Summary

Migration information campaigns that try to combat irregular migration have focus-
ed on the dangers of the journey, the difficult circumstances of living illegally in the
country of destination, and, more recently, on the implementation of stricter policies
in migrant receiving countries. Irrespective of whether such campaigns are framed
as humanitarian attempts to prevent more deaths at sea or as a policy strategy to
deter irregular migrants, including asylum-seekers, the effectiveness of campaigns
is not clear. Irregular migration is a complex social issue that is influenced by many
different factors, ranging from individual characteristics of potential migrants and
transnational social networks, to macro level variables such as poverty, conflict and
political instability.

Based on a desk study of 33 information campaigns on irregular migration and on

a review of the migrant decision making literature and the broader public communi-
cations literature, this report identifies and critiques five assumptions on how infor-
mation is used and on how people make the decision to migrate that underlie the
presumed workings of migration information campaigns.

On the basis of these critiques, there is reason to believe the effects of migration
information campaigns will be limited. In contrast to more general public informa-
tion campaigns on, for example, health issues and road safety, the intended audi-
ence of irregular migration campaigns is extremely diverse and not easily identi-
fiable. Moreover, while most public information campaigns stay within the borders
of the nation state and are aimed at citizens, migration information campaigns by
definition cross borders and target non-citizens. This makes it difficult to deliver
credible messages, as states that finance the campaigns have different stakes from
the non-citizens they are addressing. Furthermore, information through campaigns
is not the only information potential migrants receive. Alternative knowledge about
migration and stories of hope and success do the rounds in migrant support net-
works. Given that such knowledge and stories are generally transmitted by people
connected to each other by prior relations of trust - by relatives, friends, neighbors,
work colleagues, etc. - beliefs and understandings (and ultimately behavior) will be
more likely influenced by these trusted networks than by foreign authorities. Finally,
for people to feel they have options besides irregular migration, alternatives need to
be offered, be it legal ways of migration (for example, humanitarian visa for those
seeking protection or temporary work visa) or by combatting the root causes of mi-
gration, including poverty, conflict, lack of social opportunities and bad governance.
This is not to say providing information is never useful. Better information provision
might help those who arrive in Europe but do not understand their rights and duties.
Providing factual information on key security measures during the journey might
help migrants with a legitimate reason to migrate (including asylum seekers) to do
so safely. Finally, a common European information strategy is important to prevent
Member States from becoming at odds with each other in trying to deter irregular
migrants from coming to their specific country.
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