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REPORTING ON MIGRATION: WHY
CHANGING THE NARRATIVE MATTERS

Globally, migration has the potential to contribute to the wellbeing of migrants
and their communities, as well as to sustainable development in countries of origin
and destination. However, migration can also come with associated risks when it
is not properly managed. When partially or inaccurately presented, the issues
around migration can polarize societies, evoke heated debates, and lead towards
the “othering” of individuals that may contribute towards xenophobia or violations
of human rights. The role of the media is therefore essential to contribute towards
public discourse that is rooted in fact, and all-encompassing of the complexities of
international migration.
1.1. Global Migration Trends
According to the International Organization for Migration (IOM) World Migration
Report 2020, international migration and mobility is heavily influenced by the more
extensive worldwide monetary, social, political, and innovative changes. These are
affecting a wide scope of high-priority policy issues. IOM estimated that the number
of international migrants globally in 2019 reached 272 million. However, migration
has always been a part of the human story. Statistically speaking, the percentage
of international migrants has remained remarkably stable, at about 3% to 3.5% of
the global population over the past ten years. For most migrants, the decision to
move away from their families, communities, and familiar surroundings is hard and
life changing. Although most migration is by choice and through regular means, as in
the case of 164 million migrant workers, or the 5 million international students, we
cannot ignore that other forms of migration are not by choice but rather forced. Data
from 2020 shows that 79.5 million people – a record high – have been forcibly driven
from their homes, displaced by conflict, natural disasters, environmental pressures,
or human rights abuses.1
In 2020, the global COVID-19 pandemic profoundly affected all forms of human
mobility, including international migration. With the closing of almost all national and
international borders and disruptions to international movements, the Population
Division of the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA),
estimated that pandemic may have reduced the number of international migrants by
International Organization for Migration., & United Nations. (2020). World migration report. Geneva: International Organization
for Migration.
1
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around 2 million globally by mid-2020, corresponding to a decrease of around 27
percent in the growth expected from July 2019 to June 2020. UNDESA also reported
that hundreds of thousands of migrants were stranded and forced to return to their
homes when job opportunities dried up and schools closed.2
While these stats are useful to be aware of from a bird’s eye perspective, we must not
overlook that every migrant has a unique story. Migrants and their families are not
inherently vulnerable; however, they often face risks to their safety, dignity, human rights,
and fundamental freedoms, regardless of their migratory status. Migrants in irregular
situations, in particular, tend to be disproportionately vulnerable to discrimination,
exploitation, and marginalization, often living and working in the shadows, afraid to
complain, and denied their human rights and fundamental freedoms.3
1.2. Migration: Indonesian Context
On one hand, Indonesia is a country of transit for refugees and asylum seekers forced
to leave their countries because of persecution, war, or violence. Though Indonesia
is not a signatory to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its
1967 Protocol, there are approximately 14,000 refugees in Indonesia uncertain of
their long-term futures. Among them, an approximately of 395 Rohingya women,
men and children have disembarked in Aceh, Indonesia after arduous, dangerous
journeys at sea.
Indonesia is also a sending country of migrants, in particular of Indonesian migrant
workers, who number in the millions. Migrant worker remittances have an
overwhelming positive impact in helping families cover their daily and necessary
expenses. Beyond being an economic lifeline, migrant households also invest
remittances in business development, family education, and family savings.

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2020). International Migration 2020 Highlights
(ST/ESA/SER.A/452).
3
United Nations, Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) (2020).
Asia‑Pacific Migration Report 2020: Assessing Implementation of the Global Compact for Migration (ST/ESCAP/2801).
2
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ROLES AND
RESPONSIBILITIES

2.1. Media
The media have contributed to crafting a shared vision around migration. Media,
in all its forms, play a significant role in the framing of policy discourses that affect
how people act, what people think, how policymakers prioritize agendas, and how
migrants make decisions.4 Having said that, and in accordance with Indonesian Law
No. 40/1999 on Press and Indonesian Law No. 32/2002 on Broadcasting, media have
the responsibility to address migration issues without falling into the many traps of
infotainment and victim narrative. Media should provide a voice on the foundations of
humanity: diversity, exchange, dialogue, sharing ideas and knowledge, mutual tolerance
and respect, the necessary interdependence and interconnection between us.
2.2. Journalists
Journalists play a significant role in narrating the migration discourse as well as
communicating about safe, orderly, and regular migration to reach out to segments
of society that might be skeptical of migration. To do so, journalists must5 :
•
•
•
•
•
•

Obtain information based on factual facts.
Analyze the dominant discourse and the prevailing context.
Follow rigorously journalistic principles.
Practice responsible journalism.
Stay open, positive, and creative.
Systematically use a checklist before dissemination.

International Organization for Migration. (2018). World migration report. Geneva: International Organization for Migration.
This chapter is adapted from the IOM Regional Office Dakar’s publication in 2018, entitled, “Media Coverage on Migration: A
Practical Guide for Journalists.”
4
5
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2.3. Editors
The role of an editor may vary from one media outlet to another. It depends on
the structure of the company and the type of medium that they are working with.
However, in general, the editor’s role is to develop content ideas, assign stories to
journalists, and have the final say on whether a script, article, or news story can be
published or not. They also read content submissions, edit for spelling, punctuation,
grammar, and factcheck. It means that editors play a significant role in shaping wider
narratives about migration. Therefore, to support the development of unbiased
discourse about migration issues in the public discourse, editors should :
•
•
•
•

Create space for exchange and discussion with editorial staff.
Get information/build capacity, work with specialists.
Pay attention to the dominant discourse/ analyze and anticipate.
Continuously find new ways and formats.

Narrating Migration
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JOURNALISTIC ETHICS
IN NARRATING MIGRATION:
DO’S AND DON’T’S

Narrating migration in a negative, or biased, manner has the potential to harm
vulnerable migrants in a variety of ways. That is why it is important for editors and
journalists to always: check and cross-check information, being aware of the veracity
of sources, being mindful of the language used and the context in which information
is presented6.
The professional and ethical standards of journalism oblige all journalists and editors
to report on migrants and refugees objectively, comprehensively, uniformly, and
humanely, using a human rights-based approach.
3.1. Words Matter
The choice of terms is of paramount importance and there is a political battle
around semantics. There is a deep meaning to the shift from one to the other, which
corresponds both to a legal notion (refugees/foreigners in an irregular situation, for
example), but also to a political context and a perception of public opinion. Words
are also the image of what we want to convey to the audience (migrant/irregular
migrant, for example). Journalists often employ inexact terms like “illegal” or “aliens,”
or fail to distinguish between asylum seekers, migrants, refugees and the rights and
the protection they are entitled under international law. Remember that the terms
you use can increase anxiety, stereotypes, and stigma.

This chapter is adapted from: (1) The IOM Regional Office Dakar’s publication in 2018, entitled, “Media Coverage on Migration:
A Practical Guide for Journalists;” (2) https://rosanjose.iom.int/site/en/blog/how-cover-migration-media-7-recommendationsjournalists; (3) The Ethical Journalism Network’s guidelines for migration reporting; and (4) UNCHR and IOM’s publication in
2018, entitled, “Reporting on Migration and Refugees: Guidelines for Journalists.
6
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So conceptually, who is a migrant?
IOM defines a migrant as any person who is moving or has moved across an
international border or within a State away from his/her habitual place of residence,
regardless of :
•
•
•
•

the person’s legal status;
whether the movement is voluntary or involuntary;
what the causes for the movement are; or
what the length of the stay is.
Narrating Migration
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Think, question yourself, and do not get carried away. Common stereotypes about
migration and migrants include :
• Migration is a problem that must be contained and solved.
• Migrants are too numerous. We cannot host them all. Against mass immigration,
we must close borders.
• Migrants receive public and social assistance. They steal our jobs and contribute
nothing.
• Migrants are a terrorist threat.
• Migrants do not respect customs and do not want to integrate.
• Migrants contribute to impoverishing their countries of origin by leaving them.

12
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Avoid the use of dehumanizing language and metaphors that cast migration as form of
a natural disaster (often a flood), or migrants as animals, especially insects (“swarms”).
Further, note that adjectives such as “clandestine”, “illegal” or “undocumented”, are
pejorative, as these terms and other similar terms contribute to degrading and
dehumanizing the image of individuals.
Avoid sexist language when describing migrants, particularly victims of trafficking in
persons, that expresses bias in favor of one sex and thus discriminates against the
other. Words such as “her beauty”, “his masculinity”, “just housewife”, “the young
voluptuous girl”, is offensive and contributing to degrading and dehumanizing the
image of individuals.
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See Chapter 5.1 Key Migration Terms for more details on terminology to use when
narrating migration.
3.2. Interviews
Migrants have a right to be heard. However, there may be a variety of reasons may
feel reluctant to speak publicly with journalists. Keep in mind that refugees or asylum
seekers may fear reprisals against themselves or their family members in their country
of origin, stereotyping, negative coverage and public hostility make many reluctant to
talk to journalists.
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It is an offence to identify an asylum seeker without their consent. It is important
to note that the obligation to protect the identity of an asylum seeker continues
indefinitely, regardless of the current status of the individual concerned, whether a
refugee, or someone whose claim has been rejected.
Migrant workers may feel hesitant to engage with journalists if it may place their
ability to stay in the country, or to keep their job, in jeopardy.
When seeking interviews :
•
•
•
•

be clear about your purpose.
be sensitive to requests for anonymity.
inform yourself about countries of origin.
always ensure you have the full consent of the individual.

When interviewing children, journalists must do so with permission of the parent or
guardian and be accompanied by a competent adult.
3.3. Taking Photos and Videos
The images - photos or videos - you show have a significant impact on public opinion.
You may be strongly tempted to give in to sensationalism, and the “bottom line” is
sometimes difficult to identify. Images are what your reader or audience sees first.
Therefore, it is of a paramount importance to select your images with discernment,
taking into account the target audience, considering the relevant actors and the public
opinion but also considering the impact on journalism and the media. One may be
tempted to select a strong and dramatic image, but the reality it does not always
reflect the whole reality.
Take care when publishing images that may identify individuals. If in doubt about the
use of images – talk to the people being portrayed making sure you have obtained
their permission for use of the image or of footage for television. Remember to
always maintain the dignity of the people you are photographing in the images.
3.4. Protection and Do No Harm Considerations
The professional and ethical standards of journalism oblige all journalists and
editors to report on migrants and refugees objectively, comprehensively, uniformly,
and humanely, using a human rights-based approach. Journalists and editors must
prioritize a “do no harm” approach to reporting and narrating migration. It means
that journalists and editors must take into consideration the consequences of their
articles/ stories/ reports, locally and internationally. They must carefully analyze and
fully understand all possible effects of their field activities, while also allowing for the
opportunity to reflect on these actions after their task is complete.

16
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https://www.unicef.org/eca/media/ethical-guidelines
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https://ethicaljournalismnetwork.org/trauma-reporting-journalists-guide-to-sensitive-stories
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1. Facts not bias
• Are we accurate and have we been impartial, inclusive and fact-based in our
reporting?
• Are we acting independently from narratives that stem from politics and emotion
rather than facts?
• Are we fairly and transparently reporting the impact of migration on communities?”
2. Know the law
• Asylum seeker? Refugee? Victim of trafficking? Migrant worker? Do we use
irregular migrant? Do we understand and use migrant definitions correctly and
do we articulate to our audience the rights migrants are due under international,
regional and national law?
3. Show humanity
• Humanity is the essence of ethical journalism. But we must keep our emotions
in check, avoid victimization, oversimplification, and the framing of coverage in a
narrow humanitarian context that takes no account of the bigger picture.
4. Speak for all
• Do we have migrant voices? Are we listening to the communities they are passing
through or joining? Question how representative self-appointed community and
migrant spokespeople really are.
5. Challenge hate
• Have we avoided extremism? Have we taken the time to judge whether
inflammatory content about migrants or those who seek to limit migration can
lead to hatred? Words like “swarms”, “floods” and “waves” should be treated
with caution, as should indiscriminate use of “racism” and “xenophobia.”
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BASIC REFERENCE DOCUMENTS
AND SOURCES

4.1. Global Reference Documents
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Article 13 & 14)
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/udhr.pdf
The 1951 Convention
https://www.unhcr.org/4ca34be29.pdf
The 1967 Protocol Relation to the Status of Refugees
https://treaties.un.org/doc/Treaties/1967/10/19671004%2007-06%20AM/Ch_V_5p.pdf
Declaration on the Human Rights of Individuals who are not nationals of the
country in which they live
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/atrocity-crimes/Doc.26_
Declaration%20on%20the%20Human%20Rights%20of%20Individuals%20who%20
are%20not%20nationals.pdf
International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers
and Members of Their Families (1990)
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cmw.aspx
Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (GCM)
https://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/73/195
Global Compact on Refugees (GCR)
https://www.unhcr.org/5c658aed4.pdf
4.2. Indonesian Reference Documents
Law No. 6/ 2011 on Immigration (EN/ID)
• https://www.imigrasi.go.id/uploads/07-48-23-Law_Number_6_of_2011_on_
Immigration_(official_translation).pdf
• https://www.kpk.go.id/images/pdf/Undang-undang/uu_6_tahun_2011_tentang_
keimigrasian.pdf
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Law No.18/ 2017 on the Protection of Indonesian Migrant Workers (EN/ID)
• https://asean.org/storage/2016/05/Law-of-Indonesia-No-18-of-2017-on-Protection-ofIndonesian-Migrant-Workers.pdf
• https://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/109279/135524/F-1924328581/
IDN109279 Idn.pdf
Presidential Regulation No. 125/2016 on the Treatment of Refugees from 		
Overseas (ID)
https://jdih.kemenkopmk.go.id/sites/default/files/2019-08/PERPRES%20Nomor%20
125%20Tahun%202016.pdf
Law No. 40/1999 on Press
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/77117/105611/F85021313/
IDN77117 IDN.pdf
Law No. 32/2002 on Broadcasting (EN/ID)
• https://jdih.kominfo.go.id/storage/files/1574745791-_JDIH___2__Law_No_32_
of_2002_on_Broadcasting.pdf
• http://www.kpi.go.id/download/regulasi/UU%20No.%2032%20Tahun%202002%20
tentang%20%20Penyiaran.pdf
Code of Conduct (refer to AJI)
Journalistic Code of Ethics (refer to AJI)
4.3. Online Sources
Some useful online resources for journalists:
Migration Data Portal
https://migrationdataportal.org/
IOM E-Campus
https://www.ecampus.iom.int/
Ethical Journalism Network
https://ethicaljournalismnetwork.org/what-we-do/media-and-migration
Training Modules on Labour Migration for Media Professionals, International Labour
Organization
https://www.ilo.org/beirut/WCMS_330309/lang--en/index.htm
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Guidelines: Media and Trafficking in Human Beings, International Centre for
Migration Policy Department
https://www.icmpd.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Media_and_THB_Guidelines_EN_WEB.pdf
Media Diversity, Charter of Rome
http://www.media-diversity.org/additional-files/documents/A%20Guides/Charter_of_Rome.
pdf
The Media Project
https://www.themediaproject.org/ethics-standards/
Belajar Cek Fakta, Aliansi Jurnalis Independen Indonesia
https://belajarcekfakta.aji.or.id/
World Migration Report, International Organization for Migration
https://www.iom.int/wmr/
Pedoman Peliputan Pemberitaan Anak, Aliansi Jurnalis Independen Indonesia,
UNICEF
https://aji.or.id/upload/article_doc/PedomanPeliputandanPemberitaanAnak_10x15cm_
NoNote.pdf
Guidelines for Journalists Reporting on Children, UNICEF
https://www.unicef.org/eca/media/ethical-guidelines
The Media and Children Rights, Media WIse
http://www.mediawise.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/The-Media-and-ChildrenRights-2005.pdf
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MIGRATION GLOSSARY: DEFINITIONS
OF KEY TERMINOLOGY

Migration is increasingly being acknowledged as an issue that needs a global
approach and coordinated responses. States are not only discussing migration issues
at the bilateral level, but also regionally and lately in global arenas. A commonly
understood language is indispensable for such coordination and international
cooperation to be successful. IOM’s Glossary on Migration attempts to serve as
a guide to the mire of terms and concepts in the migration field, in an effort to
provide a useful tool to the furtherance of such international cooperation.
The Glossary can be accessed at :
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/iml_34_glossary.pdf
5.1. Key Migration Terms
Assisted voluntary return and reintegration - Administrative, logistical or financial
support, including reintegration assistance, to migrants unable or unwilling to remain
in the host country or country of transit and who decide to return to their country
of origin.
Asylum Seeker - An individual who is seeking international protection. In countries
with individualized procedures, an asylum seeker is someone whose claim has not yet
been finally decided on by the country in which he or she has submitted it. Not every
asylum seeker will ultimately be recognized as a refugee, but every recognized refugee
is initially an asylum seeker.
Child Trafficking - The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt
of a child for the purpose of exploitation.
Climate Migration - The movement of a person or groups of person who,
predominantly for reasons of sudden or progressive change in the environment due
to climate change, are obliged to leave their habitual place of residence, or choose to
do so, either temporarily or permanently, within a State or across an international
border.

Narrating Migration
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Deportation - In international humanitarian law, deportation refers to the forced
displacement of civilians which is prohibited in times of occupation and noninternational armed conflict except when required for their security or imperative
military reasons.
Diaspora - Migrants or descendants of migrants whose identity and sense of
belonging, either real or symbolic, have been shaped by their migration experience and
background. They maintain links with their homelands, and to each other, based on
a shared sense of history, identity, or mutual experiences in the destination country.
Displaced persons - Persons or groups who have been forced or obliged to flee or
to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, either across an international
border or within a State, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects
of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or
natural or human-made disasters.
Environmental Migration - The movement of persons or groups of persons who,
predominantly for reasons of sudden or progressive changes in the environment
that adversely affect their lives or living conditions, are forced to leave their places of
habitual residence, or choose to do so, either temporarily or permanently, and who
move within or outside their country of origin or habitual residence.
Exploitation - The act of taking advantage of something or someone, in particular
the act of taking unjust advantage of another for one’s own benefit.
Forced Migration - A migratory movement which, although the drivers can be
diverse, involves force, compulsion, or coercion.
Immigrant - From the perspective of the country of arrival, a person who moves
into a country other than that of his or her nationality or usual residence, so that the
country of destination effectively becomes his or her new country of usual residence.
Internally Displaced Person - Persons or groups of persons who have been forced
or IDPs obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in
particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of
generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-made disasters,
and who have not crossed an internationally recognized State border.
Irregular Migration - Movement of persons that takes place outside the laws,
regulations, or international agreements governing the entry into or exit from the
State of origin, transit or destination.

26
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Labour Migration - Movement of persons from one State to another, or within
their own country of residence for the purpose of employment.
Migrant - An umbrella term, not defined under international law, reflecting the
common lay understanding of a person who moves away from his or her place of usual
residence, whether within a country or across an international border, temporarily
or permanently, and for a variety of reasons. The term includes a number of welldefined legal categories of people, such as migrant workers; persons whose particular
types of movements are legally defined, such as smuggled migrants; as well as those
whose status or means of movement are not specifically defined under international
law, such as international students.
Migrant Worker - A person who is to be engaged, is engaged, or has been engaged
in a remunerated activity in a State of which he or she is not a national.
Migration - The movement of persons away from their place of usual residence,
either across an international border or within a State.
Refugee (1951 Convention) - A person who, owing to a well-founded fear of
persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social
group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or,
owing to such fear, is unwilling or avail himself of the protection of that country; or
who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual
residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to
return to it.
Regular Migration - Migration that occurs in compliance with the laws of the country
of origin, transit and destination.
Remittances (migrant) - Private international monetary transfers that migrants
make, individually or collectively.
Repatriation - The personal right of a prisoner of war, civil detainee, refugee, or of
a civilian to return to his or her country of nationality under specific conditions laid
down in various international instruments.
Resettlement - The transfer of refugees from the country in which they have sought
protection to another State that has agreed to admit them – as refugees – with
permanent residence status.

Narrating Migration
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Safe, orderly and regular migration - Movement of persons in keeping both with
the laws and regulations governing exit from, entry and return to and stay in States
and with States’ international law obligations, in a manner in which the human dignity
and well-being of migrants are upheld, their rights are respected, protected and
fulfilled and the risks associated with the movement of people are acknowledged and
mitigated.
Smuggling of Migrants - The procurement, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly,
a financial or other material benefit, or the irregular entry of a person into a State
Party of which the person is not a national or a permanent resident.
Social Remittances - The transfer of ideas, behaviours, identities and social capital
from migrants to their communities of origin.
Stranded Migrant - Migrants who are unable to return to their country of origin,
cannot regularize their status in the country where they reside, and do not have access
to legal migration opportunities that would enable them to move on to another State.
The term may also refer to migrants who are stranded because of humanitarian or
security reasons in the country of destination, transit or origin preventing them to
return home while they are also unable to go elsewhere.
Sustainable Reintegration - In the context of international return migration,
reintegration can be considered sustainable when returnees have reached levels of
economic self-sufficiency, social stability within their communities, and psychosocial
well-being that allow them to cope with possible (re)migration drivers.
Temporary Migration - Migration for a specific motivation and purpose with the
intention to return to the country of origin or habitual residence after a limited
period of time or to undertake an onward movement.
Tourist - A person who does not reside in the country of arrival and is admitted
to that country temporarily (under tourist visas if required) for purposes of leisure,
recreation, holiday, visits to friends or relatives, health or medical treatment, or
religious pilgrimage. A tourist must spend at least a night in a collective or private
accommodation in the receiving country and the duration of his or her stay must not
surpass 12 months.
Trafficking in persons - The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or
receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of
abduction, of fraud, of deception of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability
or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person
having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation

28
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shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other
forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to
slavery, servitude or the removal or organs.
Unaccompanied children - Children as defined in Article 1 of the Convention
on the Right of the Child, who have been separated from both parents and other
relatives and are not being cared for by an adult who, by law or custom, is responsible
for doing so.
Voluntary Return - The assisted or independent return to the country of origin,
transit or another country based on the voluntary decision of the returnee.
Undocumented Migrant - A migrant who is not authorized to enter, to stay and to
engage in a remunerated activity in the State of employment pursuant to the law of
that State and to international agreements to which that State is a party.
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