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Summary  
 
This paper sets out the conceptual and analytical framework guiding the 

qualitative strand of research to be carried out within ITFLOWS project’s work 

package-3, which focuses on the study of drivers and trajectories of mixed 

migration towards the EU. The qualitative analysis (to be carried out through Task 

3.1 and Task 3.4) seeks to develop a better understanding of how structural 

conditions across origin, transit, host and destination contexts, and factors 

operating at the individual level interact in informing migration decisions and 

journeys, and thereby shape the patterns and dynamics of mixed migration 

arriving in the EU and unfolding at an (inter)regional level. The research is 

premised on an understanding of migration as a function of the mutually 

constitutive interaction between structure and agency, and focuses on the fluidity 

of decision-making processes (re)shaping migration journeys unfolding across 

multiple contexts. The paper details the overall conceptual framework in Section-2, 

and situates our approach within relevant debates in the literature; it then turns to 

Task 3.1 in Section-3, which clarifies the understanding of mixed migration our 

research builds on, discusses the rationale behind the choice of case studies and 

timeframe, and provides analytical guidance for the researchers involved in this 

task. Section-4 focuses on Task 3.4, and frames the interviews within the ITFLOWS 

project and work package-3, identifies the sample, discusses anonymisation and 

ethics considerations, and explains the interview methodology and analysis. The 

final section concludes, paying particular attention to broader ethical 

considerations stemming from our research. 
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1. Introduction  
 
This paper sets out the conceptual, analytical and methodological framework 

guiding the qualitative strand of research to be carried out within work package-3 

of the ITFLOWS project. The dual objectives of the ITFLOWS project are: providing 

predictions of migration flows as well as insights to civil society actors and 

municipalities involved in first-line assistance and second-level reception through 

an evidence-based ICT enabled solution (the EUMigraTool); and contributing to an 

improved governance of migration and asylum the European Union (EU) – with a 

particular focus on the phases of reception, relocation, settlement and integration 

– through in-depth analyses of drivers and patterns of migration as well as public 

sentiment towards migration.1  

 

Within the broader framework of the project, work package-3 focuses on the study 

of drivers and trajectories of mixed migration through quantitative (Tasks 3.2 and 

3.3) as well as qualitative (Tasks 3.1 and 3.4) research. In overall terms, work 

package-3 aims to further our understanding of how drivers operate across 

contexts of origin, transit and destination in shaping mixed migration, with a 

particular focus on those flows arriving in the EU. In doing so, different tasks of 

work package-3 will both feed into the prediction and modelling of mixed flows 

arriving in the EU (to be carried out in work package-6), and contribute to an 

improved governance of migration and asylum in the EU and beyond (to be carried 

out in work package-8).  

 

Task 3.1 and Task 3.4 constitute the qualitative strand of work package 3. These 

two tasks are closely linked and complement one another. Premised on an 

understanding of migration as a function of the mutually constitutive interaction 

between structure and agency, the aim of the qualitative analysis is to develop a 

better understanding of how structural conditions across origin, transit, host and 

destination contexts, and factors operating at the individual level interact in 

informing migration decisions and journeys, and thereby shape the patterns and 

                                                             
1 See, ITFLOWS – IT Tools and Methods for Managing Migration Flows, https://www.itflows.eu   

https://www.itflows.eu/
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dynamics of mixed migration arriving in the EU and unfolding at an (inter)regional 

level.  

 

Task 3.1 focuses on the macro- and meso-structures in the multiple yet interlinked 

contexts across which typically non-linear and multi-stage migration journeys 

unfold. In particular, it inquires into how (shifts in) structural factors shape the 

context in which migration decisions are made, while accounting for how relevant 

EU policies influence this wider context in which migration decisions and 

strategies are embedded, and integrating a gender perspective. Task 3.4, through a 

set of 90 semi-structured interviews, seeks to have a better understanding of how 

individuals, who have themselves undertaken migration journeys, perceive, 

experience and interact with the structural elements as well as policies 

(attempting to generate effects on both at the structural and the individual level) in 

making decisions about where, when, and how to move. Through our work carried 

out as part of these two tasks, besides shedding light on the workings of the 

mutually constitutive interaction between structural and individual dimensions in 

shaping the patterns, dynamics and trajectories of mixed migration, we also seek 

to contribute to a more effective, sustainable and humane governance of migration 

and asylum in the EU as well as at a (inter)regional level.  

 

In line with the objectives of the ITFLOWS project, the main focus is on examining 

the factors and processes that inform mixed migration flows that reach the EU, and 

hence, on the most relevant regions of origin and major routes identified from the 

perspective of the EU as a destination. The regions of origin and the migratory 

routes the qualitative analysis will focus on are: (i) from the Middle East and 

South-Central Asia along the so-called Eastern Mediterranean Route (EMR); (ii) 

from West, East and North Africa along the so-called Central and Western 

Mediterranean Routes and the Western African Route; and (iii) from Latin America 

and the Caribbean (LAC) along the so-called Atlantic Air Route. Our in-depth case 

studies will focus on particular countries of origin within these regions. These are 

Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria in the Middle East and South-Central Asia; Mali, 

Nigeria, Eritrea, Morocco and Tunisia from the different regions of Africa, and 
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Venezuela, Colombia and Honduras from the LAC region (see Section 3 for further 

discussion on the case selection).  

 

However, it should be noted that despite increasing political, policy, public and 

scholarly attention they receive in Europe, mixed flows arriving in the EU comprise 

only a small share of cross-border movement that is taking place at (inter)regional 

levels. Mixed migration to the EU is therefore only one side of broader human 

mobility dynamics. Thus, Our analyses will be built on the premise that population 

movements arriving in the EU are intrinsically linked to, and deeply embedded in a 

wider space of mobility interconnecting countries of origin to multiple transit, 

destination, and host contexts.  

 

Based on this premise, and in line with the conceptual framework detailed in this 

paper, the case studies in Task 3.1 will not only examine the interaction between 

different drivers – as well as the impact of policies and the significance of a 

gendered perspective on migrants’ decision-making and experience – in the 

contexts of origin, but also how they operate in countries acting as points of transit 

as well as destination and host contexts in this wider space of mobility in shaping 

patterns and dynamics of mixed migration towards the EU and at an 

(inter)regional level. Similarly, through the interviews in Task 3.4, our analysis 

aims at getting a better grasp of the entire migratory process and trajectories and 

how they are (re)shaped through consecutive and dynamically changing decisions 

taken across multiple contexts making up one’s experience of the journey as a 

whole.  

 

The paper is structured as follows: Section-2 sets out the conceptual framework 

guiding the qualitative analysis and situates our approach within the relevant 

debates in the literature. Section-3 delves into Task 3.1: it first provides 

clarification regarding our understanding of mixed migration, briefly discusses the 

rationale behind the selection of the case studies as well as the timeframe, and 

delves into the roadmap that provides the analytical guidance for the researchers 

involved in this task. The focus shifts to Task 3.4 in Section-4, which frames the 

interviews within the ITFLOWS project and work package-3, identifies the sample, 
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describes anonymization and ethics considerations, and explains the interview 

methodology and analysis. The final section provides a brief conclusion, with a 

particular focus on ethical considerations stemming from our research.  
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2. Conceptual framework  
 
2.1. Migration as a process shaped by the interaction between structure and 
agency  

Understanding why and where people move has been the main concern of 

migration theories starting from Ravenstein’s (1885) laws of migration, which 

largely influenced what had come to be labelled as the “push-pull” model (Lee 

1966). The basic assumption was that migration was a function of demographic 

and economic inequalities: people would be pushed out of those regions with high 

population density and low income, and pulled towards those with low population 

density and high income. In a similar vein, neo-classical theories of migration 

emphasised the importance of wage differentials between sending and receiving 

contexts as the main factors determining international migration (Todaro 1969, 

Borjas 1989, among others).  

 

While the central premise underpinning push-pull models, i.e., that structural 

factors shape migration, retains its relevance (Van Hear et al., 2018), these models 

have been criticised, inter alia, for being simplistic and reductionist, having a static 

understanding of migration, and downplaying (or distorting) the role of individual 

agency. Skeldon (1990, 125-26) argued that the factors highlighted by push-pull 

models lacked ‘a framework to bring them together in an explanatory system’. 

Others criticised their reductionist focus on demographic and economic 

differentials and their assumption that these differences in macro-structure 

‘directly ‘cause’ migration, without taking into consideration their interactions 

with other factors affecting people’s livelihoods’ (de Haas 2010, 4). A static 

understanding failing to conceive migration as a social process that is being shaped 

by dynamically changing conditions and decisions – while also impacting on the 

structures in which it is embedded in – has been identified as another major pitfall 

(de Haas 2010). Finally, disregard or problematic conceptions of agency have been 

among the major criticisms against push-pull models (de Haas 2010): on the one 

hand, these models attribute little role to individuals as shapers of migration 

processes, as migrants are assumed to be passive actors obeying the laws of 

attraction generated by macro-level inequalities. On the other, even when the role 

played by individuals is taken into account, they are conceived as rational utility 
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maximisers in possession of perfect information on the conditions in contexts of 

origin and destination, and therefore exhibit uniform migratory behaviour when 

faced by a set of push and pull factors.  

 

Several theoretical advancements have nuanced neoclassical approaches on 

international migration. Objecting to an ahistorical focus on demographic and 

economic disparities, migration transition theories took a systemic look at the 

links between migration patterns and processes of modernisation and the 

development of capitalism in different regions of the world (Massey 1988, Zelinsky 

1971, Skeldon 1997). Going beyond the push-pull model’s implicit suggestion of a 

random pairing between the poorest and the richest regions, Skeldon (1997) made 

an important contribution in terms of explaining patterned directions of migration 

by accounting for historical, political, economic, social and linguistic links forged 

through processes of state formation and (de)colonisation in driving migration 

between particular geographies. Migration systems theories (Mabogunje 1970, 

Massey 1990) developed the idea of feedback mechanisms deriving from human 

mobility that enhance connectivity between specific parts of the world. 

Contributing to a better understanding of how migration processes change the 

structures in which they are embedded in, these approaches highlighted the 

importance of factors such as the existence of settled migrant communities, 

remittance flows, and channels of social interaction and information in facilitating 

migration between particular contexts of origin and destination. Emphasising the 

importance of the meso-level, Boyd (1989) has suggested a focus on family, 

personal and community networks for a better understanding of perpetuation of 

migration. Others have zoomed in on the group level, underlining the role played 

by household strategies (i.e., risk diversification, resource maximisation) in 

informing migration decisions (Stark 1991), even if the assumption that such 

decisions were made by rational actors maximising utility was kept largely intact.  

 

Problematising a static view of migration determined by structural forces and a 

limited role attributed to agency, others have advocated for conceptualising 

migration as a social process driven and shaped also by the interplay between 

structural forces and individuals’ aspirations, perceptions, experiences, and 
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capabilities (inter alia, Carling and Collins 2018; de Haas 2010). While agency, i.e. 

individual decisions and actions, plays a role in shaping migration processes, it is 

understood as being informed (and limited) by structural constraints as well as 

perceived or real opportunities and available information. In this vein, de Haas 

(2010, 16) has suggested a ‘conceptualisation of individual migration as a function 

of capabilities and aspirations within a given set of structural constraints’. 

Individual capabilities encompass ‘the social, human and material capital 

individuals are able to mobilise in order to migrate’ (de Haas 2010, 16). Accounting 

for capabilities provides a better grasp of the different tools individuals have at 

their disposal for manoeuvring when faced with structural constraints. A focus on 

aspirations on the other hand, incorporates to the analytical framework individual 

preferences and perceptions of constraints as well as opportunities (de Haas 2010, 

17), allowing a better understanding of (differences in) the ways in which people 

respond to, and interact with structural factors.  

 

The qualitative analysis in Task 3.1 and Task 3.4 builds on such an understanding 

of migration as a social process driven and shaped by the interplay between 

structural elements and individual (and group) agency. The key element identified 

by the analysis is the constant, two-way interaction between structure and 

individual aspirations, perceptions, experiences and capabilities that informs 

migration decisions and thereby shapes the outcomes of this social process. Thus, 

structure, to which the concept of migration drivers closely speak to, does not 

automatically or exclusively “cause” migration or shape its volume, direction or 

form.2 It also implies that the same set of structural factors does not inform 

migration decisions (e.g., to move or to stay, the means to be used for cross-border 

movement, the choice of destination) in a uniform manner. It is the individual 

differences – which might themselves be structured as in differences pertaining to 

e.g., gender, ethnicity, class – in preferences, aspirations, (social and economic) 

resources and experiences that shape the ways in which individuals respond to 

and interact with structural shifts, opportunities and constraints.  

 

                                                             
2 In this vein, acknowledging the difficulty in establishing direct causal lines between structural 
conditions and migration, migration scholars have started to increasingly use the concept of 
“drivers” instead of “causes” or “determinants” of migration (Carling and Collins 2018, 920). 



Milestone nº 3 

10 

While acknowledging that the individual dimension and the structural dimension 

mutually shape one another, and hence the two cannot be neatly disaggregated in 

conceptual terms when looking into migration processes, for analytical purposes, 

we follow the definition of drivers proposed by Van Hear et al. (2018, 930) as: ‘the 

array of factors that may make up the external structural elements shaping the 

decision space for those considering migration’. Drivers are therefore understood 

as those structural factors that ‘shape the broader context within which 

aspirations and desires to migrate are formed and in which people make their 

migration decisions – whether to move or not’ (Van Hear et al. 2018, 930). 

Migration journeys may entail multiple decision-making processes in different 

contexts, which is particularly the case for mixed migration flows,3 unfolding in 

different regions of the world and also reaching Europe (see below). Therefore, our 

analysis of drivers includes, but is not limited, to those operating in the country of 

origin that play a role in shaping the primary decision to leave one’s country of 

origin/place of habitual residence.   

 

Broad (geo)political, socio-economic, security, developmental and environmental 

conditions and changes in such macro-structures in spaces of mobility connecting 

origin, transit, destination and host contexts play significant roles in feeding into 

the overall context in which migration decisions are made. At the social level, 

structures of patriarchy might play a significant role in decisions of who migrates 

to where and how, particularly relevant for an understanding of gendered 

migration experiences (see the gender section below). Past episodes of migration 

and their association with upward economic mobility or passage to adulthood 

might also lead to the development of a ‘culture of migration’, in that such deeply 

embedded cultural structures shape the migration aspirations of certain sections 

of society, e.g., youth, acting as a driver operating in the cultural and normative 

sphere (Kandel and Massey 2002).  

 

Besides drivers operating at the macro-level, meso-structures such as social, family 

and kinship networks spanning the entire space of mobility, as well as third parties 

mediating and conditioning cross-border mobility (Xiang & Lindquist 2014; Van 

                                                             
3 See, Section 3 for a conceptualisation of mixed migration flows. 
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Hear et al. 2018) also feed into migration decisions and shape migration dynamics 

(Bakewell et al. 2016). Social networks at home and abroad, including en route, 

play a significant role not only in shaping one’s perception of, and expectation from 

potential destination countries, but also in forming knowledge about the means of 

cross-border movement, factors that are essential for choosing destinations and 

planning journeys (Hagen-Zanker and Malett 2016). Information received from 

‘trusted social networks about conditions abroad, play a much stronger role in 

migrant decision-making’ than that transmitted by the governments of destination 

countries intending to shape potential migrants’ expectations about life in these 

countries (Browne 2015, 2), which often aim at deterring them from attempting to 

arrive at that particular destination (see Section 2.3 below). These networks also 

form part of one’s social and economic resources to be mobilised for migration. 

Particularly in contexts where border-crossing is securitised, the availability, 

accessibility and the modus operandi of smuggling networks throughout the 

journey play a significant role in facilitating cross-border movement and to a 

certain extent also determining its form, direction and point of destination (see, 

inter alia, Tinti and Reitano 2017), challenging the common view of a clear-cut 

duality between migrants, conceived as mere victims, and smugglers, simply 

portrayed as exploiters.  

 

Following the conception of migration as a function of the mutually constitutive 

interplay between structure and agency, inquiring into how the individual sphere 

interacts with the abovementioned structural elements is crucial for a better grasp 

of what drives and shapes mixed migration flows. One dimension of this is ascribed 

individual characteristics that play a role in shaping one’s capabilities, motives as 

well as constraints and opportunities one has to initiate and sustain the migration 

process, such as age, gender, sexual orientation, health, educational and 

professional background, and ethnic/religious belonging. Closely linked with the 

former, the other dimension relates to the formation of perceptions, aspirations, 

and intersectional experiences of migration.  

 

While examining the drivers, i.e., the (shifting) structural factors in the spaces of 

mobility connecting origin, transit, destination and host countries provides us with 
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an understanding of the context in which mixed migration journeys are planned, 

initiated and pursued, our understanding of real-life migration remains incomplete 

without a grasp of the individual dimension. As also argued by Dimitriadi (2018, 

17): ‘… it is the individual element that is perhaps the most critical and at the same 

time the hardest to capture’. While the qualitative analyses (Task 3.1) aim to get an 

in-depth grasp of the role played by structural contexts in the spaces of mobility 

connecting several origin contexts to a series of transit, destination and host areas 

including the EU (and shifts in these contexts), the main objective of our analyses 

of the interviews (Task 3.4) is getting a better grasp of the decisions, dynamics, 

experiences that make up real-life migration, as it will allow us to incorporate the 

individual dimension. Further, looking at the individual level gives a voice to the 

migrant, and ‘a perspective on human security that makes sense of migrants’ own 

conceptions of ‘security’ and the relational aspects of their agency’ (Truong et al. 

2013, 12). 

 
 
2.2. Focus on fragmented migration journeys across multiple contexts  

Migration has been typically seen as a ‘direct movement from A to B’ with a clear 

starting and end point (Hagen-Zanker and Malett 2016, 3). As Schapendonk (2013, 

12) argues, the dominant reading of human mobility has been the one that takes 

place between ‘fixed points; the A and the B, the push and the pull, the sender and 

the host, the origin and the destination’. Such reading has implied that the 

geographies, conditions, experiences and processes between the first point of 

departure and the last point of arrival have been largely disregarded in 

understanding what drives and shapes migration. Yet, an emphasis on what 

happens en route and during the journey is crucial for a better understanding of 

mixed migration flows: this is particularly true for mixed migration towards the 

EU, as against a background of preventive migration policies, migratory 

movements originating in different regions of Asia and Africa and reaching Europe 

across the Mediterranean have been more and more characterised by long, risky, 

and costly journeys involving several border-crossings, stays of differing length in 

multiple countries, and repeated decision-making processes regarding 



Milestone nº 3 

13 

(im)mobility (BenEzer and Zetter 2015; Collyer 2007; 2010, Schapendonk 2012, 

2013; Hagen-Zanker and Malett 2016; Crawley et al. 2016; Squire et al. 2017).  

 

‘Fragmented journeys’ refer to those migration journeys that are ‘broken into a 

number of separate stages, involving varied motivations, legal statuses and living 

and employment conditions’ for those who are undertaking them (Collyer 2010, 

275). This implies that most of these journeys are characterised by multiple 

decision-making processes (as to move or to stay put, where to move, and how to 

move) across several contexts and in the face of changing conditions, dynamics, 

policies and constraints. Besides shifting conditions, people encountered and 

experiences formed during the journey might have a determining effect on, inter 

alia, people’s intentions and destinations (Hagen-Zanker and Malett 2016). In 

some cases, periods spent in different locations might be considerably lengthy and 

intentions regarding settlement or onward movement change compared to one’s 

initial plans, which requires thinking of ‘serial migration of consecutive 

movements’ rather than a single journey (Crawley et al. 2016, 28). This also 

implies that the motivations for leaving one’s country of origin or habitual 

residence might be completely different than those culminating in the decision to 

move onward, while preferences as to one’s intended destination change during 

long and multi-legged journeys (see, inter alia, Crawley et al. 2016; Gebrewold and 

Bloom 2016). All this implies a stronger emphasis on the journey, and how 

motivations, intentions, plans, directions and destinations are (re)formed during 

the journey is needed.  

 

A stronger focus on the journey and the different spaces of (im)mobility – often 

lumped in together under the label of transit contexts or en route – also implies 

that a focus on the structural conditions and contextual factors in the countries of 

origin (and a single and fixed destination), while necessary, is not sufficient to 

understand what drives and shapes fragmented journeys or serial migration 

movements, which, in some cases, culminate in the outcome of crossing to the EU. 

This means that, when analysing the structural elements in which migration 

decisions are embedded, the conditions, dynamics, legal and policy frameworks in 

transit contexts, host countries, and different destination alternatives should be 
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taken into account for a more complete and nuanced understanding of mixed 

migration flows reaching the EU and unfolding across the regions connected to it. 

Besides placing greater emphasis on secondary drivers informing onward 

movement in different countries (Crawley et al. 2016), approaching migration 

journeys as non-linear processes being shaped by different contexts also requires 

inquiring into how the opportunity-constraint structures that facilitate or hinder 

cross-border mobility (e.g., entry-exit regulations, border control measures, 

availability of and access to migrant smuggling services in restrictive border 

regimes) change en route.  

 

Following the above, the qualitative analyses (Task 3.1) will not only examine 

migration drivers in countries of origin, but also the social, economic, political, 

security conditions and policy developments in countries acting as transit, 

destination and host contexts for individuals involved in mixed migration flows, 

paying particular attention on how such conditions across different contexts might 

combine and interact in informing migration dynamics. In other words, while the 

focus of the qualitative analyses will be on mixed migration flows arriving at the 

EU’s external borders through major migratory routes conventionally identified by 

international stakeholders, we depart from the observation that these movements 

cannot be seen in isolation from political, social, economic, geopolitical conditions 

and policy developments taking place in, and shaping a much larger space of human 

mobility – of which the EU and Mediterranean and Atlantic routes form part. 

Beyond geographical elements that link these different contexts, it is also, and 

perhaps more importantly so, the interlocking of their political, economic, security 

and (migration) policy landscapes (see below) that make them part of a common 

space of mobility. Thus, rather than looking at each context in isolation, the 

analyses will seek to inquire into how structural elements – as well as policy 

developments – in these different yet interconnected geographies come together 

and act in tandem as to drive and shape mixed migration in particular ways. Here, 

our analysis will relate to the notion of ‘driver complexes’ developed by Van Hear 

et al. (2018, 940), which highlights the ‘clustering of particular drivers into 

complexes which are more than the sum of their parts’, while focusing on the 

drivers (informing both primary and secondary migration) and the interplay 
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between them in origin, transit, destination and host contexts in the spaces of 

human mobility relevant for mixed migration flows reaching the EU.  

 

In terms of examining the individual dimension, a focus on the journey and the 

different geographies forming part of the spaces of mobility connecting several 

regions of origin (also) to the EU, implies examining how people experience, 

respond to and interact with different structural contexts and policy regimes. 

Therefore, the interviews (Task 3.4) aim to capture the (changing) decisions, plans, 

intentions and experiences of migrants and asylum-seekers not only at departure 

and upon arrival to the EU, but throughout the entire trajectory, also from a gender 

perspective (see Section 2.4).   

 
 
2.3. The role of policy in shaping migration dynamics  

While the scope of and importance attached to migration policy – particularly in 

the EU – has been growing, whether and which policies play a role in shaping 

migration is still debated in the literature. Migration policies are largely defined as 

those instruments that are ‘established in order to affect behaviour of a target 

population (i.e. potential migrants) in an intended direction’ (Czaika and de Haas 

2013, 489). While migration-related policies span a wide spectrum from 

immigration, emigration, border and mobility control to integration or diaspora 

engagement policies, they are typically conceived as moving along a liberal-

restrictive continuum. Restrictive emigration measures act as ‘formal exit barriers’ 

as exit visa, exit taxes, prohibition, imprisonment, and penalties on family, whereas 

restrictive immigration policies include ‘formal entry barriers’, such as entry visa, 

quota, prohibition to entry, imprisonment, and fines (Bodvarsoon and Van der 

Berg 2013, 6). Scholarship has conventionally identified migration policies, 

especially in the West and OECD countries, as immigration policies, also 

highlighting their restrictive effects on migration flows, particularly from 

developing countries (Scipioni 2018, 50). Policies of the EU and its Member States 

largely fall into this categorisation.  
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In the EU migration policy context, the emphasis has been increasingly placed on 

the prevention of undesired movement of migrants and asylum seekers from non-

EU countries before they already reach the EU, through a mixture of internal and 

external measures primarily oriented at reinforcing the control of the Union’s 

external borders as well as those oriented at “containment” (outside the EU) and 

“deterrence”. This policy approach, reflecting increasingly ‘securitised’ and 

‘externalised’ ways of migration management is not new (for earlier accounts on 

securitisation, see, inter alia, Huysmans 2000, 2006; on externalisation, see, 

Boswell 2003; Gammeltoft-Hansen and Gammeltoft-Hansen 2008). Yet, it has 

become further reinforced in the aftermath of the large-scale population 

movements that arrived in the EU during 2015-16, when ‘the incapacity or lack of 

political willingness by many EU Member States to secure solidarity-based 

responses and safe reception conditions for those seeking international protection’ 

transformed it into a major political and policy crisis (Carrera et al. 2019, 1).  

 

Such preventive policies are based on the assumption that they can deter and 

dissuade people considering migration from moving, and from heading towards a 

specific direction (Hagen-Zanker and Malett 2016). According to Carling and 

Hernández-Carretero (2011, 52-53), EU policies designed to restrict unauthorised 

migration can be categorised into: those aiming at blocking unauthorised migrants 

from entering or remaining in the EU through ‘direct control’ (e.g., border 

surveillance at and beyond EU borders, repatriation); those aiming to deter people 

considering migration from attempting to do so (e.g., measures demonstrating the 

success of direct control measures and hence the low probability of or risks 

entailed in irregularly reaching and staying in the EU); and those aiming to 

dissuade people considering migration from attempting to do so (e.g., awareness 

raising campaigns or, measures aiming to create employment alternatives in 

countries of origin).  

 

‘Direct control’ and ‘deterrence’ policies are often closely linked, and aim limiting 

access to EU territory by migrants, asylum seekers and refugees. Examples to 

‘direct control’ in the EU countries include hardening the physical borders through 

fences and walls, clamping down on smugglers, elevating entry barriers through 
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more rigorous visa requirements, restricting legal migration and asylum channels, 

deportations and illegal push-backs. Towards the deterrence end of the spectrum 

are measures that are considered to reduce the “pull factors” in the EU, such as 

narrowing down the rights of migrants and refugees in Europe, for instance by 

limiting the scope of family reunification, maintaining a low level of investment in 

national reception capacities, or the elimination of Search and Rescue Activities 

along the most dangerous routes. Gammeltoft-Hansen and Hathaway (2014, 6) 

labelled these as ‘non-entrée policies’ that seek to keep irregular migrants, and 

especially refugees, from accessing national jurisdictions of countries of 

destination. Deterrence also entails (negative) messaging and information 

campaigns about the difficulty of reaching and remaining in the EU due to effective 

control policies; those underlining the lack of “pull factors”, e.g., the limited nature 

of employment or legal residence opportunities in European destinations; or those 

highlighting risks of migration journeys, which directly target people considering 

migration in countries of origin or somewhere else en route (Hagen-Zanker and 

Malett 2016, 27-28; Gammeltoft-Hansen and Tan 2017, 38). The criminalisation of 

irregular migrants constitutes another form of broader deterrence (Gammeltoft-

Hansen and Tan 2017, 37). 

 

Preventive policies go well beyond the EU territory and its external borders. As 

managing irregular migration has been more deeply incorporated in the EU’s 

relations with third countries along the major EU-bound migratory routes (see, 

inter alia, Guild 2019), direct control measures have also been extended to 

countries of origin and transit, which ‘have become increasingly involved in the 

remote control of the European Union’s external border’ (Fargues 2020, 377). 

Besides externalisation of border and mobility control, the EU’s preventive policy 

regime also increasingly relies on providing (mainly) financial assistance to 

refugee-hosting countries aiming on the one hand supporting the ‘consolidation of 

these countries’ asylum systems in the long run’, and on the other ‘seeking to 

diminish the incentives for refugees in these countries to attempt irregular arrival 

in the EU in the short as well as the long run’ (Okyay 2019, 4). This component of 

the preventive policy toolbox can be summarised as ‘the externalisation of 

protection obligations and containment of migrants in third transit states’ (Tsourdi 
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2019, 30). The expansion of preventive policies to countries of origin finds its 

expression in the increasing EU emphasis on addressing the so-called “root causes” 

of migration. This is, however, mainly pursued through channelling development 

aid to countries of origin and mainstreaming migration into development policies 

so as to reduce departures, while being often accompanied with and linked to 

measures aimed at enhancing origin countries’ cooperation on readmission of 

their nationals with no right to legal residence in the EU (see, inter alia, Chetail 

2019).  

 

Despite their growing scope, evidence suggests that migration policies’ capacity to 

generate their intended effects remains rather limited, particularly when it comes 

to ‘the overall volume and long-term trends of migration’ (de Haas 2011, 27; see 

also, Czaika and de Haas 2011, 2013; de Haas and Vezzoli 2011). This does not 

mean, however, that policies, in general terms, do not generate effects on 

migration processes and trends. In comparing the role played by the wider 

spectrum of policies as opposed to those that particularly target migration, De 

Haas (2011, 24) has distinguished between ‘the preponderant role of states in 

migration processes’ and ‘the comparatively more marginal role of specific 

immigration and emigration policies’. Echoing this, the literature points out a 

greater influence of policies, such as those in the labour, macroeconomic, welfare, 

foreign, trade, or aid realms as well as that of colonial legacies on migration 

(Czaika and de Haas 2013, 489). When it comes to countries in conflict, a greater 

role can be attributed also to the geopolitical dynamics and multilateral or 

peacebuilding efforts. While restrictive migration and asylum policies intend to 

influence the direction of movement by attempting to deter people from moving 

towards a particular country, the analysis by Thieleman (2004, 3) of 20 OECD 

countries in the period between 1985 and 1999 suggests that ‘key determinants of 

an asylum seeker’s choice of host country are historical, economic and reputational 

factors that largely lie beyond the reach of asylum policy makers’. Similarly, in a 

qualitative study relying on in-depth interviews and focus groups with migrants 

and refugees (who arrived to Europe in early-mid 2010s), Hagen-Zanker and 

Malett (2016) found that in the EU context, expectations and perceptions about 
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access to education, other essential services, and to employment play a much 

greater role in determining one’s destination than migration policies.  

 

Control and deterrence policies often generate effects that ‘reshape’ or redirect 

particular migration dynamics rather than preventing or stopping migration in 

absolute terms (Hagen-Zanker and Malett 2016). According to de Haas (2011, 25-

27), restrictive policies generate ‘substitution effects’, which include diversion of 

flows to contexts with less restrictive policies; shifts in migration channels and 

means, e.g., from regular to irregular; adjustments in the timing of onward 

movement (i.e., expediting or postponing); or discouraging return. Within the EU 

context, Hagen-Zanker and Malett (2016) found that such policies seem to have 

played a role in redirecting some migrants’ destination to a country that is 

perceived more welcoming relative to more restrictive alternatives, which was 

particularly the case for those who did not have a clearly defined destination. In 

their words:   

 ‘ … while preventive or restrictive policies in and of themselves probably don’t 
work, the question is ultimately a relative one. What this means is that variations 
between different countries’ migration policies likely do affect where people end 
up, with some (but not all) migrants (re)directing themselves towards places 
deemed more welcoming’ (Hagen-Zanker and Malett 2016, 37).  

 
This is in line with our approach of looking into migration dynamics against a 

broader background of conditions and policies (beyond a binary pair of origin and 

destination), in which the interlocking of the political, economic, security and 

migration policy landscapes in different destination, host and transit contexts 

plays a combined role in influencing migration decisions and dynamics.  

 
In short, all this implies that policies per se cannot shape overall volumes or long-

term trends of migration, as migration decisions are informed by a complex 

combination of factors that are beyond the range of influence of a single policy 

area. However, policies – in particular those beyond the realm of migration – play a 

role, amongst other factors, in influencing the broader structural context in which 

migration decisions are made, even if it proves challenging to establish clear causal 

and deterministic mechanisms between one factor, i.e., the policy framework in a 

particular domain, and the complex process of migration that is shaped by the 

interaction between several elements at the macro, meso and micro level. 
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Migration policies, including restrictive measures, generate some effect on ‘the 

dynamics of migration (where people go, when they leave, how they do it)’ (Hagen-

Zanker and Malett 2016, 1). While they are far from being the main determining 

element, such policies play a role particularly in shaping the (real or perceived) 

opportunity-constraint structures informing mobility throughout the entire 

trajectory.  

 

While covering the entire set of non-migration policies is beyond the scope of our 

analyses, to the extent possible, attention will be paid to the implications of the 

wider set of EU foreign, security, development policies – which, as mentioned 

before, are increasingly interlinked with EU migration policy objectives – for the 

general and migration-specific contexts in origin, transit, destination and host 

countries under consideration. As for migration policies, besides the instruments 

developed and rolled out by the EU as a region of destination, the analyses will also 

pay attention to (notable shifts in) migration and asylum policies of non-EU 

countries relevant to mixed migration flows in the spaces of mobility connecting 

the selected regions of origin to Europe. More importantly, the analyses will also 

delve into the processes through which the growing externalisation of the EU’s 

prevention-oriented policy framework generates a closer interplay with policies 

enacted by governments in origin, transit, destination and host countries, and 

influences the conditions, alternatives as well as opportunity-constraint structures 

for those considering (onward) migration in these contexts. The qualitative 

analyses in Task 3.1 will therefore also look into national/regional policies that are 

developed, changed, or enforced as part of migration cooperation with the EU, and 

whether and how these might have shaped opportunity-constraint structures, 

informed (onward) migration decisions and influenced mixed migration dynamics 

in combined – and sometimes unintended – ways.  

 

In terms of the individual dimension, through the interviews (Task 3.4), the 

analyses will seek to examine how knowledge of policies is formed; whether/how 

implications generated by (changing) policies influence one’s experience in 

different contexts and at different stages throughout the journey; and how such 

knowledge and experience shape individuals’ perception of opportunity-constraint 
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structures and the ways in which they interact with them. In looking into this 

interaction, it would be important to keep in mind how gender informs one’s 

formation of knowledge and perception about policies, and how policies 

themselves might take on a particularly gendered nature and thereby might 

generate different effects (see below).  

 
 
2.4. Integrating a gender perspective  

As noted in the ITFLOWS Gender Action Plan (Boland and Tschalaer 2021), 

dimensions of gender and sexuality are central to any discussion of migration 

opportunities (including access to migration networks or resources) or destination 

choices, as societal and political gender norms and expectations structure 

immigration and integration politics, policies and practices. Moreover, gendered 

and sexualised experiences and processes of migration to the EU are influenced by 

colonial histories (Nair 2013). Finally, it is crucial to consider how gender identity 

and sexual orientation intersect with dimensions of age, class, ethnicity, religion, 

race and ableism. Consequently, macro and meso factors, as well as policies which 

influence these factors, do not only impact differently on women, 

lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender/queer/intersex (LGBTQI+), and men, but the 

dynamics between these factors are also experienced in diverse ways by 

individuals. 

 

On the macro level, socio-economic, political and legal structures set an overall 

context in which women and LGBTQI+ groups are systematically disadvantaged 

and/or excluded. As Marchetti (2018, 449) has pointed out, the ‘international 

division of industrial production, in fact, shows gender-segregated sectors of 

employment, with women and girls working more often in … the 3D jobs: 

dangerous, demanding and demeaning’. Existing legal and policy frameworks 

surrounding human rights, migration and asylum, gender-based violence, 

integration, employment, and health do not correspond in design or 

implementation to the specific experiences of women, girls and LGBTQI+ 

individuals on the move or settling in destination countries. In some national 

contexts, women are legally barred from inter alia, legal autonomy, property 
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rights, the right to their children and/or to transfer of their nationality to their 

children, reflecting structures of patriarchy.   

 

Gender stereotyping in countries of origin, transit and destination is a frequent 

cause of both discrimination against women and gender-based violence, all of 

which impact on migration processes. Systemic and rising gendered violence 

against women and girls in origin countries is cited as influencing the composition 

of migration flows, a pattern observed in Central America, for example (Hierro 

2016). Moreover, in some states, LGBTQI+ relations are legally prohibited and 

punished, while also socially heavily penalized (Boland and Tschalaer 2021). While 

criminalisation of homosexuality has generally decreased in the past last two 

decades, rising populist and authoritarian politics currently fuel anti-LGBTQI+ 

attitudes and politics. Moreover, colonial anti-LGBTQI+ penal laws that continue to 

underlie constitutional and criminal law legislations in the Middle East and North 

Africa, Caribbean, and Southeast Asia are being revived in a context of societal 

polarization and authoritarianism. Lesbian-identifying women, gay men and 

transwomen are often vulnerable to social marginalization, physical, sexual 

violence and incarceration in their country of origin and during transit (Tschalaer 

2020). Moreover, in Europe, research indicates specific difficulties for LGBTQI+ 

individuals in obtaining asylum (Danisi et al. 2020). 

 

Unequal power relations are also deeply engrained at the group level that may play 

a significant role in migration decisions and experiences. Firstly, when it comes to 

family, kinship and the extended family in the diaspora, structures of patriarchy 

might prevail. Patriarchies are ‘hierarchies of power, domination, and control’ 

which affect ‘women's ability to migrate, the timing of that migration, and the final 

destination’ (Boyd and Grieco 2003, 3), as well as the trajectory. Truong et al. 

(2013, 7) have pointed out that examining diverging migration motivations 

between men and women entails understanding the gendering of the household 

unit as a space of power, with activities and interests that can be interpreted as 

‘cooperative conflict’, and hegemonic cultural approaches to gender influence both 

behaviours and reinforces established gender norms. In brief, gender underlies 
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power relations within the household, defining cultural attitudes and related 

bargaining power (Ibid.). 

 

Since families rely heavily on the unpaid care work of women, they are more likely 

to send men on the migration journey, entailing specific consequences for women. 

Furthermore, the migration trajectory might be seen as more dangerous for 

women, particularly in contexts of war and social unrest. Refugee and internally 

displaced women and girls are particularly prone to gender-based violence and 

conflict-related sexual violence, and continue to be extremely vulnerable to sexual 

violence or exploitation on their migration journeys. For example, accounts of 

sexual violence, killings, torture and religious persecution collected by Amnesty 

International reveal the range of abuses along the smuggling routes to and through 

Libya (Amnesty International 2016). At the same time, sending men as migrants 

makes them similarly subject to various forms of danger to their lives and to 

violence (including the burning of identity, low social status in receiving country, 

being treated as a supplier of money back home (Sinatti 2013). They may also face 

intersectional, racialised discrimination in countries of transit and destination, as 

in the case of Sub-Saharan migrants in North Africa and Europe (Gazzotti 2021). 

Furthermore, queer migration research has revealed that LGBTQI+ persons on the 

move are very likely to experience extreme forms of physical, sexual, and 

psychological violence both in transit as well as after arrival to the EU (Held and 

Tschalaer, 2019).  

 

In terms of the individual dimension, and from the perspective of women, LGBTQI+ 

and men, factors on the macro and meso level intersect in diverse ways to 

influence the why, when, how, and where of migration which is captured well by 

the concept of intersectionality, coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw. As Boyd and Grieco 

(2003) have pointed out, various factors need to be taken into consideration:  

‘Individual factors include age, birth order, race/ethnicity, urban/rural origins, 
marital status (single, married, divorced, widowed), reproductive status (children or 
no children), role in the family (wife, daughter, mother), position in family 
(authoritative or subordinate), educational status, occupational skills/training, labor 
force experience, and class position. Family factors include size, age/sex 
composition, life-cycle stage, structure (nuclear, extended, etc.), status (single 
parent, both parents, etc.), and class standing. Societal factors include those 
community norms and cultural values that determine whether or not women can 
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migrate and, if they can, how (i.e., labor or family reunification) and with whom 
(alone or with family)’ (Boyd and Grieco 2003, 4).  

 

As soon as a person becomes a migrant, an additional layer is added to 

intersectionality. This raises important questions: How do women, LGBTQI+ and 

men experience their intersection in country of origin and throughout the journey? 

Furthermore, as Marchetti has asked, ‘how does the migration–gender nexus affect 

the negotiation of duties, expectations, possibilities and opportunities that apply 

differently to men and women along their migratory experience?’ (Marchetti 2018, 

445). 

 

Regarding policies, European states are major actors in generating gendered 

migration processes, as part of the current transnational labour market shaped by 

colonial legacies. The “regular” or normalised migration flows from Eastern 

Europe and LAC countries to the EU have, for example, been observed as exhibiting 

patterns of ‘feminisation,’ particularly as related to global care chains (Vanore and 

Siegel 2015; Villares Varela et al. 2006). The flows which the EU frames as 

“irregular” or “clandestine” are also gender-specific and portrayed as dominated 

by male migrants, even though it should be mentioned that there are inadequate 

data on gender-differentiated flows, and in particular no data on LGBTQI+.  

 

Beyond migration policies, Western foreign, trade, and development policies in 

general also influence on the conditions in countries of origin and transit in 

gendered ways. While the EU/MS seek to “gender-balance” their policies, these in 

particular might be problematic in framing, normalising and reproducing unequal 

and discriminatory relations. The EU and the US, for example, frequently refer to 

women in North Africa as ‘underutilized economic resources’ and as ‘non-

productive’ (Huber 2017). Finally, Western states frequently also securitise gender 

relations. Particularly with the war on terror, a discourse emerged of ‘saving 

Muslim women from Muslim men’ which has marginalized women, denied them 

agency and voice, and has increased stereotypes (Montoya and Augustin 2013, 

Ahmed 2013, Khalid 2015). As Huber has pointed out, ‘US and EU gender policies 

are reproducing the framing of young Muslim men as active and as threats and 
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young Muslim women as passive, non-productive, and as victims’  (Huber 2017, 

123). This creates an overlapping discrimination.  

 

Much of the literature on gender and migration has focused on the experiences of 

female migrants in receiving countries (migrant domestic and care work, sex work, 

as well as how migration has shaped gender relations and identities), while less 

attention has been paid to pre-departure and transit contexts, not only as relates to 

women but also men and LGBTQI+ individuals (Gazzotti 2021). Further, the study 

of gender as pertains to irregular migration requires further examination 

(Schrover et al. 2009, 9). Through integrating a gender perspective to our analyses, 

we also aim to contribute to the literature on gender and migration by shedding 

some new light on these underdeveloped considerations.  
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3. Task 3.1: Qualitative analysis of migration drivers and 
trajectories 

The research in Task 3.1 proceeds in an inductive way and is based on single in-

depth case studies relevant for mixed migration flows arriving from three major 

regions of origin to the EU external borders particularly over the past decade. The 

analyses will examine the drivers, patterns and trajectories of mixed migration 

from: (i) South-Central Asia and the Middle East along the Eastern Mediterranean 

Route; (ii) North, West, and the Horn of Africa along the Central and Western 

Mediterranean Routes and the Western Africa Route; and (iii) Latin America and 

the Caribbean along the Atlantic Air Route. Within these regions, in-depth case 

studies focus on selected countries of origin: (i) Afghanistan, Syria and Iraq as part 

of South-Central Asia and the Middle East; (ii) Eritrea, Nigeria, Mali, Morocco and 

Tunisia as part of the several sub-regions of Africa; and (iii) Venezuela, Colombia 

and Honduras as part of Latin America and the Caribbean. The case studies are 

structured on the basis of the countries of origin and the main focus in terms of 

destination is on the EU. However, these migratory movements unfold in/along 

larger spaces of mobility including European as well as non-European geographies. 

Thus, the analyses will also examine (shifts in) the structural conditions and 

relevant policy developments in multiple non-EU countries that set the scene for 

fragmented, multi-stage and fluid migration journeys, and which act as transit 

points (seen from the lens of the EU as destination) and (in some cases also) as 

destination and host contexts.  

 

Before delving into a roadmap providing the analytical guidance for the 

researchers involved in Task 3.1 in Sections 3.3 – 3.5, the following pages will lay 

out some key definitions and clarifications regarding mixed flows, and briefly 

discuss the rationale behind the selection of the case studies as well as the 

timeframe on which the analyses will primarily focus.  

 

 

3.1. Mixed migration flows  

Population movements taking place in past decades in different regions of the 

world, including those eventually reaching the external borders of the EU defy 
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straightforward, simplistic and “black and white” conceptions of drivers, 

trajectories and forms of migration. Contemporary migration movements – taking 

place in an increasingly restrictive policy environment – have been conceptualised 

as “mixed migration flows”: mixed flows are characterised by journeys that entail 

regular and/or irregular crossing of multiple borders and stays in various 

countries, bring together people moving due to different (while at the same time 

intertwined) reasons, and are often marked by high degrees of vulnerability and 

precarity for those involved in them. In our analyses, we adopt the understanding 

of mixed migration proposed by the Mixed Migration Centre (no date, 1):   

‘Mixed migration refers to cross-border movements of people including refugees 
fleeing persecution and conflict, victims of trafficking and people seeking better lives 
and opportunities. Motivated to move by a multiplicity of factors, people in mixed 
flows have different legal statuses, as well as a variety of vulnerabilities. Although 
entitled to protection under international human rights law, they are exposed to 
multiple rights violations along their journey. Those in mixed migration flows travel 
along similar routes, using similar means of travel – often travelling irregularly and 
wholly or partially assisted by migrant smugglers.’  

 

In the absence of the possibility of obtaining a visa or another form of entry 

authorisation at the border crossings, spontaneous mixed migration inflows 

recorded at the various EU sea and land borders (considered as part of the EMR, 

CMR, WMR and WAR) are regarded as irregular by the EU and its member states, 

and hence, will be treated as such in the analyses. However, as also suggested by 

the definition provided above by the Mixed Migration Centre, irregular forms of 

border-crossing, although a predominant feature, are not an exclusively defining 

feature of mixed migration flows.  

 

Further, migration movements from LAC states to the EU can largely be classified 

as regular or authorised at first point of entry, as the majority of LAC nationals 

entering the EU arrive by air through Spain via a valid passport and short stay visa. 

However, migrants may then fall into an irregular situation when they extend their 

stay longer than the maximum allowed period provided by these visas and face 

limitations in alternative pathways to regularisation (Gil Araujo and González-

Fernández 2014), thus forming part of mixed migration populations in Spain or 

other EU Member States. In this sense, while arrivals of migrants and asylum 

seekers from Venezuela, Colombia and Honduras in the EU may be initially 
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authorised, unlike the nationalities of concern along the sea and land borders Task 

3.1 examines, LAC countries are still included among the case studies due to 

patterns in overstaying temporary visas, as well as given the significant increases 

in LAC national asylum applications to the EU in recent years, particularly to 

member state Spain.  

 

 

3.2. Choice of cases and timeframe  

A combination of factors informs the choice of countries of origin that will be 

subject of in-depth case studies. In their respective regions, they represent 

countries of origin from which a large share of migrants and asylum seekers have 

irregularly (or regularly in the case of Latin America and the Caribbean) arrived in 

the EU particularly over the past decade. Considering the spontaneous nature of 

arrivals at the EU external borders characterising mixed migration from Asia and 

Africa, examining the factors driving and shaping cross-border mobility from these 

countries is particularly relevant for contributing to a better understanding of past 

and future patterns and composition of mixed flows towards the EU, particularly 

with a view to enhancing the preparedness of first-line assistance and reception, in 

line with the objectives of the ITFLOWS project. As most of the selected countries 

are highly represented among the asylum applications made in the EU over the 

past decade, they are also relevant for the provision of international protection in 

the EU in general, and second level reception, asylum processing, settlement and 

longer term integration in particular, all of which areas of specific attention for 

ITFLOWS. Finally, in overall terms, the case studies are aligned with the focus 

chosen by the broader scope of the ITFLOWS project, and largely overlap with the 

countries of origin selected for quantitative analyses in WP3 as well as the 

modelling exercises carried out in WP6.  

 

Furthermore, migration from these contexts also shows differences in terms of the 

combination of drivers operating in the origin countries as well as conditions and 

policies – not limited to the migration sphere - shaping structures en route. In 

many cases observed, protracted and/or localised conflicts, their wider political 

and economic implications affecting livelihoods and human security in the broader 
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sense, as well as the ebbing and flowing of violence stand out in shaping the 

context in which migration decisions are made. Peaks of massive violence in such a 

context can become a predominant – yet not exclusive – factor in shaping 

migration dynamics in a larger mobility space. Effects of a politically oppressive 

environment and authoritarian regimes have also been at play in many selected 

cases, even if such effects are manifested in varying degrees and forms, also 

depending on context-specific dynamics of social, economic and political 

marginalisation. Again, when political-economic shocks happen in such a context, 

they might become one of the predominant factors in impacting decision-making.   

 

Beyond the origin countries, migration trajectories linking these countries to the 

EU also show differences, while some transit contexts act as common hubs (e.g., 

Libya, Turkey) largely depending on one’s sub-region of departure. The conditions 

and the opportunity-constraint structures in these contexts – that may act as 

destination alternatives and/or transit points for onward movement towards 

Europe – inform the experiences and decisions of migrants and asylum seekers en 

route. Hence, such variation and commonality would help the analyses shed 

further light on our understanding of the factors (beyond a binary pair of origin 

and destination) that drive and shape mixed migration both towards the EU and 

within the respective regions.  

 

In terms of the timeframe, the analyses will mainly focus on the last decade, in 

particular the period between 2009 and 2020, while attention will be paid to 

historically contextualise migration (see Section 3.1 below). This timeframe has 

been selected primarily due to the availability of systematic and complete data on 

mixed flows spontaneously arriving at the EU external borders as well as on 

asylum applications in the EU. It is also a period in which the volume of mixed 

flows along the main routes towards the EU as well as in the relevant non-EU 

regions under consideration witnessed a relative increase. Further, with the effects 

of the relatively larger scale arrivals the EU received in the 2015-16 period, the 

second half of the decade also saw significant developments in terms of EU 

migration policy both in its internal and external dimensions, generating effects for 

the wider political and policy context shaping human mobility towards Europe and 
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across transit and destination contexts relevant for the selected countries/regions 

of origin. 

 

 

3.3. Historical contextualisation of migration: Migration profile  

As a departure point, the analyses will provide a historically contextualised picture 

of migration in relation to each case country. While the main focus is on out-

migration from the countries, if and when relevant, migration to and through these 

countries will be also taken into account, as well as regional mobility patterns 

encompassing these areas. The analyses will pay attention to (i) the predominant 

forms and directions of migration, (ii) the composition and profile of migrant 

populations in different destination contexts, and (iii) the broader context in which 

these particular migratory patterns had been established. In providing such 

background, we will mainly focus on broad patterns since the decolonisation 

period until 2010, as the last decade will be analysed in greater detail (and with a 

particular focus on the EU-bound migration) in the next step. 

 

In order to inquire into the predominant forms and directions of migration, the 

analyses should look into historical trends. The analyses will pay attention to the 

following questions in particular: Which main regions and countries of destination 

particular forms of migration have been directed to? How migration forms and 

directions - including but beyond the EU - have historically evolved? Historically, 

what have been the main economic, socio-political, and security factors (and 

others) that had a bearing on different episodes of outmigration?  Looking into the 

evolution (i.e., emergence, accentuation or fading out) of predominant migration 

patterns embedded in particular contexts and in particular moments in history will 

help the analyses account for continuities as well as shifts in the broader structure 

and how they have informed longer term dynamics, trends, forms and directions of 

migration.  

 

While looking into past patterns of migration, the analyses will also aim at 

providing an account on the profile and composition of migrant communities (e.g., 

socioeconomic status; gender; political affiliation; ethnic, religious, linguistic 
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background) in these different destination contexts. In doing this, the analyses will 

start inquiring into the following questions: What role have socio-economic status 

and differing degrees of access to financial and social capital – as well as education 

- played in structuring migration patterns towards particular destinations? Is 

migration towards particular destinations gendered? Have macro-structures in the 

origin context (e.g., conflict or persecution) impacted differently on particular 

ethnic, religious, linguistic groups, and how? Whether/how have higher or lower 

barriers to mobility (e.g., geographic distance to destination, formal entry barriers 

in countries of destination) and the profile of established immigrant communities 

(and prospective migrants’ connections with them) contributed to stratification of 

migration across different destination contexts? 

 

Finally, in line with the crosscutting objectives of accounting for the role played by 

policies (particularly but not exclusively of the EU) in shaping migration processes 

and outcomes and integrating a gender perspective, in providing this historical 

background, the analyses will also pay attention to these two dimensions.  

 

 

3.4. Analysis of recent trends: Mixed migration flows and asylum 
applications in the EU (2009-2020)  

In a second step, focusing on the last decade, the analyses will focus on how 

irregular arrivals (from the origin countries along the Eastern, Central, and 

Western Mediterranean Routes and the Western Africa Route) and asylum 

applications (from all countries of origin) have evolved. In order to have a 

comprehensive perspective on the irregular arrival patterns from the case 

countries along the EMR, CMR, WMR and WAR in this period, data provided by 

Frontex on the apprehensions of irregular border-crossings will be used.4 As 

described earlier, irregular arrivals of LAC nationals to the EU largely take place 

via air travel to Spain on the Atlantic Air Route, and not via the land or sea border-

crossings recorded by Frontex. With respect to the inherent difficulty of estimating 

irregular arrivals on this route, context will be provided via a combination of three 

datasets: (annual) Spanish municipal registrations of foreign nationals, (annual) 

                                                             
4 Frontex monthly statistics on “Detections of illegal border-crossings”, available at Frontex, 
“Migratory Map” https://frontex.europa.eu/we-know/migratory-map/    

https://frontex.europa.eu/we-know/migratory-map/
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UN “migrant stock” and Eurostat’s (annual) indicator on immigration (to EU 

countries by citizenship) (Eurostat 2021; INE 2021; UN DESA 2021). Evidently, 

these datasets remain limited: on the one hand, though irregular migrants can 

register in Spanish municipalities, foreign nationals are removed automatically 

when they do not renew registration, and “expedited” pathways to nationalisation 

for LAC nationals means that acquiring Spanish nationality eliminates their 

registration as an immigrant; on the other, UN migrant stock can only provide 

estimates of irregular migrant populations, and Eurostat immigration data largely 

does not account for irregular migration. Besides irregular arrivals/apprehensions, 

on all routes, annually aggregated data on asylum applications provided by 

Eurostat (for all countries of origin) will be used in order to complement the 

analyses with a focus on asylum-related patterns.  

 

With regards to arrival trends, Frontex data are preferred due to their systematic 

and complete nature. Yet, a common problem with data on irregular migration 

flows is that it requires ‘counting the uncountable’, and therefore the available 

figures can only provide us with a partial view of the phenomenon, although 

apprehension figures are commonly used as considerably reliable approximations 

(Triandafyllidou 2010). Therefore, Frontex apprehension figures can only serve as 

an estimate of the actual volume of mixed flows reaching the EMR, CMR, WMR and 

WAR. Frontex data has further limitations in that it reflects the number of what the 

Agency refers to as ‘detections of “illegal” border-crossings’:5 as the same person 

may be apprehended multiple times while crossing the border, the figures are 

likely to reflect a number higher than that of actual persons who were 

apprehended while crossing the border. Further, it should be noted that some 

nationalities get unnoticed in the Frontex apprehension figures, as they are lumped 

in the unknown/unspecified category. This is particularly relevant for the data on 

crossings at the CMR, WMR and WAR in relation to the ‘Unspecified sub-Saharan 

nationals’ category, which presents a significant share of mixed migration flows at 

certain moments in time during our timeframe.  

                                                             
5 While “illegal” is the term used by Frontex, we do not endorse the use of the notion “illegal” when 
referring to unauthorised border crossings or stays. When referring to the crossing of international 
borders, entry or stay in the territory of a state other than one’s country of citizenship, we use the 
terms “irregular”, “unauthorised”, and “undocumented” instead, also in line with the ITFLOWS 
project.  
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While Eurostat asylum application statistics are sex-disaggregated and should be 

examined in the analyses of trends, no such breakdown is provided by Frontex 

when it comes to the data on irregular crossings. In overall terms, the limited, 

scattered and non-systematic nature of disaggregated data has been a major 

shortcoming in particular with regards to arrivals in Europe (Shreeves 2016; 

Kofman 2019). The analyses will therefore seek to rely on additional qualitative 

data secondary sources accounting for sex-disaggregated and ‘socially 

disaggregated data (gender, age, marital status and nationality)’ (Kofman (2019, 

2186) to the extent possible.  

 

The aim is to identify visible rises or drops in the volume of migrants and asylum 

seekers arriving to the EU from these countries at particular points of time. The 

analysis of irregular arrivals will also give us a better idea about major shifts in the 

main routes and entry points used by migrants and asylum seekers from particular 

nationalities, as well as the timing of such shifts. In analysing the asylum 

applications, besides detecting notable changes in the number of protection claims 

lodged by particular nationalities in the EU over time, the analyses should also 

inquire into the distribution of asylum seekers (broken down into nationality and 

sex) among different member states. To the extent possible, the analyses should 

also shed light on the demographic and social profile of each nationality group, e.g., 

male/female proportion, age, the share of those traveling alone or with their family 

members. 

 

Beyond the main focus on the arrivals and asylum applications in the EU, the 

analyses will also examine data and secondary sources with regards to mixed 

migration flow trends and those related to the number of registered asylum 

seekers and refugees in the non-EU regions acting as transit points and/or 

destination and host contexts. This would contribute to a more comprehensive 

perspective on the changing trends throughout the entire trajectory and allow us 

to inquire into possible connections between (inter)regional cross-border 

movement. This would be also important in terms of putting mixed flows and 

protection needs in various EU and non-EU contexts into perspective.  
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Looking into the trends in the EU (and also beyond), the analysis in this section 

aims at having a clearer and context- and case-specific picture of how the volumes, 

forms and geographies of mixed migration flows from the source countries to the 

EU (and across transit and host contexts) have evolved in the last decade, including 

from a gender perspective. Particular attention will be paid to identify notable 

shifts and turning points in terms of mixed migration patterns and dynamics in the 

last decade, e.g., visible increase/decrease in arrivals and asylum claims from 

particular countries of origin, balanced against the broader dynamic of the flows 

unfolding on a certain route; shifts in routes and arrival/entry points in the EU; 

consolidating trends and/or changes in the profile of mixed migrants arriving to 

the EU from origin countries under consideration. 

 

 

3.5. Analysis of drivers across origin, transit, host and destination contexts 

The aim of the analysis is to inquire into how particular sets of drivers have acted 

in tandem in informing the emergence, shift or consolidation of the patterns 

related to the volumes, forms and directions of mixed migration identified in the 

previous step. In line with our focus on the entirety of geographies across which 

migration decisions are (re)made and journeys unfold, the analyses will have a 

comprehensive look at the wider space of mobility composed of origin contexts as 

well as countries acting as transit, host and destination contexts – the latter as to 

include also the EU. Rather than examining country-specific drivers in isolation, 

the analyses will inquire on the ways in which the (geo)political, socio-economic, 

security conditions and (migration) policy landscapes across these different yet 

interconnected contexts have evolved and operated in interaction as to drive and 

shape mixed migration in particular ways, also bearing in mind the often 

fragmented and multi-stage nature of migratory journeys.   

 

Looking into the macro-structures in countries of origin, the analyses will trace the 

evolution of socio-economic, (geo)political, security and environmental conditions, 

conflict dynamics, governance structures and inquire into their impacts on local 

populations. Attention will be paid to how such impact may have played out in 

particular ways across and at the intersection of social divisions (e.g., gender, age, 
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socioeconomic status, professional/educational background, membership to 

ethno-religious groups). While tracing the evolution of the macro-structures, 

particular attention will be paid to key developments that may have played a role 

in the accentuation (or fading out) of particular factors shaping the context in 

which migration decisions were made. In some cases, these developments could be 

closely linked with particular turning points that are closely linked to an 

intensification of departures (e.g., escalation of conflict and violence as in Syria in 

mid-2010s). In others, they can take place more gradually and do not necessarily 

manifest themselves as a key turning point heavily informing departures at a 

particular point in time, yet contributing to the overall background against which 

migration decisions are made (e.g., gradual effects of environmental degradation 

on livelihoods, widening of socioeconomic inequalities and the erosion of decent 

job opportunities).  

 

The evolution of wider social, economic, political and security conditions in transit 

contexts as well as intended destinations and host countries (which might turn 

into points of transit during the journey) will also be an equally relevant focus of 

analyses. Deteriorating or improving conditions and narrowing down or opening 

up of opportunities in several destination alternatives at particular points in time 

are likely to inform decisions as to where to move (direction), when to move 

(timing) and how (means/channels of accessing destination). Similarly, attention 

will be paid to the ways in which the evolution of conditions in host contexts might 

have acted as drivers for onward movement towards the next destination, 

including the EU, or, in some cases, backward movement, i.e., return to country of 

origin.  

 

Besides significant changes in the overall context, shifts in the legal, institutional, 

political, and social context shaping opportunities and constraints for, as well as 

the experiences of migrants in these countries could also play a significant role in 

informing decisions to stay put, to move on or to return. Therefore, the analyses 

should also trace shifts in admission policies, border and mobility control regimes, 

restrictions or improvements with regards to access to a (secure) legal status, to 

rights and basic services (e.g., education, health, social protection) or formal 
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employment, as well as the rise of anti-immigration/discriminatory discourses and 

attitudes or a more welcoming stance. Particular attention should be paid to how 

policy changes and socio-political shifts taking place in parallel in different 

destination, host and transit contexts might have informed migration patterns in 

relative terms and combined ways.  

 

Beyond macro-structures and policies shaping migration decisions and dynamics 

throughout the entire trajectory from the first point of departure to the last point 

of arrival, factors operating at the meso-level such as social networks providing 

information as well as social and economic support and the presence of and access 

to actors facilitating cross-border mobility should be taken into account. To the 

extent possible, the analyses will therefore inquire into how the existence and 

distribution of existing immigrant/refugee communities, access to and interaction 

with social, family and kinship (or other) networks in the origin countries, 

potential destinations, host contexts and en route may have contributed to the 

emergence, consolidation or modification of mixed migration arriving mainly but 

not exclusively in the EU in the past decade. Of particular importance for journeys 

along the routes towards the EU – which take place in an increasingly restrictive 

policy context aimed at impeding human mobility – is the role played by actors and 

networks facilitating and to a certain extent channelling movement across (and 

within) borders. The analyses should aim at identifying whether (possibly in 

response to policy changes) there have been significant changes in such networks’ 

modus operandi, e.g., routes, methods, pricing schemes, and how such changes 

might have informed patterns of mixed migration from the selected origin 

countries along the routes towards the EU in the past decade.  

 

While the primary focus of the analysis in Task 3.1 is on the (shifts in) structural 

contexts and policies playing a role in driving and shaping mixed migration, 

attention will also be paid to the individual dimension through incorporating 

evidence from secondary sources that give voice to and analyse the decisions, 

preferences, and experiences of people on the move (i.e., analyses based on 

surveys and qualitative interviews). Integrating the accounts of migrants, asylum 

seekers, refugees or returnees into the discussion on drivers in Task 3.1 will help 
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the analyses to start accounting for the interaction between the structure and the 

individual dimension already at this earlier stage of research, which will then be 

complemented through the analysis of primary data obtained from the interviews 

carried out in Task 3.4.  

 

Finally, and as explained in the previous sections, the role played by EU policies 

(rolled out both internally as well as externally) should constitute a transversal 

element in the analyses of drivers. Similarly, particular attention should be paid to 

integrating a gender perspective, with a view to shedding light on how drivers, in 

the various contexts and trajectories under consideration, may have operated in 

particularly gendered ways.  
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4. Task 3.4: Semi-structured interviews 

Through the interviews with migrants, asylum seekers and refugees that have 

“completed” the journeys, we aim to have a better understanding of the individual 

stories, perceptions, and experiences, and how the individual dimension interacts 

in informing the process of migration with macro- and meso- structures as well as 

the policies which influence them and the gender relations within which they are 

situated. In other words, the interviews play a crucial role in completing the 

analysis in Task 3.1 that primarily focuses on structures that set out the context in 

which individual decisions are made with insights at the micro-level, bringing in 

the voice and agency of migrants and asylum seekers. Finally, by conducting 

interviews with more recently arrived migrants and asylum seekers, we aim to 

have the opportunity of shedding light on newly emerging trends and patterns 

related to mixed migration flows arriving in the EU, e.g., the impact of the Covid-19 

pandemic on decisions to move or move on, the (changing) opportunity-constraint 

structures faced and perceived by people on the move, as well as indications with 

regard to shifting smuggling dynamics, routes and methods of cross-border 

movement.  

 

 

4.1 Interview sample  

A total of 90 interviews will be conducted by three civil society partners in the 

ITFLOWS project in Greece, Italy and Spain. Specifically, 30 interviews will be 

conducted by the Open Cultural Centre (OCC) in Greece. The foreseen interview 

locations in Greece are Polykastro, Thessaloniki and Samos. In Spain, the OCC will 

conduct 30 interviews, with the foreseen locations being Barcelona, Madrid, 

Malagá and potentially also at a location in the Canary Islands. In Italy, a total of 30 

interviews will be conducted by International Red Cross Italy (CRI) and Oxfam 

Italy (Oxfam IT). While the concrete interview locations will be informed by 

considerations related to the feasibility of access to research participants and 

changing dynamics related to more recent arrivals, the foreseen locations in Italy 

include Trapani, Turin, Udine, Gorizia, Milan, Florence, Empoli, Arezzo, San 

Casciano and Cecina.  
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In defining the profile of research participants in each country, a number of factors 

related to research purposes as well as ethical and legal compliance of the 

participant recruitment process has been taken into account. Interviews will be 

conducted only with adult migrants, asylum seekers and refugees. Except for 

Venezuelan, Colombian and Honduran nationals entering Spain in an authorised 

way, the participants will be selected from among those migrants, asylum seekers 

and refugees who have arrived in the EU member state under consideration 

without authorisation. While the exact female/male ratio varies according to the 

EU country of arrival/asylum, in overall terms, available statistics show a 

considerably larger share of male migrants, refugees and asylum seekers arriving 

in the EU over the past decade. While keeping this demographic in mind, in order 

to strike a more balanced gender distribution and to make sure that the voice of 

female migrants, asylum seekers and refugees is heard, participants will be 

purposefully targeted so as to ensure that women constitute between one-fourth 

and one-third of the sample (while feasibility of access based on the particular 

situation on the field will need to be taken into account, the objective is to ensure a 

female/male proportion as close as possible to one-third). 

 

While the sample does not aim to be representative (see Section 4.2 below), 

participants from particular nationalities will be purposefully targeted in order to: 

(i) reflect the main countries of origin accounting for a larger share of irregular 

arrivals and asylum applications recorded over the past decade in Greece (EMR), 

Italy (CMR) and Spain (WMR-WAR and the Atlantic Air Route); (ii) ensure overlap 

with the case countries selected for the analyses in Task 3.1 so as to be able to put 

in closer dialogue the two tasks as foreseen by the conceptual and analytical 

framework; and (iii) ensure a certain degree of coverage of origin countries that 

are increasingly reflected in arrival figures in the last few years so as to shed some 

light on more recent and/or emerging flows, and on those journeys that tend to 

receive less attention than mixed migratory movement from predominant and 

somewhat established countries of origin. Depending on the feasibility of access on 

the field, the interviewing teams will try to include among the research 

participants people who have arrived in a less recent past as well as those who 

have “completed” the journeys more recently. 



Milestone nº 3 

40 

As a result of these considerations, in terms of the nationalities, the interviews in 

Greece (to be conducted by the OCC) would include migrants, asylum seekers and 

refugees from Afghanistan, Syria, Iraq, as well as Pakistan, Iran and/or other 

nationalities gaining relevance more recently in terms of mixed flows arriving in 

Greece. In Spain (OCC), the main nationalities will include Morocco, Mali, 

Venezuela, as well as Colombia, Honduras, Algeria, Guinea and/or other 

nationalities gaining relevance more recently in terms of mixed flows arriving in 

Spain. In Italy (CRI/Oxfam IT), the main nationalities will include Nigeria, Mali and 

Eritrea, as well as Tunisia, Sudan and Algeria and/or other nationalities gaining 

relevance more recently in terms of mixed flows arriving in Italy.  

 

 

4.2 Anonymisation, data protection and ethics considerations 

All interviews, which will be based on free and informed consent, will be audio-

recorded to facilitate their transcription. Thus, the recording will be deleted as 

soon as the transcript is completed. To protect the interviewees by ensuring their 

anonymity, a two-stage anonymisation process is designed at the transcription 

phase; first by the NGOs which will produce transcripts and ensure that these do 

not contain personal data; and secondly by IAI and UAB who will further assess 

whether the content of the transcript reveals or might reveal the identity of 

research participants, which will then be deleted before these institutions will 

analyse the transcripts. An internal guide detailing anonymisation techniques and 

measures to be taken in order to meet data protection requirements 

(Anonymisation techniques document) has been prepared together with work 

package-2 partners (IDT-UAB and FIZ) responsible for ensuring ethical compliance 

of ITFLOWS research.  

 

Beyond the anonymisation procedure, partners involved in Task 3.4, Work 

Package-2 partners, members of the ITFLOWS Independent Ethics Board (IEB), 

Independent Gender Committee (IGC) as well as the Data Protection Advisor (DPA) 

have strongly collaborated in ensuring ethical compliance of the research activity 

to be carried out in various stages of Task 3.4, i.e., the questionnaire, preparation 

before the interviews, issues that may arise during the interviews, post-interview 
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transcription and analysis stages. In addition to the ‘Anonymisation techniques 

document’, internal guidelines and templates that have been prepared under the 

supervision of and together with WP-2 partners and in collaboration with the IEB, 

ICG and the DPA include: a ‘Recruitment plan’, an ‘Informed consent procedures 

and template’, and an ‘Incidental Findings Policy’.6 In addition to these guidelines 

and templates tailored to particular ethical requirements to be met in Task 3.4, the 

work in this task also draws on the relevant ethical guidance entailed in the 

ITFLOWS report on international and European legal frameworks on migrants and 

refugees (Xanthaki et al. 2021) as well as ITFLOWS Gender Policy. To make sure 

that the interviewing teams as well as the analysts were fully prepared in terms of 

the ethical requirements, a one-day internal training session covering all these 

issues was pursued with all partners involved in Task 3.4 and the ethics partners, 

before fieldwork commenced.   

 

 

4.3 Interview methodology, analysis and research outputs 

As pointed out above, the interviews sit within the larger ITFLOWS research 

project and their aim is close to what McIntosh and Morse (2015, 4) have labelled 

“descriptive/corrective”, that is to:  

‘evaluate the dominant discursive representation of an experience by comparing it 
with participants’ actual experiences. This type of interview uniquely juxtaposes 
what is known about an experience (i.e., established knowledge in the literature), or 
known only from the privileged perspectives of others (e.g., those persons who 
represent others, such as researchers reporting on the vulnerable, invisible groups), 
with the perspectives of those whose views are typically absent or under-
represented and who have actual material knowledge of this experience…. The 
outcome of this interview research is to confirm, refute, or elaborate upon the 
assumptions of the frame. The intention is that the participants’ actual experiences 
of the phenomenon will act as a corrective to the assumptions in the dominant 
discourse.’  

 

The interview sample has been chosen in line with this aim. Whilst quantitative 

methods typically aim at representative/random samples, the opposite is the case 

when using a qualitative method such as semi-structured interviews. As Valentine 

has pointed out, ‘the aim of an interview is not to be representative (a common but 

                                                             
6 While these documents are only for internal use within the ITFLOWS project, for a publicly available 

document summarising the guidance for ensuring that most relevant ethical issues pertinent to Task3.4 are 

addressed, see, Guillén and Teodoro (2021).  



Milestone nº 3 

42 

mistaken criticism of this technique) but to understand how individual people 

experience and make sense of their own lives’ (Valentine 1997, 111). In our case, 

the aim will be to improve our understanding of how people ‘experience and make 

sense of their lives’ particularly along the diverse trajectories this larger research 

project looks at.  

 

Thus, the interviews are conceived of as semi-structured. They should be 

conducted in a conversational manner. Interviewers should show a degree of 

flexibility and give the interviewee a stake in the interview itself by giving them the 

chance to elaborate on issues they deem important. In other words, while we do 

have a pre-determined set of questions structured along broad topics, the 

interview is more about listening to the voice of the interviewee. While the 

interviewers would need to tailor particular questions according to the nature and 

flow of each interview, the interviews will be broadly structured along the 

following dimensions in line with the overall conceptual approach outlined above:  

1. Introductory questions on demographic/social profile and basic 

chronology of the journey  

2. Initial decision-making: deciding for departure & destination 

3. Preparing for departure 

4. Experience during the journey 

5. Experience in the EU/plans for further movement in the EU  

6. Feedback 

 
The transcripts of the interviews will be analysed by two research teams, IAI and 

UAB have foreseen the following procedure to develop a shared codebook. In a 

first stage, researchers will highlight recurring important words or phrases in the 

text and discuss them in the respective research teams. In a first team meeting (IAI 

and UAB), bearing in mind the research questions and analytical framework, 

central categories emerging from the notes will be identified by set of questions. 

IAI and UAB researchers will then go back to a portion of the notes assigned to 

them to identify central topics related to these categories (interview indirect 

markers). Every researcher will compile a list of potential codes (i.e. labels 

representing analytical categories) with tentative code definitions In a team 
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meeting, interview indirect markers will be discussed and a shared codebook (list 

of codes representing analytical categories with code definitions) developed. The 

shared codebook will be tested by sample coding in a shared team session. Each 

participant will then go back to a portion of the notes and use the codebook to 

analyze and interpret them. IAI and UAB researchers will discuss their findings and 

the way to quantify the survey of the data.  

 

Whenever IAI and UAB will refer to these interviews in scientific or policy 

publications, they will show how many male and female-identifying persons (incl. 

transgender and intersex individuals) have been interviewed percentage-wise, how 

many in which destinations, and from which countries (or regions) of origin. As is 

standard practice, they will also include a list of interviews at the end of 

publications, which will identify only month/year of the date on which the 

interview was held, the country where the interview was conducted, gender, and 

country (or region) of origin. Finally, in the interpretative/analytical parts of 

publications they will refer to general observations and, if anonymised transcripts 

are quoted verbatim, they will only indicate two of the possible four indirect 

identity markers (gender, age group, educational/professional background, 

country of origin) concerning the interview.   
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5. Concluding remarks  

This paper set out the conceptual, analytical and methodological framework 

guiding the qualitative strand of research to be carried out within work package-3 

of the ITFLOWS project. The approach outlined in this paper is premised on an 

understanding of migration as a function of the mutually constitutive interaction 

between structure and agency, and focuses on the fluidity of decision-making 

processes (re)shaping fragmented and multi-stage migration journeys unfolding 

across multiple contexts. In line with this, as detailed in this paper, the qualitative 

analysis to be carried out through closely linked and complementary tasks (Task 

3.1 and Task 3.4) seeks to develop a better understanding of how structural 

conditions across origin, transit, host and destination contexts, and factors 

operating at the individual level interact in informing migration decisions and 

journeys, and thereby shape the patterns and dynamics of mixed migration 

arriving in the EU and unfolding at an (inter)regional level.  

 

In line with the above, and as outlined in this paper, our research is so designed as 

to ultimately contribute to a better understanding of why, when, where and how 

people migrate, not exclusively, but mainly to the EU. As such a research has direct 

policy implications and cannot be isolated from the wider socio-political context in 

which the issue of migration is embedded in the EU, two ethics reflections are of 

utmost importance.  

 

Firstly, awareness is needed on the part of all researchers that our research and 

the wider scope of this research project, like many others in the field of migration, 

is situated in a larger quest of the EU to produce knowledge about migration to 

better govern and control this phenomenon. This has ethics implications for all 

researchers involved in this project. In particular, we need to ask ourselves how to 

make sure that our research does not feed into power practices of the EU. This 

requires continuous self-reflection and utmost caution by all researchers, with a 

view to ensuring that our research does not supply policy-making in the EU with 

knowledge and information that could be predominantly used for strengthening 

the means of governance and control that come at the expense of the primacy of 

international and EU legal standards, human security, and the rights of migrants, 
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asylum seekers and refugees. Our conceptual framework is premised on this ethics 

reflection, and thus, guided by a comprehensive, nuanced, human- and agency-

centred, and gender-sensitive perspective. Furthermore, with the interviews in 

particular, migrants, asylum seekers and refugees are not treated as an invisible 

mass: on the contrary, their particular (and often unrepresented) voice is meant to 

inform  our research., As said above, throughout the entire research cycle, all 

partners involved in this research should engage in continuous self-reflection on 

the potential ethical implications of our work, and keep in mind the following 

principles underlined by the ethical guidance entailed in the ITFLOWS report on 

international and European legal frameworks on migrants and refugees (Xanthaki 

et al. 2021):  

 Protection of the research participant’s best interests  

 Do no harm  

 Zero-tolerance approach  

 Procedural fairness: accountability and transparency  

 Fair benefit-sharing  

 Shared responsibility  

 

Secondly, it should also be noted that migration remains a highly politicised issue 

in the European public space(s), a phenomenon, particularly – but not solely – 

informed by the growing visibility and salience of ethnocentric, inward-looking, 

nationalist, and populist agendas. Furthermore, politicisation of migration as a 

policy issue informs – and is informed by – continuing difficulty in developing a 

common and well-functioning European system of migration and asylum 

governance, built on fair responsibility-sharing and solidarity. This, in turn, 

contributes to increasingly securitised and restrictive approaches to gain traction 

at the Member State and the EU level, especially – but not exclusively - in the 

external sphere of migration policies. Our research is key in this respect to produce 

evidence, knowledge and facts in this public and political debate. At the same time, 

the politicised nature of the socio-political context, in which migration sits in the 

EU, requires caution so that our results are not distorted in the public and political 

debates. Such caution is needed particularly once concrete policy 

recommendations (as part of work package 8) are formulated on the basis of our 
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qualitative research as well as the overall research pursued in work package 3. 

Thus, all researchers should bear in mind that through our research, we seek to 

contribute to a more effective, sustainable, international law- and rights-based, 

human-centric and humane governance of migration and asylum in the EU as well 

as at a (inter)regional level.  
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