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Refugee crisis in a nutshell (as of April 2018)
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Source: UNHCR



Negative comments from political figures in Europe

• Prime Minister David Cameron: “swarms of people coming 
across the Mediterranean”.

• Home Secretary David Blunkett: referred to child asylum
seekers as ‘swamping’ some British schools.

• Marine Le Pen,  National Front party France, referred to the 
wave of refugees as "migrant anarchy.” 

• Luxembourg Foreign Minister Jean Asselborn: "We are heading 
into anarchy.”

• Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras: "We will not accept turning 
the country into a permanent warehouse of souls."
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European refugee/migrant crisis

Labels imply two different frames:
• ‘Refugee’ – people fleeing conflict or persecution
• ‘Migrant’ – improving economic situation

• Mixed usage and mislabeling have implications for refugees, 
e.g., negative influence on perceptions of host countries
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Positivity and sympathy

6

Negativity

Social media affords users' agency in shaping narratives and in 
changing how events are covered, which in turn may become 

significant influencers of emotions
(Hamdy & Gomaa, 2012; Mäkinen & Wangu Kuira, 2008; Papacharissi, 2015, Sobkowicz et al., 2012)



Previous work: Refugee or Migrant crisis?

• #Refugee* is more positive and less intense

than #Migrant* -> more sympathetic (+H1 )

• Popular (and “influential”) users are less 

provocative and muted in sentiment (~H2).

• Lack of Intensity produces more retweeting 

(~H3).

• Negativity begets more retweeting than 

positivity (~H4), but so does #Refugee* 

(strongly), which is more positive
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Nerghes, A., & Lee, J. (2018). The Refugee / Migrant Crisis Dichotomy on Twitter: A Network 
and Sentiment Perspective. In 10th ACM Conference on Web Science (pp. 271–280). 
Amsterdam, The Netherlands: ACM. https://doi.org/10.1145/3201064.3201087



Previous work: Refugee crisis: Label Use and Perceived 
Agency, Economic Cost, Permanence, and Threat
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Agency:  actors’ having relatively higher agency in crossing-borders
Permanence:  whether or not actors are expected to permanently 
reside in a host country
Economic Cost: refers to the expectation of economic costs incurred 
by the presence of these actors in a host country
Threat:  actors have been portrayed as constituting a criminal threat 
to host societies

Lee, J.-S. and Nerghes, Adina (2018). Refugee or migrant crisis? Labels, 
perceived agency, and sentiment polarity in online discussions. Social Media + 
Society.



So what next?
The dynamic co-evolution of opinions and influential Twitter users in the 

refugee crisis debate

o Dynamics of Twitter opinions on the refugee crisis

o Co-evolution of opinion leaders and content on Twitter

o Positioning of influential Twitter users in the refugee crisis debate

9

Twitter - #Refugee* and #Migrant*

• Tweets including top 10 used hashtags
• 103,995 original tweets and 48,495 unique users



Methods (ii): Network Measures

Socio-semantic networks (2-mode)
• Linkages between actors and 

semantic structures
• Characteristic of users: Influence
• Weighted Degree centrality
• 2-mode Betweenness centrality                                                                           

(Everett & Borgatti, 2005)

• Structural space or 2-mode 
networks
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Semantic networks (1-mode)
• Structure of co-occurring concepts 

(i.e., words and hashtags)

• Weighted Degree centrality

• Betweenness centrality

• MDS representation of network 
dissimilarity based on QAP 
correlations 



Refugee vs. Migrant

11

• Rise in the co-usage of these key 

concepts among other concepts 

(degree)

• Sharp upturn for `migrant' after Oct15

• By Oct16, `migrant’ more co-used than 

`refugee’

• Apr17, `refugee' more relatively 

prominent than before

• Notable coinciding shifts in the 

positioning of these two concepts 

throughout the crisis

*the value of the normalized degree centralities have been scaled by a factor of 105



(a) Sep15
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(e) Apr17

User

Concept
*Nodes sized by weighted degree centrality
** Force-directed algorithm

Socio-semantic Networks:
50 highest influential users and their concept usage



Structural Space Results
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• `refugee', `migrant’, and `crisis’ at the 

center of the debate (GC) throughout

• Aid organizations enter the debate 

strategically positioned to span discussion 

communities

• By Oct16, charitable and issue-oriented 

organizations are replaced by ‘self-

proclaimed’ activists

• Marginalized issues and individual enter 

the debate (refugee camps within Africa)
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Dynamics of Discussion:  MDS of Semantic Network 
dissimilarity
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• Sep15 and Oct15: exhibit as much 
dissimilarity as the other period 
jumps do (as already observed 
through the structural space)

• Apr17 exhibits a return to the 
earlier Sep15

• Oct15: most overall similarity to 
all the other time periods

• The debate circles that of Oct15 
rather than departing away into a 
new trajectory.



In a nutshell…  
• Increasingly elaborative co-use of contrasting characterizations of the crisis

• Debate dominated by 1-2 constantly changing users

• Twitter users -- highly relevant -- emerge as both central to their own 
discourse as well as gatekeepers in divided thematic areas

• Uniquely positioned to (re)shape the narrative on the refugee crisis, these 
users do not maintain their strategic positions in this divided debate

• A reversal in the primary focus: from `refugee' to `migrant’ and back to 
‘refugee’

• Discussion becomes increasingly muted: prominent discussants being less 
influential, less prolific or irrelevant.

• A (re)shaping of the narrative, as previously marginalized concerns embed 
themselves in the discussion

• The trajectory of the semantic structure: “interest waves” eventually return 
to a status quo (Lamba, Malik, & Pfeer, 2015)
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Thank you!

https://huc.knaw.nl/digital-humanities-lab-
about/

@adinanerghes
www.adinanerghes.com

adina.nerghes@dh.huc.knaw.nl

@jusungjaylee1
lee@eshcc.eur.nl
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