Mind the Gap

Can information campaigns address
migrant information needs?

PARIM

RAISING AWARENESS
on migration in Pakistan

Irregular migration poses numerous risks to migrants during the journey and on arrival. It leads to adverse
migration outcomes compared to regular migration, as migrants living with irregular status are more prone
to exploitation. However, migrants often lack information about this, contributing to the prevalence of irreg-
ular migration. In certain regions of Pakistan, irregular migration has become normalised and smugglers can
exploit a lack of government capacity to dispel disinformation about migration options in order to increase
their business. Information campaigns countering misinformation and (deliberate) disinformation about
irregular migration can be beneficial for migrants by supporting them in their decision-making, but they are
often not sufficiently well designed to be effective. Campaigns need to couple trusted messengers, commu-
nication channels and target groups with comprehensive content that is based on the local context and is
emotionally engaging in order to change people’s minds about leaving through irregular channels.

Introduction

Irregular migration poses numerous risks to migrants
during the journey and leads to adverse migration
outcomes compared to regular migration, as migrants
living with irregular status are more prone to exploita-
tion and are less able to fully participate in the destina-
tion country society. However, potential migrants often
lack awareness about the difference between regular
and irregular migration, and the consequences of irreg-
ular migration, while also not being aware of opportuni-
ties for regular migration that do exist. This dynamic
contributes to the prevalence of irregular migration —in
Pakistan as elsewhere in the world. Government institu-
tions are often not sufficiently equipped to address
these information gaps.

Well-designed Information campaigns providing infor-
mation about the risks and consequences of irregular
migration, living with irregular migration status, and
feasible regular migration opportunities, can be part of
the solution to address the specific problem of misinfor-
mation around irregular migration. Attempts of using
information campaigns for bridging information gaps
have indeed proliferated over the past decades. Individ-
ual EU Members States and the European Commission
have commissioned over 100 migration information
campaigns in countries of origin and transit during the
period 2014-2019 alone.

Although such campaigns have clear potential to be an
important tool, they often suffer from being poorly
designed and implemented. Building on research
conducted for ICMPD’s Migrant Resource Centres
(MRCs) and PARIM migration information campaign in
Pakistan?, this brief outlines the problem of misinfor-
mation and (deliberate) disinformation regarding irreg-
ular migration and summarises the main lessons
learned for migration information campaigns, going
forward.

How information gaps influence irregular
migration from Pakistan?

In certain regions and communities of Pakistan, there
is widespread misinformation as irregular migration
has become normalised, in some cases almost the
standard way of going abroad. Migrants often lack
awareness about different migration options potential-
ly accessible to them, and the difference between
regular and irregular migration. This is also because
there is a shortage of government-licensed migration
recruiting agents for providing credible information,
particularly in rural areas. This gap creates an opportu-
nity for local migrant smugglers who tend to operate in
a manner similar to official agents (and often pretend
to be official agents), making it difficult for potential
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migrants to differentiate between them. They also lure
young aspiring migrants by showing them mansions
and properties of people who have migrated before,
“selling dreams” of a prosperous future to them if they
use their services to migrate.

Migration from Pakistan is mainly driven by economic
aspirations such as a desire for wealth (79%), steady
income (60%), and status (58%), as the PARIM study
confirms.® These aspirations interact with individual
level characteristics (such as age, gender, education,
economic background, marital status, inherent person-
ality characteristics etc.), intermediary factors (such as
cost of migration, and social networks, etc.), and struc-
tural drivers (such as low standard of living, poor
business and development opportunities, financial

problems and debts etc.) to influence migration
decision-making. In fact, in certain districts and
communities of Pakistan (such as those targeted by
PARIM project), there is a culture of irregular migra-
tion towards Europe and North America. Migration to
Europe is also driven by such economic motives, and in
addition by better living and working conditions (com-
pared for instance to the Gulf, another major migra-
tion region for Pakistanis), better citizenship
prospects, and long-standing social networks, i.e. previ-
ous migrants that help others to join them. Legal migra-
tion options to Europe — especially for low-skilled and
less-educated men - are quite limited. Instead,
migrants turn to irregular migration, for good reason
perceived as cheaper, quicker and “the only way”
(Figure 1).

Figure 1: Main motives behind irregular migration

It is cheaper than other options _ 28%

is the most common way to migrate | 24%

Itis quicker than other options |1 21%

My family or friend recommendedit | 10%

It is the only way to get to my preferred oy
(1]

destination

My agent recommendedit | | 7%

Other, please specify F 1%

Source: Qaisrani, Hahn-Schaur and Hendow (2021)

According to a 2019 mapping by the EMN Working Group on information and awareness raising. Presentation of EMN INFO Working Group Co-Chair,

Annual EMN Conference Vienna 2019.

Since 2016, ICMPD’s Migrant Resource Centres (MRCs) provide potential migrants in Pakistan with information and counselling. The EU-funded PARIM
information campaign builds on this work and seeks to design an information campaign aimed at providing awareness to potential irregular migrants

in six irregular migration-prone districts of Pakistan about the risks and consequences of irregular migration, the realities of life in Europe for irregular

migrants, and safe and legal channels for migration. To guide the design of the campaign, multiple strands of research were conducted to understand

the effectiveness of migration information campaigns, to identify the target audience, their information gaps and needs, credible messengers, and

pertinent channels of communication for migration-related information.

The percentages are based on a sample of 1200 potential migrants in six districts of Punjab as per the PARIM studly.
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Smugglers thus benefit from a lack of government
capacity to provide sufficient information on and
expand legal options to emigrate. Some smugglers may
even spread deliberate disinformation in order to
protect their reputation of providing a reliable, success-
ful and safe service by obscuring the more negative
risks and consequences of irregular migration. Poten-
tial irregular migrants are not naive about irregular
migration, either. ldentifying a “good” agent and not
becoming a victim of fraud or exploitation is among the
top concerns of PARIM respondents. “Vetting” process-
es for agents that potential migrants and their families
turn to include: asking for word-of-mouth references
among extended family and friends, asking the smug-
gler to provide references, using different models of
payment guarantees (e.g. upon proof of safe arrival)
and collecting incriminating information as a bargaining
chip.* Of course, such measures have their limits
against smugglers who deliberately mislead, seek to
defraud potential migrants or turn to trafficking vulnera-
ble (or out-of-funds) migrants. Those with a smaller
network of personal connections and lack of family
support are more at risk to be exploited, and the
PARIM research shows that it is usually those from
lower income groups that also have fewer social
networks to draw on for assistance. Unfortunately,
family and friends abroad — the most trusted informa-
tion and support for most migrants — can also play a
problematic role in the misinformation dynamics of
irregular migration: they may wish to obscure their
poor life conditions as irregular migrants in order to
“save face”, and thus contribute to misinformation.®

These dynamics demonstrate a clear need for better
information about migration options for potential
migrants. Many stakeholders in Pakistan interviewed

for PARIM research, including CSOs working with
migrants, see an important role for information
campaigns in order to reduce the risks for migrants.
Such migration information campaigns have indeed
become an increasingly widespread tool of migration
management in the past decades.

However, conducting such campaigns in an effective
manner is far from straightforward. Potential migrants
with extraverted, highly confident, risk-seeking charac-
ters are most likely to migrate irregularly, but are
simultaneously least likely to be influenced by
campaign messages.® In the PARIM survey, potential
irregular migrants self-reported a fairly low general
awareness of migration-related risks, yet the same
respondents still had a high intention to migrate irregu-
larly. Studies show that migrants can dismiss informa-
tion provided by a campaign, if they perceive that the
underlying intention is to prevent them from migrating
altogether” or if they see the information as not
relevant for them, because they consider the foreseen
consequences due to individual bad luck or poor
decision-making®. To a certain demographic, risk
might even seem appealing — research shows that
some young men think of irregular migration as some-
thing adventurous and appealing precisely because of
the (envisioned) danger.® This means that over-empha-
sising the hardship of the migration process may
trigger unforeseen effects. The PARIM study also
shows that migrants may opt for irregular pathways
despite knowing the risks as the outcome of a success-
ful migration may apparently seem worth the risk.

Such dynamics are often insufficiently taken into
account in campaign design, and can therefore render
campaigns ineffective. Simply aiming to “show the
risks of the journey” or the “poor realities of life in
Europe” in one way or another, often the professed
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goals of campaigns, is not sufficient if there is a lack of
nuance informing the message design. For instance,
one study showed that West African migrants overesti-
mate death tolls in the Mediterranean. If they are then
shown a message with actual death tolls, they might
find the unexpectedly low numbers encouraging.
Campaigns thus often suffer because they lack under-
standing of local drivers and motives (and factors
influencing them) of irregular migration, migrants’ prior
existing knowledge that informs their decision-making,
and their risk calculations.

Although these implementation problems are well
established, there is still frustratingly little research,
and therefore little solid evidence, on what can be
done to make campaigns work. On the one hand, this is
because many aspects of campaign effectiveness will
depend on local context and individual factors. On the
other hand, there are also very few rigorous studies
substantiating the methods of migration information
campaigns, and very few evaluations of actual
campaigns are made publicly available.” Nevertheless,
recent years have seen renewed efforts to change this
and new studies and evaluations have been published.
Building on these and our own PARIM research, we
have drawn the following lessons.

Firstly, the campaign messengers —those delivering the
information — need to have high credibility among
potential migrants. Credibility is defined by the messen-
gers’ perceived expertise (whether they can provide
information on the specific topic), trustworthiness
(appropriate motivation), and goodwill (willing to give
accurate information)."” Credibility may seem an
obvious factor, but is far from easy to achieve. Most

campaigns are conducted or funded by government
institutions and these often inherently suffer from a
lack of credibility (potential irregular migrants may
perceive them as “biased propaganda” for deterring
migration to certain destinations) Friends and family
are the most trusted resources of most migrants, but
not everyone’s friend or family member can be enlist-
ed in a campaign action (at least not on a mass scale —
they are certainly well placed as a secondary target
group of campaigns). Migrants already abroad may
have credibility in general, but if they are enlisted for a
message deterring others, their trustworthiness and
goodwill may be cast in doubt (perhaps they wish to
have the good life abroad only for themselves?). The
PARIM survey shows that returnees are actually
among the most trusted sources of migration-related
information, confirming other campaigns that have
also demonstrated that returnees can be productively
engaged in a campaign™ — provided they are not
perceived as having “failed at” migration.

Secondly, choosing the right channel is important and
often a mix of channels will lead to optimal outcomes.
Channels that establish 1:1 interactions, through
online, phone or face-to-face counselling, and smaller,
interactive formats with an entertainment element,
such as film screenings, have been the most effective
in changing people’s intentions.

Among social media, Facebook is the most popular in
Pakistan, as in many other countries. Traditional mass
media or largescale events are less effective in chang-
ing intentions, but can have their place in signposting
people towards more personal interactions and in
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regions wherethereislessinternetaccess. (Incidentally-
,this is also the approach pursued by ICMPD’s Migrant
Resource Centres in Pakistan.™)

Thirdly, campaigns need to segment target groups and
design different contents, formats and channels
depending on who is being addressed. The relevance of
a campaign message is determined by individual moti-
vations and prior knowledge, and these will differ
depending on age, gender, educational and economic
background, etc. requiring campaigns to have sufficient
clarity on who precisely they want to reach, in order to
be effective.

Finally, message content needs to be emotional to be
effective. The idea of being a “neutral”, hands-off
provider of accurate information, allowing migrants to
make informed choices on their own, can seem appeal-
ing to CSOs and other implementers of campaigns. But
neutral information will not be listened to, at least not
by itself. Invoking relevant emotions is required to
reach people’s ears: this is true for information on
migration as for any other public education campaign.
The evidence is still limited, but it appears that messag-
es are most effective if they bring just the right balance
of emotional content: “negative” messaging triggering
fear, anxiety or worry by highlighting risks sparks atten-
tion. This can then be followed by “positive” content,
pointing out legal pathways and job opportunities;
and/or neutral information, highlighting alternatives to
migration, domestic job or educational opportunities.
Reaching the more risk-seeking or over-confident
potential migrants remains a challenge even for the
best-designed campaigns —and may elude the reach of
campaigns altogether.

This final factor — that some potential migrants are
simply too over-confident and risk-seeking to be
convinced otherwise —seems to explain the high rate of
potential migrants (70-90% according to one evaluation
study™) which can not be influenced by campaigns.

14. https://www.mrc.org.pk/en/about/migrant-resource-centre

However, public information campaigns, be they in
health, nutrition or road safety, generally suffer from
the problem that not everyone can be convinced.

In light of campaigns’ significant potential in improving
migration experiences for many migrants, they should
not be dismissed too easily, despite the numerous
challenges in implementing them effectively.

The following steps need to be taken in order to
improve migration information campaigns in the
future:

e The best approach to positively identify the most
effective messages is to test (alternative versions
of) messages and channels of communication in
advance and to monitor and evaluate their effects
on campaign participants vigorously.

e Campaign donors need to reserve funds for rigor-
ous evaluation, assessing long-term impacts on
migration behaviour, rather than just awareness
levels, and should require that evaluation results
be made publicly available.

e More in-depth research is needed to better under-
stand the most effective approaches in reaching
potential migrants. Recent efforts by donors to
compile and consolidate the knowledge and
expertise required for effective migration informa-
tion campaigns, such as the good practice report
commissioned by the EU, should pave the way for
more rigorous studies in this field.

Finally, migration information campaigns are one tool
among many to address the challenges of irregular
migration. In order to effectively address the global
dynamics of irregular migration, campaigns should be
complemented by measures addressing the demand
for irregular, exploitable workers in destination coun-
tries as well as building the capacity of origin countries
to provide information, expand legal channels and
protect migrants abroad.

15. Tjaden, “Assessing the Impact of Awareness- Raising Campaigns on Potential Migrants — What We Have Learned so Far.”
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