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7. Navigating borders/navigating networks: migration, 

technology and social capital 
 
Farah Azhar, Sara Vannini, Bryce Clayton Newell and Ricardo Gomez 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

In the 1990s, entry into the United States from Latin America became more difficult as the US–
Mexico border became heavily militarized (Massey, Durand and Malone 2002). From 1986 to 

2004, the budgetary increase in surveillance was tenfold, with more officers deployed at the 

border, and the number of deportations also expanded by a factor of ten (Massey 2005). Despite 

this, 10.3 million immigrants from Latin America were admitted legally from 1980 to 2006. 

However, there was also an increase in undocumented immigrants (Huntington 2004; Dobbs 

2006). The act of migration is influenced by global media and its representation of foreign land. 

This representation plays a pivotal role in lives of individuals who are considering migration 

(King and Wood 2001). Research suggests that the use of information and communication 

technologies (ICTs) helps migrants get relevant information prior to migration and helps them 

comprehend the implications and consequences of migrating (Newell, Gomez and Guajardo 

2016; Newell and Gomez 2015; Horst 2006). Panagakos and Horst (2006, p. 120) state that, 

“There is no doubt that new technologies have an impact on how transnational migrants imagine, 

negotiate and create their social worlds across broad transnational fields.” 
Social networks are integral to the process of migration (Fall 1998). People who have migratory 

experience become a valuable source of social capital to other people who are planning some 

form of migration, and those with friends with migration experience have a greater incentive to 

migrate themselves (Massey and Aysa-Lastra 2011). Social media has the potential to transform 

migration networks (Dekker and Engbersen 2014). The internet has thus given users an 

opportunity to be active producers as well as consumers of media content. Social media is not 

only a personal communication tool but a gateway for distributing information. This new 

generation of ICTs is significant for migrants and non-migrants who are geographically scattered 

but remain connected through transnational networks (Kissau 2012; Mahler 2001).  

The emergence of new technologies has lowered the communication- and travel-related costs of 

migration and has increased the “richness” of communication content. New technologies have 

led to the emergence of transnational identities as a new factor in traditional patterns of 

migration and assimilation into host societies (Bates and Komito 2012). In their migration 

journeys, migrants have access to wider information services via different mobile technological 

devices like smartphones, global positioning apps, social media, and instant messaging systems 

(such as WhatsApp). The “polymedia” affordances of smartphones go beyond calling and texting 

(Madianou 2014) and provide more autonomy to migrants in certain contexts (e.g., in migration 

journeys to Europe; Schroeder 2015, as cited in Zijlstra and Liempt 2017). The portability of 

mobile phones allows migrants to adapt to changing circumstances during the journey (Schaub 

2012). Information is often sought via online social networks. Migrants can stay connected to 

friends and family by exchanging pictures and text messages. Mobile phones may give migrants 



the feeling of security that they can always call for help if need arises (Germann Molz and Paris 

2015). 

However, depending on their circumstances and intended destinations, migrants might not be 

able or might not be willing to use ICTs. First, socio-economic status, level of education, 

urban/rural residence, gender and age can cause significant differences in people’s ability to use 

ICTs, including migrants (Benitez 2006; Hamel 2009). Extensive literature indicates that ICTs 

may empower communities and groups that have been historically underserved, including 

women (Arun, Heeks and Morgan 2006). Yet, the literature also indicates how the groups with 

the least resources, including less-educated, lower-class women are not benefitted (Arun et al. 

2006). Second, migrants might choose not to use ICTs during their journeys, and especially not 

mobile phones, as they perceive them as possible tools of surveillance. The perception that 

turning on a mobile phone will show their location to border agents is quite diffused among 

migrants at the US–Mexico border (Newell, Gomez and Guajardo 2016; 2017). Additionally, 

certain border regions, including along the US–Mexico border, do not always have the cellular 

infrastructure required to support consistent wireless connectivity. 

In this chapter, we examine research on the role and use of online social media and other ICTs in 

the context of migration. We link the use of ICTs (including social media) by undocumented 

migrants—and the opportunities and risks enabled by these ICTs—to Bourdieu’s (1986) 

definition of social capital. Our past research is particularly focused on undocumented migration 

into the United States across the country’s southern border with Mexico and, to a lesser extent, 

migrant integration into various communities in the United States. The primary empirical 

research we reflect on here is drawn from three interrelated lines of research: the first was a 

study of the migration-related information practices of clandestine migrants in a shelter in 

Nogales, Sonora, Mexico (Newell, Gomez and Guajardo 2016; Newell, Gomez and Guajardo 

2017; Newell and Gomez 2015; Yefimova et al. 2015); the second was a study of the 

information practices of Latino migrants, many of whom were undocumented, at the US–Mexico 

border, in Seattle, Washington, and in Cali, Colombia (Gomez and Vannini 2017; Gomez 2016; 

Gomez and Vannini 2015; Gomez, Gomez and Vannini 2017; Vannini, Gomez and Guajardo 

2016); and the third was a study of the information practices of the humanitarian migrant-aid 

organizations that work to serve and support clandestine and undocumented migrants in and 

around Nogales, Sonora, and Nogales, Arizona (Gomez, Newell and Vannini 2020; Vannini, 

Gomez and Newell 2019; Newell, Vannini and Gomez, 2020). 

 

 

RELATED WORK 
 

We discuss two areas of related work: the information practices, technology use and social 

networks of migrants, and the concepts of social capital and how it relates to the migration 

experience. 

 

Information Practices, Technology Use and Migrants’ Social Networks 

In some contexts, migration is viewed as a sense of achievement and the migrants are thought of 

as “national heroes” (Riccio 2006). Migration offers a unique opportunity to reinvent oneself. As 

Rouse (1995, p. 356) wrote, migration involves “asserting and organizing around either 

revalorized versions of ascribed identities or new ones that the (im)migrants develop for 

themselves.” Chen and Choi (2011) found that computer-mediated social support is a precious 



supplement to the migrants’ offline social support and that a growing number of Chinese 

migrants in Singapore go online to request and exchange information, counsel, companionship 

and even tangible assistance. Baron and Gomez (2017) examined how information practices 

affect the migration process by collecting stories from undocumented Latino migrants in the US. 

They argue that migration is not a linear process and show how ICTs facilitate the formation of 

new national–transnational identities, inculcate a sense of “in-betweenness,” and generate 

understandings of nationhood. 

Dekker and Engberson (2014) conducted a study to investigate the how the use of online social 

media by migrants and non-migrants affects migration and the functioning of migrant networks. 

Brazilian, Ukrainian and Moroccan migrants were interviewed between January and June 2011 

in the Dutch cities of Amsterdam and Rotterdam. Results revealed four main ways in which 

social media facilitated international migration: (1) promoting solid ties with loved ones, (2) 

addressing weak ties that are relevant to organizing the process of migration and integration, (3) 

building latent ties, and (4) offering discrete and unofficial migration information. Hence, social 

media changed the process of migration and lowered barriers. 

Others, like Benítez (2012), analyzed how ICTs change the communication practices of 

transnational families and influence public policy. Based on survey research in El Salvador, 

Benítez (2012) found three ways in which ICTs offered new possibilities for communicative 

practices among immigrants and their relatives: (1) strengthening cultural values, (2) maintaining 

ties with home, and (3) providing affective support to family. Wilding (2006, p. 132) has argued 

that ICTs are important for transnational families in “constructing or imagining connected 

relationship and enabling them to overlook their physical separation by time and space even if 

only temporarily.” 
Migration within a country or beyond borders may entail risks that can be reduced to some extent 

(Tilly 1990) if international migrants maintain connections with social ties and have information 

about the conditions of migration (Ros et al. 2007). Schapendonk and Moppes (2007) 

interviewed migrants in Morocco, Spain and Senegal and found that migrants valued the 

connection—mediated by mobile phones—to friends and family members during and after 

migration. Many of their respondents used the internet to prepare for the journey, ranging from 

transferring money, using internet cafes, or looking for employment. Hence, the use of the 

internet mitigated risks for the migrants. 

As the International Organization for Migration (IOM 2005) has noted, the rise of ICTs and their 

use for border control and national security now entails serious cost and investment in every 

country’s information technology infrastructure coupled with information-sharing agreements 

among states. These technologies, in turn, make migration data more available but also produce 

concerns about privacy and state surveillance. 

Smugglers and others may also use social media and spread rumors or misinformation and lure 

migrants into false deals or create unrealistic expectations (Frouws, Phillips, Hassan and Twigt 

2016). In some countries, information campaigns to discourage migration address these issues. In 

Senegal, for instance, a state-initiated information campaign informed potential migrants of the 

dangers of crossing the Atlantic Ocean to the Canary Islands. However, trust in media and online 

information may also impact the effectiveness of such information campaigns. Often, migrants 

prefer to rely on information obtained through word-of-mouth from trusted sources (Guilmoto 

and Sandron 2001; Poot 1996). 

 

 



From Social Networks to Social Capital 

Many understand social capital as consisting of strong ties (Granovetter 1973)—in the context of 

migration, these are based on shared community, friendship, or kinship that connects both 

migrants and non-migrants (Massey et al. 1998). Perhaps the most straightforward approach to 

social networks is Granovetter’s (1973) theory of the strength of weak ties, which asserts that 

weak ties are more likely to be bridges to outside networks than strong ties and that information 

flows through weak ties. Granovetter (1973) elaborates on the quality of connections between 

people as either strong or weak. Both types of links are crucial as the strong links provide 

support and are particularly important at the beginning and end of life, while weak links translate 

into new social and economic opportunities in adult life (Goodman 2003). Granovetter’s theory 

enables us to answer questions like how individual and community social capital is affected by 

use of social media. 

Social capital is a much-contested concept in the social sciences due to a variety of definitions 

(Castiglione 2008). Scholars have grappled over the concept’s ambiguity, as evidenced by often 

vague explanations of social capital in academic literature (Ahn and Ostrom 2008; see, e.g., 

Solow 2000; Durlauf 1999; Manski 2000). In this chapter, we utilize Bourdieu’s concept of 

social capital. Reference to Bourdieu’s (1986) definition of social capital is quite common. 

According to Bourdieu (1986), social capital comprises social obligations that can be 

converted—in certain conditions—into economic capital, and maybe institutionalized, e.g., in the 

form of titles of nobility. The convertibility of these social, cultural and symbolic resources 

should have the effect of securing advantage or disadvantage particularly in terms of economics 

(Bourdieu 1986). Social ties are more meaningful when they result in access to those individuals 

who have more knowledge and resources (Bourdieu 1986, as cited by Ryan et al. 2008). 

Inspired by Bourdieu, Cederberg (2012) interviewed Swedish refugees looking into their co-

ethnic and non-ethnic networks. The concept of “social capital” is extremely significant for 

making sense of migrant’s experience and position particularly with reference to inequality. 

Social groups are rarely homogenous and are marked by internal conflicts. Cederberg (2012) 

emphasized that it is imperative to look at a range of social networks and see the advantages as 

well as disadvantages they bring to members when studying different processes in the migration 

process. 

Blanchard and Horan (2000) surveyed 342 people in a mid-sized California city that was about 

to get a “virtual community” (i.e., an online community network). The study was conducted to 

investigate whether virtual communities could compensate for a decrease in social capital as a 

consequence of decreased participation in face-to-face communities, and found that there was, 

indeed, an increase in social capital as people interacted in the new virtual space with neighbors, 

family, and friends. In an ethnography of a youth-oriented community technology center in 

Denver, Colorado, Clark (2003) examined how digital divide policy is actually practiced. 

Making use of Granovetter, she deduced that young people’s online activities build their weak 

ties to a wider network. Using Bourdieu, she concludes that these networks create opportunities 

for them in form of employment, housing, and other opportunities. The social capital debate 

(Portes and Landolt 1996; Putnam 2000) has also been extended to include “network capital” 
(Larsen and Urry 2008). Larsen and Urry (2008, p. 93) explain the concept of network capital as 

 
access to communication technologies, transport, meeting places and the social and technical 

skills of networking. … Network capital is the capacity to engender and sustain social relations 

with individuals who are not necessarily proximate, which generates emotional, financial and 



practical benefit. “Network capital” refers to a person’s, or group’s, or society’s facility for “self-

directed” corporeal movement and communication at-a-distance. 

 

Migration research in some parts of the world (see, e.g., Garip 2008 [rural villages in Thailand]) 

suggest that individuals are more likely to migrate if their social capital is greater and more 

spread out by occupation rather than distance. Resources from weakly tied sources like an 

acquaintance had a higher effect on migration than from strongly tied sources like family. This 

result is in stark contrast to international migration from Mexico to the US, where strong ties like 

family members facilitate the decision to migrate (Davis, Stecklov and Winters 2002; Palloni et 

al. 2001). Massey and Aysa-Lastra (2011) conducted a study to find out the effects of social 

capital on international migration and how these effects differ based on contextual factors to 

estimate models predicting the probability of taking first and later trips to the US from five 

countries: Peru, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Mexico and the Dominion Republic.  

The results confirmed that social capital had a universal and strong effect on migration, 

particularly on the first migration trip compared with later trips and interacts with cost of 

migration. On first trips, the effect of individual social capital (measuring strong ties) in 

encouraging migration increases with distance while the effect of community social capital 

(measuring weak ties) decreases with distance. On later trips, the direction of effects for both 

individual and community social capital is negative for long distances but positive for shorter 

ones. 

Migration can be viewed as a special case of development of social networks (Eve 2010). The 

role of kinship and friendship networks is highly important in facilitating migration (Haug 2008; 

Heering, van Der Erf and van Wissen 2004). Bonding social capital is generally associated with 

technology that allows the migrants to maintain and strengthen strong ties with friends and 

family back home while bridging social capital is associated with migrants’ use of technologies 

to “open up new perspectives” (Proulx 2008, p. 158). Bonding social capital and bridging social 

capital can serve during both the pre- and post-migration phase, and in the post-migration phase, 

to remain in contact with the source society as well as to integrate into the host society. 

 

 

RESEARCH METHODS 
 

The findings presented below come from three interrelated research projects active between 2014 

and 2020, as discussed above. Additional details about methods for each of these studies has 

been published elsewhere. In the first line of research, we conducted semi-structured and 

informal interviews with 46 migrants and migrant-aid workers at a day shelter for migrants in 

Nogales, Sonora, Mexico, during multiple fieldwork trips in 2014. Interviews were conducted in 

either English or Spanish, depending on the language proficiency of our respondents, and all 

Spanish language interviews were translated into English prior to data analysis. Our respondents 

fell into the following three categories: 

 

1. individuals who had been recently deported from the United States (generally within a few 

days of deportation, n=29), 2. migrants from Central America who had just arrived at the border 

with plans to cross into the United States in a clandestine fashion (n=4), and 3. migrant-aid 

workers affiliated with local and binational humanitarian organizations and who provide services 

at the shelter on a regular or recurring basis (n=13) (Newell, Gomez and Guajardo 2016, p. 181). 



 

We generated a coding manual and engaged in multiple rounds of coding, beginning with pre-

established codes derived from our interview protocols and expanding our code book through an 

iterative process of identifying additional concepts that emerged in the data. Additionally, 

throughout this fieldwork in 2014, we also engaged the methodology of participatory 

photography, disseminating cameras and instructions to migrants at a day shelter in Nogales, 

Sonora, and conducting follow-up interviews the following day when they returned (see 

Yefimova et al. 2015; Gomez and Vannini 2015). After providing the participants with simple 

digital cameras, we asked them to take pictures of their daily lives in Nogales. The following 

day, when participants returned to the day shelter, we conducted semi-structured photo-

elicitation interviews, using their captured photos as stimuli to guide our conversations. This 

methodology allowed “us to capture and understand the migrants’ life experiences during some 

of their most vulnerable times: While receiving food and supplies at a migrant shelter just 

minutes from the border” (Yefimova et al. 2015, p. 3675). 

In the third study, we conducted interviews and engaged in field observation of the work of five 

volunteer-led migrant-aid organizations active in the area surrounding Tucson and Nogales, 

Arizona, in the summer of 2018. Our focus was on understanding the information practices of 

these generally volunteer-led organizations and how they use ICTs within their work. We 

conducted twenty open-ended, semi-structured interviews with humanitarian volunteersand 

engaged in participant observation of their work (including ride-alongs on service trips into the 

desert and to a migrant shelter in Nogales, Sonora). We also attended weekly organizational 

meetings as well as immigration proceedings in federal court. As in the earlier research, we 

based our interviews (and subsequent coding) around our initial interview guide, expanding our 

set of basic questions throughout each interview based on the context, history, and roles of each 

participant in the organizations with which they were affiliated. 

 

 

FINDINGS 
 

Our findings show that migrants have different uses of and feelings towards ICTs at different 

stages of migration, reflecting not only their own migration stage, but also how they are 

intentional decisionmakers and active participants in their own lives (Favell, Brettell, and 

Hollifield 2008, as cited in Kozachenko 2013). 

 

ICTs at the Border: Between Information Seeking and Risk Awareness 

Our data show that, during their migration journeys to and across the US–Mexico border, 

migrants generally tend to distrust ICTs and prefer to rely on seeking information through word-

of-mouth communication, and they place higher trust in such information. While, for example, 

the use of mobile phones and social media (such as Facebook) were important communication 

tools, migrants at the border are aware of the increased risks that they are facing—and if 

migrants were not previously aware of these risks, the staff at the day shelter consistently 

explained these issues to them through plenary announcements prior to serving meals. Leaking 

contact information, whether stored in cell phones or on pieces of paper, could lead to extortion 

and abuse by organized criminal traffickers, and even by the police, especially on the Mexico 

side of the border. Facebook was seen by at least one of our respondents as a way to secure 



contact information, at least decreasing the risk that a physical list might be stolen. One of the 

volunteers explained: 
 

Here and along the borders of the U.S. and Mexico, the migrant is … just seen as a dollar sign. 

[…] So, the migrant who comes here, they have relatives on the other side who are going to help 

them, so what do they [criminals] do? They extort their family members; they get their phone 

numbers and try to extort the family. And their families, just to try to protect their relatives, they 

do whatever they can to send that money. (Volunteer 1) 

 

One of our interviewees had first-hand experience with these kinds of threats: 
 

The other day they caught us, and I thought that it would be the last day of my life. […] They 

took us, they took our shoes off, they took all our papers, they asked if we had any phone 

numbers of our friends, and that we had to give it to them. What I did was I took my wallet very 

carefully and took out the phone numbers and threw them out and [now] I cannot communicate 

with any of my family anymore; I only know my cousin’s phone number but all the rest I lost, I 

don’t have them anymore. (Migrant 5) 

 

Migrants are also well aware of the increased employment of technology of surveillance by US 

Customs and Border Protection (CBP) and Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), and 

they are afraid that using mobile phones will give away their location and facilitate their 

apprehension by US authorities. Finding trustworthy information, especially regarding practical 

issues related to border crossing, is one of the biggest challenges they encounter. When possible, 

they rely on family members or friends to help them find a guide or trustworthy contacts. 

Statements such as “a neighbor helped me [arrange a smuggler]” (Migrant 1) and, “it’s all 

through friends. You ask here and there […]. And then you find somebody who knows someone. 

And they give you a phone number and you talk with someone, and that’s the way you do it” 
(Migrant 2) were common explanations. 

Migrant shelters across Mexico (like the one we used as a field site during much of our research), 

are commonly used by migrants as “information grounds” (Fisher and Naumer 2006)—places to 

find people who can help or point them to others who can. For example, one respondent 

explained, “That is why I’m here … we’re in the shelter to see if we can find information about 

who would be a good guide for us, to try to go back” (Migrant 3). More experienced migrants 

often share their knowledge with other migrants on the migrant trail in Mexico or in shelters at or 

near the border. 

In this context, where migrants are often aware of the risks in storing information on physical 

devices, especially mobile phones, and where trust of information sources plays a very relevant 

role in terms of the kind of information that migrants will decide to believe and use, the use of 

Facebook seemed particularly relevant. Information shared through and stored into Facebook 

accounts was, in general, entrusted more than information stored into mobile phones. In a few 

cases, migrants indicated that social media could also be a good tool to share information about 

shelters and other safe spaces they could find during the journey: 
 

I could tell friends and migrants to come look for this place, for the shelter. Because when I was 

in Tijuana when they caught me, they mugged us on the mountains, and they took away my 

money. And […] I had to ask, beg around to other people, and I did not know that there was this 

kind of place just like a shelter. Many people can learn about this. So that I could tell other 



people, like other migrants and other friends, to look for these kinds of places, so that they don’t 
suffer like I suffered. Where to sleep, or [to find] clothes or food. (Migrant 6) 

 

However, this use of Facebook raises concerns about the possible risks of mis- or dis-

information and of accounts being compromised. First, migrants could erroneously trust or be 

fearful of information they find, which could influence their decisions on their migration 

journey. Second, migrants might not be aware of the risks connected to correctly logging off 

from public computers or that platforms may allow law enforcement access to profile 

information, and they may not always be knowledgeable about protective, privacy-preserving 

practices, such as adjusting privacy settings, using encrypted technologies, or managing multiple 

accounts. 

Volunteers working with migrants on both sides of the US–Mexico border also recognize the 

importance of ICTs in migration journeys, and they try and offer migrants safer ways to access 

information and communicate with family and friends. Volunteers at shelters provide access to 

cell phones (and, in some cases, computers), allowing migrants to communicate with friends and 

family, minimizing migrants’ exposure to fraud and extortion. 
 

Communication is important to them, we give them a chance to talk on the phone, on a secure 

phone. They can call whoever they want, it is important for them to remain in contact. 

Increasingly, over the years, more migrants have their own phones. Sometimes they don’t have 

any airtime, sometimes they run out of battery, sometimes their phones are compromised and 

someone can listen in. Our phones give them a secure way to connect. (Volunteer 3) 

 

These phones, owned by volunteers’ organizations, are less likely to fall in the hands of 

smugglers and cartel members. Migrants are instructed to delete the last phone number dialed in 

pay phones, and to not accept free calls from people on the street. To increase their safety, 

organizations are also taking precautions, deleting the record of numbers called from their 

phones. More recently, organizations’ smartphones have been set up to automatically delete the 

last number called. 

On the US side of the border, in Arizona, things are different. Volunteers are wary of letting 

migrants use cell phones, as that might be construed as aiding and abetting unauthorized 

migration contrary to US law. 
 

We don’t give them maps. If we gave them a map, the Border Patrol would get on us right away. 

[…] We don’t let them use our cell phones. They want to call their mother… well, because you 

don’t know who they’re going to call, and they’ll be calling a coyote or something, so we don’t 
let them use cell phones. We don’t get them in cars. All we do is, we provide food and water […] 

and clothing, […] and medical care. (Volunteer 4) 

 

Using ICTs When Settling Down: Self-improvement, Ownership and Communication 

When settling down in their new place, migrants show a more complex relationship with ICTs. 

Their decision to use ICTs is not dictated by the same immediate risks. As their lives become 

more and more integrated in the life of the city and community in which they settle, their use of 

ICTs also resembles general use throughout the community. Migrants in the US use ICTs not 

only to communicate with their family and friends, but also for learning, for working and for 

self-improvement: 
 



I call my mother… I don’t tell her the bad things that happened to me. I just tell them the good 

things. I buy prepaid cards […] to call long distance. I call her 4 or 5 times a week. I don’t really 

know how to use the computer or the cell phone. I can just talk, and I like to hear their voice and 

talk to my family. I really miss my family. The cell phone I have is not a very fancy one. I can 

take pictures, but I can’t send them to my family in Guatemala. I can send them to my nephew in 

New York and he then sends them to my family. (Migrant 7) 

 

ICTs are used as tools to learn new things, including English, and relax: 
 

I have a laptop, but it doesn’t work anymore. Now I use my phone. I have two cell phones. One 

has a phone line, and this other one is a smartphone, but it does not have any phone line. I put a 

Bluetooth keyboard on it, and I use it as a tablet. I watch programs in English, I play games, math 

games, and I watch things on YouTube, I listen to music. (Migrant 8) 

 

They are also used as everyday tools to do their work: 
 

These are my laptop, my cell phone, and my desk phone. This is the place where I work, where I 

grow every day, where I discover my professional side. These tools push me toward success. […] 

These tools have taught a lot of things throughout my job. I am open to learning because I am a 

human being. (Migrant 9) 

 

Once they settle in the US, migrants’ attitudes towards ICTs often exhibit ownership and 

appropriation of the technologies as tools for self-improvement: 
 

I started to come here […] to the computer classes. Here they give you the very basics: how to 

use email, how to open an account, and how to use it. […] I would like to learn how to repair cell 

phones or tablets because there’s a lot of work I can no longer do because I don’t have the 

strength. But my mind could do other jobs… I dream of doing something like repairing 

computers. [Migrant 10] 

 

For those who do not have a stable income, libraries become a place of reference to learn, using 

ICTs and other technologies: 
 

This is the central library, but I also call it “the office” because for a lot of people, that’s  

everyone’s office. (Migrant 11) 

 

I always go to the library to use the translator; since I am an aficionado of English. I learn a lot of 

words and phrases there. I watch videos as well, but they have to have the closed captioning, 

otherwise I don’t like it because I don’t understand any of it. If the captioning comes up, and the 

person is speaking in English, that’s what I like. I want to hear the pronunciation. That’s why I go 

to the library. (Migrant 12) 

 

Migrants refer often to the library as a safe space, a shelter, a place where they can learn, stay 

and be safe: 
 

I go to the library any day I have a chance. If I don’t find work […] I can go and spend all day at 

the library and improve myself. I can fill in all the knowledge that I’m missing and also it is a 

safe place to go hang out even if I have nothing to do. (Migrant 13) 

 



I’ve always wanted to see the aurora borealis, but I’ve never seen them. And I like to go to the 

library and learn about all those things. I read the newspapers in the library. The library is really 

like a shelter for everybody who is on the street. Like a church, they cannot kick you out of there. 

(Migrant 14) 

 

Libraries are information grounds and communication hubs for migrants in their new 

communities: 
 

A friend asked me, “Do you want to speak with your family? I will show you how to get onto the 

computer,” and that’s how I got to know the library. He begged me, “Let’s go to the library!” 
because I don’t like to read books, but one day I agreed and up to now, I’m still going there. I use 

the computer for the translator, and I see movies with subtitles. And sometimes I speak to my 

family. (Migrant 15) 

 

Once settled, migrants often see the use of electronic devices as an opportunity, rather than being 

associated with immediate risk. 

Humanitarian organizations working with migrants on the US side of the border are aware of the 

possible privacy risks associated with sharing information about (especially undocumented) 

migrants publicly on social media. As recently brought to the attention of the public, ICE and 

other federal agencies use data and information from disparate databases: state and local 

governments, private data brokers, but also social networks (Funk 2019). Organizations, then, try 

to educate migrants about safer use of Facebook and social media (privacy settings, publishing 

and tagging photos, geo-location, etc.). They also adopt low-tech methods (e.g., visible signs 

people can wear to indicate they do not want to be photographed) to respect the privacy of 

people that might not want their photos to appear online. 

However, social media platforms are perceived to have different levels of privacy and security 

risks. Email, iMessage and private Facebook groups were perceived by both migrants and those 

working with them as being safer than publicly accessible Facebook pages. Also, migrants are 

necessarily not discouraged to “be open about their story as undocumented individuals, if they 

should wish to.” Young people and students, for example, many have chosen to “come out” as 

undocumented on public Facebook pages, using them as platforms for activism and peer support. 

Ultimately, organizations defer the decision to post personal information on social media to 

migrants themselves: 
 

They have been living with their undocumented status their whole life. They understand the risks 

better than anyone and don’t need me telling them what they should or shouldn’t share. If this is 

something that is important for them to do, for themselves, I’m not going to try to stop them. We 

don’t do any policing here. A few […] choose to take on a more activist role and are open about 

their status. That is their decision to make, I am not going to try to stop them. (Staff 1) 

 

This position can be problematic, as it possibly puts migrants at risk of being detained and 

deported. Importantly, “the failure to protect undocumented migrants’ privacy in [humanitarian 

information activities] tends to exacerbate the migrants’ vulnerability, whose legal status already 

places them at risk” (Vannini, Gomez and Newell 2020, p. 929). However, these practices do 

assign migrants a higher level of agency and ownership in their own use of ICTs. 

 

 

 



CONCLUSION 
 

ICTs are networking tools and sources of social capital providing opportunities to migrants to 

cross the border safely and integrate into the host society. This chapter attempts to examine how 

ICTs foster immigrants’ social capital in the Mexico–US border crossing journey and after 

settling in the United States. It looks at how the use of social media simultaneously benefits and 

poses risks to the immigrant. The study rests on Bourdieu’s concept of social capital that 

investigates size and type of social networks the migrant can access and draw upon. The 

migrants displayed different uses and a mix of feelings towards ICTs. At the border, the migrants 

reported feeling scared of surveillance of their phones and invasion of their privacy. Facebook 

was more trusted than mobile phones for storage of their information though with the fear that 

their accounts might be compromised. Some migrant-aid workers provided access to cell phones 

to enable migrants to obtain accurate information. Before and during the border-crossing 

journey, the new migrants are constantly looking for experienced migrants’ accounts of the 

journeys. Most new migrants place higher trust in information obtained from family members 

and close friends, rather than ICTs, during the migration process to help them find a guide or 

other valuable piece of information. This finding is supported by Massey and Aysa-Lastra’s 

(2011) study in which migrants sought out and trusted prior migrants. When settling down in the 

US, ICTs were used for self-improvement, for communication and for work, consistent with 

Benítez’s (2012) findings about how ICTs strengthen cultural values among immigrants and their 

relatives. Some migrants saw ICTs as an opportunity rather than a risk. ICTs provided the means 

to build social networks and find employment and resources, to integrate into their new society. 

Hence, ICTs remain an important tool for migrants to build their social capital. Some migrants 

did not have laptops and phones, and some had to seek support to learn to use these types of 

electronic devices and to access social networks. Thus, in line with Bourdieu’s analysis, it is 

apparent that these networks can create opportunities in the form of employment, housing or 

other economic gains. 

Mobile technologies and smartphones have the ability to build social capital. However, unequal 

access to ICTs, skill and experience in using technology and digital media may hinder this 

process. Differences in education, gender and foreign language skills are all factors that need to 

be considered when investigating the dynamics of the migration process. More empirical work is 

needed to better understand who benefits and who loses in this process. It is also worth 

investigating how migrants assess whether ICT-mediated information is trustworthy. As 

misinformation, disinformation and fake news are part of our daily informational environment, 

especially on digital media, it is important to assess the extent to which migration-related 

information will be affected and affect migrants. Future research should also examine how fake 

news and misinformation are perceived and whether they lower trust in the use of ICTs in the 

migration context, and how significant global events, such as the Coronavirus (COVID-19) 

pandemic may exacerbate these problems and perpetuate or exaggerate inequalities. Fake news 

and misinformation are becoming rampant, and in times of uncertainty and when lawful paths to 

international migration become limited, this may have serious negative implications for 

migrants. Whether ICTs prove a blessing or a bane in such circumstances needs further 

exploration. 
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