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The expansion of digital technology and
activities in recent years has led to an
exponential growth in forced migration
data. However, this increase in available
data does not always result in more
inclusivity nor representation of margin-
alised individuals/groups. Collecting da-
ta in the forced migration field often
relies on focus group discussions and
key informant interviews. While such
methods have proven to be effective,
they are susceptible to reproducing
existing power-dynamics and systemic
biases which undermine diversity, rep-
resentation, and inclusion. Often such
ways to collect data represent the
perspectives of those who already have
a voice such as community and/or re-
ligious leaders, resulting in the inclusion
of displaced populations with similar
profiles and low participation of demo-
graphics like youth or women. Academ-
ic researchers and practitioners have
pointed 

towards the limited participation of
affected populations as data sour-
ces. Data collection practices which
target forcibly displaced populations
have been criticised for being ‘per-
formative’, unidirectional and extrac-
tive. Poor representation within da-
tasets can lead to biased analysis
and may detrimentally impact deci-
sion-making. At the humanitarian
sector level, the Grand Bargain in
2016 promoted localisation, partici-
pation, and inclusion as key priori-
ties, however these priorities have
mostly remained abstract with limit-
ed progress towards implemen-
tation. Even though there is momen-
tum towards evidence-based deci-
sion-making, issues around power,
representation and bias in data must
be identified and tackled. 
In this blog post, we report on a pilot
project by the International Or-
ganization for Migration (IOM) lever-
aging Collective Intelligence to
achieve greater representation and
diversity in data collection. This pilot 
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project was conducted in Iraq in May
2021. The pilot sought to test ways in
which the knowledge, voices and par-
ticipation of affected populations can
be better included through all stages
of the data cycle (collection, validation
and analysis). 

Geo-located results were presented to
the affected populations via an in-
teractive platform based on their
location, to allow them to vet, validate
and comment on the results. Quan-
titative data and qualitative feedback
were used in the next iteration of the
analysis. This piece contributes to two
ongoing discussions in the forced
migration

Collective Intelligence combines data,
people, and technology. It can be
understood as the enhanced capacity
of groups, using technology, to mobi-
lise a wider range of information,
ideas and insights which can then
inform innovation, learning or deci-
sion-making. 

field. First, it explores the challenges
of existing data collection tools relat-
ed to power and voice. Second, it
contributes to the growing discussion
around improving accountability to
affected populations and advancing
localisation using new and innovative
processes for data collection in forced
displacement contexts. 

Some well-known examples of Collec-
tive Intelligence are Wikipedia and
Waze, a navigation app which crowd-
sources information on traffic to in-
form other drivers. In the humanitar-
ian sector, the Ushaidi platform
shows how Collective Intelligence is
used to gather ‘wisdom 
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This blog piece illustrates how affected populations can be 
successfully involved in processes around analysis and 
validation of data, in a way that is complementary to 

conventional data collection. 

Applying Collective Intelligence and the
‘Have Your Say’ platform 
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of the crowds’ in a crisis context by
focusing on implementing a crowd-
sourced public response to crucial
decision-making processes. This
new branch of Collective Intelligence
has been gaining more traction a-
mong the COVID-19 response mech-
anisms. IOM’s Return Index is a key
interview- based tool designed to
measure the severity of conditions
in locations of return across Iraq.
The pilot study sought to engage a
broad subset of the affected popula-
tion in Iraq to explore whether and
why their assessment of their neigh-
bourhood or village differed from
that of the interviews, as captured in
the Iraq Return Index. Collective
Intelligence was employed in tan-
dem with IOM’s existing Iraq Return
Index to test and validate the find-
ings. The online ‘Have Your Say’
Collective Intelligence platform was
built by selecting five out of the six-
teen Return Index indicators for
validation by the community. They
covered the main thematic areas of
housing destruction, employment,
business recovery, community rec-
onciliation and security which reflect
conditions of returns and could be
easily cross-referenced. Given the
high level of mobile phone and 

internet use in Iraq, it is a fertile
context for a Collective Intelligence
pilot. The survey was disseminated
for a seven-week period  in English,
Arabic and Kurdish via the existing
social network of the IOM Iraq Face-
book page, with over 93,038 follow-
rs. Of these, 25 per cent of users
were female and 51 per cent were
between the ages of 25-35, a demo-
graphic less traditionally surveyed
in key informant interviews or focus
group discussions. The quantitative
analysis tested the indicator results.
For the qualitative data, an open
feedback platform allowed partici-
pants to express their sentiments.
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While most quantitative findings from
the Collective Intelligence platform sup-
ported the Iraq Return Index, this sec-
tion will focus on three out of the six in-
dicators where there was notable disa-
greement between the traditional inter-
view method and the Collective Intelli-
gence platform. Most participant an-
swers focused on housing (21%) and
security (18%), while the smallest pro-
portion of answers related to reconcilia-
tion (13%). Interestingly, most respon-
dents who disagreed with the Re-turn
Index’s assessment of employment
opportunities in their area believed that
the situation was worse than previously
identified by interviews. Job opportuni-
ties are very few because of the lack of
support for agricultural and industrial
projects. Participants highlighted under-
investment, agriculture and rural issues,
social marginalisation, and COVID-19 as
sources of unemployment. For exam-
ple, a female respondent between 18 to
34 years from Ninewa cited ‘favouritism
and corruption’ as obstacles to employ-
ment. Meanwhile, a male from the
same age bracket from Kirkuk quoted
that a ‘lack of job 

opportunities and employers’ failure
to appoint people with academic de-
grees are the reasons behind why
they do not have work’.  In terms of
business recovery, respondents to the
Collective Intelligence platform identi-
fied a lack of investment, the scale of
destruction and slow returns as
important factors influencing busi-
ness opportunities. Comparatively,
the key informant interviews had a
much more positive understanding of
the business environment. Collective
Intelligence respondents noted that
cycles of violence and displacement
had severely weakened the recovery
of businesses in many areas of return.
Business owners lacked the financial
means to repair premises, infrastruc-
ture was damaged, and the frag-
mented security situation limited the
movement of people, capital, and
goods.

4

Making room for disagreement:
voices of affected populations 

The inputs and voices of affected 
populations, as observed through the 
online platform, have created room 
for disagreement with the results of 

traditional data collection. 
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 The third indicator where the Return
Index and the Collective Intelligence
platform differed was community
reconciliation. Many Collective Intelli-
gence respondents noted that peace-
ful coexistence was possible because
of a lack of sources of tension within
their community, such as tribal dis-
putes. Many also stated that ethno-
eligious homogeneity in their area
was the crucial determinant of peace
within the community. This percep-
tion may be threatened by the return
of marginalised communities and
may also increase the vulnerability of
displaced minorities that are current-
ly hosted in those areas. For example,
a male in Baghdad between 35 and
59 years noted that ‘All the people of
the area are from one ethnic group
and get along with the tribes and all
other groups in the sub-district. The
tribes have an obligation to fight
terrorism in the district, and this is
what happened after retaking the
areas from ISIS’. These findings are
valuable to unpack underlying barri-
ers to sustainable returns which go
beyond those identified by the Return
Index. 
These disagreements between the
traditional key informant interviews
and Collective Intelligence

respondents are important for sever-
al reasons. Issues around returns,
displacement and forced migration
are complex and multi-layered. To
fundamentally transform how we
confront these issues necessitates
newer approaches and perspectives
which include voices and knowledge
beyond the current rubric. Communi-
ty feedback on sensitive topics such
as perceptions of corruption are
particularly relevant for understand-
ing obstacles to employment, while
insights on community dynamics are
important to inform programming. 
 The success of creating a digital
anonymous ‘safe space’ to
encourage, aggregate and better
understand such perspectives leads
us to discuss some of the key
methodological takeaways from this
pilot. Even though COVID-19 related
restrictions in Iraq impeded outreach
capabilities to disseminate the
platform, it led to the creation of an
entirely digital feedback mechanism.
This facilitated an opportunity to gain
critical feedback in situations where
respondents may feel more comfort-
able being anonymous and are not
exposed to the risks associated with
identification.
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This pilot demonstrates new opportu-
nities for broadening the scope of par-
ticipation and representation in dis-
placement data, but equally, it poses
some barriers. Due to the small num-
ber of locations (192 locations) and re-
spondents in the Collective Intelligence
process versus in the Iraq Return Index
(2,706 locations), the qualitative differ-
ences cannot be generalised to the
whole population. The digital platform
can be seen as a double-edged sword.
While participation of newer demo-
graphics catalysed critical feedback
and disagreement, 

Forced migration data is richer when there is disagreement and variance because
it contributes towards a more holistic and representative understanding of the
situation on the ground. 

Anonymity lent a feeling of protection and a chance for affected populations to
voice their concerns without the power dynamics between humanitarian actors
and affected populations. The qualitative responses attest to a willingness to
provide non-personal information, which also eliminated data protection
concerns. 

participation was limited to digitally
connected individuals (mostly younger
males). It is vital to find the balance
between using new technology while
recognising other structural asymme-
tries that may arise due to digital
divides and associated disparities.
While digital technologies contribute to
diversifying participants, the need to
involve marginalised groups persists.
Overall, even though social media
platforms enabled us to improve parti-
cipation, engage with new demograph-
ics, and create a ‘safe space’ for
affected populations to participate in 

Participatory modes of data collection are ethical 
and enable affected populations to assert agency 

over decisions affecting their lives. 
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Limitations and areas for future
development 
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analysis, there is scope  to improve
and to scale up to involve more
people. For example, engaging a
larger sample of citizens would make
it possible to draw statistically
significant conclusions and to
strengthen the comparison between
the two methods. 

Tools designed for Monitoring,
Evaluation, Accountability, and Learn

       ing can benefit from adopting a          
       complementary Collective Intelli-
       gence approach to data collection to
       collect anonymised feedback from
       affected populations to improve
       programming. 
Overall, with global trends of increasing
phone ownership and Internet use,
there is emerging need to explore digital
participation methods that complement
existing processes. For policy actors, the
strong participation in the pilot suggests
a good appetite for using similar
methods in contexts with high mobile
phone use. New methods for data
collection need to connect with more
“marginal” or less traditionally engaged
groups who are often excluded from
current data

Potential responses to ongoing
challenges 
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The Collective Intelligence method-

Simultaneously collecting data
using different methods can help
engage affected populations to
validate analysis, to identify gaps,
and to mitigate assessment fati-

Processes which combine qualita-

This pilot provided humanitarian and
development practitioners one
example of how to develop low-tech
modalities to engage diverse groups
of affected populations.

       ology or ‘crowdsourcing compo-
       nent’ can be integrated into data
       collection processes to provide
       validation and feedback in a reg-
       ular but sustainable manner. 

       gue.

       tive and quantitative methods can
       be used to confirm the situation   
       on the ground. 
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collection tools. Finally, this pilot showed
a case where macro-level challenges
around power, participation and local
knowledges of displaced populations
were tackled in a local context using
technology to complement if not entirely
shift data collection methods. Valuing
participatory processes is an important
step towards promoting inclusivity and
shifting power dynamics. 
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