement-tracking-matrix-
dtm-strengthens-migration-data-gambia> accessed 11 July 2022.
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This brief reconstruction of the DTM’s evolution over time indicates 
piecemeal and demand-driven growth. Current and former IOM staff 
members complain about constant ad hoc expansions (‘running after 
money and fashions’) at the expense of a consolidation and standard-
ization of data collection methods, and about sudden shifts in priorities.  
A recent example of this is the mapping of Covid-19-related travel restric-
tions around the world that the DTM management initiated in March 
2020.56 The resource-intensive daily updates this required reportedly led 
to a postponement of a planned revision of the flow monitoring method-
ology.57 Meanwhile, the steady stream of funding from donors attests to 
the business-savvy character of the DTM management.

9.4.2 Institutional Set-Up and Funding

Despite its primary identity as a ‘tool’, the DTM can also be considered 
an institutional entity in its own right. Its organizational home is IOM’s 
Department of Operations and Emergencies, where a core ‘global DTM 
support team’ comprised of – at the time of writing – 45 technical experts 
across eight locations (Geneva, London, Bangkok, Nairobi, Dakar, Cairo, 
Vienna and The Hague) is engaged in data management and operations 
support.58 Its overall staff structure in 2019 included 438 technical staff 
and 6,170 data collectors.59 However, much of the DTM’s institutional set-
up remains opaque: There is no publicly available organizational chart, 
despite the fact that DTM vacancy notices regularly refer to up to twelve 
organizational subunits.60 The large share of internships among the DTM 

 56 Displacement Tracking Matrix, ‘DTM-Covid19 Travel Restrictions Output’ (11 March 
2020) <https://displacement.iom.int/reports/dtm-covid19-travel-restrictions-output-1103 
2020?_ga=2.22601467.1935150021.1625676554-897427949.1553784781> accessed 11 July 
2022.

 57 Interview IOM5 (n 35).
 58 IOM Flow Monitoring, ‘Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM) Analytics, Knowledge and 

Output Quality (AKO) Chad – Intern’ <Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM) Analytics, 
Knowledge and Output Quality (AKO) Chad  – Intern | Flow monitoring (iom.int)> 
accessed 11 July 2022.

 59 International Organization for Migration, ‘Perspectives from IOM-DTM on IDP 
Data. Recommendations for the Consideration of the High-Level Panel on Internal 
Displacement’ 1 <www.un.org/internal-displacement-panel/sites/www.un.org.internal-
displacement-panel/files/iom_dtm_submission.docx> accessed 11 July 2022.

 60 According to a 2020 vacancy notice, the Global DTM support is organized within the fol-
lowing units: Global System Management (GSM); Project and Operations Support (POS); 
Operations and Methodological Framework (OMF); Data Systems and Centralization 
(DSC); Data Management, Verification and Procedures (MVP); Digital Content 
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positions advertised online support the account that the DTM core team 
is thinly staffed and relies heavily on support from interns for substantive 
input.61 Against this background – and in line with the overall decentral-
ized structure of IOM – DTM country coordinators enjoy a large degree 
of autonomy. At the same time, DTM field positions are hard to fill with 
qualified statisticians and data experts. As a result, the quality of data dif-
fers vastly between DTM country operations.62 Emphasizing this point, 
former IOM staff noted that ‘DTM is unrecognizable from one country 
context to the next’ and can be considered ‘more of a brand than a cohe-
sive methodology’.63

While the DTM is considered a ‘money-making machine’64 within 
IOM, it is difficult to gain an understanding of the volume of funding 
the DTM attracts. IOM’s annual financial reports typically contain a 
number of DTM-specific entries, yet due to variations in the terminol-
ogy used to report on these activities, no clear picture emerges of the 
amounts and sources of money involved.65 The vast majority of DTM 
country operations seem to be subsumed under more overarching cat-
egories like ‘strengthening service coordination’ or ‘supporting a coordi-
nated response’. Looking into individual country appeals affords slightly 
more insights: The 2018 and 2019 IOM’s crisis funding appeals for Iraq, for 
instance, calculated a need of three million USD per year for the imple-
mentation of the DTM across the entire country. This amounted to a 
share of 11.2% of the entire appeal for the year 2018, and 7.2% for the year  

 61 Interview IOM5 (n 35).
 62 Interview with former IOM staff member, December 2020 (hereafter: IOM3).
 63 Interviews IOM3 (n 62) and with former IOM staff member, February 2021 (hereafter: 

IOM4)
 64 Interview IOM5 (n 35).
 65 IOM’s Financial Report for 2020, for instance, contains entries pertaining to the displace-

ment tracking matrix; displacement tracking services; displacement tracking assistance; 
mobility tracking; emergency tracking tool; tracking and monitoring populations; moni-
toring displacement dynamics; migrant presence monitoring programme; flow monitor-
ing response; monitoring population mobility data; and monitoring the movements of 
people in severe shock. This inconsistent terminology in accounting for resources spent on 
the DTM may in itself be regarded as evidence of the highly fragmented nature of the DTM 
enterprise, and of the different data collection exercises undertaken under the same label. 
See IOM, ‘Financial Report for the Year Ended 31 December 2020’ (31 May 2021) IOM Doc 
C/112/3.

Management (DCM); Analytics, Knowledge and Output Quality (AKO); Data Models and 
Learning (DML); DTM and Data Partnerships (DDP); Geospatial Analytics (GSA); Data 
Initiated Operations (DIO); and Humanitarian and Development Solutions (HDS). IOM, 
‘Perspectives from IOM-DTM on IDP Data. Recommendations for the consideration of 
the High-Level Panel on Internal Displacement’ (n 59).
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2019.66 The IOM flash appeal following the August 2021 earthquake in 
Haiti calculated that one million USD was required for the DTM opera-
tion, amounting to 6.7% of the entire funding needed. Even though these 
appeals are not always fully met, it is clear that the DTM is a major source 
of revenue for IOM, particularly as DTM data are used to propose and 
justify further IOM projects.

DTM funding sources differ depending on the type of operation. DTM 
operations that are part of larger humanitarian interventions like those in 
Sudan, South Sudan and Libya, tend to be financed through a broad range  
of mechanisms, including UN funding mechanisms like Central Emer gency 
Response Fund (CERF) or the UN Peacebuildig Fund, as well as by large 
bilateral and multilateral donors, for example, through USAID, German 
Humanitarian Assistance or the EU’s humanitarian office ECHO.67 DTM 
operations that are primarily aimed at collecting data on migratory move-
ments, often towards the European Union, tend to attract funds from 
actors fearing the arrival of migrants on their own territory: DTM Libya 
is financed through the EU Trust Fund for Africa (EUTF),68 DTM Niger 
has since its inception in early 2016 been funded by the foreign ministries 
of the UK, Germany and Denmark as well as through the EUTF,69 and the 
donors of the DTM operation launched in March 2021 aimed at collecting 
data on ‘migrant presence outside temporary reception centres in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina’ are the EU, Italy and the Czech Republic.70

9.4.3 Data Collection and Data Quality

The on-the-ground data collection undertaken in the context of mobility 
tracking and flow monitoring – which together make up the vast majority 

 66 To put this into perspective: In its 2018 Iraq appeal, IOM calculated 1.8 million USD for 
the provision of emergency and essential health care services to IDPs, returnees and host 
communities, and strengthening national health care systems in Iraq and KRI, and three 
million USD for the provision of emergency livelihoods assistance for IDPs and returnees. 
See IOM Iraq, ‘Crisis Funding Appeal 2018’ (2018).

 67 Cf. DTM, ‘Sudan’ <https://dtm.iom.int/sudan> accessed 11 July 2022; DTM, ‘South 
Sudan’ <https://dtm.iom.int/south-sudan> accessed 11 July 2022; IOM, ‘Ethiopia National 
Displacement Report 8 – March 2021–April 2021’ (30 June 2021) <DTM Ethiopia National 
Displacement Report 8.pdf (iom.int)> all accessed 11 July 2022.

 68 See DTM, ‘Libya’ <https://dtm.iom.int/libya> accessed 11 July 2022.
 69 Cf. DTM ‘Niger Reports’ <https://dtm.iom.int/reports?f%5B0%5D=report_country_

facet%3A158&title=&body=&field_report_regional_report=All&page=0> accessed 11 July 
2022.

 70 Cf. DTM, ‘Migrant Presence Outside Temporary Reception Centres in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina’ <https://us18.campaign-archive.com/?e=__test_email__&u=7fa4ed97b90d
f810fd0bdaa1d&id=ffc9a263ed> accessed 11 July 2022.
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of DTM operations and produce large amounts of non-personal yet 
demographically identifiable data – has at its core one key method: key 
informant interviews.71 While IOM is increasingly making forays into 
the use of advanced data collection technologies like high-resolution 
satellite imagery,72 the ‘coca cola recipe’ of DTM operations is the rapid 
roll-out of a large network of key informants even in remote locations 
in the DRC and Northern Nigeria, and in acute crisis settings like Libya 
and Syria.73 Key informants – 166,379 of whom were involved in DTM 
operations in 2019 alone74 – are typically community leaders, religious 
leaders, local government officials, humanitarian aid workers or oth-
ers who have a good insight into mobility patterns or displacement 
situations in a particular local setting. Local data collectors, so-called 
‘enumerators’, are recruited and trained in data collection methodolo-
gies relevant to the specific context. Enumerators then conduct regular 
rounds of structured interviews – on location or via telephone – with 
key informants, electronically recording information, for example on 
the number, location, demographic make-up, humanitarian situation 
and needs of displaced persons in humanitarian settings.75 The DTM 
methodology then foresees a stage of validation, for example through 
assessing the consistency between the information provided by different 
key informants.76

 71 Displacement Tracking Matrix, ‘Methodological Framework Used in Displacement 
Tracking Matrix Operations for Quantifying Displacement and Mobility’ <https://
displacement.iom.int/system/tdf/Methodological%20Framework%20used%20in%20
DTM%20Operations%20for%20Quantifying%20Displacement%20and%20Mobility 
.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=2389> accessed 11 July 2022.

 72 Cf. DTM South Sudan, ‘2020 | Quarter 2 Report’ <https://reliefweb.int/report/south-sudan/
dtm-iom-displacement-tracking-matrix-2020-quarter-2-report> accessed 11 July 2022.

 73 Interviews with IO staff member, December 2020 (hereafter: IO1), and NGO staff mem-
bers, February 2021, (hereafter: NGO3)

 74 IOM, ‘Perspectives from IOM-DTM on IDP Data. Recommendations for the consider-
ation of the High-Level Panel on Internal Displacement’ (n 59).

 75 This questionnaire informing the data collection in DTM Integrated Location Assessments 
in Iraq provides an overview of the range of issues potentially covered: DTM, ‘DTM 
Integrated Location Assessment – IV IOM Iraq’ (May 2019 Questionnaire) <https://iraqdtm 
.iom.int/archive/Downloads/DTM%20Special%20Reports/DTM%20Integrated%20
Location%20Assessment%20IV/Integrated%20Location%20Assessment%20IV%20 
Questionnaire.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022.

 76 See, for example, IOM, ‘DTM Location Assessment Credibility Score’ <https://iraqdtm 
.iom.int/archive/Downloads/DTM%20Methodology%20Documents/DTM_LA_
Credibility_Scoring_Methodology.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022.
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While the use of local enumerators conducting interviews with key 
informants is popular among many international aid organizations,77 IOM 
has a competitive advantage in terms of rolling out large data collection 
exercises within a short period of time due to its continuous field presence, 
existing networks and physical equipment (e.g. adequate vehicles neces-
sary to reach remote locations) in most regions of the world. However, the 
key informant methodology comes with clear limitations: data collected 
in this manner is by definition proximate, and there are many concerns 
about data accuracy. Typical problems include ill-defined units of observa-
tion that may lead to double-counting, such as when key informants are 
assigned to adjacent neighbourhoods and may record several times the peo-
ple moving between them.78 In addition, interview respondents reported a 
lack of verification mechanisms, especially in settings where information is 
gathered remotely and cannot be validated through direct observation by 
trained enumerators (e.g. during times when the security situation in Libya 
prohibited access),79 and instances of long-standing migrant communities 
being counted as recent displacements due to a lack of historical awareness 
within data teams working in certain country contexts (e.g. Palestinians 
and Syrians in Lebanon and Rohingyas in Bangladesh).80

Once the data is collected, it can be compromised by political impera-
tives – in many countries, DTM data has to be cleared at various levels of the 
respective host government’s hierarchy before it is publicly released, increas-
ing the risk for distortion.81 Such an incident allegedly occurred in Nigeria, 
where the DTM team allegedly bowed to pressure from the Nigerian gov-
ernment that wanted to show progress in returns, and changed its method-
ology so as to record temporary returns between multiple displacements as 
returns ‘proper’.82 In other country contexts, DTM data largely amounts to 
a compilation of government figures with little or no verification.83

 77 Mahad Wasuge, Ahmed M Musa and Tobias Hagmann, ‘Who Owns Data in Somalia? 
Ending the Country’s Privatized Knowledge Economy’ (June 2021) Somali Public Agenda, 
Governance Brief 12 2<https://somalipublicagenda.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/
SPA_Governance_Briefs_12_2021_ENGLISH-1.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022.

 78 Interview NGO3 (n 73).
 79 Interview with NGO staff member, February 2021 (hereafter: NGO2) and independent 

journalist, January 2021 (hereafter: journalist2).
 80 Interview IOM5 (n 35).
 81 Interviews NGO3 (n 73) and IO staff member, February 2021 (herafter: IO3).
 82 Interview with NGO staff members, October 2020 (hereafter: NGO1).
 83 The ‘Migrant Presence Monitoring’ situation reports providing an overview of the 

migrant situation in Turkey that the DTM has published regularly since June 2016 
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Over and above any shortcomings in individual DTM country opera-
tions, there is widespread concern – both within and outside IOM – over 
a lack of technical expertise within the DTM management, and the per-
sistent prioritization of quick results over investments in standardization 
that would be necessary for improved data quality.84 This manifests in 
inconsistent methodologies for data collection, analysis and validation 
between countries.85

Regardless of these various limitations, the data presented in DTM 
reports has a level of specificity that belies the fact that it is based on esti-
mates: a figure like the 662,248 migrants recorded by a flow monitoring 
exercise in Libya in March 2018 gives the impression of being based on 
an exact head-count of individuals in particular contexts, despite the fact 
that the underlying data collection relies on key informant interviews.86 
This speaks to insights from the literature on the politics of expertise that 
organizations like IOM are first and foremost concerned with increasing 
their legitimacy through a performance of epistemic authority,87 in order 
to increase their ‘claim to resources or jurisdiction over particular policy 
areas’.88

9.4.4 The DTM’s Core Humanitarian Function

The various shortcomings of data produced through the DTM (some 
of which are acknowledged in the DTM methodological framework)89 
do not render the instrument useless or irrelevant. All migration and 

 84 Interviews IO1 (n 73), IOM5 (n 35), NGO4 (n 91) and with IO staff member, February 2021 
(hereafter: IO4).

 85 David Arnold and others, ‘Beginning to Resolve Displacement’ (The Cairo Review of 
Global Affairs, Spring 2020) <www.thecairoreview.com/essays/beginning-to-resolve-dis 
placement/> accessed 11 July 2022; Interview IOM3 (n 62).

 86 DTM Libya, ‘Migrant Report Key Findings 18’ (30 April 2018) <https://dtm.iom.int/
reports/migrant-report-key-findings-18-march-2018> accessed 11 July 2022.

 87 Stephan Scheel and Funda Ustek-Spilda, ‘The Politics of Expertise and Ignorance in the 
Field of Migration Management’ (2019) 37 Environment and Planning D: Society and 
Space 663, 666.

 88 Christina Boswell, The Political Uses of Expert Knowledge: Immigration Policy and Social 
Research (Cambridge University Press 2009) 7.

 89 DTM, ‘Methodological Framework Used in Displacement Tracking Matrix Operations’  
(n 71) 9.

are almost exclusively based on data provided by the Turkish Directorate General for 
Migration Management – see, for example, IOM, ‘Turkey – Overview of the Situation 
with Migrants, Quarterly Report’ (September 2016) <https://displacement.iom.int/
system/tdf/reports/Turkey_Quarterly_Situation_Report_July_September_2016 
.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=2575> accessed 11 July 2022, and interview NGO3 (n 73).
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displacement data collection efforts face limitations, and the majority of 
interview respondents acknowledged the DTM’s value in terms of pro-
ducing baseline data on displacements for humanitarian planning and 
programming.90 By making visible the existence and needs of IDPs and 
other populations, the DTM fulfills crucial fundraising and advocacy 
functions, serving both IOM specifically and a broader range of actors 
involved in responding to human mobility. This plays out on two different 
levels.

On the one hand, when it is used in humanitarian settings, the DTM 
typically plays a crucial role during the early stages of a humanitarian 
response by providing a rapid operational overview as well as a displace-
ment ‘planning figure’ that serves as the basis for subsequent funding 
appeals by other members of the humanitarian system.91 In 2020, DTM 
data on internal displacement was used in 80% of all humanitarian 
needs overviews and humanitarian response plans.92 However, despite 
its widespread use, the DTM’s relation to the wider humanitarian sec-
tor remains ill-defined. DTM operations in humanitarian settings are 
typically carried out under the umbrella of the IASC cluster system, 
yet there is no formal basis for this, especially in conflict settings. And 
while IOM has developed protection risk indicators (e.g. related to 
gender-based risks and unaccompanied minors) that can be integrated 
into DTM assessments,93 other humanitarian actors remain concerned 
about IOM’s lack of a protection mandate. More specifically, interview 
respondents acknowledged attempts to improve DTM integration into 
wider coordination structures, but noted that this has so far been limited 
to ‘gentlemen’s agreements’, with insufficient impact on the protection 
response.94 A related concern is that project-based DTM operations may 
create parallel structures on the ground that come to an end when the 
respective projectized funding ends rather than when the humanitarian 
community deems appropriate.

On the other hand, the DTM is one of the main sources of the global 
IDP statistics compiled by the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre 

 90 Interviews IO1 (n 73), NGO3 (n 73) and IO3 (n 81).
 91 Interviews NGO3 (n 73) with NGO staff members, February and March 2021 (hereafter: 

NGO4).
 92 IOM, ‘2020 Annual Report on the Use of Unearmarked Funding’ (n 41) 27.
 93 IOM, ‘IOM Framework for Addressing Internal Displacement’ (2017) 13 <www.iom.int/

sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/press_release/file/170829_IDP_Framework_LowRes.pdf> 
accessed 11 July 2022.

 94 Interview IO4 (n 84).
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(IDMC)95 that in turn feed into the UNHCR’s annual Global Trends 
Report. Both can be considered cornerstones for advocacy efforts on 
behalf of IDPs. Beyond these institutionalized distribution channels 
(that entail external checks on the quality of DTM data, e.g., in the form 
of triangulation with other sources used by IDMC),96 both individual 
DTM country data sets and aggregate figures are widely used and repro-
duced by governments, human rights NGOs, think tanks and academ-
ics alike, and are in these contexts typically presented as authoritative, 
without further data quality checks. In sum, the DTM creates visibility 
for IDPs both in distinct humanitarian crises and international discourse 
on displacement.

Part of the DTM branding is the claim that by making IDPs visible and 
highlighting gaps in assistance, it contributes to accountability in human-
itarian response.97 The extent to which this accountability function is 
actively pursued in DTM field operations is difficult to assess. Either way, 
the significance of the DTM for IOM’s standing is immense: By position-
ing itself as the go-to authority for data on internal displacement, IOM has 
secured a place in the humanitarian system that is largely uncontested.

9.5 Showing Success through Numbers: The 
Political Functions of DTM Data

Beyond the core functions of humanitarian needs assessments and advo-
cacy noted above, there are a number of additional functions that make 
DTM data politically valuable to donors. First, due to the prominent place 
that the recent global processes outlined above have accorded to data 
on migration and displacement, funding DTM operations can at times 
have a performative dimension: Through this, donors can showcase their 
efforts to meet the commitments agreed upon at the 2016 WHS, and to 
work towards more evidence-based policy-making – at a far lower politi-
cal cost than, for example, increasing the number of resettlement places 
or opening up pathways for legal migration. Beyond this overall incentive 

 95 DTM, ‘Infosheet: DTM Understanding Displacement for Better and Accountable 
Humanitarian Response’ (November 2018) 2 <www.iom.int/sites/g/files/tmzbdl486/files/
country/AP/dtm_infosheet_-_27_november_2018.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022; Internal 
Displacement Monitoring Centre, ‘Global Report on Internal Displacement 2020  – 
Methodological Annex’ 14 <www.internal-displacement.org/global-report/grid2020/
downloads/2020-IDMC-GRID-methodology.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022.

 96 Interview NGO1 (n 82) and IO3 (n 81).
 97 DTM, ‘About’ <https://dtm.iom.int/about> accessed 11 July 2022; DTM, ‘Infosheet’ (n 95) 2.
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to provide funding for data-related activities, a closer look at individual 
DTM operations reveals another purpose – a post hoc legitimization of 
policy interventions that, in the words of a former IOM staff member, can 
be characterized as ‘showing success through numbers’.98

9.5.1 DTM ‘Mobility Tracking’ in Haiti, 2010–2014

The Haiti earthquake of January 2010 forced around 1.5 million individuals 
to leave their homes, leading to a massive internal displacement crisis in 
the country.99 In the wake of this disaster, thousands of official and infor-
mal IDP camps sprung up around the country’s capital Port-au-Prince. 
The roll-out of the DTM across these various settlements followed swiftly, 
the operation being largely limited to the collection of data on the number 
and the location of the displaced, as well as a basic assessment of the avail-
ability of water, toilets and waste management.100 At the same time, the 
overall humanitarian response to the Haiti earthquake was widely criti-
cized for its inefficiency. Two years on, less than half of the funds pledged 
for reconstruction had been disbursed.101

In light of this apparent dysfunctionality, both the Haitian gov-
ernment and key donors like the US were eager to showcase positive 
developments. Bradley and Sherwood discuss how in this context, ‘the 
concept of internal displacement became synonymous with residency 
in camps, and the resolution of the displacement crisis with camp 
closures, rather than with the more complex challenge of supporting 
durable solutions.’102 Against this backdrop, the purportedly apoliti-
cal data collection efforts of the DTM soon became hugely politicized. 

 98 Interview IOM4 (n 63).
 99 Juliette Benet, ‘Expert Opinion – Behind the Numbers: The Shadow of 2010’s Earthquake 

Still Looms Large in Haiti’ (January IDMC, January 2020) <www.internal-displacement 
.org/expert-opinion/behind-the-numbers-the-shadow-of-2010s-earthquake-still-looms-
large-in-haiti> accessed 11 July 2022.

 100 DTM Haiti, ‘Site Assessment Round 1’ (November 2011) <https://displacement.iom.int/
datasets/haiti-site-assessment-round-1-0> accessed 10 January 2022.

 101 Marc J Cohen, ‘Haiti: The Slow Road to Reconstruction. Two Years after the Earthquake’ 
(10 January 2012) Oxfam Briefing Note 6 <www.oxfam.org/en/research/haiti-slow-road-
reconstruction> accessed 11 July 2022.

 102 Megan Bradley and Angela Sherwood, ‘Addressing and Resolving Internal Displacement: 
Reflections on a Soft Law “Success Story’’’ in Stéphanie Lagoutte Thomas Gammeltoft-
Hansen and John Cerone (eds), Tracing the Roles of Soft Law in Human Rights (Oxford 
University Press 2016) 155, 176; Ní Ghráinne and Hudson (n 3) examine the normative 
problem associated with this approach from the perspective of the Guiding Principles on 
Internal Displacement.
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DTM Haiti reports, setting out the results of different rounds of mobil-
ity tracking from 2010–2014 – that ultimately amounted to monitoring 
changes in IDP camp populations – share one common feature: they 
feature graphs visualizing the decreasing number of camp residents 
on the front page.103 Former IOM staff involved in the Haiti response 
recount a fixation on numbers, on the part of both the Haitian and the 
US government, with IOM’s country office receiving daily visits from 
the US embassy to have the latest numbers of returns and camp clo-
sures reported.104 Irrespective of the subsequent contextualization of 
DTM data (in these same reports, but also by external actors)105 point-
ing to the reasons people chose to leave the camps (among these the fear 
of contracting cholera in crowded camp settings, forced evictions and 
other safety concerns), and to the lack of safe housing in the areas people 
returned to, the primary message conveyed visually was one of progress 
towards ending displacement.

In one instance, three large settlements  – Canaan, Jerusalem and 
Onaville – were taken off the list of IDP sites at the request of the Haitian 
government, leading to a sudden drop in IDP numbers from 279,000 
in June 2013 to 172,000 in September 2013. This decision was justified 
with the assessment that these settlements showed key characteristics 
of permanent settlements.106 Amnesty International noted that ‘While 
this was true, the exclusion of these areas from the DTM had the conse-
quence of leaving thousands of IDPs outside the scope of intervention by 
humanitarian organizations.’107 In addition, there was evidence of forced 
evictions being carried out by state authorities in December 2013, indi-
cating that contrary to the recommendations of the Special Rapporteur 
on the Human Rights of IDPs, conflicts over land tenure had not been 
resolved before the recategorization of these camps as regular neighbour-
hoods.108 The Haitian example illustrates the DTM’s central role in con-
structing a narrative of progress that is disconnected from a meaningful 

 103 See, for example, DTM, ‘Haiti  – Earthquake Displacement Report 2’ (7 January 2011) 
<https://dtm.iom.int/reports/haiti-%E2%80%94-earthquake-displacement-report-
2-january-2011> accessed 11 July 2022.

 104 Interview IOM4 (n 63).
 105 Amnesty International, ‘15 Minutes to Leave – Denial of the Right to Adequate Housing in 

Post-Quake Haiti’ (2015) 2.
 106 IASC, ‘Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM) V2.0 Update’ (30 September 2013) 2 

<https://displacement.iom.int/system/tdf/reports/01_IOM%20DTM_Round%2016_
EN_20130930.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=220> accessed 11 July 2022.

 107 Amnesty International, (n 105) 46.
 108 Ibid 48.
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understanding of durable solutions to internal displacement,109 yet has 
real consequences for those affected in terms of access to support.

9.5.2 DTM ‘Flow Monitoring’ in West and Central Africa Since 2016

The so-called European refugee crisis of 2015 and 2016 not only led to the 
introduction of DTM flow monitoring along the so-called ‘Balkan route’ 
and at the EU’s external borders,110 but also to a significant expansion 
of DTM operations in West and Central Africa. In 2016, flow monitor-
ing points were set up in Mali and Niger ‘to better understand migration 
movements to Algeria and Libya on the Central Mediterranean Route’, 
and by 2018 these data collection exercises had expanded to Burkina Faso, 
Chad, Guinea, Nigeria and Senegal.111 This example shows how IOM has 
succeeded in transforming a tool developed largely for use in IDP situa-
tions to make it applicable to a wider range of contexts. While at the outset, 
DTM data collection exercises in West and Central Africa were limited to 
recording the mere number of border crossings (the main source of infor-
mation often being local officials), this was later complemented by surveys 
aimed at gaining additional information about the routes and means of 
transportation used. Interview respondents noted that the explicit focus 
on movements towards Europe (‘the system was pretty much designed to 
show that people move North’),112 and the ‘gold rush’ mentality that came 
with the readily available funding from the EU Emergency Trust Fund 
for Africa (EUTF), at times led to an indiscriminate counting of move-
ments as crisis-driven, irrespective of centuries-old mobility patterns in 
the region.113

Similar to the Haitian example, DTM data in this context was highly 
politicized. IOM staff recount a ‘massive thirst for flow data’ that was 
not subsequently used in any meaningful way114 – echoing Read et al.’s 
observation that ‘the enthusiasm for […] data is vastly outstripped by the 

 109 Sherwood et al provide an insightful overview on the multidimensional nature of the 
durable solutions process: Angela Sherwood and others, ‘Supporting Durable Solutions to 
Urban, Post-Disaster Displacement: Challenges and Opportunities in Haiti’ (Brookings 
Institution and IOM 2014).

 110 European Commission, ‘Flow Monitoring in the Mediterranean and Western Balkans’ (22 
February 2022) <https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/dataset/ds00048_en> accessed 11 
July 2022.

 111 IOM, ‘Data Bulletin – Informing a Global Compact for Migration’ (n 50) 2.
 112 Interview with IOM staff member, February 2021.
 113 Interview with independent journalist, January 2021.
 114 Interview with IOM staff member, February 2021.
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capacity to meaningfully analyse it’.115 In addition, IOM publications sug-
gest that one of the primary purposes of these data collection exercises was 
to better target IOM information campaigns about the risks of migration, 
with the aim of informing protection and assistance interventions taking 
second place.116 At the same time, European governments regarded DTM 
data as a possible source of evidence of the effectiveness of EU deterrence 
strategies.117

The latter aspect was thrown into sharp relief during a minor data-
related scandal in late 2016, when the non-profit news organization IRIN 
(renamed The New Humanitarian in 2019) uncovered how faulty DTM 
data on drastically reduced numbers of migrants transiting through 
Northern Niger was touted by the European Commission and various EU 
governments as evidence that their efforts to curb irregular movements on 
African territory were producing results.118 Apart from being a poignant 
reminder of the fact that data produced by international organizations is 
rarely questioned and generally accepted as authoritative, the fact that the 
faulty number was included in various EU documents even after the mis-
take had been pointed out illustrates the EU’s eagerness to showcase suc-
cess through numbers.119 An EU spokesperson highlighted the fact that 
regardless of the one-off miscalculation that was quickly acknowledged 
and remedied by IOM, the overall trend of decreasing numbers through 
DTM flow monitoring points in Niger remained the same.120 While this 
was true, it disregarded the fact that both external observers and DTM 
reports pointed to evidence of a divergence of travel routes rather than an 
actual decrease in transit mobility through Niger.121 This disregard of the 
DTM’s own caveats echoes dynamics from the Haiti operation, in that the 

 115 Read, Taithe and Mac Ginty (n 15) 1314.
 116 IOM, ‘Data Bulletin – Informing a Global Compact for Migration’ (n 50).
 117 Interview with independent journalist, January 2021 (hereafter: journalist1).
 118 Kristy Siegfried, ‘Exclusive: EU Migrant Policy in Africa Built on Incorrect Niger Data’ (The 

New Humanitarian, 31 January 2017) <www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news/2017/01/31/
exclusive-eu-migrant-policy-africa-built-incorrect-niger-data> accessed 11 July 2022.

 119 European Commission Joint Communication, ‘Migration on the Central Mediterranean 
Route – Managing Flows, Saving Lives’ (25 January 2017) JOIN(2017) 4 final.

 120 Siegfried (n 118).
 121 IOM, ‘Statistical Report – Overview NIGER Flow Monitoring Points (FMP)’ (November 

2016) <NIGER_IOM_FMP_Novembre_2016_EN&FR.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022; Leonie 
Jegen, ‘The Political Economy of Migration Governance in Niger’ (Arnold-Bergstraesser 
Institute 2020) 23 <www.medam-migration.eu/fileadmin/Dateiverwaltung/MEDAM-
Webseite/Publications/Research_Papers/WAMiG_country_reports/WAMiG_Niger_
country_report/WAMiG_Niger_country_report.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022.
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visual elements of DTM reports – curves pointing downwards – are selec-
tively picked up to legitimize certain policy choices, despite the fact that 
the written analysis accompanying them is more nuanced.

These examples illustrate the political value that DTM data can have 
for donors, as well as for the governments of states experiencing a dis-
placement crisis. They also show that this is largely independent from the 
quality of the data: In line with the notion of the ‘value of good enough 
numbers’,122 the performative function of DTM data may be more impor-
tant than its accuracy. However, this may have negative repercussions for 
those from whom the information was extracted, as well as broader prob-
lematic political implications. The following sections attempt to system-
ize the potential negative side of the DTM for its ‘data subjects’, which 
go hand in hand with the epistemic power the organization holds with 
regard to both internal displacement and irregular cross-border migra-
tory movements.

9.6 Risks and Pathologies: Mapping Out Key Concerns

The DTM is premised on the idea that data on displaced populations is 
essential for protection and effective interventions. This focus on the posi-
tive potential of data, and on the advocacy and fundraising roles of the 
DTM, tends to obscure the risks associated with data collection concern-
ing often highly vulnerable populations. Four areas of concern stand out.

9.6.1 Insufficient Protection of Data in Field Settings

The DTM methodology entails a number of risks with regard to the pro-
tection of personal data collected in the context of registration exercises or 
through individual or household surveys. These are mainly related to its 
reliance on vast networks of local enumerators. Their rapid mobilization 
in humanitarian crises suggests that there is limited little time for ade-
quate training on data protection procedures. This certainly is not specific 
to the DTM (interview respondents from other organizations readily con-
ceded the challenges of collecting data in crisis settings),123 yet potentially 
exacerbated by the sheer size of the operation and its overall lack of stan-
dardization. Beyond this, IDPs, especially in conflict settings, are often 

 122 Isabel Rocha de Siqueira, ‘Development by Trial and Error: The Authority of Good 
Enough Numbers’ (2017) 11 International Political Sociology 166.

 123 Interviews IO1 (n 73), IO3 (n 81) and NGO3 (n 73).
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at risk of continued persecution by state or non-state actors. Contrary to 
the wide-spread assumption in humanitarian work that being counted is 
automatically beneficial since it affords access to support, this risk may 
be heightened through the visibility that comes with data collection.124 
Risks emerge not only as regards personal data, but also non-personal yet 
demographically identifiable data. Notably, much DTM data falls into this 
category, such as when the ethnic or religious characteristics of a group 
are recorded alongside their movements.

9.6.2 ‘Erasure’ of Populations with Enduring Needs

The advocacy and fundraising function that the DTM fulfills with regard 
to IDP populations in particular comes with immense responsibilities: It 
often means that once a data collection operation is discontinued, human-
itarian support also comes to an end, plunging the respective groups back 
into a state of invisibility as far as global humanitarian efforts are con-
cerned. The problem here is not so much the fact that support structures 
are eventually dismantled, but that this is not done on the basis of a com-
prehensive needs assessment. While it is generally difficult to ensure sus-
tained funding for data collection, this challenge is exacerbated by IOM’s 
projectized funding model: once individual funding streams have dried 
up, enduring needs are no longer captured in data. In addition, some of the 
examples set out above show pressure exerted by governments can lead to 
changes in DTM categorization (from temporary to permanent returns in 
the case of Nigeria, or from camps to permanent settlements in the case 
of Haiti) that may erase populations with enduring needs from the view 
of the international community. This raises the question of whether or to 
what extent DTM staff is trained to do advocacy in the sense of actively 
bringing forward needs and concerns emerging from the data collected.

9.6.3 Crowding Out Development-Oriented Data Collectors

As a first and foremost field-based operational agency, IOM has a com-
petitive advantage over other data collectors to quickly ‘put boots on 
the ground’125 and respond to new developments. Beyond this, part 
of the DTM’s appeal to donors lies in the fact that it is presented as a 

 124 Gabriel Cardona-Fox, ‘The Politics of IDP Data’ (2020) 39 Refugee Survey Quarterly 
620, 631.

 125 Interview IOM4 (n 63).
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comprehensive package or one-stop-shop that can in theory cover all data 
needs, particularly in the context of internal displacement.126 The 2017 
IOM Framework on Addressing Internal Displacement, for instance, notes 
that the DTM increasingly provides the international community with 
information on IDP’s access to durable solutions.127 In line with this, the 
DTM is moving beyond its traditional remit of baseline assessments of the 
needs and characteristics of internally displaced persons in crisis settings, 
and into the field of collecting data on the socio-economic profiles and 
aspirations of displaced populations through survey methods. However, 
just as interview respondents shared an appreciation of the contribution 
the DTM makes during the early stages of humanitarian crises, there are 
widespread concerns as to whether the DTM – whose management has a 
humanitarian background, and whose ‘quick and dirty’ mindset persists 
in non-crisis field settings even when prodded by other actors to strive for 
improvements in data quality128 – is capable of producing the high quality 
disaggregated data on displaced populations that are essential for moving 
towards durable solutions.129 One interview respondent described DTM 
data as a helpful ‘conversation starter’ on the needs of displaced persons, 
yet highlighted the fact that at a certain stage of a displacement situation 
when the need for more fine-grained data arises, the balance tips and the 
disadvantages of DTM data start to outweigh its benefits.130 Yet a further 
monopolization of internal displacement data by DTM is likely: While 
donors are reportedly aware both of the limitations of DTM data, and are 
open to funding alternative data collectors, the bulk of the resources avail-
able tend to go towards the DTM.131 The further expansion of the DTM 
therefore comes with a real risk of crowding out actors and initiatives spe-
cializing in the collection of data required for development programming.

9.6.4 Feeding into Perceptions of Migration as a Threat

Fourth, the DTM’s continuous quest for growth has led to an expan-
sion of its data collection activities far beyond its initial field of internal 

 126 Beyond its well-established role in humanitarian needs assessments, IOM notes that 
‘DTM has also proven highly effective as a preparedness tool, as well as in support of the 
recovery and transition phase of the response’, see DTM, ‘About’ (n 97).

 127 IOM, ‘IOM Framework for Addressing Internal Displacement’ (n 93) 13.
 128 Interviews NGO2 (n 79) and NGO4 (n 91).
 129 Interview IO1 (n 73).
 130 Interview NGO4 (n 91).
 131 Interviews NGO3 (n 73) and NGO2 (n 79).
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displacement. Instead, especially since the so-called ‘European refugee cri-
sis’ and the related rise in demand for ‘flow data’, various DTM operations 
now cover irregular migration movements across borders. The funding 
sources of these operations indicate that they are primarily motivated by 
individual donors’ interest in containing migratory movements towards 
Europe on the African continent, rather than by overarching humani-
tarian or development rationales. As the account of ‘flow monitoring’ in 
West and Central Africa since 2016 demonstrates, IOM has responded to 
this demand by a sometimes indiscriminate collection of data on human 
mobility in the region. While subsequent DTM publications differentiate 
between different types of movements, clarifying that much migration on 
the African continent is intraregional,132 the aggregate numbers and cor-
responding visualizations may feed into a European discourse focusing 
on the threat of an impending African exodus towards Europe.133

These different areas of concerns indicate that an understanding of data 
protection that focuses on individually identifiable data is too narrow 
a lens for grasping the responsibilities that arise in the context of DTM 
operations. The risks and pathologies outlined above are exacerbated by 
the fact that due to IOM’s decentralized and projectized structure, the 
DTM’s rapid growth continuously outstrips the organization’s capacity 
for oversight and control. The concluding section of this chapter provides 
an overview of IOM’s data protection standards, and asks whether these 
live up to the organization’s broader ethical obligations in terms of ade-
quately addressing the risks and pathologies outlined above.

9.6.5 IOM’s Data Protection Standards: Fit for Purpose?

IOM prides itself in having been among the first international organiza-
tion to develop its own internal guidance concerning data protection. The 
IOM Data Protection Principles were developed in 2009, and set stan-
dards concerning inter alia the specified and legitimate purpose of data 
collection, data quality, consent and data security as well as oversight, 
compliance and internal remedies. A corresponding Data Protection 

 132 See, for example, IOM, Migration in West and North Africa and across the Mediterranean: 
Trends, Risks, Development and Governance (2020) 41.

 133 See, for example, Koen Leurs and Kevin Smets, ‘Five Questions for Digital Migration 
Studies: Learning from Digital Connectivity and Forced Migration In(to) Europe’ (2018) 
Social Media + Society <https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305118764425> accessed 11 July 
2022; Virginie Mamadouh, ‘The Scaling of the “Invasion”: A Geopolitics of Immigration 
Narratives in France and The Netherlands’ (2012) 17 Geopolitics 377.
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Manual was published in 2010.134 Both documents focus on the protec-
tion of personal data, and are aimed at preventing ‘unnecessary and dis-
proportionate interference into privacy’.135 The introduction to the Data 
Protection Manual acknowledges the particular sensitivity of data related 
to vulnerable groups, and notes the increased challenges linked to data 
protection and human rights related to the use of ‘advanced technology in 
migration management’.136 In terms of oversight, IOM’s Institutional Law 
and Programme Support Division of the Office of Legal Affairs serves as 
the organization’s ‘focal point […] for data protection issues and provides 
advice to ensure that personal data are processed in accordance with the 
IOM Data Protection Principles and Manual.’137

Since this initial standard-setting exercise, IOM has been engaged in 
relevant inter-agency efforts to strengthen the protection of personal data 
at the international level, including through its membership in the UN 
Privacy Group that in 2018 issued the UN Principles on Personal Data 
Protection and Privacy with the threefold aim to ‘(i) harmonize standards 
for the protection of personal data across the United Nations System 
Organizations; (ii) facilitate the accountable processing of personal data 
for the purposes of implementing the mandates of the United Nations 
System Organizations; and (iii) ensure respect for the human rights and 
fundamental freedoms of individuals, in particular the right to privacy.’138 
Further related efforts include IOM co-hosting the 6th Workshop on Data 
Protection within International Organizations with the European Data 
Protection Supervisor (EDPS) in 2017, and participating in the advisory 
board of the 2020 ICRC Handbook on Data Protection in Humanitarian 
Action that contains an extensive section on standards for processing and 
sharing personal data in the context of new technologies.139

Beyond these activities focused on the protection of personal data, 
IOM has recently started to engage in a number of processes concerned 
with the more encompassing notion of ethical and responsible data 
management. Most notably, these include its co-lead of the IASC’s Data 

 134 IOM, ‘IOM Data Protection Manual’ (2010) <www.iom.int/resources/iom-data-protec 
tion-manual-2010> accessed 11 July 2022.

 135 IOM, ‘Data Protection’ <www.iom.int/data-protection> accessed 11 July 2022.
 136 IOM, ‘IOM Data Protection Manual’ (n 134) 3.
 137 IOM, ‘Data Protection’ (n 135).
 138 UN High-Level Committee on Management, ‘Personal Data Protection and Privacy 

Principles’ (11 October 2018) <UN Principles on Personal Data Protection & Privacy. 
FINAL (1) (1) (unsceb.org)> accessed 11 July 2022.

 139 Christopher Kuner and Massimo Marelli (eds), ‘Handbook on Data Protection in 
Humanitarian Action’ (2nd edn, ICRC May 2020).
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Responsibility Working Group that developed ‘Operational Guidance on 
Data Responsibility in Humanitarian Action,140 and its coordination role 
of the Humanitarian Data Science and Ethics Group (DSEG) that recently 
published its ‘Framework for the Ethical Use of Advanced Data Science 
Methods in the Humanitarian Sector’.141 Both documents highlight the 
need for standard-setting in the field of non-personal data, reflect the state 
of the art with regard to ethical and responsible data collection and pro-
cessing (e.g. featuring significant overlaps with the 510 Data Responsibility 
Policy)142 and are in that sense of direct relevance to the bulk of DTM 
data collection in the form of non-personal data. In addition, IOM’s 2020 
Migration Data Strategy and its 2021 Internal Displacement Data Strategy 
both contain explicit commitments to adhere to principles of data respon-
sibility.143 While this indicates a significant positive development, a num-
ber of question marks remain with regard to the practical applicability of 
these stated commitments to the current modus operandi of the DTM.

First, unlike general data protection obligations (which are compre-
hensive in scope), the relevant UN standards and guidelines on data 
responsibility only apply to humanitarian contexts. Considering that 
the increasingly prominent DTM ‘flow monitoring’ component is typi-
cally used outside acute humanitarian emergencies and instead covers 
instances of cross-border migration (however mixed the motives may 
be), there remains an apparent regulatory gap in IOM’s data standards. 
Second, any mention of ethical obligations or responsibilities in the realm 
of non-personal data is conspicuously absent from IOM’s website on data 
protection that instead puts front and centre the idea that ‘Data protec-
tion is about the protection of personal data of individuals’, and features 
links to IOM’s 2010 data protection manual as well as to the 2020 ICRC 
Handbook (both of which focus on the protection of personal data), but 
none to the IASC data responsibility guidance or the DSEG framework.144 
Further, the DSEG framework itself contains an ‘Action Point’ on data 
responsibility that encourages organizations to comply with one of three 

 140 Inter-Agency Standing Committee, ‘Operational Guidance: Data Responsibility in 
Humanitarian Action’ (February 2021).

 141 Humanitarian Data Science and Ethics Group (DSEG), ‘Framework for the Ethical Use 
of Advanced Data Science Methods in the Humanitarian Sector’ <www.humanitarian 
response.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/dseg_ethi 
cal_framework_april_2020.pdf> accessed 11 July 2022.

 142 The Netherlands Red Cross (n 4).
 143 IOM, IOM Migration Data Strategy (n 5); IOM, Internal Displacement Data Strategy 

(n 36) 5.
 144 IOM, ‘Data Protection’ (n 135).
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‘sector-leading’ documents on humanitarian data responsibility, these 
three being the 2020 ICRC Handbook, the 2010 IOM Data protection 
manual and the OCHA Data Responsibility Guidelines.145 The fact that 
compliance with any one of these documents (two of which only refer to 
the protection of personal data) is deemed sufficient is likely to fall short of 
inducing real progress on the ethical and responsible processing of non-
personal data.

Taken together, this indicates a piecemeal and inconsistent engage-
ment in data-related standards beyond established principles on the pro-
tection of personal data. The rationale for this may be twofold. On the 
one hand, given the increase in so-called ‘data incidents’ that amount to 
instances of data theft or unauthorized use and disclosure of personal data 
in humanitarian settings,146 putting in place technical safeguards to avoid 
such instances in the future could be considered a reasonable priority for 
an organization like IOM. At the same time, the curious absence of refer-
ences to more encompassing data responsibility standards despite IOM 
being actively engaged in all the relevant fora and processes indicates a 
desire to showcase commitment to progress on ethics and accountability 
for reputational gains, while at the same time sidestepping the actual con-
sequences of related frameworks. More specifically, taking seriously the 
principle of data minimization that requires the limitation of data collec-
tion to what is directly necessary for a clearly specified purpose would be in 
tension with the current modus operandi of the DTM, a modus character-
ized by expansionism. An explicit commitment to apply the principles of 
data minimization and defined purpose in the collection of non-personal 
data would call into question the apparently indiscriminate collection  
of data on population movements currently carried out under the DTM.

The empirical analysis presented in the previous sections indicates that 
so far, IOM does not appear to live up to data responsibility principles. 
While both IOM’s 2020 Migration Data Strategy and the 2021 Internal 
Displacement Data Strategy show a willingness to improve upon current 
shortcomings, the institutional set-up to date has not been conducive to 
any meaningful progress: The expansion of DTM activities, both in terms 
of the number of operations and in terms of the types of movements 

 145 DSEG (n 141) 14.
 146 Nathaniel A Raymond, Daniel P Scarnecchia and Stuart R Campo, ‘Humanitarian Data 

Breaches: The Real Scandal Is Our Collective Inaction: Why It’s Time for an Independent 
Investigatory Body’ (The New Humanitarian, 8 December 2017) <www.thenewhumani 
tarian.org/opinion/2017/12/08/humanitarian-data-breaches-real-scandal-our-collective-
inaction> accessed 11 July 2022.
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covered, epitomizes IOM’s longstanding history of entrepreneurial behav-
iour.147 In this sense, the problems and pathologies outlined above should 
not be viewed as surprising, but as a consequence of IOM’s projectized and 
highly decentralized structure.148 What makes the DTM so appealing to 
donors – its flexibility, quick deployment and adaptability – has a number 
of negative side-effects as regards data responsibility. Without changes to 
the incentive structure, it seems unlikely the organization will make real 
investments in data quality and accountability. However, shortly before 
this chapter went to press, relevant institutional reforms seemed to take 
shape: In early 2022, IOM established its new Global Data Institute as an 
institutional umbrella bringing together all of IOM’s data collection and 
analysis activities under one common roof.149 At the same time, negotia-
tions about a reform of IOM’s budget that would entail permanent fund-
ing for IOM’s ‘core structure’ have moved forward, and the new Global 
Data Institute is considered part of this core structure.150 Against this back-
ground, the concluding section sets out a number of proposals for reform.

9.7 Recommendations for Reform

In order to live up to the core tenets of data responsibility – especially data 
protection provisions that take into account the potentially sensitive nature 
of non-personal yet demographically identifiable data and adherence to 
high standards of data quality – and to ensure that IOM headquarters-
level efforts to improve data quality and strengthen accountability – with 
regard to the DTM in particular – filter through to and are respected in 
field-level data collection, the following aspects are key.

First, as a matter of principle, an organization’s data collection efforts 
should not exceed its related expertise. A realistic assessment of the limits 

 147 Bradley, ‘The International Organization for Migration (IOM): Gaining Power in the 
Forced Migration Regime’ (n 7) 100.

 148 IOM’s 2020 Migration Data Strategy can be read as implicitly acknowledging this: ‘To 
ensure IOM is well placed to deliver on its data-related aspirations and realize its potential 
in this area, there is a need to strengthen migration data governance in IOM. This will 
help address fragmentation resulting from decentralization and projectization, as well as 
identify and reflect new roles stemming from new IOM responsibilities within the United 
Nations system.’ IOM, IOM Migration Data Strategy (n 5) 25.

 149 IOM, ‘Global Data Institute’ <www.iom.int/global-data-institute>, accessed 11 July 2022.
 150 IOM Standing Committee on Programmes and Finance, ‘Draft Resolution on Investing in 

the Core Structure of IOM’ IOM Doc S/30/L/4 <https://governingbodies.iom.int/system/
files/en/scpf/30th/s-30-l-4-draft-resolution-investing-in-the-core-structure-of-iom.pdf> 
accessed 11 July 2022.
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of an organization’s expertise requires independent external evaluation. 
Rather than seeking continuous growth and expansion, IOM’s manage-
ment should identify the added value the DTM brings to the international 
community’s humanitarian and development-oriented endeavours, and 
limit its engagement to these areas. With regard to data on internal dis-
placement, this could mean focusing on the provision of rapid overviews 
and humanitarian needs assessments, while leaving space for other data 
actors better equipped to produce data for development programming.

Second, in order to improve the quality of data produced through the 
DTM, a greater degree of standardization with regard to both the col-
lection and the validation of data is necessary – despite the fact that this 
entails trade-offs with the tool’s cherished flexibility and its adaptability 
to diverse contexts. This standard-setting should go hand in hand with 
obligatory trainings for DTM staff with regard to data protection, data 
responsibility and the systematic integration of protection concerns into 
data collection.

Third, awareness of the normative dimensions and the potential politi-
cal instrumentalization of migration data should be strengthened among 
technical DTM staff at all levels of the hierarchy, but especially in field 
settings. This awareness-raising should go hand in hand with guidance 
on how to collect data in a way that makes an active contribution to the 
protection of IDPs and vulnerable migrants.151

IOM’s new Global Data Institute opens up new opportunities to achieve 
these changes and to strengthen IOM’s accountability with regard to its 
data work, for example, by enhancing control and oversight of the DTM 
in particular. However, at the time of writing, the post of director of this 
new institutional entity was not yet filled, and there was no publicly avail-
able information as to its future structure and mandate. In further specify-
ing this, one key objective ought to be insulating the collection of data on 
displacement from both the market-based pressure of competition and 
political imperatives. The planned provision of permanent funding for 
IOM’s core data activities would be a prerequisite for this. If data really 
is ‘the lifeblood of decision-making’,152 the international community 
should consider high-quality data from politically independent sources 
to inform humanitarian and development interventions a common good, 
and establish the conditions for obtaining it.

 151 Cardona-Fox (n 124) 631.
 152 IOM, IOM Migration Data Strategy (n 5).
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