
THE SELECTIVE BIBLIOGRAPHY OF
FORCED MIGRATION
A Multi-Media Educational Tool Summer 2020

Counting Forced Migrants: Methods, Impact, and
Improvements

Target audience: high school (grades 9-12)

Keywords:  terminology, data

Research by Eli Appelson (Vassar College)

The United Nations reported that in 2019 there were more people forcibly displaced
than ever before, but where do these numbers come from, how accurate are they,
and what impact do they have on those who are displaced? Estimating the number
of people displaced from their homes is much more complicated than might be
expected. Numerous organizations, each with unique methodologies and biases,
estimate the scope of forced migration. The United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR), Internal Displacement Monitoring Center (DMC), and
Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM) utilize census data, surveys, and, more recently,
cellphone and social media data for their counts. Some organizations only count
people who fit the legal definition of “refugee,” others try to find the total number of
people displaced within their countries of origin, and still others aim to record how
many people are forced to leave their home, regardless of legal category. Even in an
ideal scenario, there are bound to be miscounts due to double-counts and
populations overlooked. Miscounts can cost lives. If the distribution of funding is
based on the number of people displaced and the count is too low, there will be
families who do not receive their necessary resources and if the number is too high,
it can create philanthropic paralysis.

Recognizing that forced migrants are more than their numbers, this bibliography
section aims to interrogate the methods and impact of counting forced migrants by
compiling sources that ask: who quantifies forced migration and how do they do it?
How does precise data positively impact forced migrants? How can data collection
harm those it seeks to help? And how can we improve the ways that we count forced
migrants to make them more accurate and supportive for forced migrants?
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https://www.unhcr.org/globaltrends2018/
https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html
https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html
https://www.internal-displacement.org/
https://dtm.iom.int/
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WHO COUNTS AND HOW DO THEY COUNT?
● Jeff Crisp, “‘Who has counted the refugees?’ UNHCR and the politics of

numbers,” UNHCR, June 1999
● “Displacement Tracking Matrix (DTM),” Emergency Manual, April 2019
● “Expert Group on Refugee and Internally Displaced Persons Statistics

Compilers’ Manual on Displacement Statistics,” United Nations Statistics,
February 2020

● “Global Internal Displacement Database,” IDMC

HOW HAS COUNTING FORCED MIGRANTS HELPED?
● Olav Ljones, “The importance of Official Refugee Statistics,” European Free

Trade Association, October 2015
● Marzia Rango, “How big data can help migrants,” World Economic Forum,

October 5, 2015
● “06 – Using data to support women migrants and refugees during COVID-19,”

(2020), speakers: Norah Bagirinka, Devon Cone, Christelle Cazabat, and
Federico Soda, video

HOW HAS COUNTING FORCED MIGRANTS HARMED?
● Benjamin Thomas White, “Talk of an ‘unprecedented’ number of refugees is

wrong – and dangerous,” The New Humanitarian, October 3, 2019
● Stephan Scheel and Funda Ustek-Spilda, “Why Big Data Cannot Fix Migration

Statistics,” The New Humanitarian, June 5, 2018
● Barbara Harrell-Bond, Eftihia Voutira, and Mark Leopold, “Counting the

Refugees: Gifts, Givers, Patrons and Clients,” Journal of Refugee Studies, July
1st, 1992

HOW CAN WE IMPROVE COUNTING?
● “Expert Group on Refugee and Internally Displaced Persons Statistics —

International Recommendations on Refugee Statistics,” United Nations and
Eurostat, March 2018

● “Refugee Resettlement: Using Data to Improve the System,” Grant Gordon,
Ravi Gurumurthy, 2019, podcast

2

https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/research/working/3ae6a0c22/counted-refugees-unhcr-politics-numbers-jeff-crisp.html
https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/research/working/3ae6a0c22/counted-refugees-unhcr-politics-numbers-jeff-crisp.html
https://emergencymanual.iom.int/entry/19108/displacement-tracking-matrix-dtm
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/51st-session/documents/BG-item-3n-compilers-manual-E.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/51st-session/documents/BG-item-3n-compilers-manual-E.pdf
http://www.internal-displacement.org/database/methodology
https://www.efta.int/sites/default/files/documents/statistics/ESCoP/Refugee%20%20statistics%20and%20official%20statistics%20draft%20OLJ%20%282%29.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2015/10/how-big-data-can-help-migrants/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=2486&v=qgvn8iN3sS0&feature=emb_logo
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/opinion/2019/10/03/unprecedented-number-refugees-wrong-dangerous
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/opinion/2019/10/03/unprecedented-number-refugees-wrong-dangerous
https://deeply.thenewhumanitarian.org/refugees/community/2018/06/05/why-big-data-cannot-fix-migration-statistics
https://deeply.thenewhumanitarian.org/refugees/community/2018/06/05/why-big-data-cannot-fix-migration-statistics
https://academic.oup.com/jrs/article/5/3-4/205/1522988
https://academic.oup.com/jrs/article/5/3-4/205/1522988
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3859598/9315869/KS-GQ-18-004-EN-N.pdf/d331c9cc-1091-43c2-b589-2c250bccc281
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3859598/9315869/KS-GQ-18-004-EN-N.pdf/d331c9cc-1091-43c2-b589-2c250bccc281
https://podcasts.apple.com/au/podcast/refugee-resettlement-using-data-to-improve-the-system/id1368638855?i=1000430171554

