
A freelancer’s guide to 
reporting on refugees 
and migration

Run by

In recent years, civil and international conflicts and social, economic and 
political crises have left millions of people with no choice but to leave 
their homes to seek refuge from violence and threat or to secure a better 
quality of life. For freelance journalists, reporting on migration and 
refugees is a chance to tell deeply human stories and encourage a 
greater understanding of different peoples, places and cultures.  
It’s also an opportunity to interrogate and challenge whether the systems 
and structures that seek to govern the movement of people and the 
rights of refugees and migrants are working.

Why it matters

This is a rolling story: with 
numerous ongoing conflicts, 

the economic fallout of 
the COVID-19 pandemic 
and increasing numbers 

of climate refugees alone, 
mass movement of people 
will continue to shape the 

modern world.

Poor reporting on this 
topic can directly hurt 

people, whether through 
the propagation of myths 

or misinformation or 
inaccurate use of language 

and terminology.

Public discourse relating to 
refugees and migrants is 

often polarised.  
Anti-immigration views 

and political parties are on 
the rise in many regions. 

Responsible reporting on 
this topic and of refugee and 

migrants’ experiences can 
build empathy and better 

inform audiences.

In 2020, 82.4 million people 
were forcibly displaced 

worldwide, according to UN 
estimates, with 26.4 million 
classed as refugees and 4.1 
million as asylum seekers.

Know your terminology  
and international law 

The terms refugee and migrant aren’t interchangeable. 
The UNHCR offers clear definitions of important terms in this guide 

including the following:

Refugees are entitled to certain rights under international law and 
protection against being forcibly returned to their countries of origin. 
Migration is sometimes classed as regular or irregular. There is no 
universally agreed definition of irregular migration but the UNHCR 
suggests an irregular migrant is “[a] person who, owing to unauthorised 
entry, breach of a condition of entry, or the expiry of his or her visa, lacks 
legal status in a transit or host country.”

Migrant:

“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.”

Refugee:

“A person outside their 
country of origin for reasons 

of feared persecution, 
conflict, generalised violence, 
or other circumstances that 

have seriously disturbed 
public order and, as a 

result, require international 
protection.”

https://www.unhcr.org/see/wp-content/uploads/sites/57/2019/02/Reporting-on-Migration-and-Refugees_ENG-print.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/see/wp-content/uploads/sites/57/2019/02/Reporting-on-Migration-and-Refugees_ENG-print.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/
https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/
https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/
https://www.unhcr.org/see/wp-content/uploads/sites/57/2019/02/Reporting-on-Migration-and-Refugees_ENG-print.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/see/wp-content/uploads/sites/57/2019/02/Reporting-on-Migration-and-Refugees_ENG-print.pdf


Poor choice of language, relying on journalistic shorthand or 
using common tropes can quickly dehumanise the subjects of 
your reporting. Rather than challenge commonly held views on 
migration, migrants and refugees, the wrong choice of words will 
reinforce them.

Freelance journalist Anna Lekas Miller avoids using the phrase 
“refugee crisis” unless she absolutely has to, she says: “I see 
it as a border crisis and not people as a crisis. People moving 
shouldn’t be framed that way.”

Too often, migrants and refugees’ stories are reduced to good 
or bad reasons for leaving a home country or categorised as 
deserving and undeserving. Migrants and refugees are people; 
people are complex and their stories, lives and experiences full 
of detail and nuance. There’s unlikely to be a single reason that 
has led someone to migrate. 

If reporting on individuals or specific migration trends, think 
about how you can best understand and explain what has led 
to your subjects’ migrations and how they would describe their 
situation. Freelance journalist and refugee Osama Gaweesh 
reminds journalists to be patient and empathetic: “These are 
humans, not just stories to tell. It’s hard to be in a different 
country with a different language, people and culture. Give your 
interviewee a chance to narrate their story in their own words.”

Choose your words carefully 

Don’t be reductive

Expert tip

Expert tip

Avoid criminalising someone’s identity, says Lekas Miller, 
who investigates borders and has reported from across the 
Middle East and Europe. “Illegal” is often used as a precursor to 
immigrants with no qualification or context. People are often 
referred to or framed in the language of bureaucracy or the 
state which can suggest illegal or criminal behaviour. This can be 
misrepresentative and dehumanising. Consider using the term 
irregular migrant instead, if applicable.

“No one wants to cross a border illegally, it’s because there 
aren’t legal routes in place,” says Lekas Miller, who encourages 
journalists to investigate the frame of criminality that’s often 
placed on refugees and migrants. It suggests that only those with 
crystal clean records deserve to have their stories told, she adds. 

Water metaphors are often used, such as flood, deluge or wave, 
in descriptions of migration to Europe and between Mexico, Latin 
America and the US. These can be toxic, says Lekas Miller: “They 
create an image in the reader’s head of something overwhelming 
or dangerous that could wash you away or kill you when actually 
it’s a lot of people who need safety coming from an under-
resourced and possibly dangerous place to somewhere that has 
a security system.” 

Freelance journalist Lorenzo D’Agostino, whose work has focused 
on migration for more than five years, says depictions of refugees 
and migrants often support two tropes, both of which are 
victimising: “It’s either the universal figure of the weak, exploited 
victim; or an evil threat and menace – there is no inbetween.”

“You very seldom find a realistic description of a migrant or 
refugee as a normal person with flaws, strengths and, especially, 
agency,” he says. Try to do these individual stories and nuances 
justice in your reporting, recommends D’Agostino.

“When you report on migration, your sources are migrants and 
refugees themselves who are often vulnerable or in a very weak 
position,” says D’Agostino. It’s very easy to become “too involved”, 
so in the process of building rapport with your interviewee make 
sure you maintain your independence from agencies and avoid 
exacerbating that power dynamic. 

Sharing a little of her relationship to immigration and migration 
without being extractive, says Lekas Miller, who is Lebanese-
American and whose husband is from Syria, has helped bridge 
this gap in certain situations or can create a shared language 
or understanding with sources: “I think about the fact that I was 
born where they were born and those tables could be completely 
turned. I want to do right by them.”

Following his own experience of the asylum seeker process in the 
UK, Gaweesh urges journalists to consider the mental health of 
their sources when reporting on refugees and migration. Don’t 
just talk about the hardest part of their journey and respect their 
wishes if there are aspects of their story they do not wish to 
share. Making mental health a priority in your interview shows 
respect and builds trust, he says.

How to handle interviews

Expert tip

In addition to the “power gap”, there’s often a cultural gap be-
tween reporters and sources on migration stories, which can lead 
to problems. In Europe, people seeking asylum are required to 
put forward a narrative of themselves that fits the requirements 
of the system they are entering, says D’Agostino: “Lots of people, 
when they speak to a journalist, give you the same story they’re 
giving to the asylum officers because they have to convince those 
in positions of authority that they deserve asylum.”

Developing a relationship with those sources over time will help 
you get beyond the narratives enforced by the systems and pow-
er structures with which refugees and migrants must contend. It’s 
about building trust and establishing that you’re not an asylum 
officer or police, but interested in the truth, says D’Agostino.

Seek your own sources if you need to speak with refugees or 
people migrating. Becoming too reliant on subjects sourced 
by NGOs or humanitarian agencies can be problematic, says 
D’Agostino. It may mean the same sources are repeating their 
stories and trauma to multiple journalists and also makes it 
harder to distance yourself as a journalist from the role of aid 
worker or the agencies you may be investigating.

In her work, Lekas Miller tries to only talk to those who are eager 
to speak to journalists to avoid putting pressure on a source 
who’s “obviously traumatised” by their experience. Speaking 
multiple languages is hugely beneficial to this reporting, but even 
basic vocabulary or efforts to speak with someone in their native 
language can build rapport, she adds.

Find your own sources

Expert tip

If you’re reporting in person, take business cards with you, 
says freelance journalist and photographer Sally Hayden, who 
remembers handing out hundreds on a reporting trip to Calais, 
France, in 2016. “If you put somebody on the spot in person, 
they may not be comfortable speaking to you for many reasons, 
including who might be listening in and who might see,” she says. 
Handing out contact details, gave potential sources a chance 
to look at her work online and assess how much they were 
comfortable sharing.

You might be the first person a refugee or migrant has spoken 
to in-depth upon arrival in a new country which can build 
expectations that you can assist with legal, practical or other 
questions about their situation. As such, it’s crucial to manage 
expectations about what you as a journalist can do.

“Be as straightforward as possible,” says D’Agostino. “Explain 
that they are unlikely to gain anything in terms of actual material 
gains or advantages from speaking to you.”

What you need to know

https://annalekasmiller.co/
https://twitter.com/osgaweesh
https://www.lorenzodagostino.com/
https://sallyhayden.net/


Be fair in reporting the impact of migration on communities. 
People who are migrants or refugees are not to blame for issues 
with public services, falling wages, increases in unemployment or 
other systemic problems in the countries in which they migrate 
to, travel through or settle in. Looking at the structural issues at 
play – which also have consequences for migrants, refugees and 
their safety or freedom of movement – not only leads to fairer, 
more accurate reporting but can offer fresh angles on the wider 
topic and move conversations on.

Include refugees and migrants’ voices and perspectives in your 
reporting. Migrants and refugees from different countries will 
bring different views which can strengthen your story and lead to 
new angles.

Challenge the narrative

Do your homework: research the historical and political 
context of the region from which your story subjects are 
migrating. Lekas Miller says she often considers the general 
history of migrations as part of her reporting on this subject: 
“It helps to frame laws and borders as something that has 
happened to criminalise people”. 

“Thinking about migration as something that has been happening 
over a long period and why migration is so complicated now, can 
contextualise the issue,” she says. “It can help people understand 
that migration is not necessarily people breaking the law, but 
more people being in an incredibly difficult circumstance that 
isn’t their fault.”

Understand the history of migrations

Expert tip

Gaweesh recommends freelance journalists regularly review the 
current political and economic situation in the countries involved 
in their story pitches. “The situation in the Middle East and Africa 
changes every single day,” he says and coverage of refugees 
and migrants can often feel divorced from the situation in their 
home countries. Ensuring your research is up-to-date can make 
your story pitches more timely and show editors you’re the right 
person for the commission. 

Reporting on migration and refugees’ stories is often a story of 
borders. As such, working with other journalists who have access 
to local sources or understanding of context and processes in 
different countries and regions can be beneficial. Collaborating 
with speakers of other languages can also enable deeper, richer 
reporting.

Working cross-border can also help the reach of your reporting – 
crucial for covering this topic as your audience will also be other 
migrants and refugees. “It’s very important to remember that 
your audience is not just people who are living a comfortable 
life in Europe; it’s also people who need this information,” says 
Hayden.

Collaborate for better reporting

Expert tip

In 2017, Hayden reported on Syrian refugees who were trying to 
return to Syria. The idea for the story challenged preconceptions 
that refugees should “go home” or didn’t want to return to their 
home country. Working with a Syrian journalist who had come to 
Europe as a refugee themselves, she tried to find out what had 
happened to returning refugees, especially in Assad-held areas of 
the country.

“On the Syria story, we both brought something to the table: 
he had contacts among Syrians and could speak Arabic; I, as a 
European, was able to travel to Syria. We were able to combine to 
do good reporting,” she explains.

“Journalists reporting on this should be asking themselves, am I 
the right person to be telling this story? Where can I add value?” 
Where appropriate she has helped refugees write and publish 
their own stories to avoid their experience being filtered – 
something Gaweesh has also done. Run by

If your sources are refugees and migrants, think about whether 
your contact with them will put them at risk. Contacts in 
refugee or migrant detention centres, for example, will hide under 
blankets to send messages, says Hayden, but will rarely talk on 
the phone because it’s not safe to do so. Even being identified as 
someone in possession of a phone can put them at risk.

Refugees and asylum seekers are likely to be afraid for families 
left behind or feel in danger themselves, so make efforts to 
reassure your sources, says Gaweesh: “Your safety is our priority. 
We will not risk your life or your family life.”

Hayden rarely uses an interviewee’s full name “for security reasons”: 
“They will be on the move or inside a detention centre and may have 
very legitimate fears.” She offers a choice of first name, nickname or 
full name to interviewees. Be careful not to jigsaw identify sources 
with other details, she adds: “If I identify you, can I say that you’re 
Eritrean, that you’re in your 20s or if you have children? All of those 
things might be overly identifying someone to a point where it 
becomes dangerous. You need to have consent.” 

Be mindful of source safety

Expert tip

People & Planet’s reporting charter backs this idea: “Journalists 
should not divulge the migration status of any person they report 
on without the full, informed consent of the subject.”

It’s important to consider your approach to risk and potentially 
vulnerable sources when reporting these stories. “You need to 
figure out exactly what the person you’re interviewing knows and 
doesn’t know about the risk they are taking by speaking to you” 
and add clarity, says D’Agostino.

“I think a refugee or migrant is the best person to evaluate the 
risk [of a story] for them,” says Hayden. “I don’t believe in being 
paternalistic; if they say they want it published, I don’t think it’s 
my place to say no. You need to respect that they’re the one who 
knows the risk best. If they are in danger but they’d rather this 
information was made public, you need to respect that.”

The Al Jazeera Media Institute offers a useful checklist for your 
own safety considerations when reporting on this topic.

If approaching a refugee or migrant for an interview, be clear 
about who you are, share details of your journalism and even 
a press card, if you have one, to identify yourself. If you know 
when and where your reporting will be published, include that 
too – especially if it’s going to be online or on TV and available in 
the country your interviewee is in, says Hayden. 

Build and manage relationships  
in the long-term

Expert tip

Make sure you’re truly available to your contacts, especially 
if reporting remotely, says Hayden, who has been contacted 
through various social media and messaging apps by refugees 
and migrants from around the world: “Don’t assume that just 
because somebody is on the move or even in a refugee camp 
that they don’t have the internet. If you’re trying to cross into 
Europe, for example, you most likely do; the internet is your 
lifeline and your guide.”

Sources often contact Hayden with information or material, 
sometimes following her reporting on a situation in another 
country or community. Being easy to find online makes this much 
more possible: “It means they have a way to reach you and that 
you’re not always using these big organisations to filter the story 
that you’re getting – you have a direct line to people themselves.”

https://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/middle-east/road-to-damascus-the-syrian-refugees-who-want-to-go-home-1.3309941
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/middle-east/road-to-damascus-the-syrian-refugees-who-want-to-go-home-1.3309941
https://peopleandplanet.org/principles-ethical-reporting-migration
https://institute.aljazeera.net/sites/default/files/2018/cover%20refugee%20stories%20english.pdf
https://institute.aljazeera.net/sites/default/files/2018/cover%20refugee%20stories%20english.pdf


Pitching stories about migration, migrants and refugees can be 
challenging if a publication or editor believes the story “has been 
covered”. While stories of escaping conflict, challenging journeys 
and personal hardship are part of many refugees’ and migrants’ 
experiences, don’t limit your reporting on this subject to these 
narratives. Look for stories that recognise refugees’ and migrants’ 
experiences beyond crises.

Gaweesh believes pitches focused on high profile political 
refugees, refugee and migrant success stories, and attacks on 
freedom of speech can grab the interest of editors too.

Look at the broader experiences of 
refugees and migrants

To move the conversation about migration and refugees forward 
and find new ideas for stories to report, moving attention from 
individuals to institutions can be beneficial. D’Agostino is shifting 
the focus of his work from “the alleged victims to the potential 
perpetrators”, for example, investigating the different European 
agencies and organisations involved in migrants’ and refugees’ 
journeys and lives in Europe. 

Hayden sees stories in analysis and investigation of how systems 
are functioning: “What are the real implications of different 
policies or different laws for refugees and migrants? What 
barriers are they facing?”

Investigate the systems

Expert tip

“You need to give an editor a reason to allocate budget to you 
so you need to bring added value to this topic,” says D’Agostino. 
“Your added value as a freelancer is that you can put time and 
effort into building exclusive relationships with sources that are 
not the usual UNHCR spokesperson or Amnesty International 
press release. Publications already have access to that stuff 
through their staff.”

Gaweesh encourages journalists to report on how their own or 
Western states and governments treat refugees and migrants 
and how their policies and actions may have contributed to crises 
or conflicts in refugees’ home nations. Exploring these links can 
provide new pegs for stories and appeal to domestic audiences.

Run by

Expert tip

Lekas Miller, who is writing a book Love in the Times of Borders, 
encourages journalists to ask refugees and migrants more about 
their lives and experiences before their journey. The focus of 
interviews and reporting is so often focused on a terrible event 
or bad experience with asylum or state processes; it’s as if 
someone’s life only started “when they arrived in the West”. “So 
many people have had robust lives before they immigrated,” she 
says.

Stories that don’t solely focus on a horrible journey but are 
about a friendship or romance, for example, she says, can be an 
interesting way to understand how these experiences impact 
people and build connections with audiences.

Resources

Covering refugee stories – Al Jazeera Media Institute

Experts on forced labour, human trafficking and  
irregular migrant labour – GIJN

Charter for ethical reporting on migration –  
People & Planet

Where to find data on human trafficking, forced  
labour and irreegular migration – GIJN

Reporting on Migration and Refugees – UNHCR

Trafficking and forced labour glossary – GIJN

Reporting migration (podcast) – Freelancing for Journalists

Mediterranean refugee situation data portal – UNHCR

A guide to reporting on the Gulf Arab Countries – GIJN

Population flow visualisation –  
International Organization for Migration

https://annalekasmiller.co/book/
https://institute.aljazeera.net/sites/default/files/2018/cover%20refugee%20stories%20english.pdf
https://gijn.org/2018/02/28/where-to-find-experts/
https://peopleandplanet.org/principles-ethical-reporting-migration
https://gijn.org/2018/02/28/statistics-studies-data/
https://www.unhcr.org/see/11196-reporting-on-migration-and-refugees-guidelines-for-journalists.html
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1VIA-2eET7Fu09FYTJcNHu4_6JtmSkn_zJEzP8kwMsZ0/edit#gid=1280951114
https://poddtoppen.se/podcast/1511920418/freelancing-for-journalists/reporting-migration
http://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean
https://gijn.org/2018/02/28/guide-reporting-gulf-arab-countries/
http://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean

