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Digital Ethnography in Migration Studies

Alina Mozolevska (Ukrainian Catholic University)

In recent years, migration has become one of the most significant global phenomena, triggered
by different factors such as conflicts, economic disparities, and environmental changes. As
migration patterns evolve, so does the way migrants experience and express their identities,
challenges and aspirations. In the 21st century, digital technologies have profoundly shaped
these experiences, providing new platforms to communicate, share their narratives, and form
new communities. Digital ethnography, as a research method, provides valuable tools for
studying migration experiences, allowing scholars to gain deeper insights into the lives of
migrants through the analysis of their digital interactions (Bublatzky 2022, Calvo 2024).

Digital ethnography (Murthy 2008), also known as internet ethnography (Boyd 2008)
or virtual ethnography (Hine 2000), is a research method that involves the study of cultures and
communities within digital environments. This contemporary form of ethnography can be also
considered a methodological research approach which has recently been incorporated widely
in many scientific fields such as sociology, cultural studies, education, geography, and so on
(Delli Paoli and D’ Auria 2021). It is important to note that digital ethnography does not focus
on the digital medium itself or its use, but rather on the cultural, relational, and value-driven
experiences that emerge within digital spaces. This approach analyzes elements such as identity,
cultural meanings, language, rituals, imagery, symbolism, norms, roles, values, and myths
(Kozinets et al., 2018). By examining these components, digital ethnography uncovers how
individuals and communities construct and express their cultural realities in online
environments, providing valuable insights into the ways digital platforms shape and reflect
social dynamics and identity formation.

Unlike traditional ethnography, which is conducted through face-to-face interaction and
observation, digital ethnography focuses on online spaces where people communicate and share
information. This method is particularly useful in studying populations that are geographically
dispersed, as it allows researchers to explore virtual communities, social networks, and digital
platforms where people interact. One of the key benefits of digital ethnography is its ability to
capture the evolving nature of migration. The digital ethnography allows researchers to observe

how migration experiences unfold over time. For example, digital ethnography can help to
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analyze from the bottom up perspective how migrants use smart phones, apps and social media
to access information, maintain transnational relations with their communities, establish new
local connections and adapt to their new social and cultural environments (Leurs and Prabhakar
2018). Additionally, digital ethnography also sheds light on migrants’ use of online tools to
access information and services throughout their journeys. For example, Gillespie et al. (2018)
explored how refugees use their smartphones during their journeys, tracing the risks and
possibilities afforded by smartphones for facilitating information, communication, and
migration flows in the passage to Europe.

Moreover, digital ethnography can illuminate the role of social media in shaping not
only everyday lives of displaced people but also in creating their mediatized migration
narratives. Social media platforms often provide a space for migrants to document their
journeys, share personal stories, and advocate for their rights. Through the analysis of these
online narratives, researchers can gain insights into the ways in which migration is framed and
represented in the public sphere.

However, digital ethnography is not without challenges. One of the primary issues is the
representativeness of online communities. Not all migrants have access to the internet or are
active in digital spaces, particularly those who are living in marginalized or rural areas.
Furthermore, online interactions may not fully reflect the lived experiences of migrants, as
individuals may present idealized versions of themselves or selectively disclose information.
Another challenge is the fluid and dynamic nature of digital spaces. Online communities can
change rapidly, and the platforms that migrants use to communicate may evolve or disappear
altogether. Researchers must be prepared to adapt to these changes and be flexible in their
approach. Unlike traditional ethnographic methods, digital ethnography often involves
observing and collecting data from online interactions, which can blur the boundaries between
public and private spaces. This raises critical concerns about privacy, as individuals may not
always be aware that their online activities are being studied, even if those activities occur in
publicly accessible forums.

Digital ethnography offers a powerful lens through which to study the complex and
evolving experiences of migrants in the digital age. By focusing on the cultural, social and
relational aspects of digital interactions, this research method allows scholars to explore how

migrants navigate their identities, challenges, and aspirations within online environments.
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