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Abstract

This scoping review maps the empirical landscape of how Big Data has been used 
in the context of refugee victimization. Drawing on six empirical studies published 
between 2021 and 2022, identified through a systematic search across four electronic 
databases, the review examines the ways Big Data has been used to detect, represent, 
and respond to violence, exclusion, and neglect affecting refugees. The findings 
reveal that, while Big Data offers significant potential to enhance visibility, inform 
protective measures, and guide institutional responses, it also raises critical ethical 
challenges related to privacy, representativeness, algorithmic bias, and digital 
exclusion. Through a descriptive-analytical approach, the review underscores the 
dual role of Big Data: as both a means of addressing vulnerability and a mechanism 
that can inadvertently generate new forms of harm or reinforce existing inequalities. 
By offering a critical synthesis of the empirical literature, this review contributes to 
ongoing debates in refugee studies, highlighting the urgent need for context- 
sensitive, participatory, and ethically robust approaches to the use of Big Data in this 
context.

Keywords: Big Data, refugee victimization, digital exclusion, algorithmic bias, hate 
speech, surveillance

1. Introduction

In recent years, the global refugee crisis has intensified, with millions of 
individuals forcibly displaced due to armed conflict, political persecution, 
environmental degradation, and systemic instability. This escalation reflects not only 
the growing number of global crises but also the compounded vulnerabilities faced by 
displaced populations [1–12].

According to the 1951 Refugee Convention, refugees are outside their country of 
nationality or habitual residence and are unable or unwilling to return due to a 
well-founded fear of persecution based on race, religion, nationality, membership in 
a particular social group, or political opinion. This legal definition, while 
foundational, does not fully capture the range of hardships and risks refugees face 
throughout their displacement [13]. As refugees navigate complex and often 
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prolonged journeys – from initial displacement through transit, asylum-seeking, and 
resettlement – they encounter overlapping forms of victimization [13]. These include 
not only physical and psychological violence but also symbolic and structural harms 
such as discrimination, exclusion, exploitation, and institutional neglect [3].

This form of victimization is not limited to moments of crisis; it is frequently 
embedded within the very systems intended to provide protection. Inadequate 
access to healthcare, education, and legal support exacerbates this precarity 
[4, 7, 14, 15]. Scholars have drawn attention to how both structural and 
symbolic violence permeate migration systems, often concealed within 
humanitarian frameworks and institutional policies [4, 13, 16]. Media narratives 
also contribute to this marginalization by reinforcing racialized images of 
refugees as threats or outsiders [17, 18].

Institutional actors – governments, humanitarian agencies, and international 
organizations – play a pivotal role in shaping the refugee experience [5]. Yet, their 
responses remain fragmented, reactive, and often limited by data deficits, 
bureaucratic inefficiencies, and policy inertia [1]. While frameworks such as the 
Global Compact on Refugees promote responsibility-sharing and rights-based 
protection, systemic gaps persist [19]. A growing focus on border securitization 
further erodes institutional commitments to equitable, consistent, and sustainable 
support [7, 20].

Concurrently, the digital transformation of social life has created new arenas – 
both threatening and empowering – for refugees. Among the most prominent 
developments within this transformation is the growing use of Big Data to capture, 
process, and interpret refugee-related information across multiple digital 
environments.

As used in this paper, Big Data refers to the techniques, practices, and systems 
employed to collect, cross-reference, analyze, and process large volumes of 
structured and unstructured data from sources such as social media platforms, 
institutional records, electronic health data, and participatory digital environments 
[21]. These methods – including sentiment analysis, machine learning, topic 
modeling, and geospatial mapping – are increasingly utilized to identify patterns and 
correlations related to refugee victimization. Under this definition, a wide range of 
digital systems and practices, from social media monitoring to institutional data 
processing and participatory platforms, constitute forms or sources of Big Data. 
While these tools offer powerful means to make refugee experiences more visible, 
assess risks, and inform interventions, they also carry the potential to reproduce 
violence, exclusion, or neglect when applied uncritically or without participatory 
and ethical safeguards.

This dual capacity of Big Data is perhaps most visible in the role digital platforms 
play in shaping refugee representation, discourse, and exposure to violence. Digital 
platforms enable xenophobic discourse, surveillance, and systemic exclusion; on the 
other hand, they provide tools for visibility, advocacy, and community building. 
Studies show that far-right actors have weaponized digital platforms to spread 
antirefugee disinformation across Europe, particularly during high-profile crises 
such as the Evros border standoff and the Moria camp fire [22]. These hostile 
narratives often extend to NGOs and activists, undermining humanitarian advocacy 
through coordinated online harassment and discrediting campaigns [23].

At the same time, digital technologies can act as catalysts for cultural preservation 
and political participation [24]. Refugees and other marginalized groups are 
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increasingly using digital platforms to document their experiences, share narratives, 
and build transnational communities [23, 25–28]. These “cybercultures” offer spaces 
for identity negotiation and belonging. However, digital participation is also 
stratified. Access to digital infrastructure and literacy remains uneven, particularly 
for women and young people, who face layered vulnerabilities in displacement 
contexts [29–31]. Online spaces are also shaped by corporate and hegemonic cultural 
logics that often marginalize refugee voices or commodify their experiences.

This marginalization extends into migration governance. Digital technologies 
such as biometric registration, facial recognition, and mobile phone data extraction 
are now central to refugee management systems [24]. As Amnesty International [32] 
notes, these tools often operate without transparency or accountability and risk 
reinforcing racialized surveillance regimes. While such technologies may offer 
efficiencies and enhanced monitoring capabilities, they also pose significant threats 
to refugee privacy, due process, and protection [26].

Participatory platforms and social media channels hold promise for real-time 
feedback and localized response [33], but they also generate risks. Without strong 
data governance and community control, these systems may amplify inequality and 
exclusion, undermining the very rights they purport to protect [28]. Ethical concerns 
around consent, data representativeness, and algorithmic bias remain under- 
addressed [33].

While refugee studies have acknowledged the increasing role of digital 
systems, no scoping review to date has systematically examined how Big Data 
has been used in the context of refugee victimization. Although individual 
studies have examined specific applications or ethical concerns, there remains 
a need for a broader synthesis of how Big Data contributes to identifying 
vulnerability – or, conversely, how it may shape new forms of harm and 
reinforce existing challenges. Considering this, this review, by focusing 
specifically on Big Data and refugee victimization, and drawing on six empirical 
studies published between 2021 and 2022 – identified through a systematic 
search across four electronic databases – offers an original contribution to the 
fields of refugee and migration research, as well as Big Data.

Adopting a descriptive-analytical approach [34, 35], it highlights the dual role of 
Big Data: while it holds significant potential to enhance refugee visibility, inform 
protective measures, and support institutional responses, it simultaneously raises 
critical ethical concerns related to privacy, representativeness, algorithmic bias, and 
digital exclusion. It moves beyond a merely technical or celebratory view of 
innovation and instead offers a critical, interdisciplinary synthesis that foregrounds 
ethical, political, and methodological concerns. The findings call for more reflexive, 
context-sensitive, and inclusive approaches to Big Data – ensuring that these tools 
serve not only to detect harm but also to advance protection, inclusion, and justice 
for displaced populations.

2. Methods

To develop this scoping review, we followed the guidance for descriptive reviews 
by Levac and colleagues (2010) and adopted the methodological framework for 
scoping studies proposed by Arksey [34].
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2.1 Stage 1: Identifying the research question

The research question of this scoping review is: How has Big Data been used in the 
context of refugee victimization?

2.2 Stage 2: Identifying relevant studies

A search of the publications on three electronic databases (Web of Science, 
Scopus, and Annual Reviews) and via Google Scholar was undertaken in April 2025, 
with no restriction set for the time of publication. We used the following search 
expressions to identify relevant studies on the topic: “Refugees” AND “Big Data” 
AND “Victimization.” In addition, this search was followed by backward reference 
tracking, examining the references in the selected publications based on full-text 
assessment.

2.3 Stage 3: Study selection

The inclusion criteria allowed only original empirical studies written in English, 
reporting data on refugees, victimization, and Big Data. Nonoriginal full-length studies 
(commentaries, editorials, notes, newspaper articles, conference proceedings, and 
reports) were excluded. The titles of 330 records were retrieved. After removing 
duplicates, 219 articles were screened and assessed for eligibility. The first two authors 
independently screened all the papers based on the title and abstract, and subsequently 
based on the full text. This was cross-checked and discussed in both phases, and perfect 
agreement was achieved. The screening process is shown in Figure 1. Based on the 
title and abstract assessments, 214 records were excluded because they were not 
related to the research question (n = 208) or were not empirical studies (n = 6). Of the 5 
fully read articles, 5 met the inclusion criteria. One article was included following 
backward reference tracking, and the final scoping review was composed of 6 articles. 
The search and screening process is shown in Figure 1.

2.4 Stage 4: Charting the data from the primary research

We developed a structured data charting form to systematically organize and 
synthesize relevant information from each study included in this scoping review. 
This form was designed to capture key descriptive characteristics of the empirical 
literature, including author(s), year of publication, country of study origin, study 
aims, data collection methods, participants, sample size, and the specific 
technologies or analytical tools used. This comprehensive mapping provided a clear 
overview of the landscape of Big Data applications in refugee research and allowed 
for consistency in comparative analysis.

Following the “descriptive–analytical” framework proposed by Arksey [34] and 
further refined by Levac [35], we approached the data extraction not simply as 
a technical inventory but also as a step toward critically assessing the results. 
Particular attention was paid to how each study conceptualized and operationalized 
Big Data – including its sources (e.g., social media platforms, institutional datasets, 
participatory platforms), analytical methods (e.g., machine learning, sentiment 
analysis, geospatial mapping), and stated or implied objectives related to refugee 
victimization.
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Rather than organizing findings by methodological type or chronology, we opted 
for a conceptual structure that highlights the dual role of Big Data: (1) its capacity to 
respond to refugee victimization, and (2) its potential to reproduce or intensify 
vulnerability through bias, fragmentation, or exclusion.

2.5 Stage 5: Collating, summarizing, and reporting the results

Table 1 presents information about the main characteristics of the six included 
studies, ordered by year of publication. The main empirical achievements of the 
studies are discussed in the second part of the Results section.
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3. Results

The studies span diverse geographic and thematic contexts, including the real- 
time monitoring of antirefugee sentiment through social media mining and 
automated analysis in Spain, the deployment of a web interface for multiplatform 
hate speech detection and analysis across Southern Europe, the use of participatory 
digital platforms to reconstruct disrupted narratives and document resilience in 
Greece, the exposure of immunization access disparities via institutional Big Data 
analysis in Australia, and the role of learner-generated data in shaping inclusive 
language programs for Syrian refugees in Canada.

4. Study characteristics

The included studies were published between 2021 [36–39] and 2022 [40]. All 
studies were conducted in single countries: three in Spain [39, 40], one in Canada 
[36], one in Greece [37], and one in Australia [38].

The methodological approaches varied: four studies employed computational or 
statistical methods using large datasets, particularly social media analysis and 
machine learning [39, 40] and electronic health records (EHRs) [38]; one study used 
a mixed-methods design, incorporating surveys, interviews, and language 
production analysis [36], while another focused on system development and 
scenario-based user evaluations [37].

Participants ranged from Twitter users [39, 40], social media users, and digital 
content creators across multiple platforms [39], to adult Syrian refugees and 
Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada (LINC) instructors in Canada [36], 
and from healthcare clients and professionals involved in immunization programs 
[38] to volunteers and specialists engaged in digital heritage and identity-building 
platforms [37]. Sample sizes also varied, with studies analyzing 50,000–60,000 
tweets and online posts [39]: 24,254 tweets [40]; 97,710 tweets [39]; multiplatform 
corpus (precise figures not reported), health records of nearly 400 individuals [38], 
and qualitative input from over 30 participants [36].

5. The use of big data to address refugee victimization

The review highlights the diverse applications of Big Data in addressing refugee 
victimization, revealing both its transformative potential and the critical challenges 
that accompany its use. Spanning applications in digital discourse analysis, hate 
speech detection, narrative preservation, healthcare data integration, and structured 
educational assessments, the six studies reviewed illustrate the multifaceted roles Big 
Data can play in making refugee victimization more visible – while also exposing 
critical gaps in coverage, interpretation, and inclusivity.

The study by Vrysis [39] provides empirical evidence on the application of Big 
Data to examine refugee victimization through public digital discourse. Analyzing 
24,254 Twitter posts related to the reception of the Aquarius rescue ship in Spain, the 
authors employed sentiment analysis and topic modeling to detect patterns of online 
hostility. Their findings show that 27% of the tweets expressed hate or rejection 
toward refugees, while 9.9% were explicitly categorized as hate speech. These tools 
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enabled large-scale detection and emotional analysis of discourse, highlighting the 
capacity of Big Data to identify targeted hostility and track shifts in public sentiment. 
A temporal analysis revealed a paradox: while hate speech increased following the 
Spanish Prime Minister’s decision to accept the Aquarius, overall sentiment became 
slightly more positive. This underscores the ability of Big Data to reveal layered and 
sometimes contradictory emotional trends in refugee-related discourse.

Vrysis [39] extends this potential through the development of the PHARM 
platform, a multiplatform web interface designed to detect hate speech against 
refugees and migrants across Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and digital news outlets. 
By integrating machine learning, sentiment lexicons, and geospatial mapping, the 
platform enables real-time monitoring of xenophobic discourse. The study illustrates 
the role of Big Data infrastructures in consolidating fragmented digital sources and 
supporting the early detection of refugee-directed hostility. However, it also 
exemplifies the limitations of such tools. The reliance on automated classifiers and 
lexicon-based analysis presents challenges in interpreting nuanced content, such as 
sarcasm, coded language, or multilingual posts. These limitations are compounded 
by reliance on public data, which introduces sampling biases and excludes offline or 
less visible forms of victimization.

Sanchez-Holgado [40] offers a further example of Big Data use in monitoring 
refugee-targeted hostility. Using a dataset of 97,710 geolocated tweets from 2015 to 
2020, the authors applied a machine learning classifier to identify hate speech 
directed at refugees in Spain. They correlated these findings with demographic data 
and public opinion surveys to assess whether digital hate discourse could predict 
local attitudes toward forced displacement. Although no significant statistical 
relationship was found, the study underscores both the promise and the interpretive 
risks of using digital trace data. The authors caution that online discourse is shaped 
by complex sociopolitical dynamics and that algorithmic tools are vulnerable to 
misclassification, particularly in relation to irony and culturally contingent 
expressions. This highlights the need for contextual and qualitative triangulation 
when using Big Data to assess exclusionary sentiment.

Koukoulis [37] presents Crowdpower, a participatory platform that applies 
principles associated with Big Data – such as metadata tagging, modular system 
design, and scalable content aggregation – to preserve refugee migration narratives. 
Although the platform does not employ predictive analytics or real-time data 
mining, it enables refugees and their descendants to contribute personal stories, 
images, videos, and geotagged content assembled into interactive maps. Migration 
routes are conceptualized as dynamic data containers, linking narrative fragments 
that reconstruct the emotional and cultural dimensions of displacement. The system 
affirms refugee agency and digital storytelling as tools for empowerment and 
cultural preservation. However, the lack of real-time monitoring and limited 
predictive capacity pose challenges for broader institutional adoption. Questions of 
data validation, long-term scalability, and systemic impact remain open.

Nyanchoga [38] demonstrates how Big Data is applied in healthcare settings to 
reveal refugee victimization through institutional neglect. Analyzing the EHRs of 397 
refugee clients in South East Queensland, the study identified significant gaps in 
vaccine coverage. This use of Big Data exposes structural neglect that might 
otherwise be obscured in aggregated statistics. It also underscores the potential for 
digital integration across sectors – such as health, immigration, and settlement – to 
improve service delivery. However, the study also notes that fragmentation between 
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systems can limit the effectiveness of data infrastructures, leading to delayed or 
inadequate care. Even where Big Data exists, its underutilization or lack of 
coordination can reinforce vulnerability.

Huang [36], a mixed-methods study of adult Syrian refugees in Canada’s LINC 
program, does not deploy Big Data technologies directly, but it draws on structured 
datasets analyzed with NVivo software and IELTS descriptors. The study highlights 
how institutional barriers – such as rigid curriculum standards, language 
assessments, and digital literacy gaps – mediate refugee vulnerability in education. 
Although based on qualitative tools, the structured nature of the data collection and 
analysis parallels certain aspects of Big Data methodology. However, the study also 
reveals how such structured systems can marginalize already vulnerable learners 
when they fail to reflect diverse socio-cultural realities.

Together, these studies present a nuanced picture. Big Data offers powerful 
capabilities for enhancing refugee visibility, detecting targeted hostility, and 
informing more inclusive policies. Yet, these same systems face critical limitations: 
algorithmic misclassification, data representativeness issues, lack of contextual 
sensitivity, and structural fragmentation can all reduce their effectiveness or even 
reinforce the exclusions they aim to redress. Moreover, the adoption of Big Data tools 
without participatory design or ethical safeguards risks depoliticizing refugee 
experiences and overlooking localized forms of victimization. For Big Data to 
contribute meaningfully to refugee protection, its use must be context-aware, 
ethically grounded, and integrated with broader institutional reforms that center 
refugee voices and address systemic forms of neglect.

6. Discussion

This scoping review highlights the diverse applications of Big Data in addressing 
refugee victimization, examining its potential to reveal patterns of violence, exclusion, 
and neglect, as well as its role in generating new forms of harm and reinforcing existing 
challenges. However, it is crucial to underscore that these insights are drawn from only 
six empirical studies meeting the strict inclusion criteria. This small corpus reflects the 
nascent and exploratory stage of research at this intersection. Consequently, the findings 
discussed here should be interpreted as indicative of emerging trends rather than as 
a comprehensive or generalizable account of the field.

The selected studies reflect a growing methodological shift in refugee research 
toward the adoption of large-scale, algorithmic, and automated approaches aimed at 
detecting patterns of exclusion, hostility, and neglect. While these technologies offer 
the potential to enhance visibility and responsiveness, they also raise critical ethical, 
methodological, and epistemological challenges.

Across the reviewed literature, a dual pattern emerges: on one hand, Big Data is 
shown to reveal hidden dimensions of refugee victimization that traditional methods 
may overlook – such as digital hate speech, service disparities, and emotional 
undercurrents in public sentiment. On the other hand, the same tools can introduce 
new risks, including algorithmic misclassification, contextual oversimplification, 
and the reproduction of institutional blind spots. The studies analyzed illustrate this 
ambivalence clearly.

Vrysis [39] and Sanchez-Holgado [40] demonstrate how sentiment analysis, 
topic modeling, and machine learning can detect hate speech against refugees on 
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social media platforms, revealing correlations between hostility and negative 
emotional tone, especially during politically sensitive moments. Vrysis [39] goes 
further by developing PHARM, a real-time platform that consolidates data from 
multiple digital sources to monitor xenophobic discourse. Their use of geospatial 
mapping and automated classifiers exemplifies how Big Data can support large-scale 
tracking and visualization of refugee-directed hostility. Meanwhile, Nyanchoga [38] 
analyzes EHRs to expose vaccination gaps among refugee populations, showing 
how institutional datasets – when mobilized effectively – can identify forms of 
structural neglect otherwise invisible in aggregated national statistics. Huang [36]'s 
study, while based on structured qualitative data rather than Big Data per se, 
reinforces the value of systematic data use in revealing institutional barriers in 
refugee education and integration processes.

However, these technological applications are accompanied by clear limitations. 
Vrysis [39] and Sanchez-Holgado [40] warn against the interpretive risks of relying 
on sentiment metrics alone, noting that irony, coded language, or cultural nuance 
often elude algorithmic detection. These limitations highlight a broader concern: that 
Big Data, despite its capacity for scale, may lack the cultural calibration and 
contextual sensitivity necessary to fully grasp the complexity of refugee 
victimization. This echoes broader critiques of how algorithmic systems – especially 
in migration governance – may reflect and reproduce symbolic and structural 
violence embedded in state and humanitarian practices [13, 16, 4].

Vrysis [39] raises similar concerns, pointing to classifier bias and content 
ambiguity that undermine the generalizability and ethical use of automated 
detection tools. These risks are intensified in securitized digital environments, where 
technologies such as biometric registration, facial recognition, and mobile phone 
surveillance often operate without transparency or accountability, reinforcing 
racialized forms of monitoring and social control [24, 26, 32].

Nyanchoga [38] shows that even institutional Big Data – such as health records – 
can be underutilized or poorly integrated across systems. Fragmented data 
governance and lack of cross-sector coordination reduce the proactive potential of 
these tools, allowing structural neglect to persist. Huang [36]'s study deepens this 
critique by demonstrating how educational institutions, despite having access to 
detailed learner data, may reinforce exclusion through rigid assessment frameworks, 
limited inclusivity, and inadequate attention to digital literacy.

Koukoulis [37] offers a contrasting vision of Big Data use through Crowdpower, 
a participatory platform that centers refugee agency in the co-production of 
migration narratives. While not predictive or real-time, the platform embodies key 
principles of Big Data – such as metadata tagging and scalable aggregation – while 
subverting its extractive tendencies. By prioritizing ethical storytelling, cultural 
preservation, and collaborative knowledge-making, this approach challenges 
dominant digital paradigms that often erase refugee perspectives. This addresses the 
problem of epistemic exclusion, as noted by Berg [29, 30], where refugee voices are 
marginalized by design in dominant digital systems – either through lack of access, 
algorithmic bias, or platform governance structures [28, 31].

These findings underscore the importance of combining the scale of Big Data with 
the depth of qualitative insight. While Big Data offers valuable tools for detecting 
emerging threats – such as hate speech, misinformation, or systemic service gaps – its 
effectiveness depends on ethical reflexivity, contextual interpretation, and 
methodological pluralism. Yet, given the very limited empirical base, caution is 
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warranted in extrapolating these results to broader contexts. The evidence available 
provides a useful snapshot of methodological and ethical tendencies, but the absence 
of longitudinal, comparative, and cross-regional analyses limits the robustness of 
general claims. Technological optimism must, therefore, be tempered by critical 
awareness of power asymmetries embedded in data design, access, and application – 
especially when dealing with displaced and vulnerable populations.

This review also raises questions about the institutional responsibilities shaping 
data governance in refugee contexts. As noted by McAdam [19] and [20], policy 
approaches often prioritize border control and bureaucratic efficiency over long- 
term protection. These tendencies are mirrored in digital contexts, where securitized 
logics, fragmented systems, and limited accountability continue to undermine 
refugee rights and dignity [1, 4].

Furthermore, the reviewed literature remains geographically imbalanced. Most 
studies are based in high-income Western countries, with limited empirical research 
emerging from the Global South, where the majority of the world’s refugee 
populations reside. Countries such as Lebanon, Turkey, Kenya, and Bangladesh are 
underrepresented despite their critical relevance. This contributes to global 
knowledge hierarchies that prioritize Western data regimes and overlook the socio- 
political dynamics of refugee-hosting states [4].

In addition, the small number of studies (n = 6) reviewed here highlights both the 
novelty and the fragility of the empirical evidence base. The scarcity of studies 
constrains the ability to draw general conclusions but underscores the value of this 
synthesis as a first step toward systematizing a still-emerging research domain. 
Future research should build on this foundation by expanding the scope to include 
underrepresented regions, diverse data sources, and interdisciplinary methodologies 
that better capture local and cultural specificities.

Finally, a notable gap persists in the inclusion of refugee voices in the development, 
implementation, and evaluation of Big Data tools. Few studies engage refugees as 
active participants or cocreators of knowledge. This reinforces epistemic inequalities 
and raises concerns about who defines victimization, who controls data narratives, 
and how those narratives are operationalized in policy [3, 4, 13].

In sum, this review affirms the analytical potential of Big Data in refugee research 
but cautions that the current empirical base remains too limited to support broad 
generalizations. Its application must, therefore, be ethically grounded, context- 
sensitive, and participatory. Without these safeguards, data-driven innovation risks 
reproducing the very exclusions it seeks to redress.

7. Limitations

This scoping review has several important limitations that should be 
acknowledged to appropriately contextualize its findings.

First, the empirical base is extremely limited: only six studies met the strict 
inclusion criteria. This reflects the novelty of research at the intersection of Big Data 
and refugee victimization, but it also constrains the generalizability of the 
conclusions. The review should, therefore, be read as a preliminary mapping of an 
emerging field rather than as a comprehensive synthesis.

Second, all included studies were published between 2021 and 2022 and primarily 
originated from high-income, Western contexts. This temporal and geographic 
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concentration limits the diversity of perspectives represented, particularly from the 
Global South, where the majority of the world’s refugees reside. As such, the insights 
generated here may disproportionately reflect Western data infrastructures, 
institutional frameworks, and socio-political contexts.

Third, the methodological heterogeneity of the included studies – ranging from 
machine learning applications and institutional data analyses to participatory and 
mixed-method designs – complicates direct comparison across findings. This 
variability, while enriching the descriptive scope, precludes systematic assessment of 
efficacy, validity, or replicability.

Finally, although the scoping review followed recognized methodological 
guidelines [34, 35], publication bias and language restrictions (English-only 
inclusion) may have led to the exclusion of relevant nonindexed or regional studies.

Future research should broaden both the linguistic and geographic scope of 
systematic searches and encourage empirical studies that integrate ethical, 
participatory, and cross-sectoral dimensions of Big Data use in refugee contexts.

8. Conclusion

As Big Data technologies become increasingly embedded in the study and 
governance of refugee populations, this scoping review provides an initial 
descriptive and analytical mapping of their diverse applications in addressing 
refugee victimization – highlighting both their potential to uncover patterns of 
violence, exclusion, and neglect, and their capacity to generate new forms of harm 
and reinforce existing challenges. Based on only six empirical studies, the evidence 
base remains limited and uneven, warranting cautious interpretation of the patterns 
identified. The findings presented here should, therefore, be read as indicative of 
emerging directions rather than conclusive trends.

The six studies reviewed reveal a fundamental tension between the promise of 
enhanced visibility, responsiveness, and institutional insight on one hand, and the 
risks of exclusion, misrepresentation, and neglect on the other. Big Data has enabled 
researchers and institutions to detect hate speech, identify health disparities, 
visualize large-scale hostility, and coconstruct refugee narratives with 
unprecedented scale and detail. These capacities offer the potential to surface 
marginalization that may go unnoticed through conventional methods. When used 
critically and responsibly, Big Data can contribute to a more proactive and informed 
response to the complex realities of forced displacement – particularly when 
deployed across platforms and sectors with integrative, real-time functionalities.

However, the relatively small number of studies included in this review 
underscores both the novelty and the fragility of the empirical field. This limitation 
does not diminish the contribution of the review; rather, it highlights its role as 
a foundational effort to consolidate a scattered and emerging area of inquiry. Future 
research must expand this evidence base through longitudinal, comparative, and 
cross-regional analyses, particularly in the Global South, to ensure that insights are 
contextually grounded and globally representative.

Nonetheless, the limitations of current Big Data practices remain significant. 
Algorithmic classifiers continue to struggle with nuance, irony, and culturally 
embedded expressions, while fragmented or siloed data systems restrict the ability to 
act on insights in a coordinated and effective way. Moreover, refugee voices are often 
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excluded from the design, validation, and interpretation of digital tools, reinforcing 
epistemic inequalities and undermining participatory justice. The depoliticizing 
effect of abstraction – where complex experiences of displacement are reduced to 
patterns or data points – also raises concerns about the ethical desirability of such 
approaches when used uncritically.

Importantly, the studies reviewed reflect a growing awareness of these risks and 
a willingness among scholars to move beyond simplistic views of technological 
progress. Participatory platforms like Crowdpower (as shown by Koukoulis [37]), 
critical analyses of algorithmic bias, and efforts to combine computational tools with 
qualitative insight suggest a promising path forward for recalibrating Big Data use in 
refugee research. These examples point to the value of hybrid, ethically grounded 
methods that center refugee agency, cultural specificity, and the need for 
institutional accountability.

Rather than positioning Big Data as inherently progressive or inherently 
problematic, this review advocates for interdisciplinary and reflexive frameworks 
that combine computational capacity with grounded, context-sensitive analysis. 
Such models are essential to ensure that technological innovation in refugee studies 
aligns with the core values of protection, inclusion, and social equity.

The implications of these findings extend to both research and policy. By 
identifying the capabilities and constraints of existing Big Data applications, this 
review can inform the development of ethical standards in refugee data governance, 
promote cross-sectoral integration, and support the creation of rights-based digital 
tools that respond to the actual needs and experiences of displaced populations. 
Policymakers, humanitarian actors, and technologists must work collaboratively to 
ensure that Big Data infrastructures not only expose vulnerabilities but actively 
contribute to meaningful protection and social transformation.

Ultimately, while Big Data continues to reshape humanitarian knowledge and 
decision-making, sustained attention to ethical governance, power asymmetries, and 
the lived realities of refugees remains essential. Given the limited and geographically 
narrow empirical foundation, these conclusions should be viewed as a starting point 
for deeper, more inclusive, and empirically grounded inquiry – one capable of 
preventing the reinforcement of the very exclusions these tools aim to address.
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