
WORKING WITH INSTAGRAM DATA: THEMES AND IDEAS

WHAT KIND OF POLITICAL CAMPAIGNS/USES HAVE THERE BEEN?

▸ #thisundocumentedlife 

▸ Undocumented teenagers living in the US shared 
aspects of their life struggle with an instagram campaign 

▸ #blacklivesmatter 

▸ Used it to instantly document violence towards black 
people as part of the larger campaign
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• Refugees* are coming from highly wired/connected countries, with youths 
that are experts in ICT use and high levels of  social media use (Howard, 2011; 
Howard & Hussain, 2014)  

• Smartphones are the most important items in most refugees’ luggage. About 
the only things available to them to keep in touch with people at home  

• The best possible tool in their hands to document the conditions they live in 
and their struggle for physical survival  

• Help people create and share their own narratives through systematic visual and 
textual documentation  

• Allow them to present themselves as human beings rather than as “others” or 
“hostiles” or whatever else  

* At least those from the Syrian crisis

Why Social Media and Refugee?



Part of  Twitter & Instagram have geo-reference meta data

For Twitter, this proportion is around 1% to 
3% of  the total accouts

{ 
    "geo": { 
        "type": "Point", 
        "coordinates": [40.0160921, -105.2812196] 
    }, 
    "coordinates": { 
        "type": "Point", 
        "coordinates": [-105.2812196, 40.0160921] 
    } 
}

Do we have enough data then?



Part of  Twitter & Instagram have geo-reference meta data

For Instagram, this proportion grows to 30%
{
    "data": [{
        "id": "788029",
        "latitude": 48.858844300000001,
        "longitude": 2.2943506,
        "name": "Eiffel Tower, Paris"
    }]
}
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Density along the year in Milan
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Travels of  italian Twitter accounts through 2012-2016
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The ongoing Refugee project
WORKING WITH INSTAGRAM DATA: THEMES AND IDEAS

COLLECTING DATA USING GEOLOCATION FROM IDOMENI, GREECE

About 5000 Instagram posts limited to the Idomeni 
camp area in Greece



The ongoing Syrian Refugee project

About 5000 Instagram posts limited to the Idomeni camp area 
in Greece 

Period 11-21 Feb 2016 

Plan: track the accounts generating these posts a year later 

Issue: Instagram has severely restricted the API usage in late 
April 2016 and this makes this repository very valuable but 

data analysis extremely hard!



The ongoing Syrian Refugee project
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COLLECTING DATA USING #REFUGEES  (POSTS LIKED)
Activity around the 5000 posts



The ongoing Syrian Refugee project

1. Extract the Instagram accounts present in the data collection 
from Idomeni camp (Greece) 

2. Follow them in future (i.e. present): are they still in Greece? 
Or they moved around Europe? 

3. Check if  before the crisis the accounts were posting from, 
e.g., Syria, to test for “real” (suspect) refugee 

4. confirm the analysis by manually looking at the profiles



The ongoing Syrian Refugee project

1. We proceed by manual inspection of  3K Instagram profiles 
looking at last three months (Sep-Nov 2017) of  their timeline 
to determine: country of  destination, last city visited, type of  
account (Individual/NGO/Press/etc) and Refugee status by 
contacting the users as followers of  their accounts and/or 
asking for permission to see their images 

2. We failed to get permission in 28% of  the cases and those are 
likely to be some of  the interesting accounts 

3. Proportion of  true Refugee left in the sample very low: 1% 
of  clear refugee status and 30% of  “difficult to assess” cases



Current results of  the analysis

Number of  accounts: 3206, mostly personal accounts 
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Current results of  the analysis

Number of  accounts: 3206,  
very few assessed refugees (1%) and 30% of  uncertain cases
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Current results of  the analysis

Syrian are the majority though some other nationalities exist
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Current results of  the analysis

What did refugees share: personal life



Current results of  the analysis

What did refugees share: camp life



Current results of  the analysis

What did refugees share: politics/protest



Current results of  the analysis

Flows for fully identified refugees

Origin vs 
Destination

Germany Greece Austria Sweden Belgium Iran France Turkey Total

Syrian 8 3 1 1 1 14

Arab (generic) 4 1 5

Iranian 2 1 3

Iraqui 1 1 1 3

Kurdish 1 1 1 3

Afghan 1 1

Unknown 2 4 6

Total 18 7 4 2 1 1 1 1 35



Current results of  the analysis

Cumulative flows over the period 2010 – 2016.  
Source : Elaboration by http://syrianrefugees.eu/  based on Eurostat (EU28, Norway and Switzerland).

First time asylum 
applications of Syrians 
by country of asylum
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Correlation with 
Idomeni data = 0.75

Flows for fully identified refugees: spurious correlation?



Evidence so far

• social media data are biased but somehow capture the 
trends 

• noise is predominant in social media data, but signal exists 

• social media platform may abruptly change or close the API’s 
and therefore invalidate workflow of  analysis/monitoring 

• privacy of  social media users is a issue (in terms of  official 
statistics) 

• still lots of  ad hoc analysis



Parallel Project
We are monitoring all Twitter posts from Aleppo since December 
2016. This time about 1 Million posts. Twitter API still open!

We will produce a migration map by looking at the accounts after 
one year and cross the results with other Internet data and official 
statistics.



Can we also exploit the information coming from networks? 
Which are the hubs of  information? 

Would monitoring the hubs help in forecasting the flows?
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Data Science Lab
10 Ricercatori tra senior e junior 

!
Il Data Science Laboratory promuove e coordina attività di 
ricerca innovative nell’ambito dell’analisi e della 
visualizzazione dei dati complessi basate su tecniche 
statistiche, matematiche e computazionali.!
!
Alcuni ambiti di ricerca:!

✴ analisi dei dati finanziari e del rischio!
✴ metodi di simulazione di scenari economici!
✴ analisi delle opinioni espresse in rete !
✴ stima degli effetti di trattamento!
✴ integrazione tra statistiche ufficiali e open/big data!
✴ indicatori di benessere di un paese

"Data Science" : capacità di estrarre informazione da dati non 
strutturati o provenienti dalle fonti più disparate attraverso un approccio 
multidisciplinare finalizzato a comprendere e raccontare la realtà.

Twitter    @iacus 

WWW      http://www.voices-int.com 

Mail         stefano.iacus@unimi.it

Thanks!

http://twitter.com/iacus
http://www.voices-int.com
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