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1. Introduction: Migration, Education, Social Networks, and Media 

The use of digital media among migrants has been raising public interest for the last ten years. Some 

press headlines give us an impression of that: In 2015, The Independent told its readers: “Surprised 

that Syrian refugees have smartphones? Sorry to break this to you, but you're an idiot” (O’Malley, 

2015). More recently, The New York Times published a piece entitled “Live from the Jungle: Migrants 

Become Influencers on Social Media”  (Turkewitz, 2023), and The Los Angeles Times described “How 

TikTok changed the way people migrate…” (Gerber, 2023). In Germany, Deutsche Welle called 

attention to “How social media helps to turn migrants into slaves” (Deutsche Welle, 2024), and, in 

Brazil, immigrants from the country made a headline in the newspaper Folha de São Paulo: “The 

success of Brazilian influencers telling the 'real life' of migrants in the US: Construction and cleaning 

workers have hundreds of thousands of followers on social networks” (Amâncio, 2022). As digital 

media becomes increasingly present in daily life (cf. Hepp, 2020), it is not surprising that its uses, 

perks, and dangers gain attention. Nevertheless, migrants’ digital media uses sometimes seem to be 

described as quaint or unexpected, as some of the headlines above illustrate. At the same time, these 

headlines also capture the fact that digital media has been potentially impacting migration pathways, 

regardless of migrants’ different backgrounds, motivations, or opportunities (cf. Leurs, 2023). This 

thesis contributes to the growing body of research in that area. Here, I look at migrants’ digital media 

use in pathways associated with educational opportunities. 

Academic researchers have also been interested in the phenomenon. There are already studies about 

the nexus between digital media and migration from different perspectives: the digitalisation of 

borders, the datafication of migratory control mechanisms, social practices, such as the uses of digital 

media to maintain connections across borders and to collect information, as well as the opportunities 

and dangers created by these uses (cf. Smets et al., 2020). The nexus between migration and 

education and its connection to digital media use has also started receiving attention (Jayadeva, 

2020, 2023). Contributing to that area, this thesis explores the role of education in migrants’ digital 

media use. I look particularly at how that happens on social media platforms. To do that, I draw from 

theories about migration networks. Concretely, I look at networks of social connections established 

digitally on social networking sites, or “social media” platforms, as they are more commonly known. 

Migrant Facebook groups were the starting point of my research. 

Social networks composed of relationships established among friends, family, and acquaintances 

have been central to migration research. Analyses of these networks have revealed their importance 

in facilitating migrants’ establishment abroad by offering different kinds of resources, such as helpful 

information, strategies, social contacts, money, or emotional support. Furthermore, these networks 

eventually also facilitated the migration of other network members (Basch et al., 1994; Schiller et al., 

1992). Here, I look at digital connections established among people who participate in the same 

digital network due to a shared nationality and interest but who do not know each other personally. 

The main trigger of these digital connections is information exchanges between those who have 

questions and those who have answers or opinions about it (cf. Haythornthwaite, 2002). 

In this thesis, I explore interpersonal online connections triggered by education-related information 

exchanges. I consider any formal learning as “education”. Hence, when collecting the data, I looked 

at mentions about learning in an organised and structured environment with objectives and 

intentional from the learners’ point of view (Cedefop, 2011). That means I considered mentions of 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=QIKXdZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=GnOOkY
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=apOggB
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=04rypb
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=1izojf
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=s1X3gu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=SX0wJr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=FnLLdj
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=JsSJ0z
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=8oLFzU
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educational institutions that issue certificates or degrees after the successful completion of a 

curriculum, courses offered by private teachers, or mentions of interest in studying or self-learning. 

Concretely, this includes schools, universities, institutions offering vocational education and training 

(VET), language schools, private teachers, or people mentioning their educational aspirations. 

This thesis analyses online information exchanges related to education among Brazilian migrants and 

aspiring migrants in Germany. The case of Brazilians in Germany offers insights into a diverse 

population with very different socio-economic conditions migrating to a country in the Global North 

that has been investing in attracting migrant labour, especially in highly demanded areas such as IT 

and care work. Some other particularities of Brazilian migrants' social media use and the German 

educational system make this combination interesting. I describe these in the following paragraphs. 

Facebook groups are commonly used among Brazilian migrants (Dedecek Gertz, 2023b; Falcão et al., 

2024; Foletto, 2018; Picanço Cruz et al., 2022; Silva et al., 2022). Although social media platforms can 

quickly evolve and change, organising and participating in social media groups or forums has been a 

common social practice among Brazilian migrants for a decade already (Oosterbaan, 2010, 2013; 

Schrooten, 2012). Generally, social media use in Brazil is widespread, regardless of socio-economic 

class (cf. Spyer, 2018; Statista, 2022b), which makes this population an interesting one to learn about 

the use of social media in migratory pathways related to education among a socially diverse group. 

Furthermore, migration from Brazil to Germany associated with educational opportunities, may 

facilitate upward socio-economic mobility in some cases (cf. Carnicer, 2018; Fürstenau, 2019). Hence, 

this project also builds upon that body of research. 

Germany is not a major destination for Brazilian migrants. However, Germany is an interesting case 

for studying education-related migration pathways among a migrant population characterised by a 

great diversity of underlying social conditions, such as the Brazilian one (cf. Assis, 2011). This is due 

to a peculiarity of the country's education system that may facilitate the migration of some young 

people from lower socio-economic classes, namely the offer of paid vocational and educational 

training (VET) programmes. An example of a VET-related pathway among migrants from lower 

socio-economic classes has been described among young Brazilian women in Germany  (Fürstenau, 

2019). They first enter the country through the Au Pair programme, for which they are hosted by a 

family and receive pocket money to look after the family's children and do some housework. Some 

of these migrants then pursue a paid VET programme in the care sector, which becomes, for some, a 

strategy for achieving a stable migration status and access to higher education (idem). In this way, 

they can afford living costs, obtain a degree, and learn a profession in high demand in Germany, 

increasing their chances of finding a job after graduation. Information on how to pursue this strategy, 

as well as social, financial and emotional support, circulates among these women's friends and family 

networks. In this thesis, I do not focus on migration networks specifically related to education in the 

care sector. My connection to that previous research project relates to the study of migration 

networks through which concrete information and support circulate. The difference is that, instead 

of analysing networks among friends, family, or acquaintances, I look at migrant networks 

established online. 

Drawing on findings on the role of networks among Brazilian migrants with different characteristics 

and backgrounds in accessing education in Germany (Carnicer & Fürstenau, 2021) and considering 

the relevance of digital networks in migration related to education (Jayadeva, 2020), this thesis 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=Rh0X3a
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=CPVpHR
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=d3AA9I
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=ysTBKy
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=iWXK5i
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=mg5vNj
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=lJnwAu
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further contributes to filling a research gap on the role of digital networks in migration pathways, 

especially those related to educational opportunities. Specifically, the guiding research question I 

pose is: 

How do migrants and aspiring migrants use digital networks in their transnational trajectories 

associated with education between Brazil and Germany? 

In the following pages of this introduction, I explain the thesis's organisational structure as a 

compendium of four peer-reviewed papers and an overarching text, which started with this 

introduction. 

1.1. Reading a Compendium of Publications  

This thesis consists of four independent papers and this overarching text. The papers are presented 

here as chapters (section 4.7.4. and chapters 6 to 8). These chapters may break the flow of the 

reading, as they are composed of papers that stand alone. To avoid that, I provide a summary of the 

findings of each paper in Chapter 5. Therefore, there are three ways of reading this thesis: 1) by 

reading this overarching text first and then the papers, 2) by following the order of the chapters 

(considering the break and inevitable repetition of information in the papers), or 3) by reading the 

papers first and then this overarching text. Considering the flow of the text, the first option might be 

a better one. 

I adopted an exploratory approach based on digital ethnography (Hine, 2015; Pink et al., 2016). The 

research field comprised the digital networks of latent ties available on migrant Facebook groups (cf. 

Burrell, 2009). Concretely, I examined the circulation of information about education in these 

networks, mapping its prevalence, roles, and meanings. The analysis began with a broad, 

quantitative overview in Paper 1, followed by a closer, qualitative look in Paper 3. Based on this 

overview, specific actors within the field were identified and presented in Paper 4. As the concrete 

procedures of data collection and analysis are described in each empirical paper, in this overarching 

text, I explain how the different methods of each paper together form the digital ethnography and 

how the results of each method are related to each other. 

To help the reader decide which order to proceed in, here is a summary of each (title, research 

question, data and method, main outcome, information about the journal in which it is published, 

and authorship): 

Paper 1 is entitled “Migration and Educational Projects Online: A Topic Modelling Approach of 

Discussions on Social Media Groups”. It asks, “What is the prevalence of education-related topics in 

Facebook groups of ‘Brazilians in Germany’?”. To establish that, my co-author and I used topic 

modelling to analyse a sample of over 7.000 posts published in such Facebook groups. This paper 

provides a broad overview of the field and reveals that education appears among the main topics 

discussed in randomly selected Facebook groups of “Brazilians in Germany”. Paper 1 is published in 

the special issue “Emerging topics of media and communication scholarship in Europe: Alumni of the 

ECREA doctoral school of 2021” by Mediální studia | Media Studies. The paper is co-authored with 

Florian Süßer who conducted the data collection and supervised the coding for the analysis on R. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=p8rsS0
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=9e6AVf
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Paper 2 is entitled “Collecting migrants’ Facebook Posts: Accounting for Ethical Measures in a Text-

as-data Approach”. It discusses some ethical aspects of Paper 1, asking, “How to justify the collection 

and analysis of migrants’ digital traces for academic research purposes?”. To address that question, I 

reflect upon the contextual integrity of research supported by new technologies (Nissenbaum, 2010). 

This paper shows how academic research with data produced by migrants on social media platforms 

can comply with the main ethical imperative of “doing no harm”. Therefore, the paper argues that 

complying with restrictive Terms of Service from big tech platforms could restrict academic research. 

This paper is published in the special issue “Migration Studies and the Digital: Datafication, 

Implications and Methodological Approaches” by Frontiers of Sociology. I am the single author of this 

paper. 

Paper 3 is entitled “Migration and Education on Social Media: What Migrants Discuss about Education 

in Facebook Groups”. It asks, “What topics related to education are discussed among migrants and 

aspiring migrants in online groups?”. To address that question, I used a qualitative content analysis 

(Schreier, 2012) to analyse education-related posts on selected Facebook groups of Brazilians in 

Germany. This paper provides a closer look at the field, pointing out that information exchange about 

education in those groups can serve as indicators of some inequalities in the access to education 

abroad as well as strategies, aspirations, and perceptions associated with that. The paper is published 

in the special issue “Insights in Migration and Society: 2022” by Frontiers in Sociology. I am the single 

author of this paper. 

Paper 4 is entitled “Migrant Content Creators as Social Media Agents of Transnational Education”. It 

describes the case of three Brazilian migrants who systematically collect, organise, and disseminate 

content about education in Germany through social media: they are “content creators” (cf. Duffy, 

2017). The paper asks, “How do these migrants participate in the transnationalisation of education?”. 

To address that question, I used non-participant observations of Facebook groups of Brazilians in 

Germany and on other social media platforms of these three subjects and conducted in-depth 

interviews with them. Describing the actions and motivations of these young migrants and content 

creators, the paper shows that the content they circulate online reveals a demand for educational 

opportunities abroad besides university education. Furthermore, these migrants' online activity can 

contribute to the transnationalisation of education. The paper is co-authored with Javier Carnicer and 

Sara Fürstenau, who contributed to the data analysis and textual revision. Javier Carnicer also wrote 

part of the theoretical section of the paper. This paper has been submitted to a journal of education 

studies. 

The papers are embedded in the body of the thesis. That can facilitate finding specific sections 

through the index of contents, yet it also causes Paper 2, in particular, to have extremely fine-grained 

sections. Although the numbering of these fine-grained sections can cause some confusion, the logic 

of the paper should help to follow the text. The published versions of each already published paper, 

formatted with the publisher's template, are available in the appendix. The contents of the 

embedded and the formatted papers are the same, apart from some small grammar improvements, 

and from the abstract, keywords, and other acknowledgements present in the formatted papers. The 

papers follow the writing conventions of American English, which differs from this overarching text. 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=32vdq6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=yDxkkS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=0by6uS
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1.2. Chapters’ Overview 

This thesis has ten chapters. In this first introductory one, I contextualised the overarching research 

question (section 1), explained my focus on Brazilian migrants in Germany and their media use 

(section 1.1), and presented the four papers that compose the compendium of publications (section 

1.2). 

In the second chapter, I establish four main theoretical aspects that help explain my findings. These 

are the understanding of how migration networks can compose “social spaces” that expand beyond 

nation-states’ borders (section 2.1), the role of digital connections in migration networks (section 

2.2), the role of “social capital” and trust in migration networks (section 2.4), and, finally, the aspect 

of “cultural capital” attributed to accessing education abroad as well as how that access to education 

also composes “social spaces” expanding beyond borders (section 2.4). 

In the third chapter, I provide contextual information about Brazilian migration, especially to Europe 

and Germany (section 3.1). I also present some important aspects of Brazilian migrants’ media use 

(section 3.2). Finally, I describe some aspects of inequalities in the education systems in Brazil and 

Germany (section 3.3) to explain why some Brazilians would migrate to Germany and only have 

access to education there, as well as what discriminatory barriers these migrants might encounter in 

Germany. 

In the fourth chapter, I describe methodological decisions, procedures, and the connection between 

the different methods I employed. I first define what a digital ethnography is (section 4.1) then, I 

describe how I entered the digital networks that compose my research field (section 4.2) and how I 

conducted observations in that digital field (section 4.3). Moving on to connecting the methods I 

used, I describe how they served to map the field (section 4.4) from a broad, quantitative overview to 

a qualitative closer look at it. After this, I zoom in on my interviews with actors in that field (section 

4.5). This section contains an unusual sub-section for a methods chapter in which I describe the 

activities of two interviewees, one of which is important to follow my analysis in the last chapters of 

this overarching text. That is so because all other results are presented on the papers and adding a 

results chapter in the overarching text would be too repetitive. Finally, I dedicate the last section to 

ethical aspects concerning informed consent and data protection, particularly regarding the 

quantitative data collection (4.6). Because of its thematic fit with ethical aspects, I close this chapter 

with a reproduction of the paper “Collecting migrants' Facebook posts: Accounting for ethical 

measures in a text-as-data approach” (Dedecek Gertz, 2023a, Paper 2). First, I provide a summary of 

the paper. As a title for this summary section, I write the main outcome from Paper 2 instead of the 

title of the paper, which can be read right after the summary of outcomes. 

In the fifth chapter, I summarise the main outcomes of the four papers. This way, this overarching 

text can be read as a stand-alone piece without the digression into the papers. After this, the chapters 

are composed of reproductions of the papers. Here, I also use the main outcomes of the papers as 

titles for the sections. 

The sixth chapter is a reproduction of the paper (Dedecek Gertz & Süßer, 2022, Paper 1). 

The seventh chapter is a reproduction of the paper (Dedecek Gertz, 2023b, Paper 3). 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=hbJDln
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=qyn7TH
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The eighth chapter is a reproduction of the paper (Dedecek Gertz et al., forthcoming, Paper 4). 

In the ninth chapter, I discuss how migrants and aspiring migrants use digital networks in their 

transnational trajectories associated with education between Brazil and Germany. I do so first by 

looking at what the digital networks I analysed can reveal about inequalities among the actors within 

the digital networks I analysed (sections 9.1 to 9.3). Then, I discuss how migrants’ exchange of 

information about education online has become an institutionalised social practice and how latent 

ties can serve as important social resources in migrants’ access to education abroad (section 9.4). 

In the tenth and last chapter, I conclude the thesis by describing some developments after I stopped 

collecting data and point out further research directions. 
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2. Theoretical Background 

In this chapter, I first describe some elements of “transnational social spaces” and the role of migrant 

networks in general in the circulation of these elements, followed by the specific role of ties 

established online in these networks. Then, I explain how transnational networks serve as social 

resources and support for migrants’ trajectories, and I describe the role of reciprocity, solidarity, and 

trust in acquiring and maintaining social resources. Wrapping up the chapter, I look at the concept of 

“transnational educational spaces” and compare it with the concept of “transnational education”, 

looking particularly at the aspect of cultural capital of education. 

2.1. Transnational Social Spaces and Migration Networks 

Much of migration research is concerned about reasons to migrate, such as push and pull factors. 

These are central aspects to understand international migration and mobility. Yet, here, I focus on 

migrants’ ordinary digital social practices and cross-border connections and their use by migrants to 

exchange information about education. More concretely, I explore migrants’ use of social media in 

association with educational interests and opportunities. To do this, I draw from a transnational 

perspective, which seeks to understand "the processes by which migrants forge and maintain multi-

layered social relations that link their societies of origin and settlement" (Basch et al., 1994, p. 8). This 

perspective challenges the assumption underlying some migration research that nation-state 

borders would be natural boundaries of the spaces in which migrants' lives unfold. Such an 

assumption tends to position migrants as either “here” or “there” – either in the place to which they 

have migrated or in the place from which they come, or which they aspire to leave, without much 

overlapping between the two (Wimmer & Schiller, 2003). Instead, a transnational perspective 

contends that borders do not restrict social relations, which are neither disrupted after migration 

(Levitt & Schiller, 2004) That is so especially in times when technological developments allow near 

real-time communication. Hence, I set the focus on migrants and their networks, which allows to 

observe migrants’ different positionalities as well as their role in the transnationalisation of societies 

(Schiller et al., 1992). This way, transnational migration theory is open to an underlying interest in 

socio-economic differences and inequalities impacting migrants and their networks as well as in the 

consequences thereof for the societies in which they are involved (cf. Faist, 2019). 

Relying on their social connections in their place of origin and those established in their place of 

settlement, migrants can "construct secure cultural, social or economic bases within their new 

settings" (Schiller et al., 1992, p. 9). Through these connections, migrants establish and maintain 

“transnational social spaces”, that is “pluri-local, durable and dense configurations of social practices, 

systems of symbols and artefacts that span places in different countries.” (Pries, 2001, foreword). 

These spaces depend on the frequent and constant circulation of concrete information as well as 

perceptions, beliefs, strategies, experiences, and symbols among migrants and non-migrants who 

are part of a network (Faist et al., 2013; Pries, 2001). The network connections themselves and the 

circulation of these elements within networks constitute transnational social spaces (cf. Pries, 2001). 

These elements that circulate through transnational networks and contribute to the establishment 

of transnational social spaces can be grouped into three main configurations impacting both “here” 

and “there” (Adick, 2018; Faist & Özveren, 2017; Pries, 2001): 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=LnDcXT
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• Social practices: interpersonal communication, unspoken norms and values, strategies, 

information, expectations for the future, and work; 

• Symbols: signs which give meaning to social practices, serving as a collective representation 

for norms, values, and expectations (e.g. flags, posters and placards, objects, foods, places, 

a common language, literature, audio-visual expression), and; 

• Material artefacts: objects that can circulate among networks (e.g. money, books, food, 

Balikbayan boxes), as well as infrastructures and technologies (e.g. roads, internet, cables, 

electricity, airplanes) that enable the flow of objects, social practices, and symbols. 

Over time, the frequent cross-border circulation of social practices, symbols, and material artefacts 

creates social institutions. The institutionalisation of networks can have different degrees of 

formalisation according to the relevance attributed to shared social practices and symbols. These can 

be highly formalised institutions (companies, religious groups, and small kinship groups) or less 

formalised institutions (networks of business people or advocacy, and networks between individuals 

and organisations) (Faist & Özveren, 2017). Social practices in the context of migration can also 

become institutionalised. That happens particularly when social practices, material artefacts, and 

symbols become known, understood, and, eventually, repeated or taken as role models by members 

of a transnational network. An example of the institutionalisation of a transnational social practice is 

the frequent diffusion of gendered migration strategies associated with obtaining a degree in the 

care sector in the Global North. Specifically, this has been observed in a network of young Brazilian 

migrants from lower socio-economic backgrounds who were able to establish themselves as care 

workers in Germany after completing VET in this field (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). They 

communicated this strategy to other family members, some of whom also followed similar migratory 

paths. These people may eventually communicate this strategy to others in their networks, who may 

also consider migrating this way, turning that strategy into an informally institutionalised 

transnational social practice. Networks are a central element in this phenomenon. 

Networks have different characteristics, such as size, frequency, content, durability, reachability, 

cluster, multiplexity, or strength of ties (Vertovec, 2009, p. 34). This latter aspect is a broader, more 

comprehensive characteristic central to my analysis. The strength of ties that compose networks 

relates mostly to different social expectations. It characterises different relationships such as among 

family, friends, acquaintances, workplace colleagues, friends of friends, as well as among people 

participating in online forums who do not know each other personally. These different relationships 

are the social connections, or ties, that compose networks. The strength of those ties can be placed 

in a continuum varying according to “the amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy 

(mutual confiding), and the reciprocal services” between individuals (Granovetter, 1983, p. 1361; cf. 

also with Ryan, 2023; Faist & Özveren, 2017). Strong ties define connections between individuals who 

share high levels of trust, frequent interaction, and emotional intensity and are important particularly 

for emotional and financial support, as more commonly observed in family and close friendships. 

Weaker ties define connections between individuals who interact sporadically, such as workplace 

colleagues. These can be important to find a new job or to receive a promotion, in which case some 

degree of reciprocity, solidarity, or trust must also be present (Ryan, 2011). 

These ties can be established beyond nation-state borders, creating transnational networks. 

Analyses of transnational networks have predominantly focused on ties established in social spaces 
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such as the family and among friends. Online social networks are increasingly relevant in creating and 

maintaining transnational social spaces. Yet they are comparatively less the focus of scholarly 

attention. Ties established online can expand one’s transnational network connections, becoming 

helpful in collecting diverse information and perspectives based on other people’s experiences, which 

would otherwise not be accessible (cf. Brown & Michinov, 2019; Jayadeva, 2020). Those connections 

can be defined as “latent ties” (Haythorntwite, 2002). Social media platforms are currently the main 

source of such ties. In the next section, I comment further on their role in migration networks. 

2.2. Latent Ties in Migration Networks 

Technological advancements in communication infrastructures contribute to transformations in 

migration. Since the past decade, fast and affordable communication through digital media has been 

a focus of migration and mobility researchers, particularly in studies about transnational families (to 

name a few, Cabalquinto, 2020; Greschke, 2021; Hepp et al., 2011; Madianou & Miller, 2012; Nedelcu 

& Wyss, 2016). The advance of digitalisation also allowed the emergence of migrant networks in 

digital spaces. Looking at these networks, several studies have described the role of digital spaces in 

facilitating migratory decisions and processes (Dekker et al., 2018; Jayadeva, 2020; Oosterbaan, 

2013; Schrooten, 2012; Wall et al., 2017). “Latent ties” are the kind of ties that enable networks in 

digital spaces and have been defined as ties “for which a connection is available technically but that 

has not yet been activated by social interaction” (Haythornthwaite, 2002, p. 389).  

Social media are a main space where latent ties can be activated. Some of these platforms allow the 

creation of forum-like spaces, such as Facebook groups. These groups serve as a pool of connections 

that are technically available yet that must be first activated by social interaction. To access these 

groups, one has to create an individual profile and search the social media platform for known 

contacts or topics of interest. Looking for topics of interest, a social media platform can function to 

establish latent ties, potentially connecting people with similar characteristics or interests (e.g. 

Brazilians living in Hamburg or Brazilians who want to pursue a degree in Germany). It is common for 

these groups to have thousands of participants. Someone who joins such a group may already have 

acquaintances, friends or family who are also members of it. However, given the large number of 

participants, it is likely that most of them do not know each other yet – hence, the groups serve as a 

pool of potentially new connections that have not yet been activated. Once someone writes a 

question, comments or announces something in the group, a cue for establishing a latent tie is 

created. When another group participant replies to that question, comment or announcement, a 

latent tie is established (cf. Haythornthwaite, 2005). From there on, it can develop or not into a weak 

or a strong tie.  

Latent ties have similarities with weak ties. Both describe a network connection that is rather 

infrequent and with limited emotional significance, but that can be valuable to access information 

and opportunities through connections to people with diverse other resources (cf. Granovetter, 1983; 

Haythornthwaite, 2002; Putnam, 1995). However, unlike weak ties established between individuals 

personally connected through common acquaintances or participation in institutions, latent ties 

depend on technical structures established by “community organizers” (Haythornthwaite, 2002, p. 

389). Founders and managers of migrant Facebook groups act as “community organisers”, creating 

a digital space in which transnational ties are technically available. 
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Latent ties activated through social media can be an important source of strategic information for 

aspiring migrants, particularly for those who do not have access to other types of transnational 

networks (Dekker & Engbersen, 2014). They allow migrants and aspiring migrants to collect 

information beyond official sources, thereby providing them with practical advice on migration 

processes based on personal experiences and knowledge acquired through migration. This appears 

to be the case for a range of migration-related issues, from crossing borders (Dekker et al., 2018) to 

searching for housing or work (Oosterbaan, 2010; Schrooten, 2012), and enrolling in educational 

programmes (Dedecek Gertz, 2023b; Jayadeva, 2020). Nevertheless, there are differences in 

migrants’ media use according to perceptions of the accuracy of information coming from social 

media according to their migratory circumstances (cf. Wall et al., 2017). These differences relate to 

perceptions of trustworthiness and a sense of reciprocity or solidarity in migrant networks, which are 

emphasised in a transnational migration perspective (Bilecen, 2022, 2022; Faist et al., 2013). Latent 

ties can also function based on similar principles of trust(worthiness), reciprocity, and solidarity 

among migrants in similar circumstances (cf. Jayadeva, 2020). However, those aspects are still 

relatively under-researched within transnational networks composed of latent ties. In the next 

section, I look closer at reciprocity and trust(worthiness) in social networks, drawing connections to 

social capital (or resources). 

2.3.  Social Resources, Reciprocity, and Trust(worthiness) in Migration Networks 

Transnational networks provide migrants with financial, emotional, and social support (cf. Faist et al., 

2015; Schiller et al., 1992). This support is a result of the social capital acquired through access to and 

participation in transnational networks. Concretely, social capital is an “aggregate  of  the  actual  or  

potential  resources  which  are  linked to  possession  of  a  durable  network  of more or less 

institutionalised relationships  of mutual  acquaintance  and  recognition” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 21). 

Social capital is also defined by the reciprocity, trustworthiness, and sense of connection among 

network members (cf. Putnam, 1995). Trust, solidarity, and reciprocity are essential to acquiring 

social capital or establishing network ties. Migrants can also leverage the trust, solidarity, or 

reciprocity within their networks to facilitate their migration, and, once settled abroad, they are likely 

to reciprocate these benefits to their network (cf. Bilecen, 2022; Faist et al., 2015). For example, a 

migrant may receive financial support from their family, and, upon having an income in the new 

location, reciprocate the support by sending remittances to the family. Notably, certain networks 

exhibit a high level of exclusivity, demanding either an inherited social capital (e.g., being born into a 

wealthy family) or an “unceasing effort of sociability” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 24-25) coupled with the 

corresponding economic resources to invest time and energy in such sociability efforts. In this sense, 

acquiring social capital and participating in networks tend to be class-bound. As a consequence, 

networks also tend to reproduce privileges. 

I rely on Bourdieu’s (1986) idea conveyed by the concept of social and cultural capital, but I will mostly 

use the term “resource” to refer to them. Social and cultural resources can eventually be converted 

into economic capital, in which case they take on the character of social or cultural capital (cf. Anthias, 

2007). For example, a social resource may become social capital when a social connection is 

established with a person who can invest money and support the creation of a business. However, it 

is beyond the scope of this thesis to analyse whether the social and cultural resources I found on 
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digital networks can be transformed into economic capital. Therefore, to stay within the possibilities 

of this project, I am referring to social and cultural resources. 

Latent ties are a type of social resource that can be accessed by joining a migrant Facebook group, 

for example. To do that, one needs some level of literacy (including media literacy), internet access, 

and a Facebook account. Hence, access to latent ties demands some economic resources, yet it 

demands comparatively fewer (or no) social resources. Because of this easier access to a 

transnational group, latent ties can expand migrants’ social networks and, consequently, their social 

resources (Jayadeva, 2020). That way, migrants can access potential resources, particularly in the 

form of concrete information and mutual support (cf. Dekker & Engbersen, 2014; Jayadeva, 2020). 

Similarly to other social networks, latent tie connections also demand some level of mutual 

acquaintance and recognition (Bourdieu, 1986). In networks of latent ties, such mutual acquaintance 

and recognition is evidenced in the fact that thousands of migrants and aspiring migrants participate 

in Facebook groups in which people with some similar characteristic (e.g. nationality) or interest (e.g. 

pursuing VET abroad) gather to exchange information and offer and receive support. Concrete 

examples can be found in the Facebook groups of “Brazilians in Germany'' (which I describe later on) 

and in how some individuals refer to these groups as “community” or “family” and use kinship words 

when writing to each other (Jayadeva, 2020, p.2251). In this sense, networks of latent ties are also 

formed by “more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” 

(Bourdieu, 1986, p. 21) and can also offer resources, particularly in the form of information and 

eventually also in form of social or emotional support. Based on this premise that transnational latent 

ties can be a source of social resources and that establishing such ties functions similarly to other non-

digital networks, trust(worthiness), solidarity, or reciprocity are also conditions for establishing latent 

ties and potential resources found in these networks. 

Solidarity and reciprocity are similar concepts, yet they are not necessarily synonyms. Solidarity is 

commonly expanded towards a group or community, rooted in a sense of social justice and socio-

political action, and those who declare themselves to be in solidarity with a group have no 

expectation of receiving anything in return (cf. Agustín & Jørgensen, 2019). Reciprocity defines a 

similar attitude. However, it happens among individuals, not groups or communities (cf. Bilecen, 

2022, p.163). Still, when reciprocity is generalised, it also assumes a pattern of solidarity towards a 

group, unlike balanced reciprocity, when a short-term “repayment” is expected (Bilecen, 2022, 

drawing from Sahins, 1972). Because of the collective aspect of generalised reciprocity, the 

“repayment” of a favour can be extended towards others indefinitely (Bilecen, 2022, drawing from 

Offer, 2012). Although social capital tends to reproduce inequalities, solidarity or generalised 

reciprocity among network members is useful in finding emotional as well as social support. In 

transnational networks (also digital ones), that is evidenced in migrants asking for and offering help 

in job and housing search, as well as in migrants supporting other migrants' businesses or services (cf. 

Ryan, 2022; Schrooten, 2012). Here, I will mostly refer to reciprocity in its generalised sense, the one 

closer to the concept of solidarity. 

Trust is another important component of social networks (Putnam, 1995). Trust can be broadly 

defined as “confidence in one's own expectations” (Luhmann, 1968, p. 1, own translation); in other 

words, it relates to an expectation that people (or institutions) will behave as one expects them to do. 

In this sense, some level of trust is a central component for establishing and maintaining social 
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networks. Trustworthiness is a prerequisite to trust the information a person shares. Trustworthiness 

is only partly verbalised: it is otherwise secured by one’s moral evaluation of the other’s attitudes, 

behaviour, and appearance (cf. Luhmann, 1968). These aspects can derive from the context or the 

content of the information exchange. For example, a person from Brazil who frequently uses social 

media for various activities (cf. IBGE, 2022; Spyer, 2018; Statista, 2024) and who aspires to migrate 

to Germany joins a Facebook group entitled “Brazilians in Germany”. They are not acquainted with 

anyone from the thousands of people participating in this group. This aspiring migrant sees questions 

ranging from “Where do I find Brazilian food in Frankfurt?” to “Can someone help me with a visa 

issue?” receiving informative and supportive answers. Some group participants share their own 

stories (Dedecek Gertz, 2023; Jayadeva, 2020, also reports similar findings). People participating in 

these interactions are unlikely to know each other due to the high number of members in the group. 

Still, they provide each other with answers without requiring anything in return. This online behaviour 

is likely to be positively evaluated by the aspiring migrant who recently joined the group, conferring 

an impression of trustworthiness to the information and personal experiences circulating in it. Later, 

making a decision based on such information and personal experiences is, to some extent, an action 

based on trust in the information circulating in Facebook groups. For instance, the aspiring migrant 

who joined the Facebook group “Brazilians in Germany” decides to apply to a particular VET 

programme that has been recommended in the group. In other words, the aspiring migrant decides 

to take a risk confiding in their own expectation about the information circulating in a digital network. 

The level of trust migrants have in information shared by latent ties from social media varies 

according to their migration context. On the one hand, migrants tend to be more sceptical in contexts 

where there is “information precarity”, that is, where access to news, personal information, and 

interpersonal communication can be suspicious, uncertain or unstable (Wall et al., 2017). Some 

migrants fleeing war and conflict tend to trust information from smartphone applications from 

companies or organisations (e.g. job searching and language translation apps developed by known 

companies or organisations), as well as information shared online by people they have met in person 

(cf. Alencar, 2018; Graf, 2018). Unsurprisingly, they are more likely to be sceptical towards 

information coming from latent ties and tend to cross-check such information with strong and, 

eventually, weaker ties (cf. Dekker et al., 2018). On the other hand, latent ties tend to be trusted by 

migrants in less time-pressing circumstances. That is the case of those who are not fleeing or who 

have access to a residence permit through work, education, family reunification, or double or EU 

citizenship (cf. Jayadeva, 2020; Lášticová, 2014; Oosterbaan, 2013; Schrooten, 2012). In such cases, 

information based on personal experiences shared through latent ties can be helpful in preventing 

aspiring migrants from making “errors and sub-optimal decisions”, for instance, when applying to 

universities abroad (Jayadeva, 2020, pp. 2254–2255), as well as serving as a source of social and, to 

some extent, emotional support. These groups can also facilitate the formation of weak and strong 

social networks through the arrangement of face-to-face meetings (cf. Oosterbaan, 2013; Schrooten, 

2012), which further contributes to expanding one’s social networks and building social capital. 

Trust and reciprocity in networks of strong ties are more or less expected. Among weaker ties, 

information circulating in networks of latent ties can be seen as trustworthy by some. That can have 

some influence on migratory decisions, for instance, as described in contexts involving educational 

opportunities abroad (cf. Dedecek Gertz, 2023b; Dedecek Gertz et al., forthcoming; Jayadeva, 2020). 

Assuming that the information in those networks can be helpful and that aspiring migrants would 
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hardly have access to it through their strong or weak ties, in some cases, latent ties can expand 

migrants’ social resources and facilitate migration. However, little is known about whether networks 

of latent ties can increase chances of upward mobility or whether they tend to reproduce pre-existing 

inequalities, like non-digital networks. 

2.4. Cultural Resources, Transnational Education, and Transnational Educational Spaces 

Wrapping up this chapter and circling back to the concept of “transnational social spaces” (Pries, 

2001) presented in the first section, I describe the connection between transnational migration and 

education. In the context of migration, the association between education and cultural resources (or 

capital) has been captured by the concepts of “transnational education” and “transnational 

educational spaces”. The first refers to formal educational programmes, particularly from universities 

with campuses located in a different country from the one where the awarding institution is based 

(cf. UNESCO & Council of Europe, 2001). The second concept can be applied to less formally 

structured spaces in which interactions and exchanges relating to education occur across national 

borders. “Transnational educational spaces” (Kesper-Biermann, 2016) are not confined to formal 

academic programmes and can include various educational practices and interactions across borders. 

This latter concept is the one I rely the most on in this thesis as it relates more explicitly to broader 

socio-economic dynamics and the role of migrants in developing and maintaining transnational social 

practices within education-related settings. In the next paragraphs, I explain the concepts of cultural 

capital, looking particularly at educational resources, and I discuss both concepts relating to the 

transnationalisation of education. 

Cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1984, 1986) is expressed in three forms: embodied, institutionalised, and 

objectified. Each carries its social meanings as well as distinct modes of acquisition and transfer. The 

embodied state refers to individuals’ long-lasting dispositions and behaviour, such as manners, 

values, or language knowledge. This state of cultural capital is close to the notion of cultivation (cf. 

Lareau, 2011). Institutionalised cultural capital includes certificates and academic degrees, serving as 

formal or official recognition of knowledge, competence, or authority. Objectified cultural capital 

consists of objects, like books, musical instruments, or works of art, to which symbolic value is socially 

attributed and which often require specific competencies or knowledge to be appreciated and used. 

The symbolic value of these three states of cultural capital underscores an individual’s socio-

economic position, marking social distinction in cases of high cultural capital (cf. Bourdieu, 1984). 

Education emerges as a primary conduit for acquiring and reproducing cultural capital. 

If access to formal education is a form of socio-economic distinction, accessing educational 

institutions abroad is a redefinition of that distinction. In times of a relative expansion of access to 

education in Brazil (IBGE, 2023), a degree from an international institution is an asset in the national 

labour market, functioning as a distinctive element (cf. Dias Lopes, 2020; Weller & Reis, 2022). That 

leads to a new socio-economic inequality between those with access to education abroad and those 

without (cf. Almeida, 2015; Zanten et al., 2015).  

Responding to such a demand for distinction, educational institutions, particularly in the Global 

North, have been undergoing expansions and adaptations. To analyse this phenomenon, some 

researchers have been using the concept of “transnational education” (TNE), defined by the UNESCO 

and the Council of Europe as institutions and their provision of educational programs that operate 
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across national borders (UNESCO & Council of Europe, 2001). In academic research, the concept of 

TNE has been developed looking mostly at offshore university programs and international schools, 

directed mainly to students from privileged social socio-economic backgrounds (cf. Adick, 2018; 

Knight, 2016).  

Aside from international university branches or other educational institutions, research about TNE 

also delves into the experiences of students of such institutions. In the case of international branch 

campuses of universities based elsewhere, students do not have to migrate to access TNE. In other 

cases, students migrate internationally to pursue university degrees. From the perspective of 

migrants, the motivations and implications of the acquisition of distinctive cultural capital through 

TNE has been described looking particularly at the case of migrants from East Asian countries who 

study in the UK and other anglophone countries (cf. Beech, 2015; Brooks & Waters, 2010; Jayadeva, 

2020). Furthermore, that kind of mobility has also been identified among school-aged children 

migrating with their parents, who wish their children access British schools, thereby acquiring 

credentials that can contribute to reproducing the family’s status and lifestyle (Waters, 2015). In that 

sense, the distinction provided by TNE happens markedly through the acquisition and accumulation 

of embodied and institutionalised cultural capital (cf. Sin, 2009; Waters, 2015).  

That use of the concept of TNE exists alongside that of “transnational educational spaces”. Both look 

at individuals’ mobility and analyse how education is shaped by processes beyond national borders 

as well as its social meanings and implications. Given that TNE stems from a definition for 

transnational higher educational institutions (UNESCO & Council of Europe, 2001) and in order to 

highlight the focus on migrants and migration, instead of institutions, I use the concept of 

transnational educational spaces. Drawing from Pries’ “transnational social spaces” (2001), 

“transnational educational spaces” describe how the transnational circulation of social practices, 

symbols, and material artefacts broadly surrounding educational aspects forms and consolidates 

such spaces (Kesper-Biermann, 2016, p. 93). Highlighting the role of migrants and their networks, the 

concept challenges the assumption that nation-state borders are the sole determinants of 

educational opportunities, practices, systems, and institutions (Kesper-Biermann, 2016). This 

perspective underscores some broad roles of migration and education by looking at educational 

spaces formed through the circulation of information, symbols, and social practices in transnational 

networks. For instance, among lower socio-economic strata, migratory pathways associated with 

educational opportunities can be a collective strategy for upward mobility (cf. Fürstenau, 2019). That 

can be seen in families whose members migrated from Brazil to Germany following educational 

opportunities (cf. idem). After receiving a VET degree and establishing themselves in Germany, these 

family members who migrated were able to support their families in Brazil financially and eventually 

facilitate the migration and access to education of other family members. This case illustrates how 

migrants from low socio-economic classes also contribute to the transnationalisation of education 

via their own migration (cf. idem). Also, through the transnational circulation of resources, 

information, and strategies relating to education and migration, they further contribute to 

establishing transnational educational spaces. 

Pursuing an international degree is an option seen as more available to students from upper middle-

class strata. However, some students from lower socio-economic backgrounds also rely on 

educational opportunities abroad both as a strategy to migrate and to access higher education 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=gPyNQl
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=MczoLV
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=aUtXdx
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=31lfDV
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=EL9R8i
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=9RhHUi
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=F5LjmY


15 
 

altogether. That is the case, for instance, at universities that participate in state-funded exchange 

programmes, which allow students from lower socio-economic backgrounds to afford their stay 

abroad (Iorio & Pereira, 2018). Also, the presence of students from these strata becomes visible when 

looking at other educational institutions, such as those that offer vocational education and training 

(VET). Although it happens in exceptional cases, migrating to Germany and pursuing a VET 

programme can be a common strategy among young Brazilian women from socio-economic 

backgrounds way below the middle classes (cf. Fürstenau, 2019). Their migratory decisions are 

partially motivated by the lack of social protection, perspectives for upward mobility, and blocked 

educational opportunities in Brazil. However, in these cases, education is not only instrumentally 

used as a means to migrate, accumulate cultural resources, and reach upward mobility. These 

migrants are also motivated by the expectation of having the opportunity to access higher levels of 

education, learn a profession and a new language, “expand horizons”, as well as facilitate the access 

to education of other family members (cf. Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). Hence, in these cases, 

access to education is part of a migratory strategy. However, more than that, it also becomes a way 

to overcome the educational and socio-economic exclusion experienced in Brazil. 

In Brazil, the young migrants interviewed by Javier Carnicer (Carnicer, 2019) and Sara Fürstenau 

(Fürstenau, 2019) lived in favelas or other precarious circumstances. With great effort, they migrated 

to Germany, learned the language, pursued VET, found a job, and now they can save enough money 

to help support their families in Brazil. They experience upward mobility compared to their situation 

and opportunities before migration. Meanwhile, there are other Brazilian aspiring migrants for whom 

pursuing higher education in Germany appears to be obvious. These are, for instance, a young 

aspiring migrant from an upper-middle-class background who graduated from prestigious “German 

Schools Abroad” (GSA), passed competitive university admission exams, and have close friends 

studying in Germany (cf. Carnicer & Fürstenau, 2021). Migrants from that background do not have to 

support their families in Brazil and, graduating from the GSA, they can show certificates that allow 

them to study in Germany. After graduation, they can either stay in the country, if they decide to go 

back, they have a competitive transnational curriculum to present in job applications in the Brazilian 

labour market (cf. Adick, 2018; Almeida, 2015; Zanten et al., 2015). 

Comparing these situations, migrants who previously lived under precarious circumstances have 

improved their socio-economic status through migrating and accessing education abroad. However, 

at the same time, the GSA graduate who also migrated had the opportunity to increase his cultural 

and social resources even further. In other words, while the first migrant has achieved a stable 

income, status abroad, and earned a VET certificate, the second migrant ascended to another level 

of social distinction. Still, despite the unequal access to economic, social, and cultural resources, 

networks of migrants both from lower as well as from upper socio-economic classes contribute to the 

transnationalisation of education in Germany and Brazil. In this context, for some, education serves 

as a source of distinction through the acquisition of cultural capital and educational advancement. In 

contrast, for others, it can be a way to mitigate socio-economic exclusion. 

Summing up, in this chapter, I described the emergence of transnational social and educational 

spaces within migration networks (Pries, 2001; Kesper-Biermann, 2016). A core aspect of the 

establishment and maintenance of these spaces is the transnational circulation of social practices, 

symbols, and material artefacts among members of networks that expand beyond national borders 
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(cf. idem). This perspective is well-established in migration research (cf. Faist et al., 2013), and the 

possibilities and roles of digitally establishing and maintaining such networks have been gaining 

attention (cf. Smets et al., 2020). The strength of network connections, or ties, is an important feature 

characterising the kind of capital or resources available in these networks (cf. Granovetter, 1983; 

Ryan, 2023; Vertovec, 2009). Network connections can be established online, for example, when a 

person writes a question in a migrant Facebook group and receives replies. These are “latent ties” 

(Haythornthwaite, 2002). In some circumstances, those ties can represent a source of social resources 

through which migrants can collect useful information for their pathways (cf. Dekker & Engbersen, 

2014; Jayadeva, 2020). A perception of trustworthiness about the information being shared through 

networks of latent ties is an important mechanism for the functioning of those networks (cf. Graf, 

2018; Jayadeva, 2020). A sense of reciprocity or solidarity among migrants and aspiring migrants with 

similar backgrounds and aspirations is a base component of the formation of that perception of 

trustworthiness and, as a consequence, of the overall functioning and usefulness of latent tie 

networks (cf. Bilecen, 2022; Dekker et al., 2018; Graf, 2018). I concluded this chapter by describing 

the roles of education in transnational migration and its position as a cultural capital or resource. 

Literature about transnational education (TNE) has highlighted the role of international certificates 

and degrees as distinctive aspects, particularly among upper classes (cf. Waters, 2015; Zanten et al., 

2015). At the same time, looking beyond universities and international private schools, the concept 

of “transnational educational spaces” has served to analyse the role of educational opportunities in 

migration pathways and networks of people from different socio-economic classes (cf. Carnicer & 

Fürstenau, 2021; Fürstenau, 2019). Relying on this latter concept, in this thesis, I look at how migrants’ 

networks of latent ties can be contributing to the transnationalisation of education. Moving on, in the 

next chapter, I present some contextual information about Brazil and Germany in relation to 

migration, media use, and education.  
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3. Contextual Information 

This chapter provides the contextual information about Brazil and Germany necessary to follow the 

findings and discussion. I first present the reasons why some Brazilians migrate and some of the uses 

of digital media among Brazilian migrants. Then, to address the focus on access to education in this 

migratory context, I discuss educational inequalities in Brazil, which can serve as a push factor for 

some migrants, as well as education inequalities in Germany, where some migrants, migrants’ 

descendants and people from lower socio-economic backgrounds, have a difficult path to access 

higher education institutions. 

3.1. Brazilian Migration 

Brazilians have significantly different socio-economic conditions that underlie their migratory 

aspirations and shape their possibilities.  Since the 1980s, poverty and inequality have been important 

drivers of emigration from Brazil. However, skilled workers and students, both men and women, from 

the upper classes also form a significant part of that emigrant population (Evans, 2020; Evans & 

Souza, 2013). Following the tendency of feminisation of migration (cf. Haas et al., 2022), of the 

registered Brazilians living in Germany, approximately 63% are women (own calculation based on 

information from the Statistisches Bundesamt, 2022). Many of these women migrate driven by work, 

study offers, or the aspiration to look for a way to settle in the country they migrated to once they 

arrived there; some also migrate to accompany their partners (Evans & Souza, 2013, p. 11).  

Studying the case of migration to Germany associated with educational opportunities is interesting 

due to the availability of paid vocational education and training (VET) programmes there. Still little is 

known about the impact of education on migration decisions, particularly among migrants from low 

socio-economic backgrounds. For some of those who are excluded from achieving higher levels of 

education in Brazil, accessing a paid VET programme in Germany can be a way to mitigate socio-

economic inequalities through migration and to access higher education (cf. Carnicer 2018; 

Fürstenau, 2019). Additionally, Germany is the fifth most popular destination for Brazilian migrants 

in Europe (Ministério das Relações Exteriores, 2021). This puts Germany ahead of other countries 

where language, for instance, would be less of a barrier for Brazilians, such as France and Ireland. 

Nevertheless, knowledge about Brazilian migrants in Germany is scarce. Hence, this thesis 

contributes to advancing knowledge regarding a) the roles and meanings of education in the mobility 

of a feminised migrant group with significant class differences, b) the roles and meanings of paid VET 

programmes in Germany among such a group of migrants, and c) the roles and meanings of digital 

networks in the context of migration associated with education. 

Although water-related metaphors are nowadays viewed critically in migration research (Taylor, 

2021), some researchers classify Brazilian international migration into “waves”. Research about 

Brazilian migration is focused mainly on Brazilians in Portugal (Fernandes et al., 2020; Góis et al., 

2009; Padilla, 2006), but also in the UK and the US (Assis, 2007; Dias & Martins Júnior, 2018). These 

studies suggest that the “first wave” of Brazilian migration began with “pioneers” who migrated 

between the 1980s and the 1990s. After establishing socio-economic networks in the countries they 

migrated to, these “pioneers” functioned as a point of contact for further migratory movements. 

These “pioneers” are mostly described as “young, male, middle-class and predominantly from the 

southern and south-eastern [Brazilian] states – the richest parts of the country” (Dias & Martins 
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Júnior, 2018, p. 115). As a result, they would have been able to settle in the country of destination and 

contribute to creating migratory networks. The economic hardships of the time are pointed out as a 

reason why mostly the middle class could migrate without having previous connections in the country 

of destination (cf. Dias & Martins Júnior, 2018). Using the networks available through the migration 

of the “pioneers”, other Brazilians also began migrating, forming a “second wave” in the 1990s 

(Padilla, 2006). According to some accounts, in the mid-2000s, the increase in migration of highly 

skilled workers and young Brazilians who migrated to study abroad could be interpreted as a “third 

wave” (J. Iorio & De Albuquerque Ferreira, 2013). Between 2016 and 2019, claims of a “steep increase” 

in Brazilian migration to Portugal have been described as a “fourth wave”, which would only have 

been slowed down by the COVID-19 pandemic (Fernandes et al., 2020). In summary, migration from 

Brazil does not have a single trigger or a main cause: it can be motivated by economic hardship, 

aspirations of upward mobility, as well as access to education, family reunification, or to live an 

international experience (Evans, 2020). 

Until the 1970s, some Brazilians came to Germany fleeing persecution from the corporate-military 

dictatorship (1964–1985), and some of these migrants came through networks established between 

religious groups associated with the German Lutheran church (Badan Ribeiro, 2020). Later, migration 

from Brazil to Germany seemed to follow a pattern similar to the aforementioned “waves” of 

migration (cf. Stelzig-Willutzki, 2012). It also seems to follow the trends of feminisation (Haas et al., 

2022), which is also evidenced by Brazilian women working in waxing studios (Lidola, 2014) and in 

care work (Fürstenau, 2019). Some Brazilian women are also victims of human trafficking and 

prostitution in Germany (Stelzig-Willutzki, 2012). Among Brazilian women, decisions to migrate to 

Germany can be motivated by various reasons, such as opportunities offered by the establishment of 

relatives abroad, accompanying or joining partners, curiosity about an international experience, job 

offers or studies (cf. Carnicer & Fürstenau, 2021; Fürstenau, 2019; Portugueis, 2016; Stelzig-Willutzki, 

2012). Brazilian migrants in Germany also organise religious spaces, which can serve both places of 

worship and social networking as well as a source of income for established migrants and “circular 

migrants”, who live more permanently in Brazil but come to Germany to work in religious events 

(Bahia, 2015). 

3.2. Internet Connection in Brazil 

In Brazil, around 80% of people surveyed by the Brazilian National Institute of Geography and 

Statistics (IBGE) in 2021 have access to a high-speed internet connection (IBGE, 2022). However, that 

implies that around 20% of the population (more than 28 million people) had no internet access or a 

poor connection. Based on the IBGE’s report (idem), most of those excluded from digital connectivity 

lived in rural areas and the socio-economically disadvantaged northern regions of the country. 

Among those with access, slightly more women actually use the Internet. In socio-economically 

disadvantaged regions of the country and among families from lower socio-economic backgrounds, 

this access is mainly through mobile data that can be activated on smartphones. Smartphones are 

the most commonly used device for accessing the internet, regardless of socio-economic 

background. Less than 50% of respondents use other devices, such as computers, to access the 

internet.   
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These national statistics do not tell the whole story of digital exclusion in Brazil. Some low-literate or 

illiterate Brazilians living in rural areas and with poor internet connection also frequently use their 

smartphones to access social media and messaging apps, especially Facebook and WhatsApp (Spyer, 

2018). In these areas, social media can positively impact young people's reading and writing skills as 

well as women's socio-economic independence, as it can improve their chances of finding a formal 

job or even accessing university in some cases (Spyer, 2018). However, internet connectivity among 

Brazilians from lower socio-economic backgrounds is sometimes very precarious and dependent on 

self-organised community networks, relying on the free labour and commitment of community 

members who have the knowledge and experience to manage such technological infrastructures 

(Barbosa et al., 2022). The impact of the pandemic on children's education has further highlighted 

the digital divide. Some pupils from low socio-economic backgrounds did not have access to digital 

devices, their parents or guardians were unable to assist them with their schoolwork, and some 

teachers had difficulty accessing and using digital devices and the internet (Medina Macaya & 

Jereissati, 2021). Meanwhile, some private school students could both attend online classes from 

their personal computers and meet their friends online to play video games or participate in 

extracurricular activities organised by the schools (Quadros, 2022).  

3.2.1. Brazilian Migrants and Social Media Use 

The first social media platform most used in Brazil and, consequently, by Brazilian migrants was 

“Orkut”. Like Facebook, Orkut allowed users to create forum-like spaces that could be joined based 

on shared interests or characteristics and in which group members could interact in written form. As 

early as a decade ago, these online groups were identified as important sources of network 

connections and mutual support among Brazilian migrants (Schrooten, 2012). These groups have 

been used to discuss politics, arrange face-to-face meetings and exchange information about 

documentation, legal procedures, employment opportunities and where to find Brazilian products 

abroad (cf. Dekker et al., 2016; Oosterbaan, 2013; Schrooten, 2012). Through these digital networks, 

aspiring migrants can establish connections with others who have navigated legal procedures, collect 

information from migrants who are employed, and meet fellow migrants seeking new friendships (cf. 

idem). After Orkut, Facebook became the most popular forum-like social media platform. Although 

its user base is declining, it is still popular: in 2022, about 74% of the Brazilian population had a 

Facebook account (own calculation based on IBGE, 2023; Statista, 2022a). After Facebook took over 

Orkut’s place, Brazilian migrants created new groups on Facebook that served similar purposes to 

those on Orkut (cf. Dedecek Gertz & Süßer, 2022; Escudero, 2022; Foletto, 2018; Iorio, 2019). 

Following this trend of switching to the most popular social media platform, it is likely that Brazilian 

migrants will organise themselves on other digital platforms once Facebook is no longer in operation. 

3.3. Educational Inequalities in Brazil and Germany 

Inequality still characterises all levels of the Brazilian education system, from childcare to tertiary 

education (cf. Câmara & Almeida, 2012; Sampaio & Oliveira, 2016; Windle, 2022). Inequality in access 

to education is also among the many reasons some Brazilians may decide to migrate (Carnicer, 2019). 

National education measurements show improvements, but, in 2019, the average schooling of 

Brazilians was 9.4 years, and only 17% of the population aged 25 or more had completed tertiary 

education (IBGE, 2020). Irrespective of race or sex, the most common reason for Brazilians to leave 
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school is the need to work (IBGE, 2020), highlighting the impact of inadequate or under-financed 

policies in the education system. 

Paradoxically, while public schools are seen as failing to prepare students for university, public, 

tuition-free universities enjoy a prestigious status (cf. Trevisol & Nierotka, 2016). Access to public 

universities in Brazil is highly competitive, and class schedules hardly allow students to combine class 

attendance with gainful employment – resulting in either a high dropout rate or the choice of less 

prestigious, private universities that are more accessible, offer evening classes, and for which 

students can apply for a loan (cf. Pereira & Reis, 2020). That way, university education might be more 

accessible to some. However, some students still have to cope with the exhausting demands of 

managing full-time work and eventual family responsibilities and deal with the uncertain prospects 

of finding adequate employment after graduation. Considering these inequalities, some young 

aspiring migrants from lower socio-economic backgrounds might initially migrate seeking better 

socio-economic conditions. However, once abroad, some might consider engaging in educational 

opportunities, which can somewhat compensate for the educational inequalities they faced in Brazil 

(cf. Carnicer, 2019). Transnational social networks are central for these migrants to discover 

opportunities to access education and establish themselves in Germany (cf. idem; Fürstenau, 2019). 

Despite recent improvements, in Germany, the education system still tends to discriminate against 

migrant students, non-migrants with a family history of migration, and non-migrants from low socio-

economic backgrounds (cf. Dumont et al., 2014; Mafaalani, 2021). This is particularly evident in the 

traditional selection patterns applied in some federal states: after four years of primary education, 

pupils (aged 10) may be recommended to continue with the Gymnasium ('upper secondary school'), 

which is considered more prestigious, or with other modalities that also allow access to tertiary 

education, but are sometimes considered less prestigious (cf. Trebbels, 2015). Children with a 

migration history in the family are often not recommended for the Gymnasium, which influences the 

lower representation of students from this background at German universities (cf. Hunkler, 2016; 

Trebbels, 2015).  

For non-EU migrants, the path to tertiary education in Germany is also complex: foreign educational 

certificates are sometimes recognised as a lower level, requiring migrants to repeat or supplement 

their studies; apart from the formal migration process, educational institutions require knowledge of 

the German language verified by expensive certificates, and the lack of certification for some 

competences can make the path to vocational training no easier than the path to university (cf. 

Seeber et al., 2019). Moreover, prospective non-EU students wishing to enrol at a German university 

have to meet requirements that, due to the considerable financial investment involved, are likely to 

exclude students from the middle or upper classes, such as the presentation of a publicly certified 

translation of the school-leaving certificate (and the BA certificate for MA candidates – around €80 

per document), a German language certificate (between €195 and €285 – not counting German 

language courses prior to the certificate examination), confirmation of health insurance (around €110 

per month), a blocked account with around 11,000€ (or confirmation of a scholarship or sponsorship), 

payment of visa processing fees (€110 for the first application), and attendance of a preparatory 

course for those with a non-German school leaving certificate who wish to study at a German 

university (the Studienkolleg) (BAMF, 2023; Goethe-Institut, 2023, own calculation based on 

information from translation and insurance companies). Given the exchange rate between the euro 
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and the Brazilian Reais (at the time of writing, a 1:5 rate), meeting requirements to enrol in a German 

educational institution, particularly a university, can be an expensive endeavour. 

In Germany, VET programmes are paid, last about 3 years, and are offered in a dual system. Students 

must attend classes and complete supervised work experience, similar to an internship. The starting 

salary for those beginning a VET programme in 2023 is at least 620 euros, with annual increases 

thereafter (Bundesamt für Justiz, 2005). Although this salary is half of what is considered the poverty 

line for people living by themselves in Germany (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2023), the fact that VET is 

paid in Germany is perceived as an advantage by some Brazilian migrants from lower socio-economic 

backgrounds (Carnicer 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). This phenomenon has been identified, for instance, in 

a network of young women who pursue VET in highly demanded health-related fields, such as nursing 

or caring for the elderly, and, once established in Germany, they can eventually facilitate the 

migration of other relatives or family members (cf. idem). 

Summing up, in this chapter, I provided contextual information about Brazilian emigration, the 

internet connection and media use among those migrants, and educational inequalities in Brazil and 

Germany. Concretely, I presented some reasons why Brazilians have been migrating since the 1980s, 

which can go from seeking better socio-economic conditions to living an intercultural experience (cf. 

Carnicer & Fürstenau, 2021; Evans & Souza, 2013; Fernandes et al., 2020; Góis et al., 2009). I also 

commented on the uses of social media platforms among Brazilian migrants, highlighting the 

relevance of these platforms for over a decade (cf. Oosterbaan, 2010; Schrooten, 2012). In this last 

section, I have focused on educational inequalities in Brazil, highlighting some aspects that cause 

people from lower socio-economic backgrounds to be excluded from higher education (cf. Almeida, 

2015; Trevisol & Nierotka, 2016). I also highlighted a tendency of discrimination against immigrants 

in the German educational system, particularly at the school level (cf. Mafaalani, 2021). I described 

the costs that non-EU students may have to access higher educational levels in Germany. 

In the next chapter, I describe the methods that compose the “digital ethnography” (cf. Hine, 2015) I 

conducted to collect data and analyse how migrants and aspiring migrants use digital networks in 

their transnational trajectories associated with education between Brazil and Germany.
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4. A Digital Ethnography of Brazilians’ Use of Digital Networks in Transnational Trajectories 

Associated with Education in Germany 

To research how Brazilian migrants use social media in their transnational pathways associated with 

education, I conducted a digital ethnography (Hine, 2015; Pink et al., 2016), for which I employed 

mixed methods. Concretely, the methods I used were observations of the Facebook groups as well as 

other digital platforms where Brazilian migrants and aspiring migrants exchange information, a 

quantitative analysis of randomly selected posts from migrants' Facebook groups (Paper 1), a 

qualitative analysis of only education-related posts from these Facebook groups (Paper 3), as well as 

interviews with participants of Facebook groups of “Brazilians in Germany”, some of which I analyse 

on Paper 4. I employed the different methods simultaneously. Hence, the results of one paper were 

not necessary to begin the data collection and analysis of the other. Because implementation details 

of each method are described in the respective empirical papers, in this chapter, I discuss the purpose 

of each method, how they relate to or complement each other, and some methodological decisions 

and processes that did not fit the scope of the papers. 

In the sub-section 4.5.3.1, I present two people I interviewed and describe their activity online. These 

two are Marcus and Vitória. They also systematically compile and share information about education 

in Germany and reply to questions they receive on their social media profiles, similar to the three 

content creators presented in Paper 4 (Antônia, Joana, and Mariele1). However, the focus of Marcus 

and Vitória’s content and their socio-economic background differs from that of Antônia, Joana, and 

Mariele. Hence, they were not presented on Paper 4. Nevertheless, Marcus’ case, in particular, offers 

an interesting ground for comparison with the cases of Antônia, Joana, and Mariele. Even though it 

is unusual to present such research results in a methodological chapter, I do so here in a sub-section 

to avoid a much longer text, to maintain the cohesion of presenting the results in each paper and still 

be able to present a new analysis in this overarching text. 

4.1. Defining “Digital Ethnography” 

An ethnographic study aims to understand the meanings of social practices in their contexts (cf. 

Geertz, 1973). Hence, ethnography is a research strategy involving a range of methods. These 

methods are more often (but not only) qualitative ones, such as observations, informal conversations 

and qualitative interviews (cf. Breidenstein et al., 2020). These data collection procedures are carried 

out in a specific field where the social practices being researched take place. This field is often defined 

by spatial boundaries (e.g. neighbourhoods and schools). However, because people are mobile, social 

practices can unfold in different geographical spaces. To capture that complexity, the concept of 

“multi-sited ethnography” emerged (Marcus, 1995). For migration research, this facilitates studying 

transnational social practices and the networks that sustain them – including online networks. 

A digital ethnography typically follows the same approaches to data collection as a “non-digital” 

ethnography. This includes observations, note-taking, qualitative interviews, and informal 

conversations (cf. Hine, 2015). However, a key difference from an on-site ethnography is the field. 

That is so because a digital ethnography explores social interactions and practices that unfold 

                                                
1 All names are pseudonyms.  
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primarily in digital social spaces (Hine, 2016). These digital social spaces can be found in any internet 

platform where people interact, whether by exchanging written messages, images, audio or video, 

or by observing others doing so. Therefore, an email list, a WhatsApp group conversation, or a 

Facebook group can all be fields for digital ethnography research. Observing and participating in 

those interactions through a digital ethnography is a way of doing multi-sited ethnography without 

physical mobility. 

These digital social spaces are shaped by people’s access to material artefacts and infrastructures, 

such as internet connection and digital devices, as well as by the possibilities provided by a digital 

platform (cf. Hine, 2015). For instance, Facebook allows its users to create and join digital spaces 

according to similar interests or characteristics. These spaces are “Facebook groups”. Another aspect 

that shapes digital social spaces is the interactions in those spaces. These interactions form networks 

of latent ties (cf. boyd, 2014; Burrell, 2009; Haythornthwaite, 2002; Hine, 2015). 

In migration research, transnational networks themselves often serve as field sites. This reflects the 

fact that different network participants may be based in different geographical places, incorporating 

a multi-sited approach. In other words, instead of looking at how migration unfolds and impacts one 

specific place, a transnational perspective on migration looks at migrant networks beyond borders 

and the elements flowing within those networks (material artefacts, social practices, and symbols). 

From that perspective, social phenomena can be investigated by looking at how they unfold and 

impact multiple places (e.g. a city, a school) or spaces (e.g. transnational network connections). In 

this sense, a network can be a transnational social space and, consequently, a field for research (cf. 

Mazzucato, 2009). Here, I look at transnational social networks in digital spaces using digital 

ethnography to analyse online social practices that expand beyond geographical boundaries. 

Apart from being multi-sited, a digital ethnography can also be multi-platform. As people tend to use 

different social media platforms for different purposes or in different situations (Schrøder, 2018), a 

digital ethnography can follow these different uses and social practices across platforms. Despite this 

focus on media platforms, the central interest in a digital ethnography is in “what people are doing 

that is related to media” (Couldry, 2012, p. 35) and not in how a particular platform causes a social 

phenomenon (cf. Pink et al., 2016). Departing from a “media effects” perspective, I look at media as 

practice (Couldry, 2012), focusing on the uses of social media and its meanings. 

In the next sections, I describe the methods I used to collect the data and how they are connected or 

complemented each other. I also discuss ethical measures and data protection. Because I discuss 

ethical aspects of the quantitative data collection of migrants’ posts in Paper 2, this paper is 

reproduced in the last section of this methodological chapter. The other three papers are reproduced 

as individual chapters (Chapters 6-8). 

4.2. Entering the Field 

Facebook groups of “Brazilians in Germany” were my point of entry into the digital social spaces 

relevant to my research. I joined a Facebook group called “Brazilians in Hamburg” for the first time a 

few months before arriving in Hamburg in 2016. I was looking for a place to live, and I thought these 

groups could be a good way to find one. I quickly realised that it was impossible to keep up with the 

number of messages exchanged in the group: my post asking for tips on where to find 
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accommodation received a few replies and was pushed down in the list of posts within minutes, 

buried by many other posts with different questions, offers of goods and services, and invitations to 

events. Three years later, when I started my PhD, I recalled this experience in connection with my 

colleague's analysis of the “non-digital” social networks of young Brazilian migrants in Germany 

(Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). 

For my research project, I created a new Facebook account, as I erased the one I used when I arrived 

in Germany. I used my university email, my full name and the same picture of myself that is available 

on the university's website. I also described myself as a PhD candidate at the University of Hamburg 

and provided a link to the university website where I am listed as such. I did not use this Facebook 

profile to write any posts. I also refrained from following Facebook pages related to my socio-political 

opinions and interests. The heated political debate following the election of the far-right extremist 

Jair Bolsonaro in 2018 has created a divide in the Brazilian socio-political landscape, and by not 

expressing my position against Bolsonaro and the policies he supports, I hoped to avoid losing 

potential interviewees with interesting stories to tell, but who might disagree with me. 

Having decided to use Facebook groups as my entry point in the field and decided how I would 

present myself on Facebook, I began to search for groups of Brazilians in Germany. I first searched 

Facebook for groups with general titles such as "Brazilians in Germany" and groups of Brazilians in 

specific cities (e.g. “Brazilians in Hamburg”). In these groups, users who asked questions related to a 

profession (e.g. care work) or a social aspect (e.g. parenthood) were sometimes informed by other 

group participants about the existence of groups that gathered Brazilians in Germany around such 

specific topics. I joined these specific groups as well. Apparently, Facebook's algorithm identified my 

interest in "Brazilians in Germany", and other similar groups were suggested to me on the landing 

page when I logged in to Facebook. Following some of these suggestions, I joined other groups of 

Brazilians in specific German cities or groups of Brazilians looking for work in Germany. I joined 43 

groups with at least a thousand participants and three posts in a week.  I refer to these groups as 

“active groups” because of their large number of participants and high level of interaction. I reasoned 

that these two characteristics would make it more likely that education-related issues would be 

mentioned in information exchanges. 

Facebook groups had two statuses. Some were set as “public” on Facebook by their administrators, 

so anyone could participate in them without asking for permission. Others were “private”, meaning 

anyone could find the group on Facebook and ask to join them, but an administrator had to approve 

the request. To join some of these private groups, I also had to fill out a questionnaire with questions 

such as "What is your interest in joining this group?" and "Do you agree not to post advertisements in 

the group?”. In these cases, I briefly answered the questions and used these forms to explain who I 

was and my research interest in joining the group. I also used these questionnaires to indicate how I 

would proceed with respect to privacy (what I present later on in this chapter). Seven of the 29 private 

groups for which I filled out such questionnaires refused to allow me to join without giving a reason. 

Once I started reading the posts and replies in these active groups, other social media emerged as 

relevant platforms for interaction and as sources of information for newcomers or aspiring migrants. 

These were the YouTube channels and Instagram profiles of Brazilian migrants, who document, 

compile, and share information about their activities and pathways between Brazil and Germany. 

They also post comments in Facebook groups or respond in detail to questions from other group 
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members. Some of these specific group participants focus their content on educational opportunities 

in Germany. To join other social media platforms and follow the pages of these actors I had identified, 

I made decisions similar to those I made when I joined Facebook: I created an account using my 

institutional email and introduced myself as a PhD candidate at the University of Hamburg. 

Facebook was my entry point because of my personal experience using a migrants’ Facebook group 

and because of the large user base of that social media platform among Brazilian migrants. I entered 

that field with a general and everyday-life empirical interest (cf. Breuer et al., 2019): What do people 

discuss about education in these groups? Later on, the concept of latent ties (Haythornthwaite, 2002; 

also used by Jayadeva, 2020) allowed me to connect the information exchanges I was observing to a 

broader framework of digital networks and migration. This concept and framework then allowed me 

to go back to the field, collect further data and analyse the prevalence of education-related topics in 

transnational information exchange among migrants and aspiring migrants in Facebook groups 

(Paper 1), the nuances of discussions about education-related topics in these groups (Paper 3), and to 

identify the existence of young Brazilian migrants who systematically compile and circulate 

information about educational opportunities in Germany (Paper 4).  

4.3. Observations in the Field: Lurking and Selecting Groups 

Facebook groups function as online forums: those who have joined them can ask questions, reply, as 

well as read questions and replies posted by others, without ever posting something themselves. This 

means that active participation is not required and that one can read what others post there 

anonymously. I was one of these group participants who read but did not interact. This behaviour is 

known as “lurking”. Because I was lurking and because of my anonymity among thousands of other 

participants, my presence had no influence on what was being discussed in the groups. 

There is no consensus among researchers who conduct digital ethnographies about whether lurking 

is a “participant” or a “non-participant” observation. Those who see it as participant observation claim 

that because of their own affiliation or involvement in the community they are studying. They 

emphasise that lurking is a “native practice” because many other group participants who are not 

researchers do the same (cf. Greschke, 2010; Marino, 2021). On the other hand, the fact that a 

researcher can go completely unnoticed when lurking is highlighted as a key feature of a non-

participant observation (cf. Hewson et al., 2016; Hine, 2008). To avoid going into details of this 

discussion, it suffices to say that, as a Brazilian in Germany, I belong to the groups I was lurking in. 

However, I cannot say that I am actively involved in an imaginary “Brazilian community in Germany”. 

An important point in defining what kind of observation lurking is has to do with the ethical aspect of 

it in terms of anonymity and informed consent. Particularly for the quantitative and qualitative text 

analyses I conducted, it was difficult to obtain informed consent to collect the posts due to their 

volume. Hence, I treated these texts as if I were standing in a public space and listening to the 

conversations around me. I was interested in the content of these conversations and what they reveal 

about the people involved in them. I approached some of the people whom I “heard” talking about 

education (in this metaphorical public space), and I conducted formal interviews with them. These 

people then knew who I was and that I was present in the Facebook groups. However, once I was back 

in that “public space”, I was again an anonymous Facebook group participant. Therefore, I understand 

my lurking as a non-participant observation. 
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To select the groups where I would conduct these observations, I logged onto Facebook every other 

day between January and March 2020 and lurked for about 20-30 minutes. I actively accessed one of 

the active groups and scrolled through the latest posts, looking for posts related to education. To see 

if there were any older posts about education, I used Facebook’s “search” function to look for posts 

containing education-related words, such as studying, school, VET, and university. I also read the 

posts selected by Facebook’s algorithm that appeared on my landing page right after logging into my 

account. Actively accessing the groups was more productive because, at the time, the algorithmically 

selected posts seemed to prioritise the most recent ones with many comments, which were not 

always related to education. After about two weeks of reading the posts, I decided to organise the 

groups by type. The reason for this division was that I noticed different interests about education in 

the different groups. Below, I explain each group's broad focus and the main education-related 

interests of its participants.  

Table 1: Main topic and number of all observed Facebook groups. 

 

Location groups connect Brazilian migrants or aspiring migrants who live or want to live in a particular 

German city (e.g. “Brazilians in Hamburg”). Some group participants use these groups to try to 

establish new contacts, share job opportunities, and advertise products and services (e.g., Brazilian 

foods, cosmetic services, cleaning services, and language courses). Education-related topics appear 

in these groups when aspiring or newcomer immigrants ask about enrolment in educational 

institutions, especially VET and language schools in these cities, as well as when parents or guardians 

ask about schools for children and adolescents in the city or certain districts. 

General groups have titles such as “Brazilians in Germany”. These groups are used to advertise 

products and services, ask questions about documentation and migratory procedures that apply to 

Brazilian nationals, and ask for favours. They can also serve as an entry point for aspiring or newcomer 

migrants seeking specific information. For instance, one participant asked about the requirements 

for enrolling in VET in an IT-related area in the city of Hamburg, and other participants suggested that 

the person could find “first-hand” information in the professional or location groups. 

Groups of other activities include groups of Brazilian Au Pairs in Germany, groups dedicated only to 

circulating job announcements, groups dedicated to “bureaucracies”, and even groups dedicated to 

gardening and beauty “for Brazilians in Germany”. Among these groups, education-related aspects 

appear more frequently in the Au Pair groups associated with questions about the options for 

permanence in Germany after the end of the Au Pair experience – joining VET is a common mention 

in this case. 
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Professional groups are used by newcomers and aspiring migrants who wish to pursue VET or a 

university degree in a particular profession. Established professionals also use them to exchange 

work experiences, including comparisons of incomes in different parts of Germany, comparisons 

between the labour market and work styles in Brazil, Germany, and other countries, as well as to 

discuss conflicts at the workplace and suggestions about how to solve them. In this category, the 

most active groups were those of nurses and one of IT professionals. This was expected as there is a 

high demand for professionals from both these areas in the Global North (cf. Lutz & Palenga-

Möllenbeck, 2011; Make it in Germany, n/d; Raghuram, 2004), making it attractive for aspiring 

migrants to pursue a degree in these fields as a strategy to find stable employment and obtaining a 

residence permit after graduation. 

VET groups are used particularly by aspiring and newcomer migrants to ask about formal 

requirements that are similar to most VET courses (e.g. school leaving certificate and its recognition 

in Germany, proof of language skills) and ask for recommendations on how to find and apply for a 

VET course. Other group participants also spontaneously share information about their experiences 

in finding a VET placement, attending the courses, and applying for jobs in Germany afterwards. 

Antônia, Joana, and Mariele, the three migrants who systematically create content and engage in 

discussions about education that I present in Paper 4, are particularly active in VET groups, as the 

group participants are a target audience for their content. 

Posts relating to education were more frequent and discussed in more detail by more participants in 

VET, professional, and location groups. Because of that, I started lurking more frequently on these 

groups and selecting posts and comments that comprised the dataset for the qualitative content 

analysis (Paper 3). Through these observations, I also identified the activity of the migrants and 

“content creators” (Paper 4). Lurking on these Facebook groups gave me a general perception of the 

topics discussed in each group. I resorted to quantitative and qualitative textual analysis methods to 

analyse the prevalence and meanings of education-related aspects in these networks. Because these 

digital networks compose my field of research, these two methods also serve to describe that field. 

4.4. Overview of the Field: Topic Modelling and Qualitative Content Analysis 

To provide a broad overview of my research field, my co-author Florian Süßer and I determined the 

prevalence of education-related topics in information exchanges among migrants in Facebook 

groups (Paper 1). To draw the field in more detail, I analysed the meanings of these education-related 

information exchanges (Paper 3). 

Here, I first explain some relevant aspects of the dataset, the functioning of the automated data 

collection and the quantitative analysis, and describe how its outcomes serve as a broad view of the 

field. Moving to a closer look at the field, I describe my approach to “qualitative content analysis” and 

how that method provided a more detailed overview of information exchanges about education 

among latent ties. 
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4.4.1. Broad View: How Prevalent are Education-Related Topics in Information Exchanges 

Among Latent Ties? 

Our (my co-author’s and mine) quantitative data consists of posts made on selected Facebook groups 

– more specifically, the dataset is composed of the texts of the posts. To automate the collection of 

these texts, we used a web scraper. This web scraper does the same as a human's manual collection 

of texts could do, copying and pasting the texts from the Facebook groups into another file. This other 

file was in a spreadsheet format. In this spreadsheet, each post had its own cell. The posts were 

grouped according to which Facebook group they came from, so each spreadsheet file contained 

posts from one group. 

Our dataset was composed of 7.389 posts. These were the newest ones and had the most interactions 

(replies and “likes”) at the time of the data collection. We could not collect data from all 43 Facebook 

groups identified at the beginning of the research (cf. Table 1) because Facebook’s interface 

apparently limited our ability to do so when it was identified that we were using an automated web 

scraper. Among the 14 randomly selected groups, “location” and “general” groups outnumber the 

other types of groups: 

Table 2: Main topic and number of observed Facebook groups. 

 

If our texts came mostly from posts from VET groups, we would be cherry-picking our data because 

the focus of these groups is exactly on education. However, the majority of the groups in our sample 

are location, general, and “other activities” groups, which encompass diverse topics, including, but 

not limited to, education. Furthermore, because in the original dataset there were more general and 

location groups than other types of groups, the 14 randomly selected groups are still an adequate 

sample. 

To analyse that quantitative dataset, we used a topic modelling (TM) approach. TM is a statistical 

technique used to identify prevalent topics in a collection of “documents”. In our case, a “document” 

is each post made on a Facebook group. In other words, our dataset is composed of 7.389 documents. 

Our TM followed the description of David Blei (2012) and Justin Grimmer, Margaret Roberts, and 

Brandon Stewart (2022), which I summarise and paraphrase in the next paragraphs. 

TM assumes an unknown set of topics, or themes, in the documents being analysed and considers 

each document a potential mixture of several topics. That is, the documents can belong to more than 

one topic: they can be about education and bureaucratic requirements of migration at the same time, 

for instance. In TM, each topic is represented by a particular pattern of frequently connected words. 
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Hence, topics are composed of a mixture of several words according to the relevance of their 

connection. That distribution is calculated through an algorithm. 

The most commonly used algorithm for TM is Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA). The functioning of 

this algorithm is similar to organising a library: the documents (i.e. the Facebook posts) are the books, 

and the topics are the categories of books in that library (i.e. the topics of the Facebook posts). Just 

like books on similar topics are grouped on shelves, LDA groups words that appear together in a 

document related to a specific topic. It works by looking at the words in a set of documents and 

grouping them based on their co-occurrence patterns. The idea is that words that frequently appear 

together are more likely to be related to the same topic. LDA uses a mathematical model (a Markov 

chain) to group the words (Blei et al., 2003). Once the probabilities have been assigned to each word 

according to frequency and proximity, then the words are grouped into topics. 

The topics organised through that procedure are words that frequently appear together in the 

documents. The results are expressed in “estimated topic proportions”. These estimations are 

percentages: a value of 0.2 for a topic means that this topic is likely to be present in 20% of the 

collected documents (the posts). 

Topic modelling does not substitute a human interpretation of texts. It mostly serves to organise a 

large text corpus. Hence, once the topics have been algorithmically organised, they must be manually 

analysed and labelled by a person based on her background knowledge about the topic contained in 

the documents. 

The choice of how many topics will be selected is also set by the person analysing them. The more 

topics the person decides to select, the more diluted the collection of words is. Hence, it is more 

difficult to infer what the documents (the collection of Facebook posts) are about. For Paper 1, we 

settled on 7 topics. That decision was made after running tests selecting between 5 and 20 topics. 

Because the corpus consisted mostly of very short texts, typical of social media communication, 

selecting too many topics made it impossible to identify a concrete topic. Similarly, selecting too few 

topics (3 or 5, for instance) also made it impossible to identify concrete topics because multiple topics 

were grouped as one. After several attempts, seven topics proved to be the best for interpreting 

relevant and consistent themes in the dataset. 

The outcome of the TM is strings of lemmatised words. Lemmatisation puts words together 

according to their inflected forms. This way, they can be analysed as a single item. For instance, 

“studying”, “studied”, “student”, and “study” are grouped together and represented by their 

stemmed version of “stud”. The LDA process then organises groups of lemmatised words frequently 

appearing together in the documents and presents them on a string. An example from our data 

(Dedecek Gertz & Süßer, 2022, p. 246): Topic 5 is composed of the following string of lemmatised 

words (in Portuguese): “preci, brasil, fal, ajud, consegu, saud, pesso, pai, document, pag”. In English, 

these means: “need”, “Brazil”, “speak”, “help”, “to get/to reach”, “health”, “person”, “father” (“pai”) 

or, most likely, “country” (“país”), “document”, “payment”, “receive” and “arrive”. 

To interpret and label these topics, I relied on qualitative methods. Through the process of observing 

interactions, collecting, and analysing the posts from a qualitative perspective (Paper 3), I was 

exposed to information exchanges both to topics relating to education as well as to topics unrelated 
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to my focus (e.g. housing, documentation, social relations, buying and selling goods, offering 

services). This was central to interpreting the topics that emerged from the TM approach. Because I 

was acquainted with the topics that were frequently discussed among migrants on those Facebook 

groups, I could identify core words that together composed each topic. That is, TM is a tool to 

organise large datasets of texts, but it does not substitute a nuanced interpretation of a human. Topic 

5, for instance, was the most prevalent topic in our dataset. Based on the qualitative observation of 

the interactions on the selected Facebook groups, the qualitative analysis of the posts, and what 

interviewees told me about their use of those Facebook groups, I interpret that topic as capturing 

requests for information about documentation. 

Quantitative methods are often used to verify a hypothesis. Yet, we implemented TM in an 

exploratory approach: We were interested in determining the prevalence of education-related topics 

in information exchanges in Facebook groups of “Brazilians in Germany”. We showed that education 

appears among the seven most frequent topics circulating in the transnational digital networks we 

analysed. That outcome is a broad snapshot of the field. It points out that education is an important 

topic being discussed in those networks, yet it does provide further insights about the meanings of 

education in those discussions. For that, a qualitative approach was necessary. 

4.4.2. A Closer Look: Meanings and Associations of Education-Related Topics 

Through topic modelling (TM), we determined that education-related topics figured among the 

seven most prevalent topics circulating in the field (Dedecek Gertz & Süßer, 2022, p. 248). To shed 

light on education-related issues, I conducted a qualitative content analysis (QCA). QCA is a method 

for describing the meaning of qualitative data in a systematic way (Schreier, 2012). I used it to analyse 

what Brazilian migrants in Germany discuss about education in Facebook groups. Considering that 

my field of analysis was formed by latent ties established through education-related conversations, I 

provide a closer overview of that field through this method. 

QCA is systematic, reduces data, and is flexible (Schreier, 2012). The systematic aspect of my 

implementation of QCA starts with the observations I made during the initial phase of the data 

collection when I was lurking on the Facebook groups. Based on my observations, I selected six 

groups in which interactions about education were more frequent: two location groups, two 

professional groups, and two VET groups. 

I reduced data through QCA by looking only at relevant education-related posts in groups where 

education was a frequent topic. Among the education-related posts I collected from these selected 

groups, I disregarded posts with sensitive information and posts in which education was mentioned 

in unrelated contexts, for instance, a discussion about differences between Brazil and Germany in 

which a group participant claims that “Brazilians are too poorly educated to make good political 

choices”. The development of coding categories also aimed at reducing data, as the categories were 

broad enough to capture only relevant aspects to answer my research question and, at the same time, 

focused enough in order not to lose nuances in the content (see coding categories on Paper 3: 

Dedecek Gertz, 2023b, p. 5). 

QCA’s flexibility contributed to the elaboration of those coding categories. In an iterative way, I 

developed a coding scheme with inductive and deductive codes. I started with some deductive codes 
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based on other studies (particularly Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019; Wall et al., 2017) and developed 

inductive codes based on my observation and during the data collection and first readings. Hence, 

deductive codes that initially seemed relevant could be set aside if they were not as relevant as 

expected. For instance, when I started coding posts from the two VET groups, I created a code for 

every mention of different areas where one can pursue VET in Germany, leading to a fine-grained 

division into 11 areas. As I continued to read the posts from the other groups, such a detailed 

categorisation proved to be too descriptive and lacked the analytical value to help capture the 

contexts and meanings of the information exchanges. A typical situation was when the specific VET 

course was simply mentioned, such as in “Does anyone here do VET for hotel manager?” with no 

replies or further comments. Hence, I subsumed all those VET categories under the broad category 

of “VET”, which I could then compare with other educational levels. Later on, important differences 

emerged between IT professionals and care workers, particularly because these two professions are 

on the titles of the two professional Facebook groups I selected for the QCA. Based on this, I 

reintroduced these two codes for VET in IT and care work when coding posts from all other groups. 

TM served to map the prevalence of education-related topics within the digital networks I 

investigated. QCA served to map the details of that field. In an analogy of how the two methods stand 

along with each other, TM can be seen as a map of a region, while QCA is a map of a city within that 

region. The results from the QCA also provided some insights into the socio-economic contexts of 

those who were participating in the information exchange about education. For instance, to some 

extent, I could interpret the meanings of the data connected to socio-economic aspects that group 

participants made explicit or implicit in their posts. These aspects were related to socioeconomic 

background (where they live, educational aspirations, earned degrees, salaries) and gender (based 

on first names, profile pictures, use of adjectives and pronouns in feminine or masculine form). 

Looking for more details about the participants of these digital networks, I conducted interviews, 

whose procedures I discuss in the next section. 

4.5. Zooming in the Field: Backgrounds, Social Practices, and Motivations of Specific Actors 

My fourth paper is based on interviews and observations with three specific actors I identified in the 

field during the broad (TM) and the closer (QCA) overview of that field. These interviews were central 

to understanding these actors' socio-economic backgrounds and motivations. Through these 

interviews, I could add details to social practices that I had observed in the Facebook groups. 

These specific actors are young Brazilian migrants who systematically collect and disseminate 

information about education in Germany via digital networks. Lurking and reading the interactions 

of Facebook group participants, I noticed that some participants frequently engaged in discussions 

and provided long and detailed answers to questions about migratory procedures and requirements, 

as well as about educational opportunities in Germany. They also shared links to their profiles on 

YouTube or Instagram or to their blogs in which they present aspects of migration, education, and 

daily life in Germany. Because I was looking particularly for participants posting about education in 

the Facebook groups, that kind of behaviour stood out. Apart from observing their behaviour online, 

I also interviewed these individuals to understand who they are, what they do online, and why they 

do that. 
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4.5.1. Interviewees: Reaching out and Sample 

To contact potential interviewees, I sent them direct messages. I decided which people to contact 

based on what they wrote on the Facebook groups I was observing. Their posts were frequently asked 

questions such as “Has anyone accomplished VET in dentistry in Germany and can give me some 

insider information about it?”, “do you recommend the German courses at [language school] to reach 

B2? [a level commonly required for VET]”, “Does anyone know whether non-Europeans can apply for 

the BAföG [German state student loan]?”. I also started seeing other education-related posts without 

information requests, such as “Do you want to know more about the possibilities of pursuing VET in 

Germany? Read my newest blog post/check my video on Instagram!”. I started sending direct 

messages to the authors of such posts. In these messages, I explained who I was and why I was 

contacting them and informed my institutional email and phone number in case they wanted to 

validate my identity. From the 47 direct messages I sent, 22 people agreed to give me an interview. 

Most of my direct messages were not replied to. It is possible that many direct messages were not 

even seen, as they might have landed in the “requests” box of the receivers2. 

The majority of my research participants were female (16 women:6 men). The youngest interviewee 

was born in 1999, and the oldest in 1981. Of the 47 message requests I sent, 15 were directed to men. 

Of these 15, six agreed to give me an interview. It was more difficult to recruit men for interviews. 

They often ignored my requests or stopped responding as soon as I made clear that I was purely 

interested in an interview for a research project. My sample is overwhelmingly female also because, 

during my observation, I saw mostly women posting education-related questions. In this sense, my 

sample relates to a recurring pattern of this phenomenon. Also, once I identified the existence of 

migrants who create content about education, my focus shifted to that phenomenon. As most of the 

people I identified acting like that were women anyway, I dropped my concern about a gender 

imbalance. 

4.5.2. Interview Procedures 

A common recommendation for digital ethnography is observing interviewees' offline settings and 

media use in everyday contexts (Burrell, 2009; Hine, 2016). However, I started interviewing at the 

beginning of 2020, four weeks before a lockdown was implemented in Germany due to the COVID-

19 pandemic. Since interviews and observations could be conducted only online, immobility allowed 

me to choose to approach Facebook group participants based on the relevance of what they posted 

on the group, unconstrained by the need to travel. Geographical distance was no longer a barrier to 

interviewing someone. Some people lived in small German villages, others in huge Brazilian cities, 

and others in medium-sized or large German cities. Hence, the multi-sited aspect of this digital 

ethnography is also partially covered despite the geographic immobility. As COVID-19 regulations 

                                                
2 Facebook allows its users to send direct messages to other users. Those direct messages are only 
seen by the sender and the receiver. However, if the sender is not on the receiver's “friends” list, 
Facebook classified the sender’s direct message as a “request” and the receiver might not be 
notified about that, depending on their settings for notification and privacy. The receiver is always 
able to read the message marked as “request”, but the sender does not know whether the receiver 
has read the message or not. If the receiver decides to reply, then both the receiver and sender 
receive notifications of new messages, even if they do not add each other to their “friends” list. In 
this case, both can also receive confirmations that their direct messages were read by the other. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=IwurX9
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relaxed, some interviews could be conducted at a distance in open spaces like parks or, later on, even 

in closed spaces. From the 22 interviews I conducted, 8 were in person, and 14 were online. 

My interviews had two parts. The first one was in-depth and unstructured. The second one included 

a visual reconstruction of the interviewees’ media repertoire (cf. Hasebrink & Domeyer, 2012). The 

interviews lasted between 1 and 1.30 hours. I usually started the first part of the interview with 

questions about the interviewees’ present situation, asking about their life in Germany (if they were 

already living in the country). Then, I moved to questions about their decisions and experiences in the 

migration process. Finally, I asked about their life in Brazil prior to migration. Apart from learning 

about their opinions and experiences, I was interested in understanding their socio-economic 

positionality, as that impacts their educational opportunities and migratory decisions. I asked them, 

for instance, why and how they came to Germany, how they were financing their stay or studies in 

Germany, their housing situation both in Brazil and in Germany, their migratory status, whether they 

had a double Brazilian-EU citizenship (because this influences their access to education and the 

labour market in Germany), the profession and educational attainment of their parents or guardians, 

and the ways they kept in touch with family and friends (e.g. about what did they talk now that they 

are not geographically close, which media they use to talk to whom). Because these topics often 

intermingle, the order of the questions was not linear, and the topics were not strict. 

I started the interviews with a non-conspicuous mention of my interest in media and then focused on 

media during the second part. I aimed to see whether aspects relating to media would be mentioned 

by the interviewees without any explicit input, thereby indicating some prominent roles of media in 

the interviewees’ practices and daily lives (cf. Klein et al., 2018; Schrøder, 2018). Unsurprisingly, in 

the first part of the interview, “the internet” was often mentioned in connection to finding out about 

work or study opportunities in Germany. 

The first part of the interview (unstructured and with open-ended questions) usually took between 

40 minutes and 1 hour. Sometimes, when I noticed the answers were becoming shorter or the 

interviewee started looking around or avoiding eye contact, I considered that I no longer had their 

attention. Then, I moved on to the second part of the interview about their media use in their 

migratory pathways. Most of the time, this way, I could get their attention back. 

During the first interviews, I was unsure whether starting a second part after a 40-minute interview 

would cause discomfort, thinking the person might already be tired. On the contrary, it seemed to 

stimulate their curiosity. Most interviewees went on for another 30 minutes (one even went on for a 

full hour). I was convinced that this two-part interview approach was appropriate when one 

interviewee, who was a friend of another person I had interviewed earlier, said that she was looking 

forward to "the part of the game" that her friend had told her about – by "the game" she was referring 

to the second part of the interview. 

In this second part, I invited interviewees to construct what I called “media maps”. This was a way to 

reconstruct their “media repertoire”, that is, the entire media outlets and platforms that a person 

regularly uses (Hasebrink & Domeyer, 2012, p. 758). I handed them (or sent them via post when the 

interviews went online) three small plastic bags with paper icons: one with media icons (social media 

logos), another with “emotion” icons (emojis), and a third bag with words referring to personal 

relations (friend, mother etc.). Inspired by Uwe Hasebrink and Hanna Domeyer (2012, p. 767), the 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=rJSKEp
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=NOZuij
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=5FM01t
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“map” itself was composed of circles of growing amplitude printed on A4 paper and had the word 

“me” in the centre (Figure 1). The closer to the centre, the more relevant the media was for the 

interviewee. 

These maps were not analysed per se. They served as a cognitive aid so that interviewees could look 

at the media icons and activate their memory about their media use rather than relying only on their 

recall. They could also associate which media they used to communicate with whom (the personal 

relations icons) and whether they associated platforms with specific experiences or feelings (the 

emotion icons). I asked them to explain to me aloud how they were organising the paper icons on the 

sheet. During that process, I intervened with prompts and questions, for instance, about which 

platforms they used or used to collect information for their migration or which media were important 

to maintain contact with friends and family. Apart from learning whether, how, and which sources of 

latent tie connections (the social media platforms) were useful in their migratory pathways, I was 

looking for unexpected themes or patterns that could emerge when interviewees talked specifically 

about their media use habits. I further discuss this procedure elsewhere (Dedecek Gertz, Cabalquinto 

& Leurs, 2024). 

Figure 1: A “media map” by Mariele. She is a content creator: she frequently and systematically uses 

social media to share her experience and knowledge about migrating to Germany and accessing 

educational opportunities there. 
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4.5.3. Identifying Migrants and Creators of Content about Education in Germany 

Interviewees mostly confirmed that Facebook groups were useful for collecting information for their 

migration pathways. However, the most interesting was the case of five migrants' frequent and 

systematic media use habits. They frequently replied to questions on Facebook groups with long and 

detailed answers. They created texts and audio-visual material to post on different platforms about 

migration and educational opportunities in Germany. Based on this behaviour, they can be defined 

as “content creators” (cf. Duffy, 2017). 

Antônia, Joana, and Mariele, three of these migrants and content creators, are described in Paper 4. 

They were selected because they share similar media use habits and have similar socio-economic 

backgrounds, migration pathways, and expectations about their activity as content creators. I relied 

on interviews and observations of their online behaviour to analyse their role. The transcribed 

interviews were discussed in a workshop with colleagues focusing on aspects of socio-economic 

positionality, migratory reasons and pathways, the content they create, the “latent tie” character of 

their activity online (e.g. replying questions from strangers on Facebook groups), and the reasons 

why they do what they do. The final analysis was written in collaboration with Javier Carnicer and 

Sara Fürstenau. 

4.5.3.1. Marcus and Vitória:  Migrants and Content Creators about Other Educational Topics 

I identified five migrants and content creators. Antônia, Joana, and Mariele have similar low socio-

economic backgrounds and the topics of the content they create concern migratory opportunities for 

young people from that same background. Marcus is another content creator who creates similar 

content, yet he directs it to an upper-middle-class or wealthier audience. Vitória is 20 years older than 

all four other content creators I identified, and the content she creates is directed towards parents 

who migrated from Brazil to Germany. 

The cases of Antônia, Joana, and Mariele are analysed in Paper 4. Here, I present some information 

about Vitória and, especially, Marcus. I rely on Marcus's case to draw comparisons in the discussion 

section. The description of these two is odd in a chapter about research methods. However, I present 

them here as they are also part of the group of migrants and content creators I identified, and 

especially because Marcus’ case is important for a comparison I make in the discussion chapter 

(Chapter 9). 

Vitória focuses her content on children’s education and parenting as a migrant in Germany. She is 

older than the other four content creators, and her content is directed towards migrants who are also 

parents of children and teenagers. She discusses, for instance, aspects of “intercultural” parenting, 

comparing different patterns in social practices and attitudes she sees among German and Brazilian 

parents. She also comments about specific cases, for instance, about children’s “difficulties in 

adaptation to a new environment” and how parents can deal with cases of racism in schools and 

Kindergarten. Similarly to all other four content creators, she also offers private consultation 

sessions. 

Marcus is one of these four migrants and content creators who focus on higher education in Germany. 

Marcus comes from a wealthy socio-economic background. He studied in one of the most expensive 

private schools in Brazil. He participated in international sports competitions; all his school friends 
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were enrolled in renowned universities in Brazil or abroad, and, at first, he was not sure whether he 

would prefer to study in Germany or the U.S. – he could choose between the two. He first came to 

Germany to visit a friend of his father’s. After the visit, Marcus decided to study in Germany, and he 

lived with this friend during his first months in the country. He entered Germany first as a tourist, and 

then, to be granted a visa, he enrolled in a language course. For the enrolment, he had to present a 

blocked account from a German bank and an international health insurance. Later, he enrolled in a 

preparatory course for those with a non-German high school degree who wished to study at a German 

university (offered by institutions called Studienkolleg). When I met Marcus, he was going to start his 

university studies in Engineering and had a part-time job at a warehouse. He was also looking forward 

to engaging in a transnational student business association. He mentioned that his father thought it 

was important that he have a job while studying in order to become independent.  On the other hand, 

his mother did not support that idea and thought he should focus only on studying. 

While doing his media map, Marcus focused on how he uses media for leisure and to keep in touch 

with family and friends. Before migration, he mentioned using Google to check the information his 

father's friend gave him and emailing him to send university or job applications. He uses Facebook 

groups of Brazilians in Germany to buy and sell "things", as he says, and once, he tried to use it to find 

an apartment or a room in a shared flat. Otherwise, he accesses these groups to share his new posts 

about education in Germany. He started systematically producing content for social media when he 

realised that his friends were interested in what he posted on his personal account about studying in 

Germany. Based on such comments from friends, he felt that his posts could be useful for more 

people. He began targeting a broader audience of aspiring Brazilian migrants who wished to study at 

a German university. On his Instagram profile, there are pictures of him and his friends participating 

in a start-up event, a university auditorium with hundreds of places, wooden panels and a large 

chandelier hanging from the ceiling, a panoramic view from the window in a university library, him 

driving to university with friends, buying Apple electronics and a TV. He also makes lists of what one 

can study in Germany, clothes brands, and “what you may not like in Germany” (for instance, 

“Germany is different from the U.S.”, “food”, “cold weather”, “Germans’ coldness”), and financial tips 

(websites with discounts on famous brands, “start to do a financial planning with your parents already 

when you’re on high school”). 

4.5.4. Topic Modelling, Qualitative Content Analysis, Non-Participant Observations, and 

Qualitative Interviews: From the Broad to the Zoom in the Field 

The TM and the QCA served to describe the field, and the qualitative interviews served to uncover a 

social practice by certain actors in that field. Non-participant observations were also important in 

identifying those actors and interpreting the results from the text-based methods. Through the broad 

overview based on the outcomes of the TM, I established whether and which education-related topics 

were prevalent in the information exchanges on Facebook groups. Narrowing down to information 

only about education, with the QCA, I explored what and how migrants and aspiring migrants “talk” 

about education in those groups. Finally, zooming in on a group of actors that I found on the field, I 

identified the existence of migrants who are also content creators about migration and educational 

opportunities in Germany. From the broad perspective to the detail of a specific group of people, I 

attempted to map a transnational digital field composed of networks of latent ties between Brazil 

and Germany. 
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Once I identified the existence of migrants who are also content creators about education in Germany 

and found similarities among the three of them, I considered that I had discovered a kind of actor 

important to the establishment of transnational educational spaces. Hence, in 2022, I decided it was 

time to stop the observations and interviews and focus on analysing that data. In the meantime, I had 

already started writing up both papers that provide an overview of the field (Paper 1, based on the 

TM, and Paper 3, based on the QCA). Paper 2, where I discuss ethical and legal aspects of collecting 

and analysing Facebook posts, was already undergoing peer review. 

4.6. Ethical Measures in Qualitative Data Collection 

Non-participant observation minimises the effect of behaviour modification upon awareness of being 

observed — the more so in a digital space where one can go unnoticed. Because of the high number 

of participants and because I did not post anything on the groups, my presence and my interest in 

those groups were ignored by the majority. Only administrators of private groups were aware of that 

because they requested that participants fill out a form upon entry. In this context and considering 

the number of posts I analysed, informed consent from the authors of the posts would be very difficult 

– if not impossible. However, sharing personal information is an accepted practice among some 

participants of the groups I observed. Some would write their phone numbers, mention where they 

work and in what position, and explain their migratory situation in detail, looking for an accurate 

answer that would fit their case. Hence, I avoided reproducing personal information in my notes and 

kept screenshots in a digital file within my university account. 

The detailed personal information shared on these groups also made me consider how to care for this 

data in collecting and analysing the posts. I decided not to reproduce posts word-by-word to preserve 

users’ anonymity. As these groups can be found and accessed by anyone with a Facebook account, 

reproducing posts would imply the possibility of de-anonymisation of people who could not be 

informed about the research project and agree to participate in it. Thus, I paraphrased posts (cf. 

Zimmer, 2010): I substituted names of places for similar ones, professions for other ones within the 

same field as the original, and the order of sentences was changed, as long as the sense of the content 

was not thereby lost. 

4.6.1. Interviewees’ Data 

All my interviewees had regularised statuses in Germany through their enrolment in an educational 

institution, work, or double Brazilian-EU nationality. They were all above 21 years of age, so they 

could legally provide informed consent by themselves. All were also literate; hence, they could read, 

understand, and sign the informed consent letter – which was written in Brazilian Portuguese. In 

addition to covering the research topic, data storage procedures, and my contact information, the 

informed consent letter explicitly informed participants of their rights during the interview and 

regarding the recording. These included the freedom to decline to answer questions without 

providing a reason, terminate the interview without justification, withdraw their participation, and 

request the deletion of their recording at any time. 

At first, I was afraid that explicitly mentioning that interviewees could stop the interview or refuse to 

answer questions could give the impression that the interview would touch upon uncomfortable 

topics or emotions and make the interview start in a defensive tone. I decided to keep this information 
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explicit to comply with ethical guidelines and because I could not control what memories and 

emotions my interviewees would access based on my questions. Still, to avoid the interview, 

beginning with a defensive tone, after the person read the letter and agreed to be interviewed, I orally 

informed them that my questions were not deliberately thought to be “difficult” ones. Apparently, 

this worked well, as interviewees talked freely about their experiences. 

The signed informed consent documents were kept in a drawer with a key lock. In the transcripts, 

names, places, and institutions were anonymised. The interview recordings, transcripts, print screens 

of social media interactions, and my notes were stored on a password-protected university server. 

Access to this server was limited to myself and a student who assisted with transcriptions for this 

project. Before gaining access to the audio recordings, this student was informed about ethical and 

data protection considerations and signed a non-disclosure agreement. 
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4.6.2. Paper 2: Academic Research Using Social Media Texts Produced by Migrants Can Maintain 

the Primary Ethical Imperative of “Doing No Harm” 

Summary: In Paper 2 (Dedecek Gertz, 2023a), I discuss ethical aspects of collecting quantitative 

textual data for the topic modelling analysis. I do so by discussing nine points to analyse information 

flows and the contexts in which they happen. This nine-point heuristics was proposed by Helen 

Nissenbaum (2010) to assess ethical issues when researching new technologies. She contends that 

the data collection and, later on, dissemination must be appropriate to the context and comply with 

social norms or expectations of how that data is expected to be handled. Here, the contexts of data 

collection (Facebook groups), dissemination (peer-reviewed academic papers), and the Terms of 

Services of Facebook are central. I discuss my data collection, analysis, and dissemination based on 

Nissenbaum’s (2010) nine-point heuristics, and I contend that academic research based on 

quantitative textual data collected on social media fulfils ethical measures towards the producers of 

that textual data (migrants and aspiring migrants, in my case). 

Dedecek Gertz, H. (2023). Collecting migrants’ Facebook posts: Accounting for ethical measures in a 

text-as-data approach. Frontiers in Sociology, 7, 932908. https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2022.932908 

Collecting migrants’ Facebook posts: Accounting for Ethical Measures in a Text-as-Data 

Approach 

4.6.2.1. Introduction 

The analysis of migrants’ media use can produce valuable knowledge about decision-making and 

networks in migratory context. Methodologically, the interest in researching migrants’ media use has 

added to the complexity of carefully handling migrants’ data, and obtaining informed consent for 

research purposes. Accordingly, the ethics of collecting migrants’ digital traces has been gaining 

attention, particularly among qualitative researchers (Leurs, 2017; Siapera and Creta, 2020; Sandberg 

et al., 2022b). Most of these ethical reflections agree that, because of the vulnerability of certain 

migrant populations, researchers need to go beyond procedural ethics and care for the safety and 

well-being of researched subjects. 

Quantitative studies based on migrants’ digital traces generate different problems relating to 

“profiling, informed consent, data sharing processes and ethical approval and data management 

procedures” (Mahoney et al., 2022b, p. 230). As there are fewer studies about migration applying 

topic modeling to social media data created by migrants, there are correspondingly fewer analyses 

on the ethics of collecting and analyzing such quantitative data. Mahoney et al. (2022b, p. 232) 

analyzed large textual datasets from migrants on Twitter, collecting only “explicitly public social 

media data”. They contend that ethical issues of such data collection become more intricate the more 

social media develops and the identification of public and private spaces becomes more complex 

(Idem, p. 235). Elsewhere, they carefully commend that datasets coming from migrant Facebook 

groups require consent, while collecting migrants’ Twitter data would be closer to observing public 

behavior and therefore less problematic (Mahoney et al., 2022a; p. 339–340). A similar 

recommendation comes from Sandberg et al. (2022a). 

As detailed on the section "Comparative evaluation based on studies using Facebook posts and a 

topic modeling approach,” studies using large amounts of Facebook texts tend to acknowledge that 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2022.932908
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their methodological procedure can be liable to ethical critique, but do not analyze that ethical 

critique systematically. The most common solution for this dilemma tends to be to collect data that 

is interpreted as public or with fewer privacy constraints, such as posts from profiles with less privacy 

settings. By discussing the collection of large textual datasets posted by migrants on a social media 

platform, or Facebook more specifically, this paper systematically analyses the ethical decisions of 

an empirical research situation and argues in favor of research in digital humanities and social 

sciences. Against that background, this paper asks “how to justify the collection and analysis of 

migrants’ digital traces for academic research purposes?” The discussion emerges from the 

procedures of collection and analysis of quantitative textual data from Facebook groups of migrants 

and aspiring migrants. Here, the outcomes of that empirical analysis are put in the background, giving 

way to a detailed reflection on the choices and consequences of the methodological decisions. 

Following, first, the context and research design of the empirical base study is outlined. After that, 

the ethical issues and corrective measures are discussed guided by the heuristics of “contextual 

integrity” of information flow within new technologies proposed by Nissenbaum (2010) and as 

applied by Zimmer (2018). Although Nissenbaum presented her heuristics over a decade ago, they 

are based on broader concepts which make them comprehensive and abstract enough to be applied 

to different analytical situations. So much so that the heuristics are appropriate to discuss different 

empirical topics, such as data breaches from a dating app (Zimmer, 2018) and migrants’ posts on 

Facebook groups. The paper summarizes the ethical boundaries of automated data collection, as 

encountered in the empirical base study conducted by Helena Dedecek Gertz and Florian Süßer 

(henceforth “we”, “our”, or “the authors”) and presents our suggested measures to comply with 

migrants’ data protection, adding up to the arguments for a reflexive and critical data collection 

based on ethics of care (Leurs, 2017). The central argument is that, although acknowledging that 

collecting textual data from social media users without their explicit consent is rightfully prone to 

critique, researchers, as a community, can care for migrants’ anonymity throughout the process of 

research by making careful decisions to this end and by asking adequate research questions. 

4.6.2.2. Context of the Data Collection 

The data that motivates the discussion here derives from a research project that aimed at identifying 

the roles of media in migratory pathways relating to education. Empirically, the project focuses on 

media uses of Brazilians who live in Germany or who aspire to do so. The project was based on a 

mixed-methods approach, consisting of a qualitative content analysis of interactions in migrant 

Facebook groups, qualitative interviews with participants of these groups, and a topic modeling of 

posts made in the groups. The ethical discussion in this paper derives from the empirical paper that 

applied the topic modeling approach to establish the prevalence of topics relating to education in 

debates among Brazilian migrants in Facebook groups. The outcome reveals that vocational 

education and training (VET) and language learning for certification purposes are the most relevant 

education-related topics debated among these migrants. 

The background of that project is based on research that shows that, in the context of migration, 

formal education can represent a means to secure residence status, access the job market, and 

acquire certificates that contribute to building migrants’ cultural capital (Waters, 2015). People who 

migrate to pursue educational pathways contribute to the transnationalization of educational 

institutions in the country of destination. Transnational education (TNE) is more often approached in 
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research about higher education; nevertheless, migrants from families with low income and low 

educational attainment are also actors in TNE. Fürstenau (2019) and Carnicer (2019) have described 

how Brazilian women from such backgrounds migrate to Germany first as Au Pairs, then complete 

VET (which is usually remunerated in Germany), and thereby secure both employment and stable 

residence status. 

Based on that background, the topic modeling (the empirical analysis that motivates this paper) had 

two assumptions. Based on the findings presented in the previous paragraph, one is that access to 

education can be a motivator for migration across socioeconomic classes, i.e., not only among 

migrants who can afford the pursuit of a university degree or educational exchanges abroad. The 

other assumption is that information exchanges through social media platforms are important for 

migrants’ decision-making (Dekker et al., 2018; Richter et al., 2018). Although studies in this direction 

are mostly conducted among migrants who fled war and conflict using their smartphones to evaluate 

the safest options to reach their countries of destination, information and communication 

technologies (ICTs) and exchanges with latent ties (Haythornthwaite, 2002) are relevant in other 

migratory contexts, such as those associated with educational aspirations (Jayadeva, 2020). Based 

on these two assumptions, we contended that people cross borders, regardless of their 

socioeconomic background, following educational projects and that digitally mediated 

communication, particularly through social media, plays a role in decision-making for these projects. 

Specifically for the Brazilian case, similar findings confirm the relevance of social media information 

exchange in contexts of migration. Brazilian migrants have been exchanging information on social 

media for at least a decade when the most used platform among them was Orkut (Schrooten, 2012; 

Oosterbaan, 2013). Nowadays, Brazilian migrant groups on Facebook groups have taken on that role 

in these online interactions (Foletto, 2018). Most of these studies on Brazilian migrants on social 

media describe its uses for solving bureaucratic issues, job-seeking, and also for organizing social 

gatherings. Educational aspects remain under-commented, although education is a means to 

fulfilling migratory pathways, and it can become part of migrants’ lives once they are established in 

the country and their children start attending school. While it is known that migrants who wish to 

pursue university degrees abroad use social media to facilitate that process (Jayadeva, 2020), the role 

of media use for achieving other educational levels, such as VET or schools for migrants’ children, 

remains understudied. 

Against that background, the quantitative textual analysis that motivated this ethical reflection 

reveals that topics relating to education, VET, and language-learning in particular, are among the 

most prevalent ones in information exchanges on Facebook groups of Brazilians in Germany. That 

conclusion was only possible through a topic modeling approach, which demanded the collection of 

quantitative textual data produced by migrants in the context of a social media platform. The 

following sections reflect on the ethics of collecting and analysing this data produced by individuals 

who are potentially vulnerable due to their legal status in Europe. Following, the methodological 

decisions that were ethically critical for this analysis are detailed; after that, we analyze our decisions 

based on the heuristics to guide ethical decision-making in projects involving ICTs proposed by 

Nissenbaum (2010) and commented on by Zimmer (2018). We conclude by arguing that, while 

researchers strive to comply with anonymization and data security, the lack of transparency from 
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social media platforms can be harmful to critical, independent, and public-interest-oriented research, 

which in turn can impair the development of knowledge about social phenomena. 

4.6.2.3. Methodological Decisions 

In this section, we first discuss the choice of Facebook as a data source followed by an overview of 

ethical discourses in research about migrants’ social media use and digital data collection. After that, 

we present our rationale for choosing Facebook groups adequate to answer our research question, 

explain our procedure of textual data collection, and argue in favor of a topic modeling approach to 

analyze the data. 

4.6.2.3.1. Creating a Facebook Account for Research 

In migration research, Facebook has been mostly used as an empirical data source in qualitative 

approaches. Some accounts based on interviews about Facebook use among migrants (Leurs, 2014; 

Dekker et al., 2018) are exempt from a discussion such as the one we propose here, as informed 

consent can be acquired. As Leurs (2017) observes, however, researchers must still be careful with 

publishing digital traces of migrants, such as print screens or detailed information about certain 

media use patterns, even though interviewees themselves might have agreed to provide such data. 

That position is aligned with a way of arguing for a careful collection, management, and analysis also 

of quantitative textual data from Facebook, as “informed consent does little to protect participants” 

(Brown et al., 2016, p. 855) and researchers share the responsibility of caring for research participants’ 

privacy and anonymity at all situations. Following such principles of care and transparency towards 

research participants, one of the authors created an account on Facebook. 

The Facebook profile used for research was created using the researcher’s real name and with 

information identifying her as a researcher. Some friends and acquaintances added her and she 

joined five groups of her private interest (university and academic research related). She “liked” 76 

public pages, most of them from organizations of Brazilians in Germany, but also some university 

profiles and a few of private interests. Finally, she joined 43 groups of Brazilians in Germany. Although 

she created this profile for research purposes, it is not a dummy account used simply to collect data 

because she is clearly identified, with her name and picture, and with information signalling her as a 

researcher at Hamburg University. Her university e-mail and the website leading to the university’s 

website, where she figures as a researcher, are also available on the page, as to make public other 

forms of contact with her (e-mail and telephone number on the faculty website) and to have some 

proof of her identity (the link to the website). Indeed, one person with whom the researcher got in 

touch through Facebook to ask for an interview for the qualitative part of the study, replied to her via 

email— and not through the Facebook chat where she sent out the message requesting the 

interview—to “be sure about the identity of the person who contacted me”, as the potential 

interviewee explained. Also, Facebook allows users to add free text to their profiles. In this space, she 

wrote her position at the university and the name of the project she works for and informed me that 

the profile was created for research purposes. This information was written in Portuguese, German, 

and English. Apart from this research-related information, there are traces of her personal interests 

(university groups and “likes” on pages) and information about her background (the town where she 

was born, where she currently lives, and her educational pathway). 
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4.6.2.3.2. Contextualizing Migrant Facebook Groups Selected for Research 

This section contextualizes the space of our data collection, namely Facebook groups gathering 

Brazilian migrants in Germany. First, we define these groups. Afterward, we describe the rationale 

behind the choice to analyze groups of Brazilians in Germany and the data collection procedure. 

Finally, we argue in favor of our decision to work with quantitative textual data in this context 

accounting for the research quality and ethics of our decisions. This section is already part of the 

contextual integrity analysis. Nissenbaum (2010) proposes nine points for the decision heuristics (see 

section “Discussing ethical decisions of research with migrants’ textual data”). The second point of 

the heuristics is to identify the prevailing context of the information flow. As this section does exactly 

that, namely giving background information about the source of the data, this section substitutes the 

section “Prevailing context”. 

Facebook groups of Brazilians in Germany gather registered users with similar interests, locations, 

jobs or professions, and aims. Some of these groups are public, meaning that their content can be 

seen by any other user logged on to Facebook. Other groups are private and might request users to 

fill up a form upon entry in order to be accepted by the administrators. Posts and comments on these 

groups are visible to all participants. These two types of groups can be found using Facebook’s search 

tool and were included in this collection. There are “secret groups” for which one has to be invited to 

participate—there are none of these types in the dataset. 

Although it has been argued (e.g., Naughton, 2022) that the use of Facebook has been declining, 

Brazilian migrant groups are still active and diverse, ranging from the general “Brazilians in 

Germany”, to the location-based groups, like “Brazilians in [German city]”, to specific groups like 

“Brazilian women in Germany”, to work-related groups, such as “Brazilian IT professionals in 

Germany”, “Brazilian Au Pairs in Germany”, aim-related groups “Ausbildung in Germany from Brazil”, 

and other interest groups “Gardening for Brazilians in Germany”. Finally, Brazilian migrants’ fondness 

for social media groups is not new, as it has been reported already over a decade ago (Oosterbaan, 

2010; Schrooten, 2012), nevertheless its uses for educational projects have not been studied. The paid 

VET programmes in Germany have the potential to attract migrants who are excluded from tertiary 

education in their countries of origin, as is the case of some Brazilians (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 

2019)—hence the choice to focus our research on Germany as a country of destination. As to the 

decision to focus on Brazilians, the best-described case of migrants from low income backgrounds 

pursuing tertiary education in a European country seems to be that of Brazilians. Similarly, the well 

described case of Brazilians using social media to establish migrant networks in Europe (Oosterbaan, 

2010; Schrooten, 2012; Foletto, 2018) lays the grounds for choosing that particular nationality. 

To select relevant groups for the empirical research, first Facebook was searched for the terms 

“Brazilians” and “Germany” (in Portuguese). After that, groups relating to migration were selected, 

and these were once again filtered according to their level of interaction: using the information 

provided by Facebook itself, the author joined 43 “active groups”, i.e., groups with at least a thousand 

participants and three posts made in 1 week. From that total, 30 groups required participants to fill 

up a form upon entry to inform group managers about their interest in joining the group. We used 

the forms to inform the managers about our research interests, data collection, and anonymization 

measures. To perform the analysis, we used the structural topic modelling (STM) approach (Roberts 

et al., 2019), which allowed us to correlate the posts with the groups they came from. In this context, 
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a topic is “a mixture over words where each word has a probability of belonging to a topic” (Roberts 

et al., 2019, p. 2). The outcome of the procedure reveals that among the seven most relevant topics, 

two are related to education, particularly to language learning and accessing vocational education 

and training in Germany. Across all groups, there is some mention of one of these topics, meaning 

that in a group gathering Brazilians in a specific city (but not explicitly related to education) or in a 

group gathering Brazilians who wish to pursue a degree in Germany, there is some mention of both 

education-related topics. 

4.6.2.3.3. Automated Textual Data Collection Using a Web-Scraper 

The empirical data for this analysis is textual and comes from posts and comments made by group 

participants. We solved the issue caused by the “APIcalypse” (Bruns, 2019) by automating our data 

collection using the WebDriver API Selenium, which allows us to automatically control a web browser. 

The scraper logs into the researcher’s Facebook account and systematically goes through the groups 

that we could join. All posts, comments, and sub-comments were copied to a local file system. 

Selenium controls the web browser as if a human is sitting in front of it: all data obtained is exactly the 

same data available to the human Facebook user. No clicking behavior or friends list is collected, for 

instance. A human could do the same procedure, however, with a much bigger investment of time 

and effort. Although we could have set up a Facebook Developer account that would allow us to use 

Facebook’s API, the process using Selenium is not subject to Facebook’s Graph API which includes 

rate limits. Summing up, automation simply sped up the process of data collection. 

4.6.2.3.4. Reliability, reproducibility, and ethics in migrants’ textual data collection 

For the automated data collection, we considered whether and to what extent we would be 

violating terms of use from a giant social media company and if that would make us liable to a 

legal process. In that regard, we argue with those who stand for critical research (Hargittai & 

Sandvig, 2016; Bruns, 2019), and we support that independent data collection for social science 

and digital humanities research is rules-based and can comply with user privacy. Still, that does 

not solve the issue of the impossibility of gaining consent from all users when conducting such 

large data collection. 

There are central differences between big techs’ data extractivism and our procedures for data 

collection, storage, and analysis. These differences are due to the scientific interest, access, and 

use of the data. Regarding our data gathering, we, as researchers using a Facebook user’s 

interface with Selenium, only had access to what other individual Facebook users also have. In 

that sense, we could control what information was collected. As for the storage procedure, the 

textual data was saved on a file shared only between the two authors of the empirical paper and 

that could only be accessed through a closed network. The applied “text as data” approach 

(Grimmer & Stewart, 2013) follows a standardized and, theoretically, reproducible methodology 

while complying with measures for data protection and having no financial profit. Nevertheless, 

because data from Facebook groups can be erased, entire groups or Facebook itself can cease to 

exist, and the platform can change its access rights, a reproducibility test is unlikely to result in the 

same corpus. Hence, such a test is not feasible. 

It could be argued that there are other ways to research media use for educational projects on 

migration that would not demand a large textual data collection, therefore sparing this paper’s 

discussion. That critique can also be directed to the nature of such quantitative textual data from 
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social media: these Facebook posts are not connected to traits that characterize social positionality 

(e.g., socioeconomic background, educational attainment), which does not allow for an analysis that 

accounts for inequality and discrimination. In that sense, we agree with Leurs’ critique (Leurs, 2017) 

that such procedures assume a “detachment from a discrete, knowable world” and tend to “naturalize 

the politics of knowledge production” (p. 134). However, because our empirical research question 

could only be answered with quantitative textual data focused on the prevalence of interactions 

involving education in migrant Facebook groups, the lack of such background information about 

group participants is not critical. Our topic modeling study is part of a larger project that includes a 

qualitative content analysis of the posts made in these Facebook groups and a digital ethnography, 

for which 30 group participants were interviewed. Following the logic that “all quantitative models of 

language are wrong—but some are useful” and that topic models need validation (Grimmer and 

Stewart, 2013, p. 269–270), apart from providing new research outputs by themselves, these 

qualitative approaches were used to validate findings from the topic modeling. 

Finally, we do not treat data as “public” (Zimmer, 2010): we did not reproduce posts word-by-word, 

both as an ethical measure and because that was not useful for answering our empirical question. As 

a final compliance measure to counterbalance the impossibility of getting consent from group users 

and to reassure that anonymity is preserved, the empirical paper was presented to group managers 

and opened to their critique. 

4.6.2.4. Discussing Ethical Decisions of Research with Migrants’ Textual Data 

After contextualizing the study that generated this debate in the first section and describing 

methodological decisions in the previous section, we move on to discuss ethical decisions of our 

research design based on Nissenbaum’s (2010) nine points for a contextual integrity analysis when 

using emerging media technologies for research. We also rely on ethical guidelines for internet 

research elaborated by the Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR) (franzke et al., 2020, p. 9-23). 

Nissenbaum’s nine points for contextual integrity are the following: 

1. Describe the new practice in terms of its information flows (see our section Information 

flows). 

2. Identify the prevailing context in which the practice takes place at a familiar level of 

generality, which should be suitably broad such that the impacts of any nested contexts 

might also be considered (section Prevailing context referring to section Contextualizing 

migrant Facebook groups selected for research). 

3. Identify the information subjects, senders, and recipients (section Information subjects, 

senders, and recipients). 

4. Identify the transmission principles: the conditions under which information ought (or ought 

not) to be shared between parties. These might be social or regulatory constraints, such as 

the expectation of reciprocity when friends share news, or the obligation for someone with a 

duty to report illegal activity (section Transmission principles and its subsections). 

5. Detail the applicable entrenched informational norms within the context, and identify any 

points of departure the new practice introduces (section Detail the Entrenched Information 

Norms and its subsections). 
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6. Make a prima facie assessment: there may be a violation of contextual integrity if there are 

discrepancies in the above norms or practices, or if there are incomplete normative structures 

in the context to support the new practice (section Prima facie assessment). 

7. Evaluation I: Consider the moral and political factors affected by the new practice. How might 

there be harms or threats to personal freedom or autonomy? Are there impacts on power 

structures, fairness, justice, or democracy? In some cases, the results might overwhelmingly 

favor accepting or rejecting the new practice, while in more controversial or difficult cases, 

further evaluation might be necessary (section Evaluation I). 

8. Evaluation II: How does the new practice directly impinge on values, goals, and ends of the 

particular context? If there are harms or threats to freedom or autonomy, or fairness, justice, 

or democracy, what do these threats mean in relation to this context? (section Evaluation II). 

9. Finally, on the basis of this evaluation, a determination can be made as to whether the new 

process violates contextual integrity in consideration of these wider factors (section Final 

determination). (Nissenbaum, 2010; p. 182–183). 

In what follows, we address these items proposed by Nissenbaum thereby analyzing the ethical issues 

of collecting migrants’ digital traces for academic research. 

4.6.2.4.1. Information Flows 

There are at least nine information flows on Facebook: 

1. The first one is from the users to the company “Facebook” (clicking patterns, location, 

cookies). 

2. The second one is the flow of information about the author who created the profile from 

the Facebook service to search engines and other non-users (if the profile is indexed on 

Google, for instance). 

3. The third one is non-textual information from the profile owner to other users registered 

on Facebook (such as “likes” on profile pages and participation in groups). 

4. The fourth one is from the private posts and friends list on the personal profile of the 

author who created the profile to their friends. 

5. The fifth one is composed of posts written on private groups (groups, for which the 

administrator has to grant access to the requester), which can only be read by other 

group participants. 

6. The sixth one is composed of posts written on public groups (groups, whose content can 

be seen by people who are not participating in it), which can be read by anyone who 

opens the group link. 

7. The seventh one is replies to questionnaires elaborated by group administrators, as a 

requirement to be accepted in certain private Facebook groups. 

8. The eight one is direct messages exchanged through the Facebook chat (which was used 

to contact potential interview partners for the qualitative study), i.e., a two-way flow 

between the profile owner and another person. 

9. The ninth one is multiple-way direct messages exchanged among a closed group through 

the Facebook chat. 
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From this list, only the flows described in numbers 4 and 9 were not part of the interactions of the 

author who owns the profile, as she did not post anything on her private profile and did not send 

direct messages to multiple people. We did not create a dummy profile. Although the profile was 

created for research purposes, the owner was clearly identified on it and she did not try to conceal 

her intentions to group administrators when filling in questionnaires requesting to join the groups. 

By running the web-scraper, we did introduce a tenth information flow from the groups to our closed 

database, however our data did not include users’ personal information. Finally, as our database is 

not public, the raw information flow is kept within the circuit of Facebook users (including the author 

who has a Facebook profile) and will be destroyed as soon as the research is concluded. One could 

argue that, once the analysis based on this data is published, there would be the eleventh flow of 

information toward the general public, nevertheless, that information is anonymized, filtered, and 

analyzed based on a specific research question. That flow is not of raw data; thus, it is a new circuit of 

information flow (from the publisher to its readers, etc.). 

4.6.2.4.2. Prevailing context 

The prevailing context relates to the social context in which data is gathered (Nissenbaum, 2010, p. 

149). For this paper, the prevailing context is that of Facebook groups of Brazilian migrants in 

Germany, as described particularly on section Contextualizing migrant Facebook Groups selected for 

research. This includes, among other aspects, the high level of use of Facebook among Brazilian 

migrants for networking and the opportunity of migrating to Germany to pursue tertiary education. 

4.6.2.4.3. Information subjects, senders, and recipients 

In the context of our data collection, “information subjects” are the Facebook users who interact by 

writing posts with a question or a piece of information or by commenting on those posts in groups of 

Brazilians in Germany. People who participate in the groups but never had any interaction on them 

are not our information subjects. Within these information subjects, the senders are those who pose 

questions or share other kinds of information on the groups and those who reply to such questions. 

The recipients are all group members who read the interactions (either group participants or not, in 

the case of public groups). Because our dataset is not publicly available, we did not expand the role 

of recipients to the general public. 

4.6.2.4.4. Transmission Principles 

Transmission principles are rules that constrain the information flows (Nissenbaum, 2010, p. 145). In 

our case, there are three such sets of rules: 

1. Because most of the information flows happen within a context, controlled by a private 

company, Facebook’s Terms of Service (ToS) are one of the regulators. 

2. Because the data was collected in Germany, the General Data Protection Regulation 

(GDPR) from the European Union is a second regulator. 

3. Because the collected data is part of an academic research, academic research ethics 

guidelines (e.g., franzke et al., 2020) apply. 

Following, we comment on the central guidelines from these three sets of rules. 
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4.6.2.4.4.1. Facebook ToS 

Facebook prohibits scrapping, but not manual data collection. We could have done the same 

procedure manually and acquired the same data however securing anonymity here would have been 

even worse because the person manually collecting the data would have seen what each group 

participant has written. The company’s decision to prohibit scrapping after the Cambridge Analytica 

scandal is probably useful in constraining other companies to harvest and sell personal data that could 

be used for skewing public opinion on matters such as migration. However, that decision is harmful 

to social research (Sandvig, 2017; Bruns, 2019; Mancosu and Vegetti, 2020). 

4.6.2.4.4.2. GDPR 

GDPR recognizes that “by coupling information from registries, researchers can obtain new 

knowledge of great value... within social science, research on the basis of registries enables 

researchers to obtain essential knowledge about the long-term correlation of a number of social 

conditions such as unemployment and education with other life conditions”. As GDPR defines 

personal data as “any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person” and as 

Facebook posts always appear associated with a profile, these texts could be interpreted as personal 

data. However, GDPR highlights that “information that identifies an individual ... may be personal 

data if you are processing it to learn something about that individual or if your processing of this 

information will have an impact on that individual”. In this sense, the data we collected is in a gray 

zone: it is being used neither to learn something about an individual in particular nor to undertake 

actions that would have any foreseeable impact on an individual. In fact, we use these data to 

describe the social world, more specifically, digital information exchange relating to transnational 

education and migration. 

Kotsios et al. (2019, p. 6–10) provide further instructions to assess the consequences of GDPR’s seven 

principles relating to the processing of personal data in social media research. We present these seven 

principles and associate them with our case based on the comments by Kotsios et al. (2019) and on 

our experience with the empirical data described in the previous paragraphs: 

1. Lawfulness, fairness, and transparency: Processing must be lawful, fair, and transparent 

to the data subject. 

Because Facebook itself does not provide “transparent data access to critical, independent, public-

interest research” (Bruns, 2019, p. 1561), we cannot fully comply with this point. Facebook managers 

are likely aware that, even after closing their API, private companies still use web scrapers as well as 

researchers. The issue is that now the procedure is made opaque both to researchers and, as a 

consequence, to research subjects as well. We have taken the measures in our power to secure 

fairness and transparency as to our research purposes and data management standards. 

2. Purpose limitation: Data must be processed for the legitimate purposes specified 

explicitly to the data subject when collected. 

Our data collection was conducted for public interest purposes, not for profit (Kotsios et al., 2019; p. 

9-10), as is the case of private companies that also use web scrapers. The data we collected is going 

to be used solely for this research purpose and with our previously determined research question. 
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3. Data minimization: Only as much data as absolutely necessary for the purposes specified 

must be collected and processed. 

We had a defined timeframe for data collection (from December 2020 to January 2021) and we 

collected strictly data that was needed to answer our previously determined research question. 

4. Accuracy: Personal data must be kept accurate and up to date. 

Once the collection timeframe was closed, the texts of collected posts were not edited content-wise. 

For the topic modeling analysis, we deleted stop-words (e.g., pronouns and conjunctions), diacritics 

(e.g., the letter “ç” or “ã”), and converted typical internet shortcut words into their traditional format 

(e.g., in Portuguese “as well” means “também” and is often written in online interactions as “tb” or 

“tbm”). This manipulation does not change the accuracy of posts’ content. Instead, it serves to raise 

the accuracy of our topic modeling results. 

5. Storage limitation: Personal identifying data can only be stored for as long as necessary 

for the specified purpose. 

The data will be destroyed as soon as the research project is finished. 

6. Integrity and confidentiality: Processing must be done in such a way as to ensure 

appropriate security, integrity, and confidentiality (e.g., by using encryption). 

We have complied with this as described in section Methodological decisions. 

7. Accountability: The data controller is responsible for being able to demonstrate GDPR 

compliance with all of these principles. 

As data controllers, we can comply with this measure. 

As demonstrated, research based on social media texts can strive to comply with GDPR measures. 

However, social media companies like Facebook do not provide transparent information about their 

algorithm functionality and no longer facilitate data collection for academic research purposes, which 

puts researchers in a gray zone regarding GDPR. 

4.6.2.4.4.3. AoIR Guidelines 

AoIR guidelines (franzke et al., 2020) are based on similar concerns as GDPR’s, such as securing data 

privacy. However, AoIR guidelines are not laws but rather stances for decision-making 

recommendations for scientific research. 

Instead of providing a panacea, AoIR guidelines emphasize researchers’ ability to make sound 

judgments, which most importantly protect research subjects and researchers themselves (p. 23). 

These were the main guidelines we followed in our decision-making described at the beginning of the 

paper. 

There is a clash: We are complying with AoIR, and we are in a gray zone of the ToS and GDPR. Our 

compliance rationale for these three constraints in information flow (ToS, GDPR, and AoIR) aligns 
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with the conclusions reached by Mancosu and Vegetti (2020), who claim that collecting textual data 

from Facebook pages can be “ethically and legally (GDPR) acceptable” (p. 9), but it might be in 

conflict with Facebook's ToS. 

4.6.2.4.5. Detail the Entrenched Information Norms 

Such norms “describe the existing practices that prevail in a given context, encompassing the flows 

of information, transmission principles, and expectations of the actors involved” (Zimmer, 2018, p. 

8). In our context, there are three groups of actors involved: migrants and aspiring migrants who 

participate in the groups, the group administrator(s), and the researchers. Because the interests of a 

company are divergent from those of these actors, Facebook is not accounted for here. Its 

entrenched information norms-related expectations can be interpreted according to the ToS 

described in the section Facebook ToS. 

4.6.2.4.5.1. Migrants and Aspiring Migrants’ Expectations 

As highlighted in the section “Methodological Decisions”, migrants have different reasons to join 

social media platforms and exchange information on these platforms. The entrenched information 

norms they have, however, are likely to be similar, namely that other humans will read what they 

have posted on the groups. There is an expectation that these other humans probably share 

similarities with them: be Brazilian migrants or aspiring migrants in Germany, have some relationship 

with Brazil and/or with Germany. There is also an expectation that the questions and other shared 

information on these groups will be replied to by these other humans who are likely to hold valuable 

information that can help solve the issue being asked about. As these groups are formed by over a 

thousand participants, it is not expected that all participants see the messages and reply to them, as 

well as there is an understanding that there are participants who are lurking in these groups (i.e., 

group participants who read the interactions but do not write). As these groups are highly populated 

and administrators cannot guarantee the identity of those who access groups, participants are likely 

to be careful with sharing personal information, and it is not uncommon that migrants anonymize 

themselves by not using their real names on social media. Finally, some public groups even accept 

the presence of company profiles that promote their services. 

4.6.2.4.5.2. Group Administrators 

Group administrators of public groups are likely to hold fewer entrenched information norms than 

administrators of private groups. The former is probably interested in having fewer moderation 

duties and possibly being recognized as the administrator of a large group highly relevant for the 

information exchange of a specific population (e.g., for the case of migrants in a specific town or 

migrants looking for education and employment in specific areas). For these administrators, which 

users participate in the group and for what purposes is probably irrelevant, as long as participants 

comply with their rules. The latter type of administrator is probably interested in having more control 

over who can access the group. Based on the questions from entry forms, their expectation is to filter 

participants who are likely to fuel disrupting discourses and those interested in using the groups to 

sell products and services. These administrators were informed about our interests as researchers. 
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4.6.2.4.5.3. Researchers 

Our expectation was to observe migrants and aspiring migrants’ textual interactions in a non-

controlled situation. In doing so, we wanted to analyze the role of information exchanges in migratory 

projects related to education—or, how education projects relate to migration. More concretely, we 

expected to understand what migrants and aspiring migrants debate about education in these groups 

and to determine the relevance of education-related topics in these information exchanges. From the 

perspective of other group participants, as the researcher who owns the profile did not interact in the 

groups, she could be interpreted as a lurker. 

As the author who created the profile is clearly identified on Facebook and as we did not harvest 

information such as location or other sensitive information that users may have made available on 

their personal Facebook profiles themselves, we did not disrupt users’ expectation of being in a group 

with other people they do not know. In the eyes of these participants, we as researchers could be seen 

as any other lurker. As we did not expect to breach anonymity or to promote services or products, nor 

to do harm to participants, we complied with entrenched information norms of group 

administrators—and with ours as researchers. Furthermore, administrators of closed groups were 

explicitly informed about our expectations. Our results will also be shared with them in order to 

reassure them that we have secured that no group participant can be deanonymized. Finally, as we 

are not making our data publicly available, we are not disrupting the informational norms of any 

actor. 

4.6.2.5. Prima Facie Assessment 

Nissenbaum (2010, p. 182) contends that “a breach of informational norms yields a prima facie 

judgment that contextual integrity has been violated because presumption favors the entrenched 

practice”. Here, we land in a gray area. Considering that these groups are highly populated and 

therefore, participants are careful with the information they publish in the group, that private groups’ 

administrators were informed and allowed us to participate, and we did not go against the 

expectations of public groups’ administrators, we could argue that no informational norm was 

breached. Nevertheless, if we consider that the expectations of group participants were to exchange 

information, not to participate in a research project, then an informational norm was breached, 

particularly in relation to group participants and public groups’ administrators. Still, our academic 

publication opens another information flow because we have processed and analyzed the data, and 

therefore, we are not sharing data that is part of the information flow described in part 4.1. In that 

sense, because there are two information circuits (the one among Facebook users only and the one 

derived from the publication of a paper based on the Facebook posts), and the data of one is not 

shared with the other, the situation is more complex and the entrenched information norms from the 

second circuit should also be assessed. Shortly, in that second circuit, peer-reviewers and the 

academic readership would probably like to have access to the data from the first circuit in order to 

assess the reliability of our analysis. However, if we do that, we would merge the two circuits of 

information and then doubtlessly breach contextual integrity by making our data public. 
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4.6.2.6. Evaluation I 

Considering that gray zone in relation to migrants’ privacy and the breach of Facebook’s ToS, we 

assume there is potential for a violation of contextual integrity and therefore, proceed to the first 

evaluation step to assess the gravity of the potential violation (Nissenbaum, 2010, p. 182). 

Based on previous studies investigating migrants’ use of social media (e.g., Dekker et al., 2018; 

Jayadeva, 2020), there is no evidence that such a topic of investigation might have caused harm to 

migrants. Researchers in this field have followed ethical procedures of anonymization and their 

research questions do not put the groups researched by them under any particular doubt or 

surveillance from authorities or other actors of migration. In that sense, there is no evidence that 

academic research about migration and digital media use has ever caused migrants to lose control 

over their information. Similarly, our proposal accounts for such security measures. In this sense, we 

are “doing no harm”, a primary ethical imperative (Fuchs and Unterberger, 2021). 

4.6.2.7. Evaluation II 

The second evaluative step asks to assess how the new practice directly impinges on the values, goals, 

and ends of the particular context (Nissenbaum, 2010, p. 182). If we consider that, although one of us 

was participating in the groups not for the interest of exchanging information, but rather in analyzing 

it, then one could argue that we are not aligned with the goals of the context. However, as the person 

participating in the groups was completely identified, we treated the data carefully, we did not 

interfere in any discussions in the group, we did not collect private information, and users are not 

naive about participating in a group with over thousand unknown people, hence not sharing sensitive 

information and sometimes anonymizing themselves with aliases, one cannot say that we bluntly 

disrupted the values of the groups or of participants we have researched. 

A model to assess factors affecting consent suggested by McKee and Porter (quoted in Elgesem, 

2015, p. 15–16) and adapted to research with social media data by Elgesem (2015) helps to think about 

consent and anonymity within this gray area. What is helpful in that model is that it is based on scales, 

not on absolute statements. Assessing these scales can inform whether there is a requirement to 

obtain consent or if it is important to have consideration for consent (Elgesem, 2015; p. 18–19) and 

for the impossibility of obtaining it. The scales account for whether the data is rather private or rather 

public, and whether there are rather high or rather low issues involving topic sensitivity, degree of 

interaction of the researcher with subjects, and degree of vulnerability of subjects. For our case, the 

data collected are not personal communications between a small group of people, yet it was posted 

in a specific group of Brazilian migrants to which we had access, hence on this scale, we would still be 

in a gray area. Regarding topic sensitivity, we have a clear research question focused on transnational 

educational projects, which is not a topic of particular concern especially because we are not closely 

interacting with the researched subjects. Although remembrance of the experience of shattered 

educational aspirations and projects, for instance, can cause distress, our empirical research question 

focuses on what general topics are discussed in these groups. Furthermore, as we are not requesting 

group participants to access memories or share plans with us, i.e., we have a very low level of 

interaction with subjects, both our topic and our degree of interaction imply a comparatively low 

requirement of consent. Regarding the last factor, the subjects’ vulnerability, we must consider that 

we are researching migrants and aspiring migrants whose legal status is unknown to us. Again, we go 

back to our research question to judge whether there is a rather high or low requirement for consent. 
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Differently from investigating migrants who use social media to inform their pathway to claim asylum 

and might have to resort to irregular practices for border crossing (Dekker et al., 2018; Fischer and 

Jørgensen, 2021), our research question relates to an issue that requires migrants to have a 

regularized status in the country, as without a residence permit, they cannot enroll in tertiary 

educational institutions. However, the situation is different for children and teenagers, who can 

access schools even though their parents might not have a regular migratory status in Germany. The 

possibility of inflicting direct psychological harm through our research topic is also low, as we did not 

interact with group participants. The possibility of inflicting indirect harm based on the outcomes of 

our research is also low, due to the focus of our research question in migratory projects involving 

education. 

4.6.2.8. Comparative Evaluation Based on Studies Using Facebook Posts and a Topic Modelling 

Approach 

This section comments upon other empirical research based on a topic modeling approach that also 

used data collected on Facebook. At the time of writing, to the best of our knowledge, there is no 

study using migrants’ posts based on such an approach. The focus of this section is on other 

researchers’ solutions and ethical justifications for data collection on Facebook regardless of the 

empirical topic of the studies. This overview reveals researchers’ concern about the ethics of 

collecting such data but also an apparent avoidance of discussing these concerns in depth, perhaps 

either due to the earlier facilitated access to collecting Facebook posts (before the API’s closure) or 

due to implicit perceptions of what public data is. 

The discussion presented in this paper could have been spared if we had followed a less troublesome 

approach to data collection. An option could have been recruiting migrant Facebook users to 

participate in the research and requesting them to sign a consent form, as Verheijen and Stoop did 

for their linguistic analysis among Dutch speakers (Verheijen and Stoop, 2016, p. 249–258). They 

analyzed posts made only by these subjects who explicitly consented to have their posts collected. 

That would hardly be an option to research migrant Facebook groups. The reason for that is twofold: 

first, we could not force participants to post in the migrant Facebook groups, hence, if a participant 

did not post at all, we would have no data; and second, had we recruited participants with a high rate 

of posts, we would be cherry-picking the data since there is no evidence that most group participants 

have a high posting rate. Furthermore, even if we maximized or minimized demographic differences 

of such hypothetical participants, we would still have a non-representative sample because we do not 

know exactly what are the socio-economic characteristics of regular participants of these migrant 

Facebook groups. Hence, Verheijen and Stoop’s (2016) solution would not suit our research aim. 

Although also not related to migrants’ use of Facebook, other methodological solutions closer to the 

one described in this paper reveal similar ethical concerns and contend that they cannot guarantee 

anonymization despite measures taken by the researchers (Merrill and Åkerlund, 2018, p. 340), while 

others do not focus on discussing the data collection and storage procedures (Puschmann et al., 2020; 

Amara et al., 2021; Heft et al., 2022). Most of these analyses are based on “public posts” or “publicly 

available profiles”, i.e., comments on Facebook pages of political parties and private organizations 

made by users who did not restrict who could view their posts. That decision seems to be implicitly 

presented as an ethical justification for collecting those posts. Furthermore, unlike ours, these other 
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studies were conducted before Facebook closed its API, hence they do not mention the harms of that 

restriction to research. 

The restriction posed by Facebook to social researchers is an obstacle in analysing social interactions, 

their causes, and consequences. Still, researchers keep using that platform and other platforms 

owned by the same company for their data collection, due to the social relevance it has reached. If 

earlier research, as described above, mentioned ethical concerns in a few sentences or left these 

concerns implicit, the closing of access to collect Facebook data has given impulse to reflect on ethics 

in practices of collecting digital traces (e.g., Bruns, 2019; Puschmann, 2019). That does not mean that 

the trade of “closing the access to relevant empirical data” for “elaborating on the ethics of collecting 

that data” was worth it: ethics of research using digital data had already been brought up before the 

closing of Facebook’s API (e.g., Zimmer, 2010) and, as digitalization increases, there is no evidence 

that the ethical discussion in this field would have stopped. Nevertheless, this situation promotes 

advancements in the ethics’ discussion at the same time that it sheds light on the power that a big-

tech company has over academic research and researchers, as researchers might have to consider 

whether they make themselves liable for prosecution or decide to investigate topics through other 

methodological approaches even though using Facebook would be relevant. 

4.6.2.9. Final Determination 

 

The last point proposed by Nissenbaum (2010, pp. 182–183) is the final determination as to whether 

there was a violation of contextual integrity and, if so, how grave this violation is toward whom and 

whether and how these violations are defensible. This final point is similar to our research question 

about how to justify the collection and analysis of migrants’ digital traces for academic research. 

We could have hired someone to copy and paste all posts and comments from Facebook, thereby 

complying with the ToS of not using an automated web scraper. The person doing this, however, 

would have had much more insight into who wrote what than an automated procedure. Facebook’s 

decision to prohibit web scraper might be well-thought to avoid companies profiling users and 

tackling the criticism toward the company after the Cambridge Analytica scandal, nevertheless, 

these policies are harmful to researchers who care for ethics and anonymity—as they can make 

themselves liable even though they have the best interest of not exposing vulnerable populations. 

In this paper, we made transparent our data collection procedure and analyzed it in the light of ethical 

and legal frameworks. Along with Bruns (2019) and other critical researchers of digital media, we 

have added up the argument that such social media platforms nowadays occupy an important role in 

social phenomena and thus must “provide transparent data access to critical, independent, public 

interest research” (p. 1561). For researchers studying migration and social media use, the lack of 

transparency of social media platforms implies a forced lack of control over the collected data. In turn, 

that also impacts migrants who could profit from critical views about digital media: research in this 

area can provide insights into reasons to migrate and decision-making processes supported by 

information exchanges on social media which can inform policies and support arguments in favor of 

migrants and diversity in media educational institutions, public discourses, and political spheres. 

Based on the heuristic described in the previous eight points, the measures we took for the data 

collection through a topic modeling approach and its subsequent analysis do care for the anonymity 
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of potentially vulnerable group participants. On the one hand, our decision not to make the data 

collected from the groups freely available further secures anonymity. On the other hand, that puts us 

in a critical situation regarding the reliability of our data, as it cannot be shared. However, as securing 

data protection and anonymity of migrants who participate in these Facebook groups is more 

important in order to avoid harm, we decided to put more weight on that aspect than on the quality 

assessment of the academic community. In that sense, to some extent, securing the anonymity and 

data protection of vulnerable populations in academic research is a group commitment. 

The collection of large textual datasets of migrants’ digital traces for academic research purposes can 

be justified when researchers are invested in securing the collected data from anonymity breaches—

by not collecting certain profiling data and by not creating another information flow by making their 

dataset available. The fact that academic research is guided by methodological and ethical guidelines 

and tends to be detached from financial profit also speaks in favor of the possibility of securing such 

datasets collected from migrant or vulnerable populations. In the unlikely case that researchers had 

an interest in selling their dataset for target advertising or political action against migration, for 

instance, the contextual integrity analysis described here would no longer be applicable, and multiple 

contextual integrity violations would have been committed. Finally, although the procedures 

described here could be interpreted as in a legally gray zone, no involved parts were harmed in this 

data collection and analysis procedure. Therefore, such research is defensible when an appropriate 

research question is addressed and standards are followed, as researchers have already been doing 

(Mahoney et al., 2022a; Sandberg et al., 2022a). 
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5. Summary of Findings 

In this chapter, I summarise the main findings of each paper. This summary intends to facilitate 

reading this overarching text as a stand-alone piece. After this, the reader may be interested in the 

details of each paper and then proceed to read them following the page order from chapters 6 to 8. 

Otherwise, this summary provides an overview of the main outcomes, equipping the reader to follow 

the overarching discussion I undertake in Chapter 9. 

I start this overview with the broad, quantitative perspective of the field (Paper 1). That is followed by 

the main outcomes of the closer, qualitative overview of the field site (Paper 3)3. Lastly, I summarise 

the main outcomes of the interviews and observations with Antônia, Joana, and Mariele, the three 

young Brazilian migrants and creators of content about education in Germany (Paper 4). The titles of 

the sections are the main outcomes of each paper.  

5.1. Paper 1: Education-Related Topics Appear Among the Most Discussed in Migrant Facebook 

Groups 

Paper 1 (Dedecek Gertz & Süßer, 2022) provides a broad overview of the field by showing that 

education is a prevalent topic in posts made in Facebook groups by Brazilians in Germany. Language 

learning and vocational education and training (VET) were the most prevalent topics. The analysed 

posts were collected in 14 randomly selected groups, with only one group explicitly related to 

education. The presence of more education-related groups would have skewed the sample, as they 

would have pushed education-related topics to the top. This means that VET and language learning 

are prevalent topics in the posts made in the location, professional, general ("Brazilians in Germany") 

and in the “other activities” groups. These results show that there is a demand from migrants for 

information about these educational areas in Germany. This demand can be partially explained by 

the fact that enrolment in an institution offering VET or language courses is a condition for applying 

for some types of residence permits and also because VET students in Germany receive a salary. 

Finally, an aspect that contributes to the prevalence of language learning is the presence of language 

teachers who use these migrant Facebook groups to advertise their courses and highlight the 

importance of language knowledge for studies and the job market. These teachers' use of those 

Facebook groups shows the relevance of language learning as an educational aspect in the groups. 

5.3. Paper 3: Migrants’ Information Exchanges about Education on Facebook Groups Reveal Class 

and Gender Inequalities 

Paper 3 (Dedecek Gertz, 2023b) shows education-related topics about which migrants exchange 

information in Facebook groups of Brazilians in Germany. The migrant Facebook groups I researched 

are used for three main purposes relating to education, namely: 1) ask for concrete information, 2) 

cross-check hearsay information, and 3) ask about opinions or personal experiences from others 

about access to education, courses, and educational programmes. These uses point out that some 

migrants see the information on these groups as potentially trustworthy – otherwise, they would 

probably do the contrary, collecting and cross-checking information they found online with people 

they already know and trust. This latter kind of behaviour has been identified among migrants fleeing 

                                                
3 I presented Paper 2 within the methodological chapter, in section 4.6.2. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=GhqQkr
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war and conflict, who feel that they cannot entirely trust what others write on Facebook groups for 

fear of being exposed to danger on their migratory routes. Hence, they cross-check information with 

people they already know (Wall et al., 2017). Because information about education shared on 

Facebook groups tends to be comparatively more trusted (cf. Jayadeva, 2020), such digital networks 

are likely to influence migrants’ educational decisions. In the groups I analysed, this happens on a 

rather instrumental level through the sheer collection of (potentially) useful information. Group 

participants rarely show explicit interest in keeping in touch with those who replied to their questions. 

Nevertheless, some attentive answers, detailed accounts of personal experiences, and motivational 

messages circulating in those groups can contribute to attributing trustworthiness to the information 

shared by other participants. 

VET was the most present topic in the posts – as expected based on the outcomes of Paper 1. Apart 

from revealing migrants’ demand for information about education in Germany apart from university 

levels, VET is associated with more possibilities for stable income and migratory status. In contrast, 

university education is sometimes described as “irrelevant” to the labour market (Dedecek Gertz, 

2023b, p. 9). Particularly in the group of Brazilian nurses in Germany, that perceived “irrelevance” is 

met with frustration: in Brazil, nurses are required to have a BA degree, which is recognised in 

Germany as a VET degree. Some group participants are frustrated about “losing” a university degree, 

and others are frustrated with having to undergo a VET course in Germany despite having a BA 

degree and work experience in the area. At the same time, some participants aspire that their children 

will be able to access a “prestigious German university” (Dedecek Gertz, 2023b, p. 8). Others warn 

parents that migrant children tend not to be recommended to the Gymnasium, which is associated 

with prestige. 

What migrants discuss about education in those Facebook groups is also shaped by gender and 

economic inequalities. That is particularly visible when comparing groups of IT professionals and 

nurses, two highly gendered professions (cf. Lutz & Palenga-Möllenbeck, 2011; Raghuram, 2004). 

Nurses were frustrated with the perceived “loss” of a university degree, were concerned about 

whether they would be able to support their families with a nurse’s salary in Germany, and about the 

likelihood that their children would be able to have good educational opportunities. Conversely, 

participants in the IT professionals’ group mostly supported each other, sending optimistic messages 

to aspiring migrants. Among the reasons for optimism are the alleged “irrelevance” of a degree to 

find work in the area, the access to “prestigious” German universities for children, and mentions of 

six-digit yearly salaries. A concern among some IT professionals and aspiring migrants was whether 

they would be able to maintain their lifestyles and high salaries as migrants. Finally, while in the IT 

professionals’ group, some migrants associate migrating with children with access to “child benefits” 

through their jobs, some nurses lamented that “migrating with children is more difficult” (Dedecek 

Gertz, 2023b, p. 8). 

Given that migrants see value or even seem to trust information about education circulating in 

Facebook groups, the information collected on such digital networks likely influences migration 

decisions to some degree. However, having access to latent ties that can serve as important sources 

of information does not necessarily contribute to overcoming inequalities. The contrast between the 

groups of IT professionals and nurses illustrates that. Some of the posts suggest that particularly 

nurses may experience upward mobility in comparison to their situation in Brazil. Meanwhile, 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=8TDWLu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=DZVYJ7
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=xF9isv
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=INcnle
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participants in the IT professionals’ group seem to have an already high socio-economic status in 

Brazil, and, after migration, seem to maintain that status and aspire for their children to achieve 

further distinction through education. Hence, pre-existing income inequalities in those gendered 

labour areas may persist after migration – for a future study, interviews can provide further insights 

for this comparison. 

5.4. Paper 4: Brazilian Migrants and Creators of Content about Education in Germany Contribute 

to the Transnationalisation of Education – Especially Vocational Education and Training (VET) 

Paper 4 (Dedecek Gertz et al., forthcoming) describes a specific group of actors whom I identified in 

the field. This group of actors are young migrants who systematically compile content about 

educational opportunities in Germany, circulate this content on their own social media accounts, pay 

attention to visual aspects, and often answer questions related to education and migration 

formalities in Germany both in the Facebook groups I observed and in their other social media 

accounts, such as Instagram or YouTube. They are “content creators” (cf. Duffy, 2017).  

The three young women, migrants, and content creators described in Paper 4 (Antônia, Joana, and 

Mariele) have similar low socio-economic backgrounds and migrated to Germany following similar 

pathways. In their journeys, they collected information and advice on social media to make decisions 

and learn about the requirements to migrate and access educational institutions in Germany. They 

began sharing their knowledge and experiences on social media, compiling information about 

different educational opportunities in Germany, and circulating it on their visually curated social 

media platforms. Their motivations to do so are threefold: 1) they enjoy using social media, 2) they 

see it as a way to build a portfolio in the expectation that this might eventually be helpful for their 

future careers, and 3) they understand it as a way to show solidarity, or to reciprocity, with other 

young migrants, particularly women, who are in a situation they once were too.  

These content creators have thousands of followers and focus their work on educational 

opportunities for migrants in Germany. This reveals a demand from migrants for information about 

how to access education abroad, especially among young women from low socio-economic 

backgrounds. While not all of the aspiring migrants who follow these content creators will effectively 

migrate, the fact that some do so and access education abroad points out that migrants from lower 

socio-economic backgrounds are participating in transnational flows concerning education partly 

aided by information compiled and shared by other migrants on social media. Finally, the positive 

feedback they receive and the stories of accomplished migrations from their followers show the trust 

that some migrants place in information about education circulating on social media.
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6. Paper 1: Migration and Educational Projects Online: A Topic Modelling Approach of 

Discussions on Social Media Groups 

Dedecek Gertz, H., & Süßer, F. (2022). Migration and educational projects online: A topic modelling 

approach of discussions on social media groups. Mediální Studia, 16(2), 236–256. 
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6.1. Introduction 

Since the 1990s, social inequality and poverty have been important drivers of Brazilian migration, 

but specialists and students seeking higher education also make up for Brazilians who decide to leave 

the country. Migration for educational reasons has been mostly related to high and middle-class 

contexts since it requires a considerable amount of economic resources and academic certificates. 

However, studies about Brazilian migration to Germany have described how educational aspirations 

drive the migration of young people also in underprivileged socioeconomic contexts. For these 

migrants, transnational social networks are decisive, as they provide valuable resources for pursuing 

educational opportunities through migration (Carnicer, 2019, 2018; Fürstenau, 2019). As in other 

migratory contexts, these social networks are constituted mainly by rather strong ties between 

relatives and friends who usually maintain long personal relationships (Boyd & Nowak, 2012). In 

this paper, we explore the role of online social networking sites (SNS). These networks can usually 

be accessed without a prior personal relationship. In this way, they offer not yet ‘weak’ but rather 

latent ties: technically available connections that have not yet been activated by social interaction 

but can be activated online at any time (Haythornthwaite, 2002, p. 385). An example of those ties is 

migrant Facebook groups: participants of such groups do not necessarily know each other but they 

gather online around a common nationality (implying a common language and similar bureaucratic 

procedures required to migrate, for instance) and interests (e.g. aspirations to migrate to Germany to 

pursue a degree). By posting a question in such online groups, participants activate connections with 

unknown people who can help solve doubts and provide valuable information about the migratory 

process (Jayadeva, 2020). As a first approach to evaluate the influence of SNS in migration and 

transnational educational pathways, we assess in this paper the relevance of education in 

communication through SNS. Concretely, we address the research question, what is the prevalence 

of education-related topics in Facebook groups of ‘Brazilians in Germany’? In a second step, we look 

at the ways how these topics are clustered in particular migrant Facebook groups. This allows a first 

characterisation of the main topics addressed in the education-related discussions on SNS. This 

research aims to assess if SNSs provide latent ties that support migration pathways associated with 

educational projects. To do that, we resort to a topic modelling approach of posts written on those 

groups. 

The next section places this paper within transnational migration, mediatisation and social 

network theory, focusing on latent ties and Brazilian migrants’ SNS use, followed by an overview 

of studies relating education to migration. To contextualise the empirical data and justify the 

choice to analyse Brazilians in Germany, the fourth section provides information about the 

educational system in Brazil and the German educational system. After that, our decisions in 

regard to the topic modelling approach are explained, and the results are presented. In the 

discussion, we contend that education is among the most prevalent topics debated in these 

groups, in particular vocational education and training (VET). 

6.2. Transnational Migration, Online Social Networks and Their Latent Ties 

Transnational migration theory relies on evidence from migrants’ activities, patterns of behaviour 

and network connections to claim that migrants build social fields spanning beyond national borders 

and thereby securing “cultural, social and economic bases” (Glick-Schiller et al., 1992, p. 9). Here we 
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set the focus on transnational migrant networks, particularly those established in online 

environments, understanding networks as “a set of socially relevant nodes connected by one or more 

relations” (Marin & Wellman, 2014, p.11). These nodes represent members of a network – for the case 

of this paper, participants of Facebook groups. The connections among these nodes are our patterns 

of interest, namely connections established by exchanging information about educational 

opportunities in Germany. Following, this section highlights the roles of online media within 

migrants’ social networks, focusing on its uses among Brazilian migrants and on the concept of 

“latent ties” (Haythornthwaite, 2002) found in such networks. The next section then draws the 

connection between education and migration. 

Information exchange is a core aspect of the establishment and maintenance of transnational social 

networks. In migratory contexts, constantly developing media platforms and information and 

communication technologies (ICTs) are a means for parenting from a distance, providing financial 

and emotional support, and forming identity (Cabalquinto, 2019; Gomes & Yeoh, 2018; Leurs, 2019; 

Madianou & Miller, 2012). Among Brazilian migrants, the uses of SNS have been shown to serve as a 

source of “a variety of social capital … which assists in the migration transition” (Schrooten, 2012, p. 

1801). Analysing Brazilian migrants in Europe who participated in groups on the now deactivated SNS 

“Orkut”, Mieke Schrooten (2012) and Martijn Oosterbaan (2010; 2013) report about mutual aid in 

regards to bureaucratic procedures and job-seeking, revealing the uses of such online connections 

for newcomers to establish themselves in the new settings. These groups are also used to arrange in-

person gatherings (Oosterbaan, 2013; Schrooten, 2012), evidencing an interest in establishing or 

reinforcing ties with acquaintances made in SNS groups. After Orkut was shut down in 2014, new 

groups of Brazilian migrants were created on Facebook with the same purposes. Recent reports show 

that these groups are highly active, with a mean of 66.8 monthly posts in one group only (Foletto, 

2018, p. 99) and some with more than 24 thousand participants (Dedecek Gertz, forthcoming). Those 

findings from different points in time (first Orkut, now Facebook) demonstrate the relevance of 

online networking in transnational migratory contexts regardless of the platform: when Orkut was 

no longer available, migrants gathered on Facebook and kept using the platforms for similar 

purposes. If Facebook was to be no longer active, migrants would likely re-organise on other digital 

platforms. 

As of February 2022, 174 million Brazilians had a Facebook account, and of that total, almost 30 per 

cent are between the ages of 25 and 34 (NapoleonCat, 2022) – when people are more likely to migrate 

through and for educational opportunities (Kandel & Massey, 2002). With such a large number of 

users, these migrant groups are likely to be heterogeneous regarding socioeconomic background and 

educational attainment. While the aforementioned studies provide an overall impression of what is 

discussed and of the uses of Brazilian migrant online groups, analysing information exchanges 

specifically about education helps map the roles of SNS in transnational educational projects across 

socioeconomic backgrounds. 

6.3. Migrants’ latent ties and mediatisation of transnational education  

Departing from an attempt to measure media effects on migration, the sensitising concept of 

mediatisation serves to explain societal changes in connection to developments in media and 

technology. Mediatisation can be understood as the experience that “technological communication 
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media saturate more and more social domains which are drastically transforming at the same time” 

(Hepp, 2020, p. 3). By putting human practice at the centre through the analysis of information 

exchange on SNSs, we produce empirical evidence that can build up arguments about how mediated 

connections may result in broader social transformations and consequences (Hepp, 2020; Couldry & 

Hepp, 2017). In other words, we are rather interested in how media use by humans transforms social 

practices than in how media developments provoke transformations in human behaviour and social 

practices. In that sense, an analysis of the prevalence of education-related topics in migrant 

Facebook groups provides insights into how mediated communication transforms migration 

pathways and contributes to the transnationalisation of education. In our analysis, we consider 

mediated communication as a process (Hepp, 2020) and focus on individuals’ interaction through 

media. Other analyses about the mediatisation of education focus on aspects of pedagogy (Friesen 

& Hug, 2009), policy (Rawolle & Lingard, 2014), or institutional perspective (Breiter, 2014). Here, we 

propose an analysis of the mediatisation of education that focuses on the implications of media use 

for migration and transnational educational pathways. 

Brazilian migrants were already using SNSs in the early 2000s and their use of transnational latent 

ties has already been described a decade ago (Schrooten 2012; Oosterbaan 2013). What is new in the 

case of Facebook groups compared to participants of Orkut groups in the past relates to particular 

quantitative trends (Hepp, 2020, p. 40). The groups of Brazilian migrants on Orkut described by 

Oosterbaan (2013) and Schrooten (2012) were mostly general groups, gathering Brazilians in a given 

city or country. Nowadays on Facebook, those groups are still popular, yet there is a differentiation 

process happening that gives way to the creation of niche groups with similar high amounts of 

participants and levels of interaction. Media’s omnipresence is another quantitative aspect of 

mediatisation that shapes the media use of migrants. To access Orkut, one had to be (media) literate 

and have to access a personal computer, internet connection, and free time to browse that SNS 

sitting in front of a computer. With the increase in digitalisation and the accessibility of gadgets with 

an internet connection, Facebook groups can be accessed from a smartphone on a bus on the way to 

work, for instance. Formally illiterate people are also able to use SNS on their smartphones, as 

described in an ethnography study in a rural area in Brazil (Spyer, 2017). 

In this paper, we offer a snapshot of online information exchange on a specific topic: migratory 

projects involving transnational education. In that sense, this study contributes to analysing the 

mediatisation processes of transnational education by describing the relevance of education-related 

topics in migrants’ activation of latent ties on online forums. 

6.4. Migration and Educational Projects 

Transnational education (TNE) is often associated with international private schools or university 

education. That association often results in analyses that highlight the role of TNE among 

socioeconomic strata that hold resources to access a global educational market (Adick, 2018). On the 

one hand, the transnational mobility of students within that socioeconomic context tends to be 

regarded as a strategy to gather social and cultural capital (Brooks & Waters, 2010). On the other 

hand, the transnational mobility of people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds pursuing 

educational pathways tends to be disregarded as TNE and associated with issues of “migration” and 

“integration” (Carnicer & Fürstenau, 2019). Nevertheless, recent qualitative data have highlighted 
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that students from disadvantaged backgrounds also migrate to pursue educational aspirations and 

thereby contribute to the transnationalisation of education (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2018). 

Educational opportunities abroad and own educational aspirations are relevant factors in migration 

decisions. Both the lack of access to formal education in the country of origin and the possibility of 

securing a stable migratory status and a job by accomplishing a degree in the country of destination 

are both reasons and means to migrate (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). Migrants from these 

backgrounds are likely to see in TNE “an educational strategy that is not directed towards a symbolic 

capital that legitimates an inherited social position, but towards overcoming social exclusion” 

(Carnicer, 2019, p. 22). Differently than trajectories of migrants from socioeconomic strata who can 

migrate autonomously (e.g. those accepted at universities and who thus have access to institutional 

infrastructures that provide information and assistance), migrants who may feel excluded from 

educational opportunities in their countries of origin and seek such opportunities abroad, are likely 

to rely on interpersonal social networks composed by strong and weak ties (Carnicer, 2019; 

Fürstenau, 2018). In this paper, we argue that SNS provide aspiring migrants with information and 

resources comparable to those of personal networks. 

Within information exchanges among migrants in SNS, educational opportunities are present as 

topics for discussion, as seen in Facebook groups gathering migrants who wish to pursue university 

degrees abroad (Jayadeva, 2020). Even in groups in which the focus is not on education, but rather 

on specific cities, jobs, and other opportunities, such as Au Pair work, educational aspects are also 

mentioned, such as what aspects one has to be aware of when looking for a school for children, what 

options for vocational education and training (VET) are there, and what certificates are needed to 

navigate the job market (Dedecek Gertz, forthcoming). The centrality of education is clear within 

groups that gather migrants who aspire to pursue degrees abroad. Nevertheless, discussions about 

issues relating to education within other groups might be present as well and are likely to be more 

diverse, encompassing migrants interested in educational levels other than university degrees, such 

as VET. Putting in perspective how relevant educational issues are within these diverse groups can 

help map the role of SNS in migratory movements involving transnational education "from below" 

(Smith & Guarnizo, 1998). 

6.5.  Educational Pathways: Inequality in Brazil, Discrimination, and Opportunity in 

Germany 

The Brazilian educational system faces inequalities across all its levels, from children's education to 

access and permanence at universities (Windle, 2021; Sampaio & Oliveira, 2016; Câmara & Almeida, 

2012). In Germany, migrants who manage to access the educational system are likely to suffer 

discrimination. Socioeconomic class is a central factor shaping the access and successful conclusion 

of degrees in both countries. 

With a Gini Coefficient of 53.4 as of 2019, it is not surprising that poverty has been the main driver of 

Brazilian migration since the 1980s, although labour migration of skilled professionals is also 

prevalent (Evans et al., 2013) and some young people from low-income backgrounds also migrate 

following educational aspirations (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2018). One of the main reasons for 

Brazilians to quit formal education is the need to find gainful employment (IBGE, 2020). That is 

particularly the case for ‘Black’ and ‘Brown’ people who compose only 31% of university graduates in 
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the country, while ‘white’ people comprise over 66% of that total (Silva, 2020, p. 23). Despite 

affirmative actions to facilitate the access of high school graduates to public, tuition-free, and 

prestigious universities, access to tertiary education in Brazil is highly competitive and lectures 

schedules hardly allow students to accommodate studying with gainful employment – resulting in 

either a high drop-out rate or in the choice for less-prestigious, private universities (Pereira & dos Reis 

2020; Trevisol & Nierotka 2016). Javier Carnicer (2019) and Sara Fürstenau (2019) describe how 

migrants who feel excluded from educational opportunities in Brazil and thus have fewer options for 

socioeconomic upward mobility, find ways to fulfil their educational and mobility aspirations in 

Germany, making use of social networks and some particularities of the educational systems. 

In Germany, migrants, as well as non-migrants from low-income backgrounds, might have easier 

access to formal education in comparison to the Brazilian situation, however, these populations are 

still discriminated against within the German educational system (Dumont et al., 2014; El-Mafaalani, 

2020). That is evidenced in German schools’ selection pattern: at the age of 10, students are 

recommended to continue towards the prestigious Gymnasium, which allows direct access to 

university after completion of final exams, the Abitur, or to other school modalities that do not enjoy 

the same status as the Gymnasium (Gesamtschule, Gemeinschaftsschule, Stadtteilschule, Realschule 

or Hauptschule, depending on federal-state legislation). Students who complete their schooling 

within these other modalities can access VET (the Ausbildung) without constraints, however, their 

pathway toward university education is longer than that of Gymnasium graduates. Some areas of 

VET in Germany are remunerated (e.g. hospital care work and children's nursing). However, 

university stipends are hardly available for non-German citizens with foreign school degrees and no 

residence permit. School students who migrated to Germany, or those born in Germany to migrant 

parents, are more likely not to be recommended to access the Gymnasium, which in turn results in a 

lower representation of this population in German universities (Hunkler, 2016). 

In 2020, almost 31% of all Brazilian migrants lived in Europe (Ministério das Relações Exteriores, 2021, 

p.4) and, following a contemporary feature of the feminisation of migratory movements (Lutz, 2010), 

around 64% of Brazilians in Germany are women (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2022), what is likely due 

to the high labour demand in the care sector, which is still predominantly perceived as a female area. 

While the rate of women in Brazil who earn university degrees is higher than that of men, this does 

not reflect higher salaries for women (IBGE, 2021). In Germany, a pathway for some Brazilian women 

is to take advantage of the gendered perception of care-work and pursue paid VET degrees in that 

area, thus accomplishing a tertiary educational degree in the country leading to more chances of 

landing a job and a secure residence status (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). These women rely first 

on Au Pair programmes and on personal connections to fulfil their educational and upward mobility 

projects (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). Our focus on Germany as a destination country is due to 

the existence of such paid VET programmes and because German university fees are comparatively 

low, which attracts migrants who feel excluded from the Brazilian educational system (Carnicer, 

2019). 

Social networks based on personal ties are central to migration pathways associated with 

educational projects. As latent ties are also formative of social networks, they are likely to be relevant 

for such projects as well. While that is the case within SNS groups of migrants and aspiring migrants 

who wish to pursue university education abroad (Jayadeva, 2020), little is known about information 

exchanges surrounding educational aspirations and education-related migratory projects in SNS 

groups that gather migrants with more diverse backgrounds. To fill up that gap, we investigate the 
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prevalence of topics relating to education in discussions within these diverse groups. A further 

question relates to the clustering of these topics: that provides indications about what professional 

areas, degrees or levels of education are more discussed and in which particular groups. To address 

these questions, we resort to a topic modelling approach, which is detailed in the next section. 

6.6. Topic Modelling 

To select relevant groups for analysis, first, we searched Facebook for the terms “Brazilians” and 

“Germany” (in Portuguese). After that, all groups relating to migration were selected and these were 

once again filtered according to their level of interaction: using the information provided by 

Facebook itself, one of the authors joined 14 groups with at least a thousand participants and three 

selected made in one week.  

Brazilian migrant groups are varied and highly active, ranging from the general “Brazilians in 

Germany”, to the many “Brazilians in [German city]”, and to niche groups, such as “Brazilian women 

in Germany”, “Brazilian IT professionals in Germany”, “Brazilian nurses in Germany”, “Brazilian Au 

Pairs in Germany”, “Brazilians seeking VET in Germany” – and even “Gardening for Brazilians in 

Germany”. Brazilian migrants’ fondness for SNS groups is not new, as its use has been reported 

already over a decade ago (Oosterbaan, 2010; Schrooten, 2012). Nevertheless, its use for educational 

projects has not been studied. 

Our research design is based on a text-as-data approach (Grimmer & Stewart, 2013). Text-as-text 

approaches (as used in qualitative analyses) are organised according to the rules of language and are 

used for analysing the meanings of what is being communicated. Processing text-as-data involves 

imposing some abstraction and structure that summarises large amounts of text, which can be used 

to uncover patterns (Benoit, 2020, p. 463-465). Based on this text-as-data logic, we follow a structural 

topic modelling (STM) approach (Roberts, Stewart & Tingley, 2019), which allows assigning 

metadata to the documents to be analysed. That way we can correlate posts with the groups where 

they were written.  

The data we analyse is composed of posts and their comments written in the selected groups on 

Facebook. We collected posts written between December 2020 and January 2021 using the 

WebDriver API Selenium, which allows automatic control of a web browser. The software was 

programmed to copy and save what users wrote in the groups: because only visible data was 

collected, a human could do the same procedure, however with a more significant investment of time 

and effort. In other words, automation sped up the process of data collection. 

In the data cleaning phase, we subsumed relevant multiple-word expressions, words, and acronyms 

that have the same meaning so that the weight of the topic could be properly accessed (for instance, 

“Ausbildung'' is sometimes misspelt like “Ausbilung” and the Portuguese expression “curso técnico” 

is also used in the groups to refer to the “Ausbildung”, hence both the misspelling and the Portuguese 

translation were assigned as equal to the German word “Ausbildung”). We also removed diacritics 

(e.g. “ç” and “ã”), punctuation, numbers, hyperlinks, symbols (like emojis), and stopwords both in 

Portuguese, German, and English, as these languages are the most used ones in the groups. The first 

results revealed that our code included other irrelevant words for topic clustering such as greetings, 

pronouns, proper nouns, and expressions used in SNS communication such as “haha” or 

abbreviations. We manually included these in the list of words to be ignored. The remaining words 
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were then stemmed so that words like the noun “escola” and the adjective “escolar” would be 

clustered together. 

In topic modelling, a topic is “a mixture over words where each word has a probability of belonging 

to a topic”, and a document is “a mixture over topics, meaning that a single document can be 

composed of multiple topics” (Roberts, Stewart & Tingley, 2019, p. 2). In our case, documents are 

each post and comment made on each group.  

We have 7,389 documents. The content of these documents can be composed of one or more topics, 

a mixture of covariate words. For STM “the sum of the topic proportions across all topics for a 

document is one, and the sum of the word probabilities for a given topic is one” (Roberts, Stewart & 

Tingley, 2019, p. 2). In simplified terms, word clustering on STM occurs through a process similar to 

Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) distribution, accounting for covariate words across documents 

which affect the “proportion of a document devoted to a topic … and the word rates used in 

discussing a topic” (Roberts, Stewart & Tingley, 2016, p. 989). 

We defined relevant words to be selected to compose topics as those that appear at least 20 times 

and in 5 or more documents. That decision was also useful in cleaning the data given that texts from 

social media tend to be short, sometimes consisting of only one word, which can skew the results of 

topic modelling (Albalawi, Yeap, & Benyoucef, 2020). The researcher must establish the number of 

topics and the appropriateness of that number depends on the interpretability of the outcome. A 

high number of topics gives a fine-grained insight into the data but at the cost of being less precise. 

After running the code with a different number of topics, ranging from 5 to 25, we found that 7 topics 

resulted in a model with good interpretability. With fewer topics, the contents are condensed, and 

the relevance of the topic is clearer. The assignment of words to topics is arbitrary: Topic 1 is not 

necessarily more relevant than Topic 7. In Figure 1 (p. 14), in the results section, we see the top 14 

words that compose these seven topics. 

Our data collection approach brought problems with it. First, since the human interface to Facebook, 

which we used, does not order groups’ posts by time, we could not arbitrarily set the time frame of 

posts we wanted to have. For example, posts with high activity are promoted by Facebook and thus 

jump up in the timeline. Second, the human user interface to Facebook is limited in requests per time. 

Therefore, our data collection was inhibited, and as a result, we collected about 26,000 posts (by their 

ID) but could only retrieve the text body of 7,389, which are the ones that went into our analysis here. 

Nevertheless, that amount is still significant as posts with high activity are likely to be more 

representative of the interests of group participants. 

6.7. Results 

In this section, we first describe the most prevalent topics in our data, particularly those related to 

education. Then, we comment on the estimated proportion of these topics across all 14 groups. 

Of the seven topics from all groups, two relate to education. One of these two is among the top three 

most prevalent. The three most discussed topics (Topics 5, 2, and 4) have no similarity among 

themselves. Topic 5, the most discussed one, contains words such as “need”, “Brazil”, “speak”, 

“help”, “to get/to reach”, “health”, “person”, “father”, “document”, “payment”, “receive” and 

“arrive”. This topic is likely related to requests for information regarding bureaucratic procedures and 

family relations.  
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Topic 2, contains words such as “buy”, “sell”, “live”, “friend”, “know/meet”, “to find”, “pretty”, 

“share”, and “shop”. This topic most likely relates to commerce, as it implies people offering products 

or services and recommendations by friends. The verb “to share” probably relates to those users who 

are offering their products or services inviting those interested in it to share the information, 

following a common logic of SNS. 

The most relevant topic relating to education is the third most prevalent topic of all seven. Topic 4 

contains words like “German”, “class”, “Portuguese”, “English”, “learn”, “exam”, “course”, “teacher”, 

“know”, “Brazilian”, “speak”, “online”, “book”, and “information”. This topic covers information 

exchanges about learning languages. It encompasses both people seeking information about 

language certificates needed to enrol in formal education courses or to request a residence permit 

and language teachers who offer their services on these migrant groups. Some language teachers 

who participate in the active groups offer online classes as well. 

In the fourth position appears a topic relating to job and apartment search (Topic 1), which contains 

words like “search”, “help”, “message”, “company”, “apartment”, “work”, “job”, “live”, “rent”, “pay”, 

and “contract”. The words clustered in this topic, and also on Topic 5, are aligned with Oosterbaan’s 

(2013) and Schrooten’s (2012) descriptions of newcomer migrants’ using SNS to look for jobs and 

navigate bureaucratic procedures.  

The fifth most prevalent topic is Topic 7, which contains words such as “Ausbildung” (VET), “school”, 

“search/look for”, “course”, “experience”, “vacancy”, “need”, “diploma”, “begin”, “company”, “get”, 

“work”, “process”, and “recognition”. This topic encompasses questions regarding access to VET, as 

words are either explicitly related to educational levels (“VET”), institutions (“school”), studies area 

or teaching situation (“course” in Portuguese can relate both to “class” and to “subject”), or degree 

outcomes (“diploma”). Other words relate to educational requirements to access higher levels of 

education or to exercise certain professions, such as nursing. That is the case of nouns like “diploma” 

and “recognition”: having certificates, diplomas, and school records that have to be recognised by 

German educational authorities is an issue, especially for nurses who obtained their training in Brazil. 

The connection between education and the interest in landing a job is also revealed through the 

relevance of words like “get”, “work”, “vacancy”, “experience”, or “company”. 

The last two topics relate again to commerce (Topic 3) and health issues (Topic 6). Topic 3 contains 

words like “deliver”, “order [a product]”, “send”, “WhatsApp”, “delicious”, “food”, “sweet”, 

“Christmas”, and “product”. Similar to the other commerce-related topic (Topic 2), this one also 

points out the use of other SNS platforms for business (the mention of WhatsApp). Differently from 

Topic 5, this topic seems to relate to the commerce of food items, possibly connected to the 

Christmas season. The last relevant topic, Topic 6, contains words like “test”, “psychologist”, 

“father”, “medic”, “clinic”, “airport”, “secure”, “quarantine”, and “flight”. This topic most likely relates 

to the Coronavirus pandemic, its consequences on physical and mental health and travel 

requirements.  
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Figure 2: Two of the seven topics discussed in migrant groups relate to education (Topics 4 and 7). 
Topic 5 is the most present one and Topic 6 the least present among the seven most discussed topics. 

 

After assessing the seven most relevant topics, we estimated their proportions across all groups (see 

Figure 2). We comment on the results in the order of prevalence presented in Figure 1. 

Topic 5, the most prevalent one and which relates to requests for information regarding 

documentation, is only not relevant in two groups, one about working in Germany and in one of the 

two groups gathering Brazilians living in Frankfurt. Interestingly, that is not true for the second group 

of Brazilians in Frankfurt. Topic 5 is most relevant in a group gathering Brazilians who wish to 

participate in the German paid volunteer work programmes (the “voluntary social year”, FSJ, or the 

“federal volunteer service”, BFD4) and in a general group of Brazilians in Germany. Because it 

encompasses topics relating to documentation for applications, we can say this is a bureaucracy-

related topic. 

Topic 2, the second most prevalent one related to commerce, has little relevance for the FSJ/BFD 

group, for groups of Brazilians seeking employment in Germany, for a group of Brazilian nurses in 

Germany, and for a group to exchange VET information. This topic is more popular in cities and 

general “Brazilians in Germany” groups. We could assume that people gathering in work, VET, and 

FJS/BFD groups are not as established in the country as most participants of city and general groups, 

hence the lack of interest in advertising and selling products in these former groups. 

The third most relevant topic is also the first education-related topic: Topic 4 relates to language 

learning and certification. This topic is mostly present in two general groups of Brazilians in Germany. 

Surprisingly, even though language knowledge is a requirement for enrolling in formal education 

courses and pursuing FSJ/ BFD, Topic 4 has low scores in these groups. We cannot say, however, that 

language learning is constantly relevant for all city and country groups, as it has a low score, for 

                                                
4 FSJ/BFD participants receive a stipend and a residence permit to work up to one year in different 
areas, from environmental conservation to elderly care. Non-Europeans can also apply for those 
programmes provided they show a certificate of language knowledge and are accepted by the 
institution managing who offers FSJ or BFD. Usually, applicants must be under 30 years of age. 
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instance, in groups of Brazilians in Frankfurt and Hamburg and in one of the general groups of 

Brazilians in Germany. Both high score results could be skewed by the activity of language teachers 

who intensely advertise their service in these groups. The fact that some group administrators ban 

advertising could also justify the low score on the topic. 

Topic 1, related to job and housing search, is particularly relevant in a group of work in Germany, and 

two city groups. The high score in the work-group is given, as the topic relates to job search. The fact 

that these issues are more prevalent in city groups than in general “Brazilians in Germany” groups 

could be due to migrants' interest in settling in specific cities. 

Topic 7, the second education-related topic, has the highest score of all topics but is concentrated in 

only four groups. The commonality among these four groups is that none is a city or a general 

“Brazilians in Germany” group. Unsurprisingly, Topic 7 has the highest score in the VET group, 

followed by a nurses’ group, a “work in Germany” group, and an FSJ/BFD group. Although with a 

considerably lower score in comparison to these four groups, Topic 7 is also somewhat relevant in a 

group about “first steps” in Germany. This latter group is composed of aspiring migrants who are 

gathering their first pieces of information about their possibilities to migrate. Probably, once they 

find out about the VET or FSJ/BFD opportunities, they move on to those other groups. Topic 7 scores 

low in all other groups. 

Topic 3, related to food commerce, has low scores in the VET, FSJ/BFD, nurses’, and “Work in 

Germany” groups, and medium scores throughout the other groups. A similar outcome for the other 

commerce-related topic (Topic 2). Participants of the former four groups are probably focused on 

exchanging information only about education and work opportunities, and/or administrators might 

moderate posts containing advertising – hence the low scores on these topics. 

Topic 6, the Coronavirus-related topic, is probably present among the most relevant topics due to its 

urgency and implications. It was mostly present in a group of Brazilians in Frankfurt, a city where the 

German airport with most connection flights to Brazil is located. The topic is also mostly discussed in 

the most populated group of Brazilians in Germany. Probably, the high participant density and the 

fact that the Coronavirus affected people regardless of their cities and national regulations instead of 

local ones were more important and contributed to the high score on the topic in that group. 

Although this topic was highly discussed, Topic 6 is not more important than commerce-related, 

bureaucracy-related, or education-related topics. 
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Figure 3: Estimated topic proportion across groups. Topics 4 and 7 are the education-related ones. 

 

Interestingly, schools and university education are not prevalent terms in the topics, as Figure 1 

shows. This does not mean that Brazilian migrants are not interested in accessing German 

universities or that children and teenage education are not relevant topics for them. Questions about 

language learning, for instance, might be posed in city groups by people who wish to achieve one of 

the requirements to be accepted at a German university or from parents concerned about the role of 

language in their children’s school performance. 

6.7. Discussion 

The fact that education-related topics figure among some of the most prevalent on migrant 

Facebook groups indicates that a mediatisation process is probably taking place on migration 

pathways involving educational projects. In this section, we first comment on what is the prevalence 

of education-related topics in “Brazilians in Germany” Facebook groups. Then, we discuss the 

implications of these results for migration involving educational projects and for transnational 

education. We contend that the increase in the use of technology-mediated communication and the 

consequently increased access to latent ties has the potential to facilitate the migration of people 

who otherwise would possibly not have easy access to information about education abroad.      

6.7.1.  Latent Ties on Facebook Groups as Relevant for Migration Pathways Through   

 Educational Projects 

To find out what is the prevalence of education-related topics in “Brazilians in Germany” Facebook 

groups and how these topics are clustered, we resorted to an exploratory quantitative approach using 

topic modelling. While we cannot imply causality, our data provides insights into the relevance of 
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latent ties in transnational migratory pathways associated with educational projects. The outcome 

reveals that education-related issues, clustered in language learning and vocational training and 

education (VET) topics, figure among the top seven most discussed issues in Brazilian migrant 

Facebook groups. 

We cannot claim that those who asked for information about education in these groups indeed 

migrated and pursued degrees or language courses in Germany. However, such information 

exchange reveals that there is a relevant demand to pursue a degree and acquire language 

knowledge. Based on that observation, we can claim that educational-related questions are core 

topics that lead to the activation of latent ties in migrant groups on Facebook. Consequently, those 

latent ties are potentially relevant for information-gathering to fulfil migration pathways associated 

with educational projects, as well as for those beyond university degrees. 

Our results indicate a high score on the topic relating to VET and an absence of a topic relating to 

university education among those with high scores. Based on our data, we cannot state the reasons 

for that. Still, the low prevalence of terms such as “university”, “bachelor”, or “school” in comparison 

with VET points to a potential quantitative preference for VET among those who resort to latent ties 

to gather information. What also serves as evidence for this quantitative preference is that the two 

groups of Brazilians who wish to study in Germany did not meet the threshold of the number of 

participants and posts to be selected for analysis. 

Language learning is another educational-related topic revealed as relevant but not usually discussed 

in transnational education studies (TNE) and is traditionally associated with debates about migrants’ 

“integration” rather than transnational education. The low score on the language-learning topic in 

the VET and FSJ/BFD groups might be due to an instrumental interest in learning German. Language 

learning might be present in FSJ/BFD groups embedded in references to “certificates” and “courses” 

since migrants interested in these opportunities have to prove language knowledge, hence learning 

German appears as a means to reach a specific objective in these groups, i.e. migrants requesting 

information in VET and FSJ/BFD groups discuss language learning as another requirement in their 

check-list. This assumption is backed up by the high score on the topic related to VET, diploma, and 

certificates both in the VET and FSJ/BFD groups, and also in a “Work in Germany” group and a group 

of Brazilian nurses in Germany.  

People who discussed education-related topics in these groups did not necessarily migrate to pursue 

educational aspirations. However, the high prevalence of education-related topics within these 

groups reveals trust and interest in the experiences of group participants in accessing the German 

educational system, particularly VET. Both education-related topics and other high-score topics from 

our sample (commercial activities, health, bureaucracy, and job and apartment seeking) are not 

particularly connected to social gatherings in person where latent ties might develop into stronger 

ones, as highlighted in earlier studies (Schrooten, 2012; Oosterbaan, 2013). The interest in activating 

latent ties through commerce and job-seeking topics is given. However, the activation of latent ties 

for education-related topics implied that there are migrants asking questions about it and other 

migrants answering those questions. This can be an indication that latent ties activated through 

education-related topics could be established for solidarity toward aspiring migrants. 
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6.7.2. Transnational Education and Mediatisation 

By establishing that education-related topics are among the most prevalent in information 

exchanges among migrants on Facebook groups, we can claim that latent ties have an important role 

in sharing information among migrants who wish to pursue educational projects abroad. 

In the 2000s, Oosterban (2013) and Schrooten (2012) described the existence of SNS groups of 

Brazilians who lived in certain cities or countries outside Brazil. While we cannot claim that there was 

a quantitative increase in the participation of these SNS groups on Facebook, that is likely to have 

happened with the increase in internet access in Brazil. Hence, hypothetically, these quantitative 

developments of mediatisation might have led to increased participation in SNS by migrants and 

aspiring migrants, among which some migrate to pursue educational projects.  

Studies about transnational education have described how youth from the middle classes in the 

Global South see educational opportunities abroad as a means to improve cultural and social capital, 

particularly of their younger members (Adick, 2018; Brooks & Waters, 2010). Migrants from such 

backgrounds usually already have access to enough economic capital or strong network ties. Hence, 

they can either have information provided by the institutions where they are going to study, or they 

can resort to family or friends’ connections who are already in the country where they aim to study. 

As a qualitative aspect of mediatisation, the relevant position of information exchanges about VET 

and language courses described in our paper points toward a migration of people who either cannot 

resort to institutions to gather information or rather trust best the experience of the latent ties 

available on SNS (Jayadeva, 2019). This also adds a mediatised aspect to the descriptions of 

migratory pathways of people from low-income families who successfully pursue tertiary education 

through VET in Germany (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). In these previous descriptions, pioneer 

migrants who accomplished their education abroad serve as strong network ties for other family 

members or friends who are also considering pursuing educational projects abroad. This outcome 

serves as the first evidence that qualitative and quantitative processes of mediatisation and the 

consequent establishment of latent ties through SNS are likely to contribute to the 

transnationalisation of education from below (Smith & Guarnizo 1998), reinforcing the argument 

that educational levels beyond university or private schools are also part of transnational education 

(Adick, 2018). 

Agreeing with Justin Grimmer and Brandon M. Stewart’s (2013) position about the wrongfulness and, 

at the same time, the usefulness of topic modelling approaches. On the one hand, we demonstrated 

that there is good evidence that education-related topics assume a relevant position in information 

exchanges on Facebook groups of Brazilian migrants and aspiring migrants in Germany. Latent ties 

from these groups have been activated to gather information about educational opportunities, 

processes, and enrolment requirements. More importantly, we have shown that mediatisation 

processes are also present in migration pathways involving educational projects. That occurs through 

latent ties and the potential increase in access to them due to processes of rapid digitalisation.  

6.8. Conclusion 

Using the case of migrant Facebook groups, we have discussed the connection of mediatisation for 

migration pathways involving education through the concept of latent ties (Haythornthwaite, 2002). 
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We argued, along with other authors (Adick, 2018; Carnicer, 2018, 2019: Fürstenau, 2018), that 

transnational education goes beyond university degrees. Furthermore, we have shown that 

education-related topics beyond university degrees figure among the most discussed ones in 

migrant Facebook groups. Based on that outcome, we argued that education is a central motivation 

to activate latent ties in online migrant networks. For our empirical case, that high interest in finding 

out about education-related possibilities to migrate could be yet another consequence of blocked 

educational opportunities in Brazil. 

Comparisons with other groups of migrants and on other SNS could reveal other relevant aspects 

and provide new insights into transnational education movements. Although migrants most likely 

gather information across other media, following a manifold perspective of media use (Couldry & 

Hepp, 2017), our focus on one SNS only was relevant because of the forum-like structure of Facebook 

groups. That structure was ideal to answer our research question which required measuring the 

prevalence of interactions about education among migrants. A structure like Twitter or Instagram 

would not suit our aim because of its focus on individual posts. A qualitative study that accounts for 

the media manifold can fill this gap and add details to the use of media to pursue educational projects 

abroad. Such a study would provide context to how education is debated in migrant groups and shed 

light on social inequalities in migratory pathways involving educational projects by assessing the uses 

of media according to migrants’ socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Based on the tendency of increasing mediatisation (Hepp, 2020), the entanglements between 

migration involving education and digital media use will keep evolving. In that case, a pressing aspect 

that deserves further analysis is that big-tech companies like Facebook/Meta are possibly taking a 

relevant position in migratory pathways for people fleeing war and conflict or seeking educational 

opportunities abroad (Dekker et al., 2018; Jayadeva, 2020). The use of latent ties in migration 

pathways might be facilitating information gathering and decision-making processes. However, 

thereby migrants are not only sharing information but also generating information about their 

interests and decisions that a company with profit interests stores and that can be used for purposes 

unknown to migrants and aspiring migrants. 
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7.1. Introduction 

This paper investigates education-related information, opinions, and experiences shared by 

migrants and aspiring migrants on social media. While social media became an important part of 

migration journeys and education can be an important driver for some migrants, there has been 

relatively little investigation of the intersection of migration, social media, and education, except 

for a few studies (e.g., Chang et al., 2018; Jayadeva, 2020). Existing research on transnational 

education tends to focus on migrants pursuing university degrees abroad (Brooks and Waters, 2010; 

Beech, 2015) and the intersection of migration, media, and education also seems to go in that 

direction (Jayadeva, 2020). This paper broadens that scope to include other educational 

opportunities, such as vocational education and training (VET). Specifically, this paper aims to 

answer the research question: What education-related topics are discussed among migrants and 

aspiring migrants in social media groups? Empirically, it explores the case of Facebook groups of 

Brazilian migrants and aspiring migrants who wish to move to, or already live in, Germany. 

Henceforth, these groups are referred to as groups of Brazilians in Germany. The results illustrate 

how migrant networks of latent ties can be used to collect information about transnational 

education beyond university degrees. 

In what follows, I provide contextual information to justify the focus on Brazilian migration to 

Germany. I also comment on the migratory conditions of nurses and information technology (IT) 

professionals to Germany, as these professional groups are relevantly present in the data. After 

that, I describe the concept of “transnational education” (UNESCO and Council of Europe, 2001) 

and how it is associated with social networks, particularly in migratory cases associated with 

educational levels beyond university studies (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). I then present the 

concept of “latent ties” (Haythornthwaite, 2002) and describe how these are activated in migratory 

contexts, followed by a comment on Brazilian migrants’ media use. In the research design section, 

I explain the sampling and data collection decisions and the procedures for conducting a qualitative 

content analysis (Schreier, 2012). Finally, I present the findings in four sections: the demand for 

transnational education beyond university degrees, the potential association of education-related 

topics with economic and gender differences, the perception that university studies can be 

sometimes irrelevant or associated with frustration in this migratory context, and the trust in 

information shared by latent ties in education-related topics. While it is not possible to assert 

whether people who exchanged information in the groups of Brazilians in Germany migrated and 

fulfilled their educational aspirations, the outcomes support that demand for transnational 

education goes beyond university degrees and that information shared in these groups is 

potentially relevant for migratory pathways associated with education. 

7.2. Contextual Information 

In this section, I justify the focus on Brazilian migration to Germany and outline the German labor 

market conditions for migrant nurses and IT professionals. 

7.2.1. Brazilians in Germany and Education 

Although the number of Brazilians in Germany is small compared to migrants from other nationalities 

(Statistisches Bundesamt, 2022), Germany figures among the top five European countries of 

destination for Brazilian migrants (Ministério das Relações Exteriores, 2021). Therefore, from a 
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Brazilian perspective, studying this population in Germany is of quantitative interest. From a German 

perspective, focusing on Brazilian migration provides insights into the migration of a 

socioeconomically diverse population who primarily migrate for reasons other than fleeing war and 

conflict. While the findings here are not generalizable, they might be similar among other 

populations, as social media use is widespread. The diversity of the Brazilian population is potentially 

reflected in the composition of Facebook groups of Brazilians in Germany, as almost 77% of that 

population uses social media (Statista, 2022), and such high figures seem to be prevalent regardless 

of class and gender, and across rural or urban areas (Spyer, 2018; IBGE, 2022; NapoleonCat, 2022). 

All sampled Facebook groups of Brazilians in Germany have over two thousand participants, which 

increases the likelihood of a diverse socioeconomic composition. 

The Brazilian education system has historically disadvantaged people from low-income 

backgrounds, despite recent improvements such as the implementation of quotas in public 

universities (Câmara and Almeida, 2012; Sampaio and Oliveira, 2016; Windle, 2022). While there 

have been improvements in national education measurements, as of 2019, the average formal 

education attendance among Brazilians was only 9.4 years, with only 17% of people aged 25 or over 

having completed tertiary education (IBGE, 2022, p. 1). The need to work is the most common 

reason for Brazilians to drop out of formal education, regardless of race or sex (IBGE, 2022, p. 11–

13), which highlights the deficient policies for promoting educational continuity. Furthermore, 

structural racism is evident in the Brazilian educational system with the imbalance in tertiary 

education achievements. In 2017, only 31% of university graduates were Black or Brown, while 66% 

were white (Dias Silva, 2020, p. 23). Some of the students who cannot enter or conclude university 

degrees in Brazil see migration as a way to both access tertiary education and have an opportunity 

for upward mobility (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). 

In Germany, VET programmes are paid, last around 3 years, and are offered in a dual system. That 

means the students must attend teaching units and undergo supervised practical experience, 

similar to an internship. The starting salary for those beginning a VET programme in 2023 is at least 

620 Euros with yearly increases thereafter (Bundesamt für Justiz, 2005). For aspiring nurses, the 

starting VET salary is around 1,166 Euros and, for an IT specialist in data and process analysis, the 

starting VET salary is 1,011 Euros (AUBI-plus, 2023). This salary is one of the conditions that enable 

young migrants from lower socioeconomic backgrounds who are excluded from the educational 

system in Brazil to pursue VET in Germany (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). As of 2022, around 

4.2 thousand Brazilians were enrolled in German universities (Destatis, 2022). 

In Germany, the educational system tends to discriminate against migrant students, non-migrants 

with a migration history in the family, as well as non-migrants from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds (Dumont et al., 2014; Olczyk et al., 2016; Mafaalani, 2021). This issue has been 

improving, however, it is still observable in the traditional selection patterns of the school system. 

After 4 years of primary education, students (aged 10) can be recommended to continue toward the 

Gymnasium (higher secondary education) or to other modalities that also allow access to tertiary 

education, but are seen as ‘less prestigious’. Pupils whose caretakers migrated to Germany tend to 

be discriminated against when it comes to recommendations to the Gymnasium, sometimes 

leading to a harder pathway in the access to tertiary education (Trebbels, 2015; Hunkler, 2016). For 

non-EU migrants, the path to VET in Germany is also a complex one: foreign school certificates are 
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sometimes recognized as a lower level requiring migrants to repeat studies; apart from the 

formalities of the migration process, educational institutions require knowledge of German 

language verified through expensive certificates which can make the way to VET no easier than the 

one to university. 

7.2.2. Nurses and IT Professionals 

Two relevant professional groups in the dataset are nurses and IT professionals. In Brazil, nurses must 

hold a specific BA degree. IT professionals, on the other hand, do not need a mandatory higher 

education certificate to work in the field. In Germany, these two professions are listed as highly 

demanded on the official website dedicated to informing and attracting foreign professionals to the 

country (Make it in Germany, 2023). 

Nurses profession is regulated in Germany, hence, those who did not complete their training in the 

country are requested to have their certificates recognized, prove German knowledge through an 

officially recognized certificate, provide a certificate of mental and physical fitness signed by a 

German medical doctor, and show proof that they do not have a criminal record (Make it in Germany, 

2022b). The costs of degree recognition vary according to federal states. In Hamburg, for instance, 

this may reach up to 722 Euros (Freie und Hansestadt Hamburg, 2022). Apart from those costs, 

applicants must also count with costs for, for instance, publicly sworn translations of their diploma, 

and German language exams, which can cost around 194 Euros in Brazil (Goethe-Institut, 2023). 

Based on all job announcements for nurses on the job-seeking portal Glassdoor, the average salary 

of these professionals in the private sector in Brazil is around 639 Euros monthly (Glassdoor, 2023d). 

For IT professionals working in Brazil, the mean salary is around 2.380 Euros monthly (Glassdoor, 

2023b). If a migrant has a job offer in Germany in an IT area with a salary of at least 52.560 Euros 

yearly, they can apply for a Blue Card visa. For that, they must show proof of at least 3 years of 

professional experience in the area, some professional certificate or examination, and a German 

language certificate, which may be disregarded in case the working language in their future company 

is not German (Make it in Germany, 2022a). In the private sector in Germany, the salary of an IT 

consultant can reach around 5.000 Euros monthly (Glassdoor, 2023c). Nurses in Germany receive 

around 3.100 Euros monthly (Glassdoor, 2023a). 

In the global labor market, some trained nurses might perform domestic work after migration 

(Parreñas, 2015). To describe this phenomenon, Rhacel Parreñas introduced the concept of 

“contradictory class mobility” which, among other factors, arises from the devaluation of degrees 

obtained in the Global South (Parreñas, 2015, p. 118). Parreñas’ interviewees expressed frustration 

about not being able to work in positions they were trained for in the Philippines, but also 

acknowledged that their migration allowed them to afford living standards they would not have been 

able to achieve otherwise. In other words, while their financial conditions improved, their perceived 

social status decreased (Parreñas, 2015, p. 219). Unlike health-related labor areas, the relatively de-

regulated nature of the IT profession poses one barrier less for migrants working in that area. Still, 

migrant women working in IT seem to be disadvantaged, as requirements to live flexible and 

hypermobile lives “sit uneasily with gender norms, which demand women’s participation in and 

taking responsibility for the running of geographically fixed households” (Raghuram, 2004, p. 174). 
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7.3. Transnational Education and Social Networks 

The term “transnational education” was proposed by the UNESCO to refer to “all types of higher 

education study programmes, or sets of courses of study, or educational services (including those of 

distance education) in which the learners are located in a country different from the one where the 

awarding institution is based” (UNESCO and Council of Europe, 2001, p. 2). Research in that area 

tends to focus on university education and, sometimes on private international schools (Adick, 2018). 

Among transnational education studies, the focus on university degrees comes along with an interest 

in institutional aspects (Waters, 2018), and migrants’ expectations of acquiring cultural capital abroad 

(Waters, 2015; Yu, 2021). This kind of international mobility associated with education is held for a 

strategy of the middle classes, however, migrants from lower socioeconomic backgrounds also follow 

migratory projects based on educational aspirations and opportunities (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 

2019). For some of these migrants, particularly in the German case, accessing VET is a means to fulfill 

their migratory goals and educational aspirations, as well as to support their families and achieve 

upward mobility (Carnicer and Fürstenau, 2021). 

The migration of these Brazilians who wish to pursue VET in Germany supports the notion that 

migration is a project seldom planned and achieved individually, as migrants are embedded in “multi-

stranded social relations that link together their societies of origin and settlement” (Basch et al., 

2005, p. 8). This highlights the networked aspect of migration, where interpersonal connections are 

crucial for its accomplishment. Migrant network analyses have focused on strong and weak ties 

established through personal connections to describe migratory pathways involving education 

(Brooks and Waters, 2010; Beech, 2015; Carnicer and Fürstenau, 2019). These network connections 

can also be established online, and be used both to navigate dangerous migration journeys as well as 

to access information about university education abroad (Dekker et al., 2018; Jayadeva, 2020). 

Following that premise, the next section explores the establishment and uses of such online ties in 

migratory contexts. 

7.3.1. Latent Tie Connections and Information Precarity in Migration Contexts 

Social media have the potential to bridge different social groups: aspiring with settled migrants, job-

seekers with jobholders, individuals with experience in the foreign educational system and 

newcomers (Komito, 2011; Nedelcu, 2012; Jayadeva, 2020; Kotyrlo, 2020). Such online connections 

bridged through social media can be named “latent ties,” i.e., connections “for which a connection is 

available technically but that has not yet been activated by social interaction” (Haythornthwaite, 

2002, p. 385). On social media, latent ties can be the pool of users participating in an online forum: 

most of them do not know each other, and a tie is established only when a user publishes something 

and receives replies from other users. These are, at first, rather instrumental connections that can 

serve to bridge people with experience in relevant matters for aspiring and newcomer migrants. For 

instance, latent ties can be activated in situations when official information is not available or when 

trustworthy information is hard to identify (Dekker et al., 2018). This situation has been described as 

“information precarity,” a condition of instability, identified particularly among asylum seekers using 

media to collect information for decision-making and to access personal data, which leaves them 

potentially vulnerable to misinformation (Wall et al., 2017; Dekker et al., 2018). While the migratory 

context presented in this paper is different from that of asylum seekers. These migrants seem to 
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prefer social media information based on personal experiences or shared by users with whom a 

stronger social connection is already established, as these is perceived as more trustworthy (Dekker 

et al., 2018). Along with other platforms, Facebook groups are mentioned as convenient sources of 

information, however, the authenticity of such information is still cross-checked with personal 

acquaintances (Dekker et al., 2018, p. 8). 

In migratory journeys related to education, Jayadeva (2020) has described the use of Facebook 

groups among Indian youth who wish to access universities in Germany. She suggests that 

information shared by latent ties can facilitate migrants’ access to university education by expanding 

aspiring migrants’ social capital (Jayadeva, 2020). In that context, Facebook groups are seen as a 

source of guidance in the process of applying to universities and even as a better alternative to paid 

education consultancy services. Although the migrant group studied by Jayadeva (2020) were in a 

different situation than the refugees studied by Wall et al. (2017) and Dekker et al. (2018), both groups 

of migrants rely on information shared on social media, evidencing the relevance of latent ties in 

migratory journeys, even in those in which information precarity is not necessarily the case (Jayadeva, 

2020). 

7.3.2. Brazilian Migrants and Latent Ties 

Brazilian migrants’ fondness for social media is not new. Almost 10 years ago, Schrooten (2012) 

conducted a digital ethnography among Brazilian migrants living in Belgium who used Orkut (a 

platform deactivated in 2014). She pointed out that these groups “provide a variety of social capital 

... which assists in the migration transition” (Schrooten, 2012, p. 1,801). Schrooten reports political 

discussions, arrangements for in-person gatherings, and information exchanges about 

documentation, legal procedures, and employment opportunities. Also researching Orkut, 

Oosterbaan (2010, 2013) reports that employment search was one of the most relevant topics in 

groups of Brazilians in Barcelona and Amsterdam. Oosterbaan (2013, p. 46) highlights that some 

groups support in-person meetings, which evidences a willingness to develop strong ties and trust in 

unknown people based on shared nationality, participation in an online forum, and possibly similar 

migratory situations. Latent ties are part of the networked aspects supporting migration aspirations 

and decision-making among Brazilian migrants (Dekker et al., 2016). 

In the 2010s, both Oosterbaan (2010, 2013) and Schrooten (2012) reported similar levels of interaction 

in Brazilian Orkut groups in three European contexts, finding over a thousand communities with titles 

of “Brazilians in [location]” (Oosterbaan, 2010). Schrooten (2012) highlights that Orkut was 

embedded in migrants’ daily life already before they migrated and, after migration, it became a 

relevant source of social, political, and cultural connection to Brazil. After Orkut was deactivated, 

migrants and aspiring migrants created new communities on Facebook— with no sign of diminished 

interest in social media networking. Researching Facebook groups of Brazilians in Sweden, Foletto 

(2018) reports groups with over 1.7 thousand participants and a mean of 66.8 monthly posts—similar 

amounts as among groups of Brazilians in Germany (see Table 1). The main feature of online migrant 

groups is, hence, information exchange and mutual support in the migration process. Latent ties 

established on social media are thus relevant among Brazilian migrants and aspiring migrants. It 

remains to be described the role of education-related topics in the activation of these ties. 
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7.4. Research Design 

Education-related topics are among the most prevalent ones debated in groups of Brazilian migrants 

in Germany (Dedecek Gertz and Süßer, 2022), and hence, they are among the most important cues 

to activate latent ties (Haythornthwaite, 2002). These education-related topics are connected to 

levels beyond university education, such as language learning and accessing VET (Dedecek Gertz and 

Süßer, 2022). This paper looks from a qualitative perspective at a share of these posts used to 

determine the prevalence of education-related topics in groups of Brazilians in Germany. 

To select relevant groups, I first used Facebook’s search tool to look for groups containing “Brazilian” 

and “Germany” (in Portuguese) and gained access to 43 “active groups,” i.e., groups with at least a 

thousand participants and three posts published in one week. Most groups required filling up a 

questionnaire upon entry, which I used to inform about my research interest. Also, on my Facebook 

profile, I am identified as a researcher and provide my contact information. These 43 active groups 

were divided into “location groups,” “professional groups,” “vocational education and training (VET) 

groups,” and “other” (Brazilians who wish to work as Au Pairs or to do voluntary work, “gardening for 

Brazilians” etc.). Anyone with a Facebook account could join the groups, however, due to the titles 

containing variations of “Brazilians in Germany,” the frequent discussion of topics related to 

regulations and requirements that apply to Brazilians in Germany, and the use of Brazilian 

Portuguese in the groups, the majority of participants are likely to be Brazilian. 

After reading what was posted in these groups in 2020, some stood out due to the level of daily 

interactions: users engaged with posts commenting on their experiences, giving tips, or starting 

discussions based on their different experiences and opinions. Two groups from each relevant type 

were selected: two “location groups” and two “professional groups,” both with the highest number 

of interactions and the only two “VET groups” available. “Other” groups had no relevant education-

related interactions and were therefore not selected. The amount of collected interactions (questions 

and answers), words per group, and participants at the time of the data collection were as follows: 
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Table 3: Interactions varied from over 800 words (in which concrete situations and doubts were 
explained, for instance) to 3 words (in short replies if someone asked for clarification to provide an 
accurate reply).5 

Groups Interactions Words Participants 

VET group 1 450 21.379 4.936 

VET group 2 1,051 62.289 4.713 

Location group 1 123 9.654 4.520 

Location group 2 321 36.195 24.180 

Nurses’ group 153 13.909 3.944 

IT group 199 11.789 2.480 

Posts made until the beginning of December 2020 were identified using Facebook’s search tool and 

copied into a text editing document. Each group was screened for the following terms relating to 

formal education: learn, study, Ausbildung (the German word for VET), school, university, faculty, 

course, Studienkolleg6, classes, and course. All posts and their respective comments containing at 

least one of these terms were collected. Although this selection encompasses a timeframe in which 

migration was limited due to COVID-19 restrictions, the levels of interactions were still high. In the 

dataset, the only mention of COVID-19 in association with education is a reply by a group participant 

informing that “students with a valid registration at a German university can enter the country” 

(Location group 2). The content of the posts also reveals that, regardless of the restrictions, this 

period was still used for planning migratory journeys: “even though there’s not much to do now, I’m 

already collecting information” (VET group 1), writes a group participant. 

After the data collection, posts that contained sensitive information, posts in which terms were used 

out of context, and posts containing advertising were eliminated. The posts were coded using 

MAXQDA according to the following deductive/inductive categories (Schreier, 2012). 

• Educational levels being discussed 

o Kindergarten 

o School (Gymnasium/Gesamtschule/Realschule/Hautpschule) 

o VET (divided by areas, e.g., care work, IT) 

o University (BA, MA, Ph.D.) 

• What was being discussed about education 

o permanence in Germany (e.g., being enrolled in an educational institution to apply 

for a residence permit) 

o professional aspiration (e.g., fulfilling requirements to apply for certain jobs) 

o upward mobility (e.g., achieving a certain income) 

o cultural capital (e.g., value attributed to diplomas) 

                                                
5 In total, 2.297 interactions were collected. Although some groups had more interactions, the 

number of words is lower because the interactions (questions/answers) were shorter. For instance, 

Location group 2 had fewer interactions than VET group 1, but more words because interactions in 

Location group 2 were more detailed. 
6 Public educational institutions that offer a one-year preparatory course for students who finished 
school outside Germany and wish to access a German university. 
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• Questions 

o recommendation or opportunity request (e.g., “I’m looking for a VET to work in a 

Kindergarten—if anyone knows about such an opportunity, let me know,” VET group 

1) 

o personal experiences (e.g., “has anyone undergone a certificate recognition lately 

and can tell me how it was?”, VET group 1) 

o opinion request (e.g., “I’m having a hard time with the notary to have my high school 

certificate recognized—they claim a signature is missing but it is in fact there! What 

should I do?”, VET group 2) 

o “information precarity” [“insecure, unstable, and undependable” information which 

could lead to potentially wrong, problematic or even dangerous decisions (Wall et al., 

2017) such as “I heard say that having a university degree as a nurse is worthless. Is 

that true?”, Nurses’ group] 

• Answers 

o based on “information precarity” (Wall et al., 2017) (wrong or incomplete information 

such as “people who cannot pay for VET can receive a public loan for that,” VET group 

1) 

o based on where to find official information (e.g., “you can find this information at the 

Job Center,” VET group 1) 

o style or tone 

▪ e.g., detailed information (e.g., a 100-word answer about how to register in 

the city hall and the documents one has to present to start VET, including a 

comparison between Brazilian and German documents, as found in VET 

group 1) 

▪ e.g., frustrating, vague, or critical (e.g., “I’d also like more information about 

it but I could never find,” VET group 1, or “if you have no experience in the 

area and have no degree, you can forget it!”, IT group) 

▪ e.g., supportive (e.g., “if you’re an engineer you have a great advantage! Just 

go have your diploma recognized,” IT group) 

A reliability test conducted by two trained coders resulted in a Cohen’s Kappa value of 0.64, which 

can be considered “substantial” (McHugh, 2012, p. 279). To preserve users’ anonymity, posts not will 

be reproduced word-by-word (Zimmer, 2010). As these groups can be found and accessed by anyone 

with a Facebook account, reproducing posts here would imply the possibility of de-anonymization. 

Thus, posts are paraphrased: names of places were substituted for similar ones, professions were 

substituted for other ones within the same field as the original, and the order of sentences was 

changed, as long as the sense of the content was not thereby lost. These paraphrased sentences serve 

as an illustration of patterns across the data. 
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7.5. Findings 

Only two groups were bringing together Brazilians interested in pursuing higher education degrees 

in Germany: a group for Brazilian students and aspiring students of a university preparatory school 

(Studienkolleg) and one general group about studying in a German university. Although related to 

education, both groups did not reach the threshold to be considered “active groups,” thus they were 

not part of the dataset. This relative inactivity of Facebook groups for Brazilians who wish to study at 

a German university contrasts with findings by Jayadeva (2020) about Indian aspiring migrants with 

that same goal. Nevertheless, the comparative absence of active groups of Brazilians wishing to 

access university education in Germany cannot be taken as evidence of lacking interest in that 

educational level. A hypothesis for that is that Brazilian students who wish to apply for university 

studies in Germany might rely on other sources of latent ties (such as existing specialized Instagram 

profiles or WhatsApp groups), on strong ties who already live in Germany, on paid consultancies, or 

ask questions directly to the institutions where they wish to study. 

Although the active groups with the most participants is one of the location groups, the largest 

datasets came from the two VET groups. That is not surprising as VET groups are specific to those 

who are pursuing that educational level or who wish to do so. Hence, many interactions in these 

groups contained the words sampled in the data collection. Participants in location groups who ask 

questions relating to education are probably established in the city and are seeking educational 

options for their children, as school was a frequently used word in those groups. An explanation for 

the comparatively low educational-related topics in the IT group may be that these professionals can 

find jobs without a degree or without pursuing education in Germany. The number of interactions in 

the nurses’ group is lower in comparison to the IT group, however, as the number of words in the 

nurses’ groups is larger, interactions about education in the nurses’ group are more extensive. This is 

probably due to the educational requirements for these professionals in Germany, which generates 

longer discussions. 

As expected from forum-like online groups, interactions in the collected data follow a question-

answers structure. Divergent personal experiences and opinions lead to debates but these were 

always replying to practical questions: no user posed divisive questions as a starting point, which 

suggests a common interest of participants to use the latent ties to exchange practical information 

and support each other (Jayadeva, 2020). 

The findings indicate that there is a demand for educational levels beyond university degrees among 

migrants. Additionally, economic and gender differences become visible in discussions about 

expectations and frustrations related to education and migration. Also, university studies are 

discussed with frustration or are deemed irrelevant in the labor market, while it is associated with 

acquiring cultural capital for children. Finally, the detailed and supportive tone of some interactions, 

and the use of Facebook groups by some migrants to confirm information collected elsewhere point 

out that latent ties are trusted in education-related information exchanges. 

7.5.1. Demand for Transnational Education Beyond University Degrees 

Across groups, questions related to accessing university degrees are mostly associated with 

educational aspirations toward children or teenagers, as in: 
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“My daughter is almost finished with high school. After she graduates, we intend to 

move to Germany. I am looking for information about the process so that she can 

enter a German university in the future. I would like to know what would be the step-

by-step application process, please.” (VET group 1) 

“I like to travel a lot and I want my children to study at an internationally recognized 

German university. Although I earned more money in Brazil, I don’t regret coming to 

Germany also because of that [traveling and educational aspiration toward 

children].” (IT group) 

Latent ties are thus activated to collect information and reinforce the cultural capital attributed to 

university education in migratory trajectories (Waters, 2015; Yu, 2021). Another circumstance in 

which university education was mentioned was when migrants or aspiring migrants provided 

background information about themselves with the expectation of having accurate replies according 

to their case, hence a rather instrumental mention of that level of education: 

“I already have a BA in Mathematics and Biology here in Brazil. Do you know if this 

could count toward diminishing the number of seminars I have to take for a VET?” 

(VET group 2) 

“Can people who studied in a private university in Brazil also work in Germany?” 

(Nurses’ group) 

In location groups, university education is mentioned by newcomer students. However, the 

information exchange encompasses rather peripheral aspects and education is mentioned as a self-

introduction: 

“I’m a PhD student and I’m going to study in [city in Germany] in a few months from 

now. I’m trying to get to know the city from afar and learn how to find a place to stay. 

Which neighborhoods do you recommend?” (Location group 2) 

The reasons why none of these groups seem to be used to collect information about accessing 

university education remains to be established, but the hypothesis I suggest for the lack of Facebook 

groups of Brazilians interested in accessing German universities might also apply to the lack of 

interactions about it. 

VET requirements, experiences, and opportunities about that educational level, as well as school for 

children and teenagers, were main topics discussed across groups (cf. Dedecek Gertz and Süßer, 

2022). In location groups, education inequalities in Brazil were also a topic of discussion. In one of 

these groups, when a newcomer migrant asked about which neighborhood would be recommended 

to live in, the availability of schools and Kindergarten was mentioned among other practical aspects, 

like transportation. Newly arrived parents also use the location groups to seek information about the 

educational system in Germany. Main concerns were the quality of educational institutions in 

Germany: 

“I’ve heard that public education in Germany is great, and there are even people who 

think that it is better to study there than in the most expensive private school in 



92 
 

Brazil. Yet, I’ve heard parents complaining because they cannot find a place in 

schools. Is it also difficult in the private ones?” (Location group 2) 

These discussions further reveal a rather instrumental discussion around education, which might 

inform broader migratory and settlement decisions. Other school-related posts were about fees and 

experiences with children and teenagers’ social and linguistic adaptation. Answers to such posts 

warned about the tendency of teachers not to recommend migrant children to the Gymnasium, 

consequently, leaving these children with a harder pathway to access universities (Trebbels, 2015; 

Hunkler, 2016): 

“Schools will try to push many things on your son, but be sure to tell them you want 

him to go to the Gymnasium! They always try to push foreigners away from there. 

They’ll tell you that the other school types are easier for your son and that he can still 

enter university after he has done VET—don’t fall for that!” (Location group 2) 

Although VET groups are not exclusively for care work or education-related professions, these areas 

are the most mentioned ones. In general, questions and answers about VET encompassed 

elementary ones, such as what it is, entry requirements, class schedules, teaching style, where to find 

vacancies, as well as the labor market: 

“Could someone here explain to me what is Ausbildung?” (VET group 1) 

“I’ve started a BA to be a nurse [in Brazil] but I didn’t finish. Does anybody know if I 

can skip some classes from VET courses? And is it paid? I’m learning German on the 

level A2.” (Nurses’ group) 

“Did anyone in this group manage to pursue VET in an area that they reeeeally 

wanted? I see most people choosing care work because of the labor market...” (VET 

group 2) 

“Can anyone tell me what are all the requirements to apply for VET. Documents and 

all? Thanks.” (VET group 2) 

“Is the Ausbildung valid only in Germany?! Like, if I go back to Brazil this certificate is 

worth nothing?!” (VET group 2) 

“I’ve graduated in nutritional sciences, but I’ve decided to change areas and now I’m 

specializing in web development here in Brazil. After that, I’d like to do a 

specialization in Germany. Is it a good idea? Does anyone recommend a VET course?” 

(IT group) 

Questions like “What is an Ausbildung?” might be due to a translation issue or limited German 

knowledge because, in the Facebook groups, VET is mostly referred to with the German word, which 

is probably still unknown to newcomers or aspiring migrants. Such questions about elementary 

aspects reveal that latent ties might be the first source of information about educational levels 

beyond university degrees. 
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Some answers to questions about VET were lengthy and mentioned the need to show certificates of 

language proficiency and school completion, and some users also indicated where specialized 

information could be sought: 

“You must have your documents and diplomas translated and recognized through 

the apostille convention, including high school, VET or higher education. After that, 

they will be forwarded to the Ministry of Education in the region where you live in 

Germany, where the equivalence will be done to determine whether or not you are 

eligible to pursue VET. In this process, the job center in your city can offer direct 

assistance. It is important to note that starting VET and learning the language are 

two separate things. To begin a VET course, you must have at least a B2 level of 

proficiency in the German language.” (VET group 1) 

Questions about the labor market after VET also generated more elaborated replies, mostly based 

on personal experience: 

“Much more important than having a VET certificate is to have experience. But even 

folks with less experience have proportionally higher salaries here because of the 

high demand for IT professionals, I know this because we’re hiring a lot in the 

company I work for and I am participating in the selection processes.” (IT group) 

The discussion about educational levels beyond university degrees appears to be an important one 

across the sampled groups. Education seems to be mostly discussed on an instrumental level: as a 

means to fulfill migratory aspirations by being able to apply for a visa as well as to make decisions 

such as where to live based on access to schools for children. Accessing VET, in particular, is viewed 

as a way to fulfill both educational and migratory aspirations (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019), even 

if that might result in frustration for a perceived devaluation of skills or having to choose a profession 

based mostly on the labor market (Parreñas, 2015). 

7.5.2. Economic and Gender Differences in Education-Related Discussions 

Economic and gender disparities are particularly visible in the groups of IT professionals and nurses. 

These professions are highly gendered, and although it cannot be generalized that mostly men 

participate in the IT group and mostly women participate in the nurses’ group, in the dataset, most 

posts in the nurses’ group were made by users with typical Brazilian female first names, who used 

adjectives and pronouns in the female form. In the IT group, posts were mostly made by users with 

typical male first names, who used adjectives and pronouns in the masculine form. Based on the 

composition of the dataset, it appears that education-related topics are mostly discussed by women 

in the nurses’ group, and by men in the IT group, even though the overall gender balance in both 

groups cannot be determined with absolute certainty. 

In the nurses’ group, common debates were about whether the salary paid in Germany is enough to 

cover basic expenses, including children’s education: they wish to know about costs and experiences 

with German schools, the chances migrant children have of being accepted at a German university or 

VET: 
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“It was a very difficult period because I came first to Germany and my daughter and 

husband afterwards. But I see how much this pain was worth it, especially for my 

daughter. Here children can have the profession they want, independently of the 

family’s financial situation.” (Nurses’ group) 

“Can I live in the city of Hildesheim and work as a nurse on a salary of 1.200 Euros 

during VET? I’m wondering about the cost of living for my family...” (Nurses’ group) 

“Living in Germany will not make you rich, but you’ll have a better life, better 

education for your children, more opportunities and safety! Here you can earn a good 

or a bad wage, but NEVER as bad as in Brazil.” (Nurses’ group) 

Children are also mentioned in connection to hiring companies that offer services to mediate nurses’ 

migration—such companies are one of the most discussed topics in the group. Some posts expose 

frustration and regrets, as a comment expressing concerns that such companies would not accept 

candidates with children. Some of these hiring companies pay for German courses and for VET in 

Germany, which is mentioned as an attractive offer, especially for aspiring migrants from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds, yet this process is not always transparent and reliable (CORRECTIV, 

2020). Apart from being able to present the expected educational certificates, a central topic of 

concern regarding education and profession in the nurses’ group is language knowledge. Aspiring 

migrants who are probably in their first steps of finding ways to migrate are mocked when asking 

about the need to have a good command of the German language: with sarcasm, other group 

participants tell the newcomer that it is “impossible” to acquire the needed certification and to work 

in Germany as a nurse without knowing German. Although participants show support and 

understanding for aspiring migrants, criticism is sometimes present in the nurses’ group: 

“I came to Germany through that company. I am at the B2 level and these months 

have been very intense with German classes from Monday to Friday. Class 

attendance is very important, because not only the school evaluates your 

performance but also your future employer. The point is, you need to learn German, 

there is no magic, you need to dedicate yourself and make an effort to understand 

the language.” (Nurses’ group) 

“Do you even understand German? Have you read the whole explanation about 

degree validation on the website? Read it first and only then come discuss this with 

me.” (Nurses’ group). 

In the IT group, there are mentions of salary expectations higher than in the nurses’ group. However, 

these comments are contradicted by a few other group participants demanding aspiring migrants 

who are IT professionals to be careful not to assume that a five-digit income is a norm in the German 

job market: 

“A high salary for me is above 97k. I don’t know any IT professional who has a hard 

time in Germany, even if they speak only English. I spent the first 10 years of my 

career in Brazil and nowadays I find it funny that I thought my salary was good there. 

Here I buy what I want and I can still save some money.” (IT group) 
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“At the beginning, you’ll earn more than 40k but with some years of experience you’ll 

earn up to 100k in some regions in Germany.” (IT group) 

“I already earn over 5 thousand Euros in Brazil. I’m afraid my quality of life living with 

that amount in Germany would fall.” (IT group) 

Income expectations appear twice in relation to children’s education: once in a discussion about the 

“advantages of public services in Germany” and another in a post by a user expressing the wish that 

their children will access “internationally prestigious German universities” (mentioned in Section 5.1). 

The state’s financial support for parents is also positively associated with migrating with children. 

Learning German to access the job market and pursuing educational aspirations in Germany is 

associated with maintaining a middle-class status or with upward mobility. 

“With my Portuguese passport, will I be able to work and bring my wife with me? I’m 

thinking about waiting until my son is 6 and then go to Germany for a master’s 

degree. Do you think it would be worth it?” (IT group) 

Answering the question above: “Bro, why would you miss years of child benefits?! 

Come soon, dude!” (IT group) 

High salaries, no need to prove formal education or language knowledge, EU citizenship7, and 

migrating without having to rely on intermediary companies reveal a comfortable status that IT 

workers possibly already had in Brazil and are likely to maintain in Germany. Due to high salaries and 

the disregard for state-recognized degrees in hiring processes, migrants working in IT might have an 

easier migratory pathway if compared to nurses (cf. Raghuram, 2004). The shared interest in 

migrating and maintaining socioeconomic status working in IT seems to create room for fraternal 

conversations in this group, in which unknown people treat each other as “bro” and “dude”. Whereas, 

in the nurses’ group, the lack of German knowledge was sometimes mocked, in the IT professionals’ 

group, this was a neutral fact: if a person speaks German, good for her; if not, group participants 

tended to still encourage her to pursue their plans. Such supportive messages might contribute to 

building a community sense among people who serve as latent ties (Jayadeva, 2020) and contribute 

to ascribing trustworthiness to information shared by participants in these networks, as further 

discussed in Section 5.4 (“trust in latent ties in education-related topics”). The frustration expressed 

in the nurses’ group might also serve as a way to build a sense of shared experience among group 

participants, which might fulfill a similar role as supportive answers among IT professionals. The 

economic and gendered differences in connection to education are evidenced in how group 

participants exchange information about children’s education and how that connects with other 

migratory conditions, such as salary expectations and educational requirements for each profession. 

In both groups, migrating with children raises concerns about education and this is discussed rather 

in terms of maintaining or achieving a class status (Waters, 2015), however, differences based on 

apparent previous socioeconomic conditions become visible in the ways how that is discussed: while 

                                                
7 Some EU-countries allow double citizenship based on the principle of jus sanguinis, i.e., for the case 
in this paper, Brazilians who can prove they have ancestors from, for instance, Germany, Italy, 
Portugal or Spain (the most common EU-ancestries in Brazil) can apply for citizenship in those 
countries. 
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IT professionals hope their children will access “prestigious universities,” nurses hope for better 

education and opportunities for their children. 

7.5.3. University Studies: “Irrelevance” and Frustration 

In Brazil, nurses need a bachelor’s degree to exercise their profession. In Germany, they need a VET 

certificate, which must be recognized by the German state through a national exam. Particularly in 

the nurses’ group, this classification of university degrees as VET is debated with frustration: 

“In Germany, our degrees are recognized as VET, which is not even considered higher 

education here.” (Nurses’ group) 

“I’ve been a nurse for 20 years in Brazil. I received a letter a few days ago informing 

me that I must do a training which lasts from 3 to 6 months to have my degree 

recognized. The more I learn about how things work here, the more confused I get.” 

(Nurses’ group) 

“My brother works at the university hospital here, even though he is very 

experienced, he can’t do half of what he did in Brazil. Although he arrived here with 

a reasonable level of German, he had to do very simple work. He was frustrated when 

he saw the other nurses doing crap procedures and he couldn’t say a word.” (Nurses’ 

group) 

“I have a BA in pedagogy but I was just informed that it won’t be recognized here as 

such. Has anyone been through this as well? What should I do?” (VET group 1) 

Answering the question above: “If they told you that, that’s it. You’ll have to study 

again here and you can spare your energies fighting this system because in Germany 

it’s like that.” (VET group 1) 

Having work experience disregarded and university degrees recognized as VET in Germany is met 

with remorse, particularly among nurses. The high value attributed to university degrees in the 

nurses’ group is also visible in the comments of a group participant who challenged others by claiming 

to hold a bachelor’s in the area from a German university. This participant felt offended by those who 

denied the existence of that degree. Such attitude illustrates the social value attributed to the degree 

among these professionals and the frustration of not having it recognized or compensated as that of 

a university graduate in Germany. 

For IT professionals, due to the deregulated nature of this labor market, having a degree is discussed 

as being an asset but not particularly relevant: 

“I have friends who were also hired in Germany [for an IT position] and don’t have any 

degree or certificate, but of course that makes it easier to find a job.” (IT group) 

“I know several people without a degree who work with me, even earning more than 

me. Many started a degree, but 

didn’t finish it. It’s quite irrelevant.” (IT group) 
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Unlike in the nurses’ group, in the IT group, there were fewer group participants interested in pursuing 

VET. This might be because Brazilian degrees or VET certificates are accepted by companies in this 

profession without the need to have them officially recognized or because of the promises of finding 

such jobs by proving experience in the area, as mentioned in the group. 

Facebook groups are also used by aspiring migrants with university degrees frustrated with salaries 

in Brazil and interested in VET as a means to migrate: 

“I need help. I have a MA degree in pedagogy and I earn way too little [in Brazil]. I 

want to try to go to Germany, so I think pursuing VET is the best way. I don’t want to 

go to university in Germany! I want something that gives me a job.” (VET group 2) 

“I have a BA in translation, does anyone know if with that I can work at a 

Kindergarten? I’m fine even to be an assistant or something like that.” (Location 

group 2) 

Within the group of IT professionals, having a university degree is described as beneficial but not 

essential for finding a job in Germany. On the other hand, in the nurses’ group, a topic associated with 

university studies is frustration due to the perceived devaluation of their degrees in Germany. 

Similarly, other aspiring migrants with university degrees in other areas display frustration, as they 

perceive their degrees as being undervalued in Germany. These two latter cases seem aligned with 

Parreñas (2015)’ concept of “contradictory class mobility”: migrants seem to perceive, or even aspire 

to, a decrease in social status associated with university degrees and accept jobs for which they may 

be overqualified, in exchange for an expected economic improvement and stability as well as gaining 

access to public services, such as schools for their children. 

7.5.4. Trust in Latent Ties in Education-Related Topics 

Although not always the case, interactions across groups were mostly supportive and group 

participants provided suggestions and were willing to share their experiences. That is particularly the 

case of users searching for information about the requirements to pursue VET, which is also linked to 

the requirements to be granted a visa. Some participants mention that they have already searched 

for information in official sources, such as educational institutions and governmental websites, yet 

they claim to be confused and seek clarifications and ask for personal experiences on Facebook 

groups. Users who claim to have a good command of German also mention having difficulty finding 

information and thus resort to Facebook groups: 

“I’ve looked around in the websites and it looks like there is no English-taught BA in 

Engineering here. But maybe there are for other areas? Does anyone know of any 

degree like that?” (Location group 2) 

“To work in Germany in a Kindergarten, what should I do? I’ve graduated in 

Linguistics [in a Brazilian public university] and I already speak German.” (VET group 

1) 

Even elementary questions, such as “What is an Ausbildung?”, receive answers such as: 
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“Unlike Brazil, where hairdressers and bricklayers learn their trade on the job, almost 

all professions in Germany require VET, which is called Ausbildung. It is a very good 

way to enter the job market because students are referred to work even during the 

course and most of the time they get a real job after they’re done studying. It’s also a 

good way to afford costs of living because you get paid to do an Ausbildung.” (VET 

group 1) 

The author of this last reply draws a comparison between Brazil and Germany, explains what an 

Ausbildung is, and what its advantages are, formulating an elaborated answer. Such an answer could 

have been found on other websites (the Goethe Institute in Brazil or blogs of Brazilians living in 

Germany, for instance), however, the user posing the question prefers to activate latent ties to find 

an answer. Some of these answers are accompanied by motivational messages along the lines of “I 

have done it, you can do it too” or “believe in yourself and go get it” (VET group 1). Asking elementary 

questions and receiving elaborated and supportive answers for it points out that some aspiring 

migrants might use Facebook groups as their first source of information about education beyond 

university levels in Germany and that group participants share a sense of empathy or solidarity, 

similarly as described by Jayadeva (2020). 

Another use of these groups seems to confirm whether the information collected elsewhere is 

accurate. Such questions usually do not specify the source of the information the person holds: 

“I hear some people saying that [an institution] offers payment to pursue VET. I’d like 

to know whether that’s true. 

Does anyone have experience with this?” (VET group 2) 

“I’ve heard that there is some system for migrants to complete high school here. Do 

you think I could do that with my elementary school certificate?” (VET group 2) 

It appears that these individuals are seeking second opinions for their hearsay information by 

consulting with unknown participants of Facebook groups. Although they may also seek second 

opinions on official websites or by contacting institutions, relying on latent ties to clarify doubts 

demonstrates that the experiences and opinions of Facebook group members about education in 

Germany are considered valuable and trustworthy. Finally, some group members empathize with the 

position of these aspiring or newly arrived migrants who are seeking information on Facebook groups 

and provide detailed and supportive answers. This might reinforce a perception of reliability or 

trustworthiness among the group. Dekker et al. (2018) described a similar phenomenon, but in the 

other direction, with migrants checking information collected from latent ties against the knowledge 

and experience of personal acquaintances. However, in the case of migrants who are not fleeing war 

or conflict and who employ social media to search for education-related information, latent ties 

appear to be relied upon and utilized for verifying information. 
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7.6. Conclusion 

Non-university education is a main topic of discussion in the analyzed migrant Facebook groups 

(Dedecek Gertz and Süßer, 2022). University studies were also present in the interactions. However, 

other educational levels, VET, in particular, were an important demand. This outcome is consistent 

with other studies which point out that transnational education goes beyond university degrees and 

extends to educational levels that may facilitate access to education abroad for students from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). These other studies relied on network 

analyses of strong tie connections to describe how these migrants accessed education abroad. While 

it is not possible to establish whether the aspiring migrants whose interactions on Facebook groups 

were described here indeed migrated, it is possible to claim that latent ties (Haythornthwaite, 2002) 

are used to acquire and cross-check information about education abroad, particularly VET. Hence, 

such ties established online are also part of networks of transnational migratory pathways involving 

education (Jayadeva, 2020)—also beyond university levels. 

Education is often discussed on an instrumental level among aspiring migrants in nurses’ and VET 

groups, with a focus on migrating through such educational opportunities. In location and IT groups 

the interest in education may assume a character of cultural capital, especially when it comes to 

children’s education. The interactions reveal concerns about fees in international schools, about the 

possibility of children not being able to reach the Gymnasium and proceed to a “prestigious German 

university,” a similar concern of East Asian families of the middle and upper middle classes who 

expect that their children would acquire cultural capital through transnational education (Waters, 

2015). Other aspects of formal education, such as proof of language proficiency and degrees, are 

relevant for all groups, but not much to IT professionals, who comment on the possibilities of applying 

for jobs and visas without either knowing the language or holding tertiary education degrees. This is 

unthinkable for migrant nurses, who must master the language and either have their Brazilian 

bachelor’s degree recognized in Germany or pursue VET in the country, which reveals the advantages 

of tech workers, who may face fewer hindrances and frustrations than care workers (cf. Raghuram, 

2004). Hence, instead of using education as a means or a goal of migrating, migrants with more stable 

economic means seem to associate education with the maintenance of socioeconomic status. For 

aspiring migrants in other economic conditions, a contradictory class mobility (Parreñas, 2015) by 

pursuing VET seem to be desirable and sometimes recommended by other migrants in the groups, 

even if the devaluation of work experience and Brazilian university degrees is met with frustration. 

Differently than in other migratory contexts, when information collected online is validated with 

strong or weak ties (Dekker et al., 2018), some of the interactions described here point out that latent 

ties are also used to confirm information collected elsewhere. This is most likely related to the 

different contexts of migrants—who are not fleeing war and requesting asylum, as the ones 

researched by Wall et al. (2017) and Dekker et al. (2018)—and the sampling for education-related 

topics, as migration associated with education demands a preliminary personal organization, having 

documents translated, providing language certificates, among other requirements. The supportive 

tone, attentive answers, and descriptions of personal experiences provided by some group 

participants might also contribute to the apparent trust in information shared by latent ties. This 

interest in seeking information and support among migrants in similar situations aligns with what was 

observed a decade ago, on a social media platform which no longer exists, among Brazilian migrants 

(Schrooten, 2012; Oosterbaan, 2013), and also more recently, among Indian aspiring migrants on 
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Facebook and WhatsApp groups (Jayadeva, 2020). Hence, this phenomenon might also be identified 

among migrants from other nationalities and it is likely to continue regardless if a certain social media 

platform ceases to exist. 

Some of the information shared in these groups is not accurate and the snapshot of the experience 

of someone else might convey only a partial truth about migrating and accessing education abroad. 

Hence, the role of information precarity (Wall et al., 2017; Dekker et al., 2018) in the context of 

migration involving education can be further researched through interviews. Another aspect that 

demands further research is whether education generally and VET, more specifically, is also an 

important topic in other national contexts. Because in Germany VET studies are paid, education-

related debates are likely to be different among migrants seeking to access education in other 

countries. The economic and gender differences identified, particularly in groups of nurses and IT 

professionals, raise the question of whether latent ties connections may reproduce inequalities in 

education-related migratory pathways similarly as identified in networks of strong and weak ties 

(Beech, 2015). Future research could further examine whether latent tie connections contribute to or 

challenge these inequalities. 
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8.1. Introduction 

Social media has emerged as a crucial component in the lives of many migrants. In the 
context of educational migration, connections established on social media are used by 
newcomer migrants to obtain information and support to access universities abroad 
(Jayadeva 2020). Social media, and particularly social networking sites like Facebook, 
provide a platform for “many to many” communication in online forums. At the same time, 
this dynamic allows the formation of audiences who follow the publications of particular 
individuals. These audiences can be actively cultivated by creating content tailored to their 
interests. This paper explores this phenomenon in the intersection between migration, 
education, and media use. 

Looking at education-related information exchanges on Facebook groups of Brazilians who 
live in Germany – or wish to migrate to that country –we identified some young people who 
migrated following educational opportunities and now create content for social media based 
on their own migratory experiences. This way, they provide aspiring migrants with 
information that may help them navigate requirements and regulations and enter 
educational institutions in Germany. In this paper, we describe the case of three of these 
migrants and creators of content related to educational opportunities. We ask: how do these 
migrants participate in the transnationalisation of education? To answer that, we look at the 
content these actors create and the motivation behind their activity. 

The work presented in this article is part of a broader research project about the role of social 
media in transnational educational trajectories between Brazil and Germany (anonymised 
references). This study adopts an exploratory approach based on digital ethnography (Hine, 
2015). The participation in various online platforms made it possible to identify three young 
Brazilian migrants who, due to their prolific and varied publications about immigration, 
learning, and educational opportunities in Germany, can be considered content creators in 
this field. Our findings indicate that, on the one hand, their activities in social media are 
related to expectations of future payoffs, resembling the “aspirational labour” described in 
other more commoditized areas (Duffy, 2017). On the other hand, their engagement in 
information sharing is also based on solidarity and mutual support (Bucholtz, 2019; 
Jayadeva, 2020) and paired with a personal enjoyment of social media use. 

In this paper, we first discuss the concept of transnational education in connection to 
migration. After that, we contextualise education and migration from Brazil as well as 
Brazilian migrants’ media use. The theoretical background section is wrapped up with the 
concepts of “latent ties” (Haythornthwaite 2002) and “aspirational labour” (Duffy 2017). The 
research design section describes the decisions and processes of digital ethnography (Hine 
2015) through which the three migrants and content creators were identified and 
accompanied. In the results, we present who these actors are, what kind of content they 
produce, their role online, and their reasons for doing that. To conclude, we suggest that 
these migrants may serve as nodes in migrants’ digital networks and argue that the 
information and the support they provide constitute a potential surrogate for the support 
offered by face-to-face transnational social networks. Furthermore, as they focus their 
content on education beyond university levels, their activity reveals a demand for those 
educational levels. Finally, these content creators can be seen as social media agents that 
contribute to the transnationalisation of education. 
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8.2. Transnational Migration and Education 

The term “transnational education” has been coined by the UNESCO to designate the 
offshore provision of educational programmes (UNESCO and Council of Europe 2001). 
Studies under this label focus mainly on higher education, with some interest in international 
schools. These institutions are only accessible to socially and economically privileged groups 
with the resources to enter a global education market (Adick 2018). The symbolic capital they 
acquire there appears much more difficult to obtain in the public educational institutions of 
national states. This way, the transnationalisation of education contributes to a “redefinition 
of educational advantage”, fostering new social inequalities between those who do and 
those who do not have access to the transnational education market (Zanten, Ball, and 
Darchy-Koechlin 2015). Areas like vocational education and training (VET), as well as 
education in informal and non-formal settings, have attracted little research from a 
transnational perspective (Adick 2018). Only recently has the related international mobility 
of students begun to be examined under the lens of transnational migration research 
(Bilecen and Van Mol 2017; Brooks and Waters 2010; King and Raghuram 2013). These 
studies highlight the increasing importance of transnational education strategies in the 
middle class. Among lower socioeconomic classes, however, we know little about the ways 
in which educational aspirations and strategies influence families and young people's 
decisions to migrate, as well as about their impact on transnational social spaces. 

Transnational migration research attempts to understand “the processes by which 
immigrants forge and sustain multi-stranded social relations that link together their societies 
of origin and settlement” (Basch, Schiller, and Szanton Blanc 1994, 8). This perspective 
analyses the social practices of migrants and non-mobile persons embedded in broader 
contexts, like families and social networks. It describes the contributions of individuals and 
families to processes which have been labelled as “globalization” elsewhere. Transnational 
migration research stresses the fact that migration, or international mobility, is rarely 
accomplished by isolated individuals. Social relations are crucial in the decision to move and 
in its realisation. The transnational perspective points to the emergence of novel social 
realities and emphasizes that by “linking together their societies of origin and settlement” 
(ibid.), migrants contribute to the arousing of “pluri-locally spanned transnational social 
spaces” (Pries 2001, 3). Accordingly, transnational educational spaces “emerge and 
consolidate themselves by relations, interactions and perceptions” (Kesper-Biermann 2016, 
93). Although transnational education can reinforce social inequalities, it may also be a 
means of upward social mobility, even if this only occurs in exceptional cases. Previous 
research indicates that educational aspirations may be an important reason for migration 
among the underprivileged, especially if linked to educational upward mobility (anonymized 
references). This is especially apparent in countries like Brazil, where the educational system 
can hardly fulfil the aspirations of striving lower socioeconomic classes. 
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8.3. Education and Migration from Brazil 

Access to high-quality education in Brazil is dependent on economic resources. At primary 
and secondary levels, the quality of public schools varies greatly, yet, on the whole, according 
to PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) and university transition rates, 
it remains low compared to the quality of private schools. For public school graduates, it is 
difficult to get a place at one of the free public universities, which, unlike public schools, are 
ranked higher than private ones. Graduates of expensive private schools have an advantage 
as they are better prepared for the highly competitive university entrance exams (Pfeiffer 
2015). Policies aimed at widening access for Black students and public school’s graduates 
have contributed to an increase in the number of students from disadvantaged backgrounds 
at public universities. Still, extreme educational inequality persists (Trevisol and Nierotka 
2016). 

In Brazil, studying abroad requires considerable economic resources and academic 
certificates and is usually possible only in high- and middle-class contexts. However, previous 
research has described settings that allow for transnational educational trajectories even in 
rather underprivileged socioeconomic contexts. These settings are based on transnational 
social networks that make transnational migration a viable education strategy through social 
support and shared norms, ideas, and knowledge. The transnational educational careers of 
underprivileged migrants are shaped not only by the educational systems of the emigration 
and immigration countries but also, in a decisive way, by labour markets and migration 
regimes. Migration and education regimes intertwine to determine the possibilities of 
residence, study and work. The knowledge of these possibilities can be difficult to acquire, 
and migrants often rely on advice to realize their plans. Social networks supply this advice. 
These provide information about the available opportunities and support their realization, 
both mostly based on previous experiences of participants of the network. This way, social 
networks may shape trajectories, functioning as an orientation for newcomers (anonymized 
references). [Anonymised author] describes a network of young female “care workers” from 
Brazil in Germany. The first of these women arrived in Germany as Au Pairs, which allowed 
them to stay in Germany, learn the language, and look for further educational opportunities. 
After one year, they applied for a voluntary social year, a Freiwilliges Soziales Jahr (FSJ), in a 
residential care home for the elderly, which appeared as the only option to prolong their stay. 
There, they discovered an area of work that they liked, but also a vocational training 
opportunity as geriatric nurses. Whereas professional training in Brazil is rarely free of 
charge, the German dual system offers free professional training plus a small salary for 
apprentices who work and attend vocational school simultaneously. Nowadays, this network 
offers younger relatives and friends in Brazil both career orientation, accommodation, 
contacts with families, and agencies for Au Pair stays as well as with homes for the elderly 
that are happy to employ these women. Given the lack of opportunities and resources to 
develop their own life plans in Brazil, the women involved in the network clearly perceive 
migration as an emancipatory step (anonymised reference). The network acts here as a 
structure that channels educational aspirations into transnational careers and contributes to 
institutionalization of particular forms of educational migration. As in other migratory 
contexts, these social networks are constituted mainly by rather ‘strong’ ties between 
relatives and friends who usually maintain long personal relationships (Boyd and Nowak 
2013). Being involved in such networks entails opportunities not accessible elsewhere. In this 
sense, transnational social networks also constitute a factor of inequality. 
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8.4. Latent Ties and Brazilian Migrants’ Media Use 

The transnational networks described in previous studies about Brazilian migrants pursuing 
degrees in Germany comprised non-mediatised networks (anonymised references). 
However, mediatised networks have also been present in Brazilian migration already for a 
decade (Oosterbaan 2013; Schrooten 2012) with growing figures nowadays (Folletto, 2018; 
anonymised reference). Recently, the relationship between migration and social-media-
based networks has also been explored (Bucholtz 2019; Dekker, Engbersen, and Faber 2016; 
Jayadeva 2020), describing migrants' use of online networks to establish "latent ties", that is, 
ties that are “technically available but have not yet been activated by social interaction” 
(Haythornthwaite 2002, 389). An example of this is the use of Facebook groups in which 
participants gather according to a shared nationality, interest or migratory aspiration. For 
instance, latent ties are activated when an aspiring migrant posts a question about the 
requirements to enrol in an educational institution abroad and receives replies from other 
unknown participants in the Facebook group (Jayadeva, 2020).  

Brazilian migrants’ fondness for social media is not new. Almost ten years ago, Brazilian 
migrants used Orkut (a platform deactivated in 2014) to engage in political discussions with 
other Brazilians abroad, to arrange in-person gatherings, and to exchange information about 
paperwork and employment opportunities (Oosterbaan, 2013; Schrooten, 2012). Orkut was 
embedded in migrants’ daily life already before they migrated, and after migration, it 
became a relevant source of social, political, and cultural connection (Schrooten, 2012). After 
Orkut was deactivated, migrants and aspiring migrants created new communities on 
Facebook – with no sign of diminished interest in social media networking. Researching 
Facebook groups of Brazilians in Sweden, Laura Foletto (2018) reports groups with over 
1.7000 participants and a mean of 66 monthly posts – growing amounts have been identified 
more recently in groups of Brazilians in Germany (anonymised reference). Hence, the main 
feature of such networks established online is information exchange and mutual support in 
the migration process, as well as in terms of education-related strategies and requirements 
(anonymised reference; Jayadeva, 2020). 

8.5. Content Creators and Aspirational Labour 

In this paper, we describe actors who participate in such latent ties’ networks, compile 
information about educational opportunities in Germany, and publish it on social media in 
form of pictures, videos, and texts. They also engage in discussions on Facebook groups of 
Brazilian migrants and answer questions posed on these groups or on their accounts in other 
platforms, such as Instagram. We define these actors as “content creators”: social media 
users who create and circulate texts and audio-visual material on different platforms, 
oftentimes “driven by an entrepreneurial spirit” (Arriagada and Ibáñez 2020, 1). 

Some content creators perform “aspirational labour” (Duffy 2017), a concept that describes 
unpaid or underpaid activities, such as advertising products or services. The term 
“aspirational” is attached to this activity because people performing it hope their work will 
eventually pay off financially or serve as a portfolio to land them a job (Duffy 2017). Such 
activities are mostly associated with young people who strive to depict a branded lifestyle, 
attempting to present a polished, successful image of themselves (Abidin 2018; Duffy 2017; 
Hund 2023). A sense of “authenticity” is an important feature of how these content creators 
present themselves online: what they publish, how they interact with audiences, and how 
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they depict their daily lives should be perceived by the audience as resembling their genuine 
beliefs, attitudes, and daily activities (Hund, 2023, p. 7). Being “authentic” functions as a form 
of distinction from traditional media celebrities, such as famous actors in wealthy 
circumstances (Duffy 2017).  

8.6. Research design 

We collected data through a digital ethnography (Hine 2015). The leading question at the 
start was “how are social media used in transnational educational trajectories between Brazil 
and Germany?” and the field entry points were Facebook groups of “Brazilians in Germany”, 
because these are highly used among Brazilian migrants (Foletto, 2018; anonymised 
reference).  

During three months in 2020, we read posts in these groups and replies to them. Some group 
participants who posed questions about educational opportunities in Germany or answered 
such questions from other groups participants were contacted via a direct message and 
invited for an interview. These were group participants who mentioned an aspiration to enrol 
in VET or study at a university in Germany. 22 people agreed to be interviewed and were 
added to the “friends” list of the first author’s Facebook profile, granting access to private 
posts. Some participants of these Facebook groups stood out as particularly active across 
groups and social media platforms. They engaged in providing detailed replies to newcomer 
or aspiring migrants who asked about the requirements and possibilities of pursuing a degree 
in Germany. These replies were tailored toward the situation described by the person posing 
the question in the group, hence they were not ready-made replies with information about, 
for instance, what documents one has to provide to enrol on a VET course. These same group 
participants also shared links in the groups: they announced when they published new posts 
on Instagram, YouTube or on their blogs; when a group participant asked about documents 
needed to request a student visa, the content creators invited them to check their video or 
blog post where the question was answered. Having identified this particular media use, the 
focus was set on three group participants who actively produced and circulated information 
about educational aspects as well as about lifestyle and migratory experiences in Germany. 
These three group participants received the pseudonyms of Antônia, Joana, and Mariele. 
Their cases were selected due to the commonality of their pathways and the focus of their 
content. 

We read pictures, videos, and written interactions across social media platforms of these 
three content creators and made screenshots of posts involving education. This social media 
data was useful to understand what information and strategies associated to education 
these migrants share as well as their motivations to perform “aspirational labour” (Duffy, 
2017). The three content creators were also interviewed about their upbringing, family, and 
educational pathways in Brazil, about their migratory decisions and experiences in Germany, 
and about their media use. The interviews were conducted in Brazilian Portuguese and 
analysed with a deductive/inductive coding structure which included their socioeconomic 
positionality prior to and after migration (e.g., educational attainment in Brazil, work 
situation of parents, interviewees’ work situation in Germany), their migratory reasons and 
pathways (e.g., coming directly to enter university, migrating as an Au Pair), the kind of 
content they create (e.g., educational opportunities, vacation pictures), the “latent tie” 
character of their online presence (e.g., replying to people on Facebook groups or to direct 
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messages on their other online profiles), their reasons to perform such activities (e.g., 
“helping others”, to show their lifestyle), and “aspirational labour” (Duffy 2017) (e.g., 
outcome expectations of their online activity). 

8.7. Findings 

The results are presented in four subsections that reconstruct how the three migrants and 
content creators contribute to the transnationalisation of education and what the 
motivations for their online activity are. In the first section, we describe the social 
positionality of the three creators interviewed. The second section describes the social media 
content they create, highlighting education-related themes. In the third section, we analyse 
how the three content creators may serve as nodes of latent tie connections 
(Haythornthwaite 2002) to audiences whose backgrounds and migratory aspirations are 
similar to theirs. Finally, the fourth section presents the motivations to perform such online 
activities. 

8.7.1. Social positionality: Who are these migrants and content creators? 

Antônia (aged 25), Joana (28), and Mariele (33) share similar socioeconomic and educational 
backgrounds. They completed their school degrees partially in public and partially in private 
schools for which they were either granted a stipend or which had affordable tuition fees. 
Antônia and Mariele both obtained their BA degrees from private universities while working 
part-time and receiving partial stipends to cover tuition fees. Joana, on the other hand, 
completed her BA at a prestigious public university. To keep costs of living and studying low, 
all three lived with their parents during their studies. The three come from a socioeconomic 
stratum in which people at a very young age usually have to combine studying with working, 
sometimes full-time jobs in precarious and poorly paid areas (Pochmann 2012), making it 
unaffordable for young people to leave their family’s house. 

After they finished their studies, Antônia, Joana, and Mariele were seeking for opportunities 
to gain international experience and to study in Europe. They first moved abroad as Au Pairs, 
which provided them with legal entry, a residence permit, and around 280 Euros pocket 
money during one year while they acquired proficiency in German and searched for further 
opportunities to remain in Germany. Following that year, they pursued different pathways. 
Joana participated in a paid volunteer program and subsequently began a VET in her field of 
study. Antônia began working in a field unrelated to her BA studies, and aspires to 
accomplish a MA in her field at a German university. Mariele, after her Au Pair year in 
Belgium8, was admitted to an English-taught MA in a social-sciences field at an applied 
sciences university in Germany and worked part-time during the semester to finance her 
studies and living expenses. Staying in Belgium, as she intended, was not possible because 
to her “it is extremely, very expensive”9. All three interviewees hoped to continue their 
university education in Germany after the Au Pair year. This was motivated by an aspiration 
to continue the specialisation in their field of study while fulfilling requirements for a visa in 
Germany at the same time. 

                                                
8 Anonymised country. 
9 All quotations from interviews were translated from Brazilian Portuguese. 
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Thus, all three come from lower socioeconomic classes, migrated to Germany looking for an 
opportunity to gain international experience and were motivated by educational aspirations. 
Their migration support claims that migrants from lower socioeconomic classes can take part 
in the transnationalisation of education (anonymised references). They also contribute to 
that phenomenon through their activity as content creators.  

8.7.2. Content: What do they do online? 

Antônia, Joana, and Mariele use the same online platforms to depict their migration 
experiences and disseminate educational information. They are particularly active on 
Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube; Facebook is mainly used to circulate their content in 
groups of "Brazilians in Germany." In addition, they manage WhatsApp or Telegram groups 
in which newcomer and aspiring migrants share information and experiences. Joana is also 
an active participant in Facebook groups, answering questions on topics such as the 
validation of Brazilian certificates in Germany and the requirements for enrolling in VET. All 
three have authored manuals, which they call eBooks, detailing their migratory pathway, 
strategies for learning German, securing a VET placement or an internship, applying for visas, 
types of degrees available in German universities, and other aspects of the German 
educational system. These eBook contents are comparable to what they post on their social 
media platforms, where they focus on a curated visual display and promote their paid 
individual consultancy services. These eBooks, consultancy services, and social media 
curation can be useful for aspiring migrants, since there is trust in education-related 
information shared online, particularly if it includes personal experiences (anonymised 
reference; Jayadeva 2020). 

Antônia’s content focuses on the association of learning outcomes, in particular language 
learning, with entering the job market through internships and with the fulfilment of 
requirements for permanent residency in Germany. Those who purchase her eBook gain 
access to a private WhatsApp group, receive a guide on how to write a CV in German, and 
can book an online consultancy appointment with her. On Instagram, where she has 
approximately six thousand followers, Antônia posts pictures of herself in various settings, 
such as cafes and historical sites, accompanied by reflections on life as a migrant and 
information about au pairing, including visas and Au Pairs’ purchasing power. Her education-
related content focuses on language learning. She shares pictures of certificates 
commemorating her advancement to higher levels of the Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages, acknowledges the challenges of learning German, and describes 
feeling overwhelmed, but also finds humour in her struggles and vents her frustrations. For 
instance, she posts a picture of an empty classroom with a green chalkboard covered in 
German text and comments on the frustration of learning the language: “I’m steaming off 
here for you to see that you’re not alone in this [learning German]”. 

Joana’s focus is on the link between educational opportunities and legal issues around 
migration. She also uses her Instagram account, which boasts around five thousand 
followers, to post pictures of her daily life in Germany, along with reflections about living 
abroad. In her content, she features pictures of herself or videos in which she presents visa 
options, life expenses and shopping in Germany, job markets for different professions, and 
educational opportunities in the country. Regarding the latter, Joana emphasizes how 
educational pathways are “more likely to lead to a secure status” in the country after degree 
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completion. She addresses common questions such as “when is the best time to apply for 
VET?” and “Are all VET paid?”, making lists of study-related visas in Germany and explaining 
the requirements for most VET and university degrees. Additionally, she presents stipend 
options for university students, highlights that enrolling in a language course can also be 
used to obtain a visa and emphasizes that language proficiency is required for most degrees 
and for certain visas.  

Mariele also focuses on accessing educational institutions in Germany and pursuing a degree 
as a strategy to be granted a visa. Her eight thousand Instagram followers are additionally 
informed about racism and elections in Germany, travel destinations, the educational 
system, and educational opportunities for migrants. Her education-related posts are 
presented in list formats that include information on the courses offered by various 
universities and their admission requirements, as well as rankings for the best institutions for 
specific subjects. Further, she provides lists of VET degrees related to areas more commonly 
associated with university courses, such as law or dentistry. Mariele also maintains a blog, a 
YouTube channel, and a podcast in which she discusses her migratory experience, describes 
housing and work, provides information on available study fields for VET and their 
requirements, and how to finance studies.  

Having German degrees and being proficient in German are central themes in the content 
curation of all three. These aspects are presented as part of their migratory pathways, 
together with pictures of international vacation, purchased goods, and comments about 
living expenses, for instance. In that sense, degrees and language learning are associated 
with a promise of upward mobility for aspiring migrants of similar backgrounds as theirs. 
Talking about their experiences (including achievements and frustrations) and showing their 
routines and interests also serves as a way to attribute “authenticity” to their content (Duffy 
2017). They do not try to depict their lives as unreachable or available only for those from 
wealthy backgrounds. Instead, they describe their trajectories, migrating first as Au Pairs, 
and expose situations in which they feel overwhelmed. This depiction of their lifestyle in 
Germany associated with the presentation of their knowledge about requirements to 
migrate and the educational system serve to build their presence as authentic and 
trustworthy sources of information about education and migration to Germany, thereby 
attributing value to the consultancy services they offer and engaging followers to interact 
with them. 

8.7.3. Content Creators as Latent ties: What is Their Role Online?  

Apart from giving information on educational opportunities in Germany, Antônia, Joana and 
Mariele’s activity online serves as an inspiration to the many aspiring migrants who follow 
them. Their respective number of followers is similar to or even exceeds the number of 
participants in some Facebook groups of Brazilians in Germany. To Mariele, the demand is 
so high that she prefers not to interact that often with followers: “I'm not really active in the 
[Facebook] groups, helping people and so on. Otherwise, I don't do anything else in life 
(laughs)”. Differently, Joana offers detailed replies to questions posed by newcomer or 
aspiring migrants on Facebook groups. She says that this behaviour of hers caught attention 
and, with an increasing amount of questions and realising these were mostly repeated, she 
started recording videos with her answers: “I always explained the same things. So, my idea 
is, when someone asks me something, I simply send the video”. They became content 
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creators after observing that there is a demand for information about educational 
opportunities. 

The three seem to have a primarily female audience, hence they sometimes refer to their 
followers as “elas” (the Portuguese word for "they" in the feminine form) or use a generic 
“folks” or “people”, but never “eles” ("they" in the masculine form). They also seem to have 
an audience in mind that belongs to a similar socioeconomic class as themselves and is 
interested in Au Pairing in Germany as a way to migrate and look for further opportunities 
once they are in the country. What they suggest as further opportunities is based on their 
experiences, namely enrolling in a degree or language course. Antônia describes that her 
followers come to her social media profiles because they “want to see [her] life in Germany” 
and that these followers are usually “interested in coming [to Germany] to do Au Pair and 
want to know what there is to do after it”. Mariele is interested in producing content for an 
audience aligned with her values. Hence, she posts about racism and anti-racism and became 
rather inactive on Facebook groups of Brazilians in Germany, where she claims a lot of 
discriminatory discourses were reproduced: “it was very heavy for me psychologically”, she 
says. She limits her participation in these groups to announcing new posts she published on 
her Instagram account or blog and does not answer questions. This attitude is, first of all, a 
way to protect herself from the hateful and degrading content she identified in these groups. 
That decision might make her social media reach smaller; however, she seems more 
interested in attracting a specific audience than in making her activity online a main source 
of income. This way, her content creation stays authentic to her values and beliefs (Duffy, 
2017). 

Catering for an audience similar to themselves, the three content creators here have 
identified a niche demand for migration: people, most probably young women, for whom 
migrating first as Au Pair and then accessing education in Germany seems to work well as a 
strategy. The three depict themselves as successful examples for that and, given their 
number of followers and the intensity of interaction with them, seem successful in 
convincing others that the pathway they describe is a feasible one for those in similar 
socioeconomic conditions as they had in Brazil. This way, they both serve as an inspiration to 
young women who come from similar backgrounds and they show possibilities to access 
education by migrating. 

Latent ties (Haythornthwaite 2002) can be activated when an aspiring migrant posts a 
question on a Facebook group and receives replies from other participants, in a many-to-
many communication flow. Since the three content creators presented here have a high 
number of followers and interactions, they concentrate a flow of latent ties on them, thus 
serving as nodes of such mediatised networks. That happens because their content depicts 
feasible migration options: they present an “authentic” (Duffy 2017) version of their 
pathways and current situation by talking about their background prior to migration, their 
lifestyle, feelings, and experiences after migration. The fact that migrants seem to trust 
information about educational experiences shared online (anonymised reference; Jayadeva, 
2020) probably also contributes to this centralisation of latent ties. 
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8.7.4. Enjoyment, Usefulness, and Aspirational Labour: Why Do They Do What They 

Do?  

Three aspects motivate Antônia, Joana, and Mariele in their online activity: an enjoyment of 
using social media, the sense of fulfilment when they learn that their content was useful for 
someone aspiring to migrate, and having some expectation that what they do will pay off 
some day.  

All three were already frequent users of social media before starting to publish content about 
migration. This enjoyment prevails, and is even more important than their interest in 
generating an income as content creators. As Antônia puts it: “I don't live off my Instagram, 
but I don't live without it”. Similarly, Joana says that she uses social media “all the time”. They 
regularly use social media to post about their experiences and, since migration and accessing 
education in Germany is part of that, they regularly share these insights into their lives. They 
also enjoy interacting with their followers, which contributes to building their image as 
people who are willing to share information and opinions about migrating. 

Their followers sometimes send feedback about how their information and support were 
useful in their migratory journeys, as Antônia tells: 

They [“elas”, the women who follow Antônia online] would check my Instagram and 
send me: "thank you so much for your help! Your videos are amazing! You helped me 
a lot to do my international exchange10! I'm already here in Germany!” And then I was 
very happy! (Antônia)  

This positive feedback also motivates Mariele, whose main goal is to “make information 
available for people who want to study and do research in Germany”. In their migration, the 
three themselves have also relied on information shared by other migrants on social media. 
Based on the feedback they receive and on their own experience, they know that aspiring 
migrants in situations similar to their own in the past seek information from latent ties. As 
Mariele says: “Facebook … had a very big impact on decision and plans ... when I sought 
access to information, for study, for work, for everything”. Joana had a similar experience: 
“The [Facebook] groups helped me ... helped me very, very much”. The three have first-hand 
experience on the usefulness of social media for aspiring migrants and, based on that 
knowledge, they tailor their content to those with similar socioeconomic conditions and 
aspirations as themselves. When these followers send positive feedback, Antônia, Joana and 
Mariele report a sense of fulfilment for providing useful information and support to others. 
That, combined with a feeling of reciprocity, of giving back what once helped themselves, is 
another motivation for them. 

They also have professional or income expectations regarding their social media activity. 
Antônia and Mariele have experience in (social) media-related subjects and use their 
accounts in a career-oriented way. They are not able to generate a stable income from their 
content creation as yet, but for Antônia that is a goal: “I don’t take it off my list of things that 
I want to live on in the future”. For Mariele, creating content serves as a way to showcase her 

                                                
10 These content creators and their followers commonly refer to Au Pairing as “international 
exchange”. 
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abilities in social media management and communication: “I use it [Instagram] more … to 
strengthen my image, because I want to work in this area”. Joana, on the other hand, has not 
studied nor has prior work-experience in media-related subjects. She is also not interested in 
having her main income anchored on her online activity. Nevertheless, she also uses social 
media to showcase her knowledge about migration and education in Germany and to 
indicate that she offers consultancy services and her eBook, similar to Antônia and Mariele. 
These activities are not a relevant source of income for them; however, it reveals that they 
have some interest in monetising their social media activity. They are not interested in 
becoming internet celebrities (Abidin 2018) but they either have some income expectation 
from the consultancy services and eBooks they offer or, as in the case of Antônia and Mariele, 
they build a portfolio of their media skills that may help them to land a job in the fields they 
graduated from. Therefore, a third motivation for their online activity is based on 
“aspirational labour” (Duffy 2017). 

8.8. Conclusion 

The content produced by Antônia, Joana, and Mariele combines posts about educational 
opportunities in Germany with a diverse range of topics related to migration and lifestyle 
abroad. These content creators assume that their audience are in similar situations as they 
once were: young women aspiring to migrate or newly arrived, from lower socioeconomic 
classes, without network connections that could contribute to affording expenses and 
fulfilling requirements to obtain a university student visa in Germany. With this audience in 
mind, they provide information on legal procedures of migration and accessing education as 
well as strategies for maintaining oneself financially abroad. These strategies include options 
such as migrating first as Au Pairs, working part-time while studying, or enrolling in paid VET 
programs. These content creators also offer motivational messages to their followers, 
highlighting the challenges of migrant life and providing quotes on how to overcome such 
challenges. Education and learning are portrayed both as means to attain a secure status as 
a migrant and to live an exciting international experience. Through insights into their lifestyle 
and into problems they experience in Germany, these content creators create a sense of 
“authenticity” (Hund 2023), as they show that they are neither internet celebrities nor 
wealthy migrants, but young women who migrated as Au Pairs and later on achieved a 
certain upward mobility and a stable migratory status. 
Research on transnational education has predominantly focused on the international 
mobility of university students, often within the context of upper-middle class migration 
(Beech, 2015; Brooks & Waters, 2010; Waters, 2015). Although university education is also a 
topic covered by Antônia, Joana, and Mariele, they highlight alternative educational 
pathways to their followers. As they collected information on social media when planning 
their own migration, they know that circulating information about such alternative pathways 
is helpful for aspiring migrants. Hence, they share details about educational opportunities 
and migratory requirements in Germany and motivate aspiring or newcomer migrants by 
showcasing their own pathway and their knowledge. Doing so, they attracted so many 
followers that they can be seen as nodes of networks based on latent ties (Haythornthwaite 
2002), particularly for migrants without other connections. Hence, these content creators 
serve as surrogates when other kinds of networks or resources are unavailable. Furthermore, 
their high number of followers indicates the existence of a demand for educational 
opportunities abroad also beyond university levels (anonymised references). 
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These content creators are motivated to function as nodes of latent tie networks in a 
threefold way: they enjoy using social media, have a satisfactory feeling of providing useful 
information for others, and hope that this activity online may pay off in the future. The latter 
point implies that “aspirational labour” (Duffy 2017) is also a phenomenon in the field of 
migration and education. Antônia, Joana, and Mariele use online presences as a means to 
showcase their skills and occasionally generate some income. However, unlike content 
creators who strive for celebrity status or seek to make online presence their primary source 
of income, they focus on sharing information deemed valuable for their audience. Still, they 
follow similar logics of content creators who advertise branded products or services: they 
build a sense of authenticity by presenting their struggles and daily lives (Duffy, 2017; Hund, 
2023). Hence, they perform "aspirational labour" (Duffy, 2017) associated to educational 
opportunities while circulating valuable information for aspiring migrants. 
This study highlights a still rather unexplored role that migrants can play in transnational 
education environments. Serving as nodes for latent tie networks, these migrants provide 
information and inspiration to individuals pursuing migratory and educational aspirations 
under similar conditions. Further research could look into the composition of their audiences 
and the impacts of their activity. 
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9. Overarching Discussion: Uses, Inequalities, and Institutionalisation of Digital Networks in 

Migration Pathways Associated with Educational Opportunities 

In this chapter, I interpret the findings based on three main elements that compose transnational 

social spaces: material artefacts, social practices, and symbols (Pries, 2001). I describe how these 

elements circulate in the digital networks I investigated and discuss how that can contribute to the 

establishment of “transnational educational spaces” (Kesper-Biermann, 2016). First, I also show 

socio-economic inequalities that emerge in these digital networks in relation to material artefacts, 

social practices, and symbols (Sections 9.1. to 9.3). I then highlight other meanings and functions of 

migrants’ use of digital media to collect information about education (Section 9.4). To do so, I draw 

on the role of trust, reciprocity, and solidarity among migrants (Agustín & Jørgensen, 2019; Bilecen, 

2022) and on the concept of trustworthiness (Luhmann, 1968). I contend that using transnational 

digital networks to collect information about educational opportunities and, eventually, to seek social 

and emotional support among latent ties (Haythornthwaite, 2002) becomes an informally 

institutionalised social practice (cf. Faist & Özveren, 2017) among some migrants and aspiring 

migrants. This way, migrant networks of latent ties can contribute to migrants’ access to education 

abroad and to the establishment of transnational educational spaces. Despite their potential to 

expand migrants' social resources (cf. Jayadeva, 2020), I point out some aspects that suggest that 

latent tie networks, like non-digital networks (cf. Carnicer & Fürstenau, 2021), tend to reproduce 

socio-economic inequalities. 

9.1. Material Artefacts 

Material artefacts are objects and infrastructures that enable the transnational circulation of social 

practices and symbols through migrants' networks (cf. Pries, 2001). In the case of networks composed 

of latent ties, central material artefacts are infrastructures that allow internet connection (e.g. cables, 

energy infrastructures) and digital devices that allow access to social media (e.g. smartphones, 

computers). This is because latent ties must first be activated through interaction to form a 

connection (Haythornthwaite, 2005). In the case I presented here, for that interaction to happen, 

migrants and aspiring migrants need to have access to such material artefacts through which they 

can participate in digital transnational networks. 

These material artefacts (internet connection and devices to access social media) are widely available 

in Brazil. However, socio-economic inequalities also shape the access to them. In 2022, 

approximately 74% of the Brazilian population had a Facebook account  (Statista, 2022a), and 84% 

used social media daily (Statista, 2024). However, given the immense inequality in the country, it is 

likely that there are unequal access conditions to material artefacts among the thousands of 

participants in the Facebook groups I analysed. For example, one person can access those Facebook 

groups using her computer in a gated community. In contrast, another will access them in a Favela 

using limited mobile data from her smartphone. 

Despite these differences, access to some material artefacts that allow participation in latent ties is 

available to migrants and aspiring migrants both from lower and middle or upper-class backgrounds. 

However, the usefulness of that access is different between classes. For some, it may be the only way 

to access first-hand information and personal experiences of those who have already migrated. This 

was the case for Antônia, Joana, and Mariele, the three content creators described in Paper 4. Latent 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Ab6Gfk
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?KUXY2O
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?2a0Nvd
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=Te1u9g
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=OGPhaf
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=OKMDEw
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ties were central to their migration and, having identified a similar demand from other aspiring 

migrants, they began to use social media to share information about educational opportunities and 

strategies for migration and access to education in Germany. In these cases, transnational latent ties 

are useful, or even central, in expanding the social resources of aspiring migrants, thus enabling them 

to access information. For aspiring migrants from wealthier backgrounds, their social capital 

associated with economic resources and institutional support puts the relevance of latent ties in the 

background. Access to internet connections and devices for establishing latent ties may be an asset 

for these strata. However, it is unlikely to be as important to their migration path as it was for Antônia, 

Joana, and Mariele. This was also the case for Marcus, the upper-middle-class content creator, for 

whom social media was eventually useful but not a central resource in his migration pathway (see 

section 4.5.3.1). In other words, access to material artefacts can facilitate migration and access to 

education across classes. However, this is probably more relevant for those without prior social 

resources, institutional support or financial means. 

Material artefacts are only one component of transnational social spaces. What gives meaning to 

these material artefacts are the social practices circulating through them (Pries, 2001). In the next 

section, I describe the social practices that circulate through the networks of latent ties I investigated 

and how they reveal some economic and gender inequalities within these networks. 

9.2. Social Practices 

Social practices in transnational networks are routine actions and activities shaped by relations, 

interpersonal communication, shared perceptions and strategies, unspoken norms, beliefs and 

values (cf. Faist & Özveren, 2017; Kesper-Biermann, 2016; Pries, 2001). Grouping some of these 

aspects together, I look at inequalities revealed through social practices circulating among latent ties 

in terms of interactions and relations (section 9.2.1.) and strategies and perceptions (section 9.2.2.). 

9.2.1. Interactions and Relations 

On the social media platforms I researched, interactions occur in written form through public posts 

on Facebook groups or direct messages sent to content creators. The content of these interactions 

demonstrates mostly friendly and supporting interactions (see Paper 3). This can be interpreted as a 

tendency of latent ties to bond (cf. Bourdieu, 1986; Lášticová, 2014; Putnam, 1995) migrants and 

aspiring migrants with similar socio-economic backgrounds. This pattern becomes apparent when 

comparing the Facebook groups of Brazilian IT professionals with those of Brazilian nurses in 

Germany and the interactions with content creators. I contrast these cases in the next paragraphs. 

In the IT professionals’ group, participants tend to treat each other in a friendly manner. It is common 

that they write “bro” to each other and support the plans of both those concerned about migrating 

with children and of those uncertain about finding a job without a degree or language knowledge. 

Financial resources and income do not seem to be a frequent problem for participants in this group, 

as they exchange information about high salary expectations and what they can afford with it. The 

group is used rather to collect perceptions and advice and eventually announce job opportunities, 

than to collect concrete information about migratory procedures or access to education. Group 

participants are, apparently, mostly male, and the interactions reveal some similar expectations (e.g. 
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maintaining socio-economic status, having their children access university education in Germany) as 

well as a supportive attitude toward each other. 

The nurses' group appears to be predominantly female and also predominantly supportive of each 

other. This is particularly evident when participants express concerns about income expectations and 

frustrations about the “difficulties of migrating with children” or about not having their formal 

education and experience recognised in Germany. To address these concerns and frustrations, other 

participants respond with supportive messages and positive examples from their own experiences, 

pointing out to aspiring migrants that salaries and educational opportunities for children in Germany 

are better than what they know from Brazil. 

The content creators Antônia, Mariele, and Joana are aware of the existence of a demand for 

information about migrating to Germany and accessing education there. They know this not only 

based on their social media metrics but also because of interactions with their audience and because 

they once also used information collected from social media to plan their migration. For their 

audience, composed especially of young women from lower socio-economic backgrounds, the 

content creators may serve as an important source of information both about migration and 

education. The three content creators feel that they are fulfilling an important role, as they see 

themselves as sources of information for this audience. Marcus also has the impression that the 

information he shares is relevant and useful for his audience with a similar background as himself. 

However, the audience he has in mind is composed of people who can afford the costs involved in 

migrating after completing high school in Brazil and directly accessing university education in 

Germany. These four content creators function as nodes of networks of latent ties, serving as sources 

of information for audiences with similar backgrounds as theirs. 

A comparison between the Facebook groups of IT professionals and nurses, as well as between 

content creators, suggests that both networks of latent ties (Facebook groups) and nodes of such 

networks (content creators) tend to attract people with similar socio-economic backgrounds. Gender 

also tends to play a role in aspiring migrants’ decisions to seek information through these networks. 

Aspiring migrants use digital networks to collect information that corresponds to their existing socio-

economic position: they interact with latent ties who can offer useful information to fulfil their plans 

and, eventually, they also find support among those who come from a similar situation and have 

similar aspirations and options to access education abroad. In this sense, this further supports that 

networks of latent ties can function by bonding people with similar backgrounds and aspirations 

rather than bridging them with migrants or aspiring migrants who could function as sources of social 

capital – instead of social resources (cf. Anthias, 2007; Bourdieu, 1986). On the other hand, latent ties 

can be seen as social resources that bridge those who have information (Facebook group participants 

and content creators) with aspiring migrants seeking information that otherwise would be harder to 

find. 

Although these networks contribute to circulating tailored information for specific audiences 

because of their mostly bonding character, they may reproduce socio-economic inequalities, 

similarly to networks composed of stronger ties (cf. Beech, 2015; Brooks & Waters, 2011). People 

from lower socio-economic backgrounds might be able to accomplish their migratory and 

educational projects using information collected in digital networks and thus experience upward 

mobility in relation to their situation pre-migration. At the same time, people from wealthier 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?cYOmOM
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backgrounds have more chances to mobilise their pre-existing resources to migrate and access 

education abroad. IT professionals seem to maintain their higher salaries. However, they might have 

more resources to afford expensive consumer goods and services after migration, and they envision 

their children accumulating cultural capital by studying at a German university. Similarly, Marcus, 

who wants to return to Brazil in the future, can increase his already existing cultural capital and social 

connections by accessing a university education abroad. In Brazil, these resources will serve him as a 

distinctive social aspect. In this sense, those migrants with pre-existing resources are more likely to 

be able to reproduce or even increase their resources by migrating and accessing education abroad. 

Their upward mobility from an already privileged position maintains the gap between them and 

migrants from lower socio-economic backgrounds. 

9.2.2. Strategies and Perceptions 

The advice, experiences, and detailed information about migration procedures and opportunities 

found in the digital networks I investigated can contribute to migratory strategies associated with 

education. However, this advice and the experiences shared online also reflect perceptions rooted in 

the context and interpretations of those providing that information. Comparing the strategies and 

perceptions shared among Brazilian nurses and IT professionals, along with those shared by content 

creators, helps to further understand some class and gender inequalities that can shape the 

transnational circulation of social practices in the digital spaces I investigated. 

In the group of IT professionals, education in the field is perceived as “good to have, but not 

unconditionally necessary”. Still, in those Facebook groups, migrating to Germany and pursuing VET 

in IT is supported as a good strategy for those not yet in the labour market or those considering a 

career change motivated by the prospect of better salaries. Conversely, for those already established 

in the labour market, demonstrating work experience is perceived as a more effective strategy for 

employment in Germany than acquiring educational certificates. In the groups, professionals with 

work experience in IT are often advised to start applying for jobs while still in Brazil or to migrate to 

Germany and then seek employment there – both ways may function to get a job. Among these 

professionals, obtaining a German degree is also not perceived as crucial for maintaining or 

enhancing their standard of living and consumption habits. However, acquiring a German university 

degree is eventually regarded as a strategy for their children to gain or increase cultural capital, given 

a perception shared in the IT Facebook group that German universities are “internationally 

prestigious”. 

In the nurses' group, pursuing education in Germany is often perceived as a viable migration strategy. 

Some group participants express frustration due to their Brazilian BA degrees and work experience 

not being recognised in the German labour market. This is also perceived as an obstacle, given that 

graduates are required to undergo training in Germany again. However, that does not deter migrants 

from encouraging others to pursue their migration plans. The main factors fuelling this 

encouragement include the perception of more and better job opportunities after completing VET in 

Germany, higher salaries, improved quality of life, and better educational opportunities for their 

children, including access to higher education. In this group, accessing education in Germany is 

perceived as a strategy for upward mobility for themselves and their families. Moreover, migration is 

also perceived as a strategy to secure quality education for their children. Their concerns primarily 

focus on understanding the workings of the German school system and the attitudes of teachers 
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rather than on gaining access to “prestigious institutions” that would confer their children with 

distinctive degrees. Therefore, while the acquisition of cultural capital among nurses is also linked to 

a perception of upward mobility, it is not perceived as a marker of social distinction, unlike for some 

IT professionals. 

Among the four content creators, Marcus advocates strategies such as "start learning German during 

high school" and "begin your financial planning with your parents early". Conversely, Antônia, 

Mariele, and Joana offer different strategies, focusing on educational opportunities, including 

applying for scholarships, enrolling in paid VET programs, or finding work-study options. All four 

content creators tailor their advice to audiences with similar socio-economic backgrounds, who are, 

therefore, more likely to be interested in pursuing similar strategies for migration and education in 

Germany. In their case, socio-economic class shapes their perceptions about migration and education 

as well as the strategies they are acquainted with. However, in this case, gender differences or 

inequalities are not as pervasive as class aspects. Although Antônia, Mariele, and Joana primarily 

engage a female audience and mention Au Pairing as a viable migratory strategy for women, their 

content is mostly about how to migrate to Germany and pursue education without financial support. 

Similarly, Marcus's content is not specifically targeted at men but at young Brazilians from families 

with enough economic resources to be able to support their children’s studies at German universities 

without a scholarship. 

Among nurses, IT professionals, and content creators, socio-economic class is the most evident 

aspect in strategies and perceptions circulating in the migrant networks of latent ties I researched. 

Migration is perceived as opening possibilities to access education across socio-economic levels. For 

those from lower socio-economic backgrounds, it is additionally perceived as a strategy for upward 

mobility or achieving financial stability. This group also perceives migration as a way to improve their 

children's chances of accessing “quality education” and higher educational levels. Conversely, those 

with more economic resources are more likely to perceive migration primarily as a strategy to 

maintain their middle-class standards while also enhancing their children’s cultural capital through 

obtaining university degrees in the Global North. 

Gender differences and inequalities are also present in information exchanges about education on 

the digital networks I investigated. Looking at the case of the highly gendered professional fields of 

IT and care work, the majority of education-related posts I collected also point out a gendered division 

of opportunities and interests. Of course, some women also wrote posts conveying an interest in 

working in IT in Germany and maintaining their socioeconomic position and some men were also 

frustrated that their Brazilian BA in nursing care is not recognised as a university degree in Germany. 

Still, these cases were exceptional, which points out that gender differences and inequalities are 

present and deserve further investigation. 

Summing up this section, the circulation of interactions, relations, strategies, and perceptions within 

these transnational networks of latent ties can reinforce social practices that tend to bond individuals 

from similar socio-economic backgrounds rather than bridging individuals with different resources. 

Consequently, these digital networks have limited capacity to alter pre-existing socio-economic 

conditions. Overall, transnational social practices of asking and providing information, supporting 

migratory plans from others, and creating content about educational opportunities in Germany 

demonstrate both the aspirations and limitations experienced by migrants, underscoring the 
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influence of socio-economic factors and gender in shaping migration experiences and opportunities 

for upward mobility. 

9.3. Symbols 

Symbols are signs similarly interpreted by people within a specific context. Symbols imbue social 

practices with meaning (Adick, 2018; Pries, 2001) and represent values and aspirations (Faist & 

Özveren, 2017). The symbols circulating in the digital networks I investigated represent both the 

attribution of cultural capital to education as well as expectations for upward mobility. 

The symbolic cultural value of a university degree is reinforced in information exchanges in the digital 

networks I investigated. This is particularly evident in the frustrations expressed by some nurses over 

the non-recognition of their Brazilian BA degrees in Germany. According to German regulations, 

these degrees must either be acknowledged as equivalent to VET or require experienced nurses to 

undergo VET. While enabling them to fulfil their migration aspirations, this process also forces them 

to contend with a perceived devaluation of their academic qualifications. Similarly, in the IT 

professionals’ Facebook group, the wish among some to have their children attend "prestigious" and 

"internationally recognised" German universities further underscores university education as a 

symbol of cultural distinction, particularly when the degree is pursued abroad. In summary, these 

exchanges within digital networks can reinforce the perception of university education as a sign of 

distinction. 

The symbol of German school education, particularly the Gymnasium, as a source of cultural capital 

also circulates within these digital networks. This is seen when some migrants warn aspiring migrants 

about the "tendency of teachers not recommending migrant children for the Gymnasium" (Dedecek 

Gertz, 2023, p. 7). Despite such warnings, the overall information shared reinforces the German 

school system as a symbol of "quality education" compared to the Brazilian system. This perception 

is particularly significant for parents, especially mothers in the nurses' group, who see German 

schools as offering their children better opportunities for upward mobility (Dedecek Gertz, 2023). 

Thus, the notion of “Germany’s schools” as “quality education" becomes a symbol linked with more 

opportunities for learning, developing skills, and eventually achieving upward mobility. 

Content creators further contribute to the consolidation of education-related symbols. By circulating 

pictures of the material goods, elegant meals at restaurants, and holiday trips to the Mediterranean, 

for instance, they help solidify a symbol of upward mobility associated with migrating and accessing 

education abroad. Nevertheless, these symbols can also reveal some aspects of class distinction. 

In Marcus’ case, these symbols circulating as images, particularly on Instagram, serve as distinction 

markers achieved after migrating and accessing a German university. He showcases his distinction 

through photos of his university's wide, green campus featuring modern buildings, a large auditorium 

with wooden panelling and a chandelier, and the library's broad windows overlooking the city. How 

he showcases his daily life also symbolises distinction: driving to university, purchasing expensive 

electronics, spending the whole day on campus and studying at the library with friends, as well as 

participating in business events. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=TRAXrg
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=RDMOlp
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=RDMOlp
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Catering to their audience, Antônia, Joana, and Mariele also display their lifestyle changes post-

migration as symbols of upward mobility. They circulate images of clothing purchases from global 

retailers, best-seller books in German, and their spending on groceries, restaurants, and leisure 

activities. Their posts also show their daily routines, such as studying at home for VET assignments 

and learning while commuting to offices or classes by bus and train. Through pictures of restaurant 

meals, beaches, landscapes, and historical sites from Europe to Asia, they also highlight the travel 

opportunities they can afford, showcasing these experiences as symbols of their attained upward 

mobility through studying and working in Germany. 

In summary, within the transnational digital networks I investigated, symbols associated with 

migration and access to education abroad emphasise material successes post-migration and 

reinforce “German education” as a symbol of cultural capital or resource. Particularly among content 

creators, the circulation of different symbols reveals how education abroad can be perceived as a 

pathway to upward mobility for some and as a source of distinction for others. 
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9.4. Digital Networks and Transnational Educational Spaces 

Educational spaces can be transnationalised through the circulation of education-related social 

practices and symbols through networks that expand beyond the borders of nation-states (cf. 

Kesper-Biermann, 2016). Migrants contribute to establishing and maintaining transnational 

educational spaces by circulating social practices and symbols related to education among their 

networks. As I have shown here, those elements also circulate through digital networks. Hence, these 

networks, in general, and the latent ties that compose them in particular, can contribute to migrants' 

active participation in the transnationalisation of educational spaces. 

In the previous sections, I analysed class and gender inequalities in the digital networks I investigated. 

In this final section, I focus on trust, trustworthiness, and reciprocity as central characteristics to 

understand how these networks function. I discuss how these characteristics help to consolidate the 

use of latent ties to collect information about education as an institutionalised social practice (cf. Faist 

& Özveren, 2017) among migrants and aspiring migrants. Moreover, based on the inequalities 

discussed in the previous chapter and underscoring the complex impacts of these networks, I argue 

that networks of latent ties might not be sufficient to help migrants’ upward mobility in a manner 

that reduces socio-economic inequality. This is visible when comparing people who already have 

access to various resources and those who do not. However, latent ties can still be helpful for 

migrating and accessing education abroad. That, in turn, can lead to upward mobility for those from 

underprivileged positions who, through migrating and accessing education abroad, experienced a 

socio-economic ascension compared to their previous situation. 

9.4.1. Institutionalising Information Collecting through Networks of Latent Ties: The Role of 

Trustworthiness and Trust 

Within transnational networks, the repetition of social practices over time turns these practices into 

informally institutionalised processes (cf. Faist & Özveren, 2017). An example of this is seen in the 

frequent communication among young women about the strategy of migrating to Germany via Au 

Pair programs, followed by pursuing VET in care work – a strategy that became institutionalised 

within a transnational network of young Brazilian women in Germany (cf. Fürstenau, 2019). Using 

transnational digital networks to collect information is a strategy that has been employed by many 

Brazilian migrants and aspiring migrants for over a decade (cf. Dedecek Gertz, 2023; Oosterbaan, 

2010; Schrooten, 2012). Hence, this practice is consistently repeated over time by many Brazilian 

migrants and aspiring migrants, a characteristic of an informally institutionalised process (cf. Faist & 

Özveren, 2017). My research supports the idea that using transnational digital networks to collect 

information and perceptions about education abroad has become an informally institutionalised 

social practice among Brazilian migrants and aspiring migrants. Such “institutionalisation” is only 

possible due to the trust and reciprocity among network participants, reinforcing the trustworthiness 

of the information and perceptions about education circulating in these digital networks. 

Trust, defined as "confidence in one's expectations" (Luhmann, 1968, p. 1), is an important factor in 

establishing latent ties (cf. Graf, 2018; Jayadeva, 2020; Wall et al., 2017). If migrants and aspiring 

migrants did not expect the information and experiences shared by others in Facebook groups to be 

relevant and accurate, the relevance and usefulness of these ties, and by extension, of the digital 

networks I investigated, would be limited – if not altogether irrelevant. In this sense, trust is not 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=mU1NrT
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=o7Hqqq
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=2q8MPu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=kzpmsU
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necessarily associated only with strong ties with family and close friends or with an expectation of 

transforming weaker ties with acquaintances into stronger ones (cf. Bourdieu, 1986; Granovetter, 

1983; Ryan, 2022). Rather, trust concerns the trustworthiness of the context and the information 

being communicated. 

Trustworthiness is a perception that serves as a prerequisite of trust. This perception is only partly 

articulated through words; more often, it is established through one’s evaluation of the context 

(attitudes, behaviours, and appearances) and of what is conveyed through the content (the 

information and perceptions being exchanged) (cf. Luhmann, 1968). Accordingly, migrant's 

participation in digital networks (the context), along with the content exchanged in those digital 

networks, shapes the trustworthiness of these spaces. A sense of generalised reciprocity and 

solidarity (cf. Agustín & Jørgensen, 2019; Bilecen, 2022) also contributes to that perception of 

trustworthiness. In the next subsections, I look closer at contextual and content elements of 

trustworthiness. 

9.4.1.1. Contextual Elements of Trustworthiness in Information about Education Circulating in 

Digital Networks 

The trustworthiness ascribed to the context of digital networks I investigated can be linked to four 

aspects: social practices regarding social media, common characteristics or goals, administrators’ 

moderation, and visibility and accountability. 

In Brazil, social media are frequently and widely used across regions and classes (IBGE, 2022; cf. 

Spyer, 2018; see also the Introduction and section 3.2). Using these platforms is also commonly 

accepted in various circumstances: for work, leisure, and private communication. Among migrants 

and aspiring migrants, it is also common to collect information about opportunities abroad. Also, 

using social media to collect information can be considered an informally institutionalised social 

practice among Brazilian migrants and aspiring migrants (cf. Faist & Özveren, 2017; Oosterbaan, 

2013; Schrooten, 2012). The ubiquity of social media use in Brazil and its frequent and sustained use 

among migrants and aspiring migrants from that country contributes to the attribution of 

trustworthiness to the education-related information circulating within these digital networks. 

Likewise, the common characteristics or goals of participants of Facebook groups contribute to that 

attribution of trustworthiness. Migrants and aspiring migrants join Facebook groups of “Brazilians in 

Hamburg” (a similar location) or “Nurses in Germany” (a similar profession) with expectations of 

finding people with similar situations as themselves who can also have similar questions or answers 

to those questions. Similarly, aspiring migrants are likely to follow migrants and content creators 

because of a similarity in socio-economic background and the expectation that these content 

creators can provide realistic educational opportunities that consider their material possibilities and 

aspirations. 

The role of administrators in moderating migrant Facebook groups can also contribute to the 

attribution of trustworthiness to these groups. These unpaid group participants ensure adherence to 

the group’s norms, erasing posts that do not comply with these norms and eventually moderating 

discussions. Furthermore, the administrators of some private Facebook groups request that those 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=eVlXS5
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=PsCfi5
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interested in joining them fill out a questionnaire to participate. That can also be an important 

component in the perception that someone is taking care of the information circulating in the group. 

In those Facebook groups, the public visibility of those replying to aspiring migrants’ questions raises 

their accountability for the replies. That can also enhance the perception of trustworthiness. These 

public replies to questions from aspiring migrants are liable to scrutiny by other group members, 

which can encourage behaviours that align with the group's norms and, most importantly, make 

replies as accurate as possible – or expose them to contradiction and critique from others. In contrast 

to the perception of digital networks as a breeding ground for misinformation, posts’ visibility can 

contribute to dissuading that because other participants often correct others’ posts. That has 

happened in the case of a nurse who claimed that there is a BA degree in the area in Germany, going 

against the knowledge and experience of other group participants, which motivated the person to 

“show proof” for their claim (Dedecek Gertz, 2023b, p. 9). Positive reactions and “likes” in a public 

reply to an aspiring migrants’ question also give more visibility to such replies supported by other 

group members. 

In summary, in Brazil, the widespread use of social media across various contexts and activities can 

drive migrants and aspiring migrants to turn to these digital spaces to gather information about 

educational opportunities abroad. In addition, contextual elements of trustworthiness also include a 

sense of generalised reciprocity or, eventually, solidarity among migrants and aspiring migrants 

(Agustín & Jørgensen, 2019; Bilecen, 2022). For some of them, information collected from social 

media might have been important in their migratory pathway (cf. Dedecek Gertz et al, forthcoming). 

Because of that, these migrants can be motivated to “give back” what was once useful for 

themselves, as in the case of the content creators I interviewed. Migrants try to provide accurate 

information and advice to aspiring migrants with similar characteristics or goals. In the case of 

Facebook groups, such information and advice are also scrutinised by administrators and other group 

participants. 

9.4.1.2. Content Elements of Trustworthiness in Information about Education in Digital 

Transnational Networks 

The trustworthiness of the content found in those digital transnational networks derives from the 

level of detail in some answers, the sharing of supportive messages, and the symbols circulated in 

those digital networks, particularly by content creators. 

In Facebook groups, some participants pose simple questions, such as “What is VET?”, as well as more 

specific or demanding ones, such as “How do I find a VET placement in IT in Berlin?”. Some answers 

to these kinds of questions are detailed: they explain the importance of VET in the German labour 

market, how that system functions in Germany, the requirements to access it, average salaries for 

VET, etc. Some also provide links to official websites where the information can be found. Also, group 

participants usually complement what others have already written by providing their own 

experiences or perspectives on the same issue. Similarly, content creators elaborate on these issues, 

especially in videos they upload to their Instagram or YouTube channels or blog posts. Apart from 

detailed answers, answers on Facebook groups can also be short and supportive. In some cases, 

group participants reply along the lines of “I did it, you can do it too,” followed by a description of 

their own experiences. Such detailed and supportive messages can also contribute to aspiring 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=fUspjW
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=ce3DSX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=ce3DSX
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migrants attributing trustworthiness to information, strategies, and perceptions circulating in those 

spaces. 

Similarly, symbols circulating in these digital networks can contribute to attributing trustworthiness 

to the content being shared together with the symbols. That is the case of symbols of upward 

mobility shared by content creators (e.g. travels, consumer goods and services they can afford in 

Germany). These symbols convey success in migrating, accomplishing a degree abroad, and 

achieving upward mobility or distinction. These content creators also share information about their 

migratory experiences, their daily lives in Germany, and their backgrounds in Brazil, aiming at 

creating a sense of authenticity to their online presence, that is, trying to publish posts that appear 

genuine of their regular lives and that are relatable to their followers (cf. Duffy, 2017). By circulating 

these symbols targeting audiences with similar socio-economic backgrounds as themselves, these 

migrants and content creators depict themselves as examples of success, conveying a similar 

supportive message to that of migrants who post replies such as “I did it, you can do it too” on 

Facebook groups. This supportive or motivational position, conveyed through symbols and 

associated with striving for authenticity, may also enhance the trustworthiness of the content 

created by these creators. 

In summary, a perception of trustworthiness about the content circulating in transnational digital 

networks can contribute to the trust in the usefulness of the education-related information 

circulating in those networks. Such perception of trustworthiness can be partially explained as a 

consequence of a sense of generalised reciprocity or solidarity among migrants and aspiring migrants 

(Agustín & Jørgensen, 2019; Bilecen, 2022). It might be far-fetched to claim that group participants 

“trust” each other to provide accurate information about education in Germany. Still, the 

trustworthiness attributed to the context and content of these interactions can shape decisions to 

resort to these networks to collect information. This perception of trustworthiness and trust in that 

information contributes to maintaining these transnational digital networks over time. 

9.4.2. Latent Ties: Bridging and Bonding Social Resources to Access Education Abroad 

Networks of latent ties can have characteristics of both strong and weak ties. These relate to the 

bonding characteristic of strong ties and the bridging characteristic of weak ties (cf. Bourdieu, 1986; 

Putnam, 1995). Bonding social resources relates to the strength and intimacy of connections among 

strong ties, such as family or close friends. Strong social connections are more likely to provide 

emotional support. However, strong ties offer limited access to people who can provide other 

resources that are unavailable within someone’s close network. Bridging social capital instead may 

offer that kind of access. Instead, weak ties typically offer less or no emotional, social or financial 

support, such as work colleagues or participants of other kinds of groups outside one’s social milieu. 

Yet, they may be more useful in facilitating access to other resources, indications or information, such 

as an investment to start a business, a job promotion or concrete information that would otherwise 

be unavailable or difficult to find. Following these characteristics, latent ties are more similar to weak 

ties and, therefore, more likely to offer bridging social resources. That is so particularly because of 

their weak character, with little or no emotional connection. However, the latent ties I found in the 

digital networks I investigated may also be assuming a bonding characteristic – even though the 

emotional support they offer is still weak. Aspects of solidarity or reciprocity present in some 
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information exchanges on Facebook groups, as well as the cases of Antônia, Joana, and Mariele, the 

three content creators from Paper 4, can illustrate that. 

The Facebook groups connect Brazilian migrants and aspiring migrants with similar situations (e.g. 

living in Hamburg) or interests (e.g. pursuing VET in Germany). Other commonalities are a shared 

language and nationality. We cannot be completely sure about the socio-economic background of 

the people participating in the Facebook groups. However, many of those who request information 

about educational opportunities and possibilities share details of their socio-economic situation so 

that those answering them can take that into account. Similarly, those replying to such questions 

give answers based on their own experience, also providing insights into their situation. Some group 

participants also add supportive and motivational messages in their replies. Of course, these 

messages are not comparable to the emotional support provided by strong ties. However, taking 

one’s time to share experiences and information and write supportive messages reveals some level 

of reciprocity and the attribution of trustworthiness to the information being shared (if one does not 

believe the question and the information connected to it to be genuine, they would unlikely take the 

time to reply to it). Those characteristics are rather present in social resources based on an in-group 

bonding characteristic. Still, these social connections established online are weak in intensity, and 

their activation rather bridges those seeking information with unknown people who can provide 

useful advice. 

Antônia, Joana, and Mariele, the content creators from Paper 4, target their content to an audience 

with similar socio-economic backgrounds as themselves. Given their high number of followers and 

interactions, their content resonates with a specific audience. Furthermore, an important motivation 

for them to share information about migration and education is a sense of reciprocity with this 

audience (Dedecek Gertz et al., forthcoming). To some extent, the type of tie they offer has some 

characteristics of bonding (support and reciprocity towards young women from lower socio-

economic backgrounds), and, at the same time, they are closer to weak connections due to some 

bridging characteristics (offering information and personal experiences that might be of difficult 

access elsewhere and low intimacy). 

In summary, latent ties can have some characteristics of both weak and strong ties and can be placed 

within migrants’ continuum of social connections (Ryan, 2022). Latent ties can serve to bridge an 

aspiring migrant who seeks information about education with people outside that migrant’s network 

who have that kind of information and can also share their personal experiences in that realm, a 

characteristic closer to those of weak ties. Eventually, these weaker ties may also offer some kind of 

emotional support in the form of motivation. However, establishing latent ties is unlikely to happen 

among people from different social strata. In the case I investigated here, people who try to activate 

latent ties are more likely to be someone asking about information tailored to their possibilities, and 

those taking their time to reply are more likely to be close enough to the circumstances of the one 

asking and be able to provide an accurate answer. This support is similarly seen in strong ties 

networks in which reciprocity, or solidarity, plays a role and, eventually, contributes to migrants’ 

access to education (cf. Fürstenau, 2019; Carnicer, 2019). In other words, latent ties can increase 

aspiring migrants’ access to social connections outside their existing networks, and what circulates 

among these ties can help them access education abroad (cf. Jayadeva, 2020). Still, people 

participating in these networks of latent ties are likely to have similar socio-economic backgrounds, 
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and people seeking information from migrant content creators would likely resort to those who 

present realistic possibilities considering their socio-economic situation. 

Latent ties offer the advantage of bridging people outside one’s close social networks of family and 

friends. Despite that, on the one hand, these connections seem unlikely to serve as a resource 

bridging people from different social strata. On the other hand, latent ties can bridge people seeking 

information with those who can provide that, thereby expanding migrants’ information sources to 

facilitate their access to educational opportunities abroad. In turn, that access to education can lead 

to migrants’ upward mobility, which has been observed among those from way below the middle 

classes (cf. Carnicer & Fürstenau, 2021). In this sense, latent ties can be useful informational resources 

towards upward mobility. However, the resources they offer cannot compensate for other pre-

existing circumstances, particularly economic ones or access to other formal support. In this sense, 

even if latent ties can facilitate access to education abroad (cf. Jayadeva, 2020, p. 2255), this is limited 

to the material possibilities already available. 
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10. Concluding Remarks 

In this thesis, I analysed the transnational circulation of information, social practices, and symbols 

related to education through digital networks composed of connections that are technically available 

but that must be first activated through interaction (“late ties”, Haythornthwaite, 2002). As a main 

outcome, these networks may facilitate migrants’ access to relevant information and advice, thereby 

enhancing their possibilities of accessing education abroad. However, similarly to their non-digital 

counterparts (cf. Beech, 2015; Brooks & Waters, 2011), these transnational digital networks can be 

seen as bridging and, to some extent, bonding migrants and aspiring migrants from similar 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Aspiring migrants from lower and upper classes connect with migrants 

from similar backgrounds who share information about education that can be useful for upward 

mobility for the former and can be a source of distinction for the latter. 

The outcomes of this thesis raise further research questions involving education, migration, and 

media use. Adapting from the call for investigating “how migration and digital technologies mutually 

shape and co-constitute one another” (Leurs, 2023, p. 165), we can broadly ask, “How migration and 

digital technologies mutually shape and co-constitute transnational educational spaces?”. A critical 

point here also lies in the indirect role of the big tech industry in the transnationalisation of 

educational spaces: If networks of latent ties are important in the pathways of some migrants who 

want to access education abroad and if these networks are primarily made available by big tech 

companies that collect data from their users' for-profit interests, then can these companies also be 

considered as having an impact in the transnationalisation of education? If so, what are their roles, 

and what are the consequences of their actions? 

A long-term and comparative study with other countries of origin and destination can be useful in 

identifying other patterns of media use and their meanings. After stopping the data collection, I 

sometimes accessed the Facebook and Instagram profiles I created for this project. On Facebook, I 

discovered some new location groups that would fit my threshold for “active groups” (thousand 

participants and three posts published in one week), as well as some niche groups such as two 

“Brazilians who work in ice cream parlours in Germany” (one with 13.5 thousand participants, the 

other with 3 thousand) and “Brazilians cooking in Germany” (12.5 thousand participants). 

Interestingly, two Facebook groups of Brazilians who wanted to study at a German university now 

had enough participants to be considered “active groups”, which was not the case three years ago. 

However, they still did not meet my threshold regarding the number of interactions: one of these 

groups had only two interactions in the past 30 days at the time of writing, and the other had none. 

Both the frequency of interactions and the number of group participants contrast with what Jayadeva 

(2020) describes about similar Facebook groups of Indians who want to study in German universities. 

Such a comparative study could be fruitful in many directions, such as in understanding the reasons 

for those contrasting differences, what other networks Brazilians who want to study at German or 

European universities might be using, whether aspiring migrants from India also use these networks 

to collect information about educational opportunities other than universities, and what are 

differences and similarities among these cases. 

Content creators about migration and education seem to be a growing phenomenon. After I stopped 

my data collection, there were some developments in that area. Four of the five content creators I 

interviewed (Antônia, Mariele, Joana, and Marcus) invested in further professionalising their work, 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=eNVfHg
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creating a consistent visual identity for their Instagram posts and offering paid online consultancy 

services. Antônia is now pursuing VET in Germany and is producing content about that experience 

added to the content about language learning, which was her focus during my data collection. 

Mariele returned to Denmark, where she initially wanted to live instead of Germany, and stopped 

updating her social media accounts for a while. At the time of writing, she started producing content 

again, focusing on finding work and professional development in Germany. Joana started recording 

longer videos for YouTube, commenting on her daily life experiences in Germany. Now, her content 

is balanced between educational opportunities, travel experiences, and daily life in Germany. Marcus 

still produces content about university education in Germany. Now, he was joined by four other 

young Brazilian migrants who study at German universities and they have been sharing information, 

experiences, and perceptions about that. They created a logo, and now they also offer online 

consultations, manage a WhatsApp group for those interested in studying at a German university, 

offer to pair aspiring migrants and students with professional German teachers, and have 

partnerships with insurance and a finance company targeted to young migrants in Germany as well 

as with a psychotherapist who sees patients online. 

Other content creators emerged after I stopped looking for new interviewees. These are two young 

Brazilian IT professionals in their 30s living in a German metropole who produce content together. 

Their content is mostly about daily life and comparisons between Brazil and Germany. Yet, some of 

their posts and videos were recently sponsored by a German private higher educational institution. 

The emergence of such sponsorship by educational institutions might indicate a development in this 

field towards marketisation. The presence of private companies that also use migrant Facebook 

groups (particularly that of nurses) to attract aspiring migrants to their migration programmes that 

promise language courses and VET in Germany could also be investigated from that perspective. This 

is another venue to research migrants’ use of digital networks associated with educational 

opportunities. 
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Kurzfassung der Ergebnisse 

In dieser kumulativen Dissertation analysiere ich die Verbindung zwischen den von Migrant:innen 

online genutzten Netzwerken und den Informationen über Bildungschancen, die durch diese 

Netzwerke zirkulieren. Ich betrachte dieses Phänomen aus einer transnationalen Perspektive der 

Migration und greife dabei auf Pierre Bourdieus Konzepte von Kapital sowie auf die Konzepte von 

Vertrauen und Reziprozität zurück. Zu diesem Zweck stehen die Rollen und Bedeutungen der online 

etablierten und über Nationalstaaten hinausgehenden Verbindungen sowie die sozialen Praktiken 

und Symbole, die durch diese Netzwerke zirkulieren, und die materiellen Infrastrukturen, die sie 

unterstützen, im Zentrum der Analyse. Konkret stelle ich die Frage: Wie nutzen Migrant:innen und 

angehende Migrant:innen digitale Netzwerke in ihren transnationalen Bildungsverläufen zwischen 

Brasilien und Deutschland? 

Um diese Frage zu beantworten, habe ich verschiedene Methoden zur Sammlung und Analyse von 

Informationen über Bildung herangezogen, die in sozialen Medien, insbesondere in Facebook-

Gruppen von Migrant:innen, zirkulieren. Dazu gehören quantitative und qualitative Textanalysen von 

Beiträgen, schriftliche Interaktionen in diesen Facebook-Gruppen, nicht-teilnehmende 

Beobachtungen in diesen Gruppen, sowie Interviews mit einigen Teilnehmern derselben. 

Die quantitative Textanalyse zeigt, dass es einen beträchtlichen Bedarf nach Informationen über 

berufliche Bildung und Sprachkurse gibt. Facebook-Gruppen können als Quellen für diese Art von 

Informationen dienen. 

Die qualitative Textanalyse offenbart, dass einige angehende Migrant:innen Facebook-Gruppen nach 

konkreten Informationen suchen, wie sie Zugang zu Bildung im Ausland erhalten können, sowie nach 

persönlichen Erfahrungen und Wahrnehmungen anderer Migrant:innen über Bildung. Diese 

Informationsaustausche offenbaren auch einige Klassen- und Geschlechterungleichheiten, die durch 

diese Netzwerke zirkulieren. Schließlich zeigt sie auch, dass einige Migrant:innen Informationen, die 

sie anderswo erfahren haben, mit den Teilnehmenden der Facebook-Gruppen teilen, was ein 

gewisses Vertrauensniveau in diesen digitalen Verbindungen demonstriert. 

Die nicht-teilnehmenden Beobachtungen und Interviews dienten dazu, die Existenz von 

Migrant:innen zu identifizieren, die auch Content Creators sind: Sie sammeln systematisch 

Informationen über Bildung, nehmen Videos darüber auf, teilen sie in ihren inhaltlich und visuell 

konsistent gepflegten Social-Media-Feeds, und bieten detaillierte Antworten auf Fragen zur Bildung 

in Facebook-Gruppen sowie Beratungsdienste für angehende (im Sinne von aspiring) Migrant:innen 

an. Sie werden durch drei Hauptgründe motiviert: eine Vorliebe für die Nutzung sozialer Medien, ein 

Gefühl der Reziprozität mit anderen Migrant:innen und die Erwartung, dass ihre Aktivitäten als 

Inhaltsersteller lukrativ werden oder als Portfolio bei Vorstellungsgesprächen dienen könnten. 

Betrachtet man diese Ergebnisse insgesamt, werden bestimmte Ungleichheiten deutlich. Diese 

zeigen sich im ungleichen Zugang zu den materiellen Infrastrukturen, die transnationale digitale 

Netzwerke unterstützen; in der Zirkulation verschiedener sozialer Praktiken, wie Beziehungen, 

Strategien und Wahrnehmungen über Bildung; und in der Nutzung von Bildungserfolgen als Symbol 

für sozialen Aufstieg. Angesichts der häufigen Nutzung transnationaler digitaler Netzwerke durch 

brasilianische Migrant:innen und der damit einhergehenden häufigen Zirkulation dieser 

bildungsbezogenen sozialen Praktiken und Symbole durch diese Netzwerke kann die Nutzung dieser 



147 
 

Netzwerke zur Informationsbeschaffung über Bildung als institutionalisierte Praxis betrachtet 

werden. Damit dies geschehen kann, müssen die Teilnehmer dieser Netzwerke ein gewisses Maß an 

Vertrauen zueinander haben. Ich zeige auf, wie kontextuelle Elemente und die Inhalte über Bildung, 

die in diesen Netzwerken zirkulieren, dazu beitragen können, diesen Verbindungen 

Vertrauenswürdigkeit zuzuschreiben. Schließlich argumentiere ich, dass digitale Verbindungen den 

Zugang von Migrant:innen zur Bildung im Ausland erleichtern, und letztlich zu ihrem sozialen Aufstieg 

und zur Transnationalisierung der Bildung beitragen können. Dieser soziale Aufstieg kann sowohl bei 

denjenigen erfolgen, die bereits in höheren sozioökonomischen Positionen sind, als auch bei 

denjenigen in niedrigeren sozioökonomischen Positionen. Für Erstere kann dieser 

Informationsaustausch den Zugang zu internationalen Universitätsabschlüssen erleichtern, und ihre 

Qualifikationen verbessern. Für Letztere kann der Informationsaustausch durch digitale 

Verbindungen ihren Zugang zu Bildungsmöglichkeiten insgesamt erleichtern, und ihre Chancen auf 

dem deutschen Arbeitsmarkt verbessern. In diesem Sinne kann die Rolle dieser digitalen 

Verbindungen bei der Erleichterung des Zugangs zu Bildung im Ausland und des eventuellen sozialen 

Aufstiegs als ambivalent angesehen werden. 
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Summary of Results 

In this thesis by compendium of publications, I analyse the connection between migrants’ networks 

of connections established online and the information about educational opportunities that circulate 

through these networks. I look at that phenomenon from a transnational perspective on migration, 

also drawing from Bourdieu’s forms of capital and the concepts of trust and reciprocity. To this effect, 

at the centre of the analysis are the roles and meanings of connections established online and 

expanding beyond nation-states, as well as the social practices and symbols circulating through these 

networks and the material infrastructures supporting them. Concretely, I ask: How do migrants and 

aspiring migrants use digital networks in their transnational trajectories associated with education 

between Brazil and Germany? 

To answer that, I used different methods to collect and analyse information about education 

circulating on social media platforms, particularly migrant Facebook groups. These included 

quantitative and qualitative text analyses of posts, written interactions in those Facebook groups, 

non-participant observations in these groups, and interviews with some Facebook group 

participants. 

The quantitative textual analysis points out that there is a considerable demand for information 

about vocational education and training (VET) and language learning. Facebook groups can serve as 

sources for that kind of information. 

The qualitative textual analysis reveals that some aspiring migrants turn to Facebook groups in search 

of concrete information on how to access education abroad, as well as for personal experiences and 

perceptions about education from other migrants. These information exchanges also highlight some 

class and gender inequalities that circulate through these networks. Finally, it also shows that some 

migrants cross-check information they learned from elsewhere with Facebook group participants, 

demonstrating some level of trust in these digital connections. 

The non-participant observations and interviews served to identify the existence of migrants who are 

also content creators: they systematically compile information about education, record videos about 

that and share it in their curated social media feeds, and also provide detailed answers to questions 

about education on Facebook groups and offer consultancy services for aspiring migrants. They are 

motivated by three main reasons: a fondness for using social media, a sense of reciprocity with other 

migrants, and an expectation that their activities as content creators may become lucrative or serve 

as a portfolio to present in job interviews. 

When we consider these results collectively, certain inequalities come to light. These are evident in 

the unequal access to the material infrastructures that support transnational digital networks, in the 

circulation of different social practices, such as relations, strategies, and perceptions about 

education, and in the use of educational attainment as a symbol of upward mobility. Given the 

frequent use of transnational digital networks by Brazilian migrants and the consequent frequent 

circulation of these education-related social practices and symbols through them, using these 

networks to gather information about education can be viewed as an institutionalised practice. For 

this to occur, participants of these networks must have a certain level of trust in each other. I 

demonstrate how contextual elements and the content about education circulating in these networks 
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can contribute to attributing trustworthiness to these connections. Finally, I argue that digital 

connections can facilitate migrants’ access to education abroad and, ultimately, contribute to their 

upward mobility and to the transnationalisation of education. However, this upward mobility can 

happen both for those already in upper socioeconomic positions and for those in lower 

socioeconomic positions. For the former, these online information exchanges can facilitate access to 

international university certificates and enhance their credentials. For the latter, information 

exchanges among digital connections can facilitate their access to educational opportunities 

altogether and enhance their chances in the German labour market. In this sense, the role of these 

digital connections in facilitating access to education abroad and eventual upward mobility can be 

seen as ambiguous.
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ONLINE: A TOPIC MODELLING APPROACH OF 
DISCUSSIONS ON SOCIAL MEDIA GROUPS
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ABSTRACT

This paper discusses the prevalence of topics relating to education in information exchanges 
on Facebook groups of Brazilians who live in – or wish to migrate to – Germany. Against the 
background of mediatisation theory, social networks and transnational education research, 
we conducted an explorative quantitative study based on a text-as-data approach. Con-
cretely, we collected posts from 14 migrant groups and analysed them using topic model-
ling. Our results reveal that vocational education and training (VET) are prevalent in these 
debates and topics associated with language learning and certification. We contend that 
latent ties (Haythornthwaite, 2002) on migrants’ social networks are relevant in migratory 
pathways involving education – regardless of educational level. 

Keywords: Brazilian migration ■ latent ties ■ migrant’s online communication 
■ migrant’s media use ■ transnational education

1. INTRODUCTION

Since the 1990s, social inequality and poverty have been important drivers of Bra-
zilian migration, but specialists and students seeking higher education also make 
up for Brazilians who decide to leave the country. Migration for educational reasons 
has been mostly related to high and middle-class contexts since it requires a consid-
erable amount of economic resources and academic certificates. However, studies 
about Brazilian migration to Germany have described how educational aspirations 
drive the migration of young people also in underprivileged socioeconomic contexts. 
For these migrants, transnational social networks are decisive, as they provide val-
uable resources for their pursuit of educational opportunities through migration 
(Carnicer, 2019, 2018; Fürstenau, 2019). As in other migratory contexts, these social 
networks are constituted mainly by rather strong ties between relatives and friends 
who usually maintain long personal relationships (Boyd & Nowak, 2012). In this 
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paper, we explore the role of online social networking sites (SNS). These networks 
can usually be accessed without a prior personal relationship. In this way, they offer 
not yet ‘weak’ but rather latent ties: technically available connections that have not 
yet been activated by social interaction but can be activated online at any time (Hay-
thornthwaite, 2002, p. 385). An example of those ties is migrant Facebook groups: 
participants of such groups do not necessarily know each other but they gather 
online around a common nationality (implying a common language and similar 
bureaucratic procedures required to migrate, for instance) and interests (e.g. aspira-
tions to migrate to Germany to pursue a degree). By posting a question in such online 
groups, participants activate connections with unknown people who can help solve 
doubts and provide valuable information about the migratory process (Jayadeva, 
2020). As a first approach to evaluate the influence of SNS in migration and trans-
national educational pathways, we assess in this paper the relevance of education in 
communication through SNS. Concretely, we address the research question, what 
is the prevalence of education-related topics in Facebook groups of ‘Brazilians in 
Germany’? In a second step, we look at the ways how these topics are clustered in 
particular migrant Facebook groups. This allows a first characterization of the main 
topics addressed in the education-related discussions on SNS. This research aims to 
assess if SNSs provide latent ties that support migration pathways associated with 
educational projects. To do that, we resort to a topic modelling approach of posts 
written on those groups.

The next section places this paper within transnational migration, mediatisation 
and social network theory, with a focus on latent ties and Brazilian migrants’ SNS 
use, followed by an overview of studies relating education to migration. To contextu-
alise the empirical data and justify the choice to analyse Brazilians in Germany, the 
fourth section provides information about the educational system in Brazil and the 
German educational system. After that, our decisions in regards to the topic mod-
elling approach are explained and the results are presented. In the discussion, we 
contend that education is among the most prevalent topics debated in these groups, 
in particular vocational education and training (VET).

2. TRANSNATIONAL MIGRATION, ONLINE SOCIAL NETWORKS  
 AND THEIR LATENT TIES

Transnational migration theory relies on evidence from migrants’ activities, pat-
terns of behaviour and network connections to claim that migrants build social fields 
spanning beyond national borders and thereby securing “cultural, social and eco-
nomic bases” (Glick-Schiller et al., 1992, p. 9). Here we set the focus on transnational 
migrant networks, particularly those established in online environments, under-
standing networks as “a set of socially relevant nodes connected by one or more 
relations” (Marin & Wellman, 2014, p.11). These nodes represent members of a net-
work – for the case of this paper, participants of Facebook groups. The connections 
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among these nodes are our patterns of interest, namely connections established by 
exchanging information about educational opportunities in Germany. Following, 
this section highlights the roles of online media within migrants’ social networks, 
focusing on its uses among Brazilian migrants, and on the concept of “latent ties” 
(Haythornthwaite, 2002) found in such networks. The next section then draws the 
connection between education and migration.

Information exchange is a core aspect of the establishment and maintenance of 
transnational social networks. In migratory contexts, constantly developing media 
platforms and information and communication technologies (ICTs) are a means for 
parenting from a distance, providing financial and emotional support, and forming 
identity (Cabalquinto, 2019; Gomes & Yeoh, 2018; Leurs, 2019; Madianou & Miller, 
2012). Among Brazilian migrants, the uses of SNS have been shown to serve as 
a source of “a variety of social capital … which assists in the migration transition” 
(Schrooten, 2012, p. 1801). Analysing Brazilian migrants in Europe who participated 
in groups on the now deactivated SNS “Orkut”, Mieke Schrooten (2012) and Martijn 
Oosterbaan (2010; 2013) report about mutual aid in regards to bureaucratic proce-
dures and job-seeking, revealing the uses of such online connections for newcomers 
to establish themselves in the new settings. These groups are also used to arrange 
in-person gatherings (Oosterbaan, 2013; Schrooten, 2012), evidencing an interest in 
establishing or reinforcing ties with acquaintances made in SNS groups. After Orkut 
was shut down in 2014, new groups of Brazilian migrants were created on Facebook 
with the same purposes. Recent reports show that these groups are highly active, 
with a mean of 66.8 monthly posts in one group only (Foletto, 2018, p. 99) and some 
with more than 24 thousand participants (Dedecek Gertz, forthcoming). Those find-
ings from different points in time (first Orkut, now Facebook) demonstrate the rel-
evance of online networking in transnational migratory contexts regardless of the 
platform: when Orkut was no longer available, migrants gathered on Facebook and 
kept using the platforms for similar purposes. If Facebook was to be no longer active, 
migrants would likely re-organise on other digital platforms.

As of February 2022, 174 million Brazilians had a Facebook account and, of that 
total, almost 30 per cent are between the ages of 25 and 34 (NapoleonCat, 2022) – 
when people are more likely to migrate through and for educational opportunities 
(Kandel & Massey, 2002). With such a large number of users, these migrant groups 
are likely to be heterogeneous in terms of socioeconomic background and educa-
tional attainment. While the aforementioned studies provide an overall impression 
of what is discussed and of the uses of Brazilian migrant online groups, analysing 
information exchanges specifically about education helps map the roles of SNS in 
transnational educational projects across socioeconomic backgrounds.

2.1. Migrants’ latent ties and mediatisation of transnational education

Departing from an attempt to measure media effects on migration, the sensitising 
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concept of mediatisation serves to explain societal changes in connection to develop-
ments in media and technology. Mediatisation can be understood as the experience 
that “technological communication media saturate more and more social domains 
which are drastically transforming at the same time” (Hepp, 2020, p. 3). By putting 
human practice at the centre through the analysis of information exchange on SNSs, 
we produce empirical evidence that can build up arguments about how mediated 
connections may result in broader social transformations and consequences (Hepp, 
2020; Couldry & Hepp, 2017). In other words, we are rather interested in how media 
use by humans transforms social practices than in how media developments provoke 
transformations in human behaviour and social practices. In that sense, an analysis 
of the prevalence of education-related topics in migrant Facebook groups provides 
insights into how mediated communication transforms migration pathways and 
contributes to the transnationalisation of education. In our analysis, we consider 
mediated communication as a process (Hepp, 2020) and focus on individuals’ inter-
action through media. Other analyses about the mediatisation of education focus 
on aspects of pedagogy (Friesen & Hug, 2009), policy (Rawolle & Lingard, 2014), or 
institutional perspective (Breiter, 2014). Here, we propose an analysis of the media-
tisation of education that focuses on the implications of media use for migration and 
transnational educational pathways.

Brazilian migrants were already using SNSs in the early 2000s and their use of 
transnational latent ties has already been described a decade ago (Schrooten 2012, 
Oosterbaan 2013). What is new in the case of Facebook groups in comparison with 
participants of Orkut groups in the past relates to particular quantitative trends 
(Hepp, 2020, p. 40). The groups of Brazilian migrants on Orkut described by Oos-
terbaan (2013) and Schrooten (2012) were mostly general groups, gathering Brazil-
ians in a given city or country. Nowadays on Facebook, those groups are still popular 
yet there is a differentiation process happening that gives way to the creation of 
niche groups with similar high amounts of participants and levels of interaction. 
Medias’ omnipresence is another quantitative aspect of mediatisation that shapes 
media use of migrants. To access Orkut, one had to be (media) literate and have to 
access a personal computer, internet connection, and free time to browse that SNS 
sitting in front of a computer. With the increase in digitalisation and the accessibil-
ity of gadgets with an internet connection, Facebook groups can be accessed from 
a smartphone on a bus on the way to work, for instance. Formally illiterate people are 
also able to use SNS on their smartphones, as described in an ethnography study in 
a rural area in Brazil (Spyer, 2017).

In this paper, we offer a snapshot of online information exchange on a specific 
topic: migratory projects involving transnational education. In that sense, this study 
contributes to analysing the mediatisation processes of transnational education by 
describing the relevance of education-related topics in migrants’ activation of latent 
ties on online forums.
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3. MIGRATION AND EDUCATIONAL PROJECTS

Transnational education (TNE) is often associated with international private schools 
or university education. That association often results in analyses that highlight the 
role of TNE among socioeconomic strata that hold resources to access a global educa-
tional market (Adick, 2018). On the one hand, the transnational mobility of students 
within that socioeconomic context tends to be regarded as a strategy to gather social 
and cultural capital (Brooks & Waters, 2010). On the other hand, the transnational 
mobility of people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds pursuing educational 
pathways tends to be disregarded as TNE and associated with issues of “migration” 
and “integration” (Carnicer & Fürstenau, 2019). Nevertheless, recent qualitative 
data have highlighted that students from disadvantaged backgrounds also migrate 
to pursue educational aspirations and thereby contribute to the transnationalisation 
of education (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2018).

Educational opportunities abroad and own educational aspirations are relevant 
factors in migration decisions. Both the lack of access to formal education in the 
country of origin and the possibility of securing a stable migratory status and a job 
by accomplishing a degree in the country of destination are both reasons and means 
to migrate (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). Migrants from these backgrounds are 
likely to see in TNE “an educational strategy that is not directed towards a symbolic 
capital that legitimates an inherited social position, but towards overcoming social 
exclusion” (Carnicer, 2019, p. 22). Differently than trajectories of migrants from soci-
oeconomic strata who can migrate autonomously (e.g. those accepted at universities 
and who thus have access to institutional infrastructures that provide information 
and assistance), migrants who may feel excluded from educational opportunities in 
their countries of origin and seek such opportunities abroad, are likely to rely on 
interpersonal social networks composed by strong and weak ties (Carnicer, 2019; 
Fürstenau, 2018). In this paper, we argue that SNS provide aspiring migrants with 
information and resources comparable to those of personal networks.

Within information exchanges among migrants in SNS, educational opportu-
nities are present as topics for discussion, as seen in Facebook groups gathering 
migrants who wish to pursue university degrees abroad (Jayadeva, 2020). Even in 
groups in which the focus is not on education, but rather on specific cities, jobs, and 
other opportunities, such as Au Pair work, educational aspects are also mentioned, 
such as what aspects one has to to be aware of when looking for a school for children, 
what options for vocational education and training (VET) are there, and what certif-
icates are needed to navigate the job market (Dedecek Gertz, forthcoming). The cen-
trality of education is clear within groups that gather migrants who aspire to pursue 
degrees abroad. Nevertheless, discussions about issues relating to education within 
other groups might be present as well and are likely to be more diverse, encompass-
ing migrants interested in educational levels other than university degrees, such as 
VET. Putting in perspective how relevant educational issues are within these diverse 
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groups can help to map the role of SNS in migratory movements involving transna-
tional education "from below" (Smith & Guarnizo, 1998).

4. EDUCATIONAL PATHWAYS: INEQUALITY IN BRAZIL, 
 DISCRIMINATION AND OPPORTUNITY IN GERMANY

The Brazilian educational system faces inequalities across all its levels, from chil-
dren's education to access and permanence at universities (Windle, 2021; Sampaio 
& Oliveira, 2016; Câmara & Almeida, 2012). In Germany, migrants who manage 
to access the educational system are likely to suffer discrimination. A central fac-
tor that shapes the access and successful conclusion of degrees in both countries is 
socioeconomic class.

With a Gini Coefficient of 53.4 as of 2019, it is not surprising that poverty has been 
the main driver of Brazilian migration since the 1980s, although labour migration 
of skilled professionals is also prevalent (Evans et al., 2013) and some young people 
from low-income backgrounds also migrate following educational aspirations (Car-
nicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2018). One of the main reasons for Brazilians to quit formal 
education is the need to find gainful employment (IBGE, 2020). That is particularly 
the case for ‘Black’ and ‘Brown’ people who compose only 31% of university gradu-
ates in the country, while ‘white’ people comprise over 66% of that total (Silva, 2020, 
p. 23). Despite affirmative actions to facilitate the access of high school graduates to 
the public, tuition-free, and prestigious universities, access to tertiary education in 
Brazil is highly competitive and lectures schedules hardly allow students to accom-
modate studying with gainful employment – resulting in either a high drop-out rate 
or in the choice for less-prestigious, private universities (Pereira & dos Reis 2020; 
Trevisol & Nierotka 2016). Javier Carnicer (2019) and Sara Fürstenau (2019) describe 
how migrants who feel excluded from educational opportunities in Brazil and thus 
have fewer options for socioeconomic upward mobility, find ways to fulfil their edu-
cational and mobility aspirations in Germany, making use of social networks and 
some particularities of the educational systems.

In Germany, migrants, as well as non-migrants from low-income backgrounds, 
might have easier access to formal education in comparison to the Brazilian situa-
tion, however, these populations are still discriminated against within the German 
educational system (Dumont et al., 2014; El-Mafaalani, 2020). That is evidenced in 
German schools’ selection pattern: at the age of 10, students are recommended to 
continue towards the prestigious Gymnasium, which allows direct access to univer-
sity after completion of final exams, the Abitur, or to other school modalities that 
do not enjoy the same status as the Gymnasium (Gesamtschule, Gemeinschaftsschule, 
Stadtteilschule, Realschule or Hauptschule, depending on federal-state legislation). 
Students who complete their schooling within these other modalities can access VET 
(the Ausbildung) without constraints, however, their pathway toward university edu-
cation is longer than that of Gymnasium graduates. Some areas of VET in Germany are 
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remunerated (e.g. hospital care work and children's nursing), however, university 
stipends are hardly available for non-German citizens with foreign school degrees 
and no residence permit. School students who migrated to Germany, or those born 
in Germany to migrant parents, are more likely not to be recommended to access 
the Gymnasium, which in turn results in a lower representation of this population in 
German universities (Hunkler, 2016).

In 2020, almost 31% of all Brazilian migrants lived in Europe (Ministério das 
Relações Exteriores, 2021, p.4) and, following a contemporary feature of the femini-
sation of migratory movements (Lutz, 2010), around 64% of Brazilians in Germany 
are women (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2022), what is likely due to the high labour 
demand in the care sector, which is still predominantly perceived as a female area. 
While the rate of women in Brazil who earn university degrees is higher than that 
of men, this does not reflect higher salaries for women (IBGE, 2021). In Germany, 
a pathway for some Brazilian women is to take advantage of the gendered perception 
of care-work and pursue paid VET degrees in that area, thus accomplishing a ter-
tiary educational degree in the country leading to more chances of landing a job and 
a secure residence status (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). These women rely first 
on Au Pair programmes and on personal connections to fulfil their educational and 
upward mobility projects (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). Our focus on Germany 
as a destination country is due to the existence of such paid VET programmes and 
because German university fees are comparatively low, which attracts migrants who 
feel excluded from the Brazilian educational system (Carnicer, 2019).

Social networks based on personal ties are central to migration pathways associ-
ated with educational projects. As latent ties are also formative of social networks, 
they are likely to be relevant for such projects as well. While that is the case within 
SNS groups of migrants and aspiring migrants who wish to pursue university edu-
cation abroad (Jayadeva, 2020), little is known about information exchanges sur-
rounding educational aspirations and education-related migratory projects in SNS 
groups that gather migrants with more diverse backgrounds. To fill up that gap, 
we investigate the prevalence of topics relating to education in discussions within 
these diverse groups. A further question relates to the clustering of these topics: that 
provides indications about what professional areas, degrees or levels of education 
are more discussed and in which particular groups. To address these questions, we 
resort to a topic modelling approach, which is detailed in the next section.

5. TOPIC MODELLING

To select relevant groups for analysis, first, we searched Facebook for the terms “Bra-
zilians” and “Germany” (in Portuguese). After that, all groups relating to migration 
were selected and these were once again filtered according to their level of interac-
tion: using the information provided by Facebook itself, one of the authors joined 
14 groups with at least a thousand participants and three selected made in one week. 
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Brazilian migrant groups are varied and highly active, ranging from the general 
“Brazilians in Germany”, to the many “Brazilians in [German city]”, and to niche 
groups, such as “Brazilian women in Germany”, “Brazilian IT professionals in Ger-
many”, “Brazilian nurses in Germany”, “Brazilian Au Pairs in Germany”, “Brazilians 
seeking VET in Germany” – and even “Gardening for Brazilians in Germany”. Bra-
zilian migrants’ fondness for SNS groups is not new, as its use has been reported 
already over a decade ago (Oosterbaan, 2010; Schrooten, 2012), nevertheless its use 
for educational projects has not been studied.

Our research design is based on a text-as-data approach (Grimmer & Stew-
art, 2013). Text-as-text approaches (as used in qualitative analyses) are organised 
according to the rules of language and are used for analysing the meanings of what 
is being communicated. Processing text-as-data involves imposing some abstrac-
tion and structure that summarises large amounts of text which can be used to 
uncover patterns (Benoit, 2020, p. 463-465). Based on this text-as-data logic, we fol-
low a structural topic modelling (STM) approach (Roberts, Stewart & Tingley, 2019), 
which allows assigning metadata to the documents to be analysed. That way we can 
correlate posts with the groups where they were written. 

The data we analyse is composed of posts and their comments written in the 
selected groups on Facebook. We collected posts written between December 2020 
and January 2021 using the WebDriver API Selenium, which allows automatic con-
trol of a web browser. The software was programmed to copy and save what users 
wrote in the groups: because only visible data was collected, a human could do the 
same procedure, however with a more significant investment of time and effort. In 
other words, automation sped up the process of data collection.

In the data cleaning phase, we subsumed relevant multiple-word expressions, 
words, and acronyms that have the same meaning, so that the weight of the topic 
could be properly accessed (for instance, “Ausbildung'' is sometimes misspelt like 
“Ausbilung” and the Portuguese expression “curso técnico” is also used in the groups 
to refer to the “Ausbildung”, hence both the misspelling and the Portuguese trans-
lation were assigned as equal to the German word “Ausbildung”). We also removed 
diacritics (e.g. “ç” and “ã”), punctuation, numbers, hyperlinks, symbols (like emojis), 
and stopwords both in Portuguese, German, and English, as these languages are the 
most used ones in the groups. The first results revealed that our code included other 
irrelevant words for topic clustering such as greetings, pronouns, proper nouns, and 
expressions used in SNS communication such as “haha” or abbreviations. We manu-
ally included these in the list of words to be ignored. The remaining words were then 
stemmed so that words like the noun “escola” and the adjective “escolar” would be 
clustered together.

In topic modelling, a topic is “a mixture over words where each word has a proba-
bility of belonging to a topic” and a document is “a mixture over topics, meaning that 
a single document can be composed of multiple topics” (Roberts, Stewart & Tingley, 
2019, p. 2). In our case, documents are each post and comment made on each group. 
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We have 7,389 documents. The content of these documents can be composed of one 
or more topics, a mixture of covariate words. For STM “the sum of the topic propor-
tions across all topics for a document is one, and the sum of the word probabilities 
for a given topic is one” (Roberts, Stewart & Tingley, 2019, p. 2). In simplified terms, 
word clustering on STM occurs through a process similar to Latent Dirichlet Allo-
cation (LDA) distribution, accounting for covariate words across documents which 
affect the “proportion of a document devoted to a topic … and the word rates used in 
discussing a topic” (Roberts, Stewart & Tingley, 2016, p. 989).

We defined relevant words to be selected to compose topics as those that appear at 
least 20 times and in 5 or more documents. That decision was useful also in cleaning 
the data given that texts from social media tend to be short, sometimes consisting 
of only one word, which can skew the results of topic modelling (Albalawi, Yeap, 
& Benyoucef, 2020). The number of topics must be established by the researcher and 
the appropriateness of that number depends on the interpretability of the outcome. 
A high number of topics gives a fine-grained insight into the data, but at the cost of 
being less precise. After running the code with a different number of topics, rang-
ing from 5 to 25, we found that 7 topics resulted in a model with good interpreta-
bility. With fewer topics, the contents are condensed and the relevance of the topic 
is clearer. The assignment of words to topics is arbitrary: Topic 1 is not necessarily 
more relevant than Topic 7. In Figure 1 (p. 14), in the results section, we see the top 
14 words that compose these seven topics.

Our data collection approach brought problems with it. First, since the human 
interface to Facebook, which we used, does not order groups’ posts by time, we could 
not arbitrarily set the time frame of posts we wanted to have. For example, posts 
with high activity are promoted by Facebook and thus jump up in the timeline. Sec-
ond, the human user interface to Facebook is limited in requests per time. Therefore, 
our data collection was inhibited, and as a result, we collected about 26,000 posts (by 
their ID), but could only retrieve the text body of 7,389, which are the ones that went 
into our analysis here. Nevertheless, that amount is still significant as posts with high 
activity are likely to be more representative of the interests of group participants.

6. RESULTS

In this section, we first describe which are the most prevalent topics found in our 
data, particularly those relating to education. Then we comment on the estimated 
proportion of these topics across all 14 groups.

Of the seven topics from all groups, two relate to education. One of these two is 
among the top three most prevalent. The three most discussed topics (Topics 5, 2, and 
4) have no similarity among themselves. Topic 5, the most discussed one, contains 
words such as “need”, “Brazil”, “speak”, “help”, “to get/to reach”, “health”, “person”, 
“father”, “document”, “payment”, “receive” and “arrive”. This topic is likely related 
to requests for information regarding bureaucratic procedures and family relations. 
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Topic 2, contains words such as “buy”, “sell”, “live”, “friend”, “know/meet”, “to find”, 
“pretty”, “share”, and “shop”. This topic most likely relates to commerce, as it implies 
people offering products or services and recommendations by friends. The verb “to 
share” probably relates to those users who are offering their products or services 
inviting those interested in it to share the information, following a common logic of 
SNS.

The most relevant topic relating to education is the third most prevalent topic 
of all seven. Topic 4 contains words like “German”, “class”, “Portuguese”, “English”, 
“learn”, “exam”, “course”, “teacher”, “know”, “Brazilian”, “speak”, “online”, “book”, 
and “information”. This topic covers information exchanges about learning lan-
guages. It encompasses both people seeking information about language certificates 
needed to enrol in formal education courses or to request a residence permit and 
language teachers who offer their services on these migrant groups. Some language 
teachers who participate in the active groups offer online classes as well.

In the fourth position appears a topic relating to job and apartment search (Topic 
1), which contains words like “search”, “help”, “message”, “company”, “apartment”, 
“work”, “job”, “live”, “rent”, “pay”, and “contract”. The words clustered in this topic, 
and also on Topic 5, are aligned with Oosterbaan’s (2013) and Schrooten’s (2012) 
descriptions of newcomer migrants’ using SNS to look for jobs and navigate bureau-
cratic procedures. 

The fifth most prevalent topic is Topic 7, which contains words such as “Ausbil-
dung” (VET), “school”, “search/look for”, “course”, “experience”, “vacancy”, “need”, 
“diploma”, “begin”, “company”, “get”, “work”, “process”, and “recognition”. This 
topic encompasses questions regarding access to VET, as words are either explicitly 
related to educational levels (“VET”), institutions (“school”), studies area or teaching 
situation (“course” in Portuguese can relate both to “class” and to “subject”), or degree 
outcomes (“diploma”). Other words relate to educational requirements to access 
higher levels of education or to exercise certain professions, such as nursing. That 
is the case of nouns like “diploma” and “recognition”: having certificates, diplomas, 
and school records that have to be recognised by German educational authorities is 
an issue, especially for nurses who obtained their training in Brazil. The connection 
between education and the interest in landing a job is also revealed through the rele-
vance of words like “get”, “work”, “vacancy”, “experience”, or “company”.

The last two topics relate again to commerce (Topic 3) and health issues (Topic 
6). Topic 3 contains words like “deliver”, “order [a product]”, “send”, “WhatsApp”, 
“delicious”, “food”, “sweet”, “Christmas”, and “product”. Similar to the other com-
merce-related topic (Topic 2), this one also points out the use of other SNS platforms 
for business (the mention of WhatsApp). Differently from Topic 5, this topic seems 
to relate to the commerce of food items, possibly connected to the Christmas season. 
The last relevant topic, Topic 6, contains words like “test”, “psychologist”, “father”, 
“medic”, “clinic”, “airport”, “secure”, “quarantine”, and “flight”. This topic most 
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likely relates to the  Coronavirus pandemic, its consequences on physical and mental 
health and travel requirements. 

Figure 1. Two of the seven topics discussed in migrant groups relate to education (Topics 4 and 7). Topic 5 is the 
most present one and Topic 6 the least present among the seven most discussed topics.

After assessing the seven most relevant topics, we estimated these topics’ propor-
tions across all groups (see Figure 2). We comment on the results following the order 
of prevalence presented in Figure 1.

Topic 5, the most prevalent one and which relates to requests for information 
regarding documentation, is only not relevant in two groups, one about working 
in Germany and in one of the two groups gathering Brazilians living in Frankfurt. 
Interestingly, that is not the case for the second group of Brazilians in Frankfurt. 
Topic 5 is most relevant in a group gathering Brazilians who wish to participate in 
the German paid volunteer work programmes (the “voluntary social year”, FSJ, or 
the “federal volunteer service”, BFD1) and in a general group of Brazilians in Ger-
many. Because it encompasses topics relating to documentation for applications, we 
can say this is a bureaucracy-related topic.

Topic 2, the second most prevalent one and which relates to commerce, has little 
relevance for the FSJ/BFD group, for groups of Brazilians seeking employment in Ger-
many, for a group of Brazilian nurses in Germany, and for a group to exchange VET 

1 FSJ/BFD participants receive a stipend and a residence permit to work up to one year in different areas, from 
environmental conservation to elderly care. Non-Europeans can also apply for those programmes provided they 
show a certificate of language knowledge and are accepted by the institution managing who offers FSJ or BFD. 
Usually, applicants must be under 30 years of age.
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information. This topic is more popular In cities and general “Brazilians in Germany” 
groups. We could assume that people gathering in work, VET, and FJS/BFD groups 
are not as established in the country as most participants of city and general groups, 
hence the lack of interest to advertise and sell products in these former groups.

The third most relevant topic is also the first education-related topic: Topic 4 
relates to language learning and certification. This topic is mostly present in two 
general groups of Brazilians in Germany. Surprisingly, even though language knowl-
edge is a requirement for enrolling in formal education courses and pursuing FSJ/
BFD, Topic 4 has low scores in these groups. We cannot say however that language 
learning is constantly relevant for all city and country groups, as it has a low score 
for instance in groups of Brazilians in Frankfurt and Hamburg, and in one of the 
general groups of Brazilians in Germany. Both high score results could be skewed 
by the activity of language teachers who intensely advertise their service in these 
groups. The fact that some group administrators ban advertising could also justify 
the low score on the topic.

Topic 1, related to job and housing search, is particularly relevant in a group of 
work in Germany, and two city groups. The high score in the work-group is given, as 
the topic relates to job search. The fact that these issues are more prevalent in city 
groups than in general “Brazilians in Germany” groups could be due to migrants' 
interest in settling in specific cities.

Topic 7, the second education-related topic, has the highest score of all topics but 
is concentrated in only four groups. The commonality among these four groups is 
that none is a city or a general “Brazilians in Germany” group. Unsurprisingly, Topic 
7 has the highest score in the VET group, followed by a nurses’ group, a “work in 
Germany” group, and an FSJ/BFD group. Although with a considerably lower score in 
comparison to these four groups, Topic 7 is also somewhat relevant in a group about 
“first steps” in Germany. This latter group is composed of aspiring migrants who are 
gathering their first pieces of information about their possibilities to migrate. Proba-
bly, once they find out about the VET or FSJ/BFD opportunities, they move on to those 
other groups. Topic 7 scores low in all other groups.

Topic 3, related to food commerce, has low scores in the VET, FSJ/BFD, nurses’, 
and “Work in Germany” groups, and medium scores throughout the other groups. 
A similar outcome for the other commerce-related topic (Topic 2). Participants of 
the former four groups are probably focused on exchanging information only about 
education and work opportunities and/or administrators might moderate posts con-
taining advertising – hence the low scores on these topics.

Topic 6, the Coronavirus-related topic, is probably present among the most rele-
vant topics due to its urgency and implications. It was mostly present in a group of 
Brazilians in Frankfurt, a city where the German airport with most connection flights 
to Brazil is located. The topic is also mostly discussed in the most populated group 
of Brazilians in Germany. Probably, the high participant density and the fact that 
the Coronavirus affected people regardless of their cities and national regulations, 
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instead of local ones, were more important instead, contributed to the high score 
on the topic in that group. Although this topic was highly discussed, Topic 6 is not 
more important than commerce-related, bureaucracy-related, or education-related 
topics.

 

Figure 2. Estimated topic proportion across groups. Topics 4 and 7 are the education-related ones.

Interestingly, schools and university education are not prevalent terms in the topics, 
as Figure 1 shows. This does not mean that Brazilian migrants are not interested in 
accessing German universities or that children and teenage education are not rele-
vant topics for them. Questions about language learning, for instance, might be posed 
in city groups by people who wish to achieve one of the requirements to be accepted 
at a German university or from parents concerned about the role of language in their 
children’s school performance.

7. DISCUSSION

The fact that education-related topics figure among some of the most prevalent on 
migrant Facebook groups serves as evidence that a mediatisation process is probably 
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taking place on migration pathways involving educational projects. In this section, 
we first comment on what is the prevalence of education-related topics in “Brazil-
ians in Germany” Facebook groups. Then we discuss the implications of these results 
for migration involving educational projects and for transnational education. We 
contend that the increase in the use of technology-mediated communication and the 
consequently increased access to latent ties has the potential to facilitate the migra-
tion of people who otherwise would possibly not have easy access to information 
about education abroad.     

7.1. Latent Ties on Facebook Groups as Relevant for Migration Pathways Through  
 Educational Projects

To find out what is the prevalence of education-related topics in “Brazilians in 
Germany” Facebook groups and how these topics are clustered, we resorted to an 
exploratory quantitative approach using topic modelling. While we cannot imply 
causality, our data provides insights into the relevance of latent ties in transnational 
migratory pathways associated with educational projects. The outcome reveals that 
education-related issues, clustered in language learning and vocational training and 
education (VET) topics, figure among the top seven most discussed issues in Brazil-
ian migrant Facebook groups.

We cannot claim that those who asked for information about education in these 
groups indeed migrated and pursued degrees or language courses in Germany. How-
ever, such information exchange reveals that there is a relevant demand to pursue 
a degree and acquire language knowledge. Based on that observation we can claim 
that educational-related questions are core topics that lead to the activation of latent 
ties in migrant groups on Facebook. Consequently, those latent ties are potentially 
relevant for information-gathering to fulfil migration pathways associated with edu-
cational projects, also for those beyond university degrees.

Our results indicate a high score of the topic relating to VET and an absence of 
a topic relating to university education among those with high scores. Based on our 
data, we cannot state the reasons for that, the low prevalence of terms such as “uni-
versity”, “bachelor” or “school” in comparison with VET, reveals a potential quantita-
tive preference for VET among those who resort to latent ties to gather information. 
What also serves as evidence for this quantitative preference is that the two groups 
of Brazilians who wish to study in Germany did not meet the threshold of the num-
ber of participants and posts to be selected for analysis.

Language learning is another educational-related topic revealed as relevant but 
not usually discussed in transnational education studies (TNE) and is traditionally 
associated with debates about migrants’ “integration” rather than transnational edu-
cation. The low score on the language-learning topic in the VET and FSJ/BFD groups 
might be due to an instrumental interest in learning German. Language learning 
might be present in FSJ/BFD groups embedded in references to “certificates” and 
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“courses” since migrants interested in these opportunities have to prove language 
knowledge, hence learning German appears as a means to reach a specific objective 
in these groups, i.e. migrants requesting information in VET and FSJ/BFD groups 
discuss language learning as another requirement in their check-list. This assump-
tion is backed up by the high score on the topic related to VET, diploma, and certif-
icates both in the VET and FSJ/BFD groups, and also in a “Work in Germany” group 
and a group of Brazilian nurses in Germany. 

People who discussed education-related topics in these groups did not necessarily 
migrate to pursue educational aspirations. However, the high prevalence of educa-
tion-related topics within these groups reveals trust and interest in the experiences 
of group participants in accessing the German educational system, particularly VET. 
Both education-related topics and other high-score topics from our sample (com-
mercial activities, health, bureaucracy, and job and apartment seeking) are not par-
ticularly connected to social gatherings in person where latent ties might develop 
into stronger ones, as highlighted in earlier studies (Schrooten, 2012; Oosterbaan, 
2013). The interest in activating latent ties through commerce and job-seeking topics 
is given. However, the activation of latent ties for education-related topics implied 
that there are migrants asking questions about it and other migrants answering 
those questions. This can be an indication that latent ties activated through educa-
tion-related topics could be established for solidarity toward aspiring migrants.

7.2. Transnational Education and Mediatisation

By establishing that education-related topics are among one the most prevalent 
in information exchanges among migrants on Facebook groups, we can claim that 
latent ties have an important role in sharing information among migrants who wish 
to pursue educational projects abroad.

In the 2000s, Oosterban (2013) and Schrooten (2012) described the existence of 
SNS groups of Brazilians who lived in certain cities or countries outside Brazil. While 
we cannot claim that there was a quantitative increase in the participation of these 
SNS groups on Facebook, that is likely to have happened with the increase in internet 
access in Brazil. Hence, hypothetically, these quantitative developments of mediati-
sation might have led to an increase in participation in SNS by migrants and aspiring 
migrants, among which there are some who migrate to pursue educational projects. 

Studies about transnational education have described how youth from the mid-
dle classes in the Global South see educational opportunities abroad as a means to 
improve cultural and social capital, particularly of their younger members (Adick, 
2018; Brooks & Waters, 2010). Migrants from such backgrounds usually already have 
access to enough economic capital or strong network ties, hence they can either have 
information provided by the institutions where they are going to study or they can 
resort to family or friends’ connections who are already in the country where they aim 
to study. As a qualitative aspect of mediatisation, the relevant position of information 
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exchanges about VET and language courses described in our paper points toward a 
migration of people who either cannot resort to institutions to gather information or 
rather trust best the experience of the latent ties available on SNS (Jayadeva, 2019). 
This also adds a mediatised aspect to the descriptions of migratory pathways of peo-
ple from low-income families who successfully pursue tertiary education through 
VET in Germany (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). In these previous descriptions, 
pioneer migrants who accomplished their education abroad serve as strong network 
ties for other family members or friends who also consider pursuing educational 
projects abroad. This outcome serves as the first evidence that qualitative and quan-
titative processes of mediatisation and the consequent establishment of latent ties 
through SNS are likely to contribute to the transnationalisation of education from 
below (Smith & Guarnizo 1998), reinforcing the argument that educational levels 
beyond university or private schools are also part of transnational education (Adick, 
2018).

Agreeing with Justin Grimmer and Brandon M. Stewart’s (2013) position about the 
wrongfulness and, at the same time, the usefulness of topic modelling approaches, 
on the one hand, we demonstrated that there is good evidence that education-related 
topics assume a relevant position in information exchanges on Facebook groups of 
Brazilian migrants and aspiring migrants in Germany. Latent ties from these groups 
have been activated to gather information about educational opportunities, pro-
cesses, and enrollment requirements. More importantly, we have shown that medi-
atisation processes are also present in migration pathways involving educational 
projects. That occurs through latent ties and the potential increase in access to them 
due to processes of rapid digitalisation. 

8. CONCLUSION

Using the case of migrant Facebook groups, we have discussed the connection of 
mediatisation for migration pathways involving education through the concept of 
latent ties (Haythornthwaite, 2002). We argued, along with other authors (Adick, 
2018; Carnicer, 2018, 2019: Fürstenau, 2018), that transnational education goes 
beyond university degrees. Furthermore, we have shown that education-related 
topics beyond university degrees figure among the most discussed ones in migrant 
Facebook groups. Based on that outcome, we argued that education is a central moti-
vation to activate latent ties in online migrant networks. For our empirical case, that 
high interest in finding out about education-related possibilities to migrate could be 
yet another consequence of blocked educational opportunities in Brazil.

Comparisons with other groups of migrants and on other SNS could reveal other 
relevant aspects and provide new insights into transnational education movements. 
Although migrants most likely gather information across other media, following 
a manifold perspective of media use (Couldry & Hepp, 2017), our focus on one SNS 
only was relevant because of the forum-like structure of Facebook groups. That 
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structure was ideal to answer our research question which required measuring the 
prevalence of interactions about education among migrants. A structure like Twitter 
or Instagram would not suit our aim because of its focus on individual posts. A qual-
itative study that accounts for the media manifold can fill up this gap and add details 
to the use of media to pursue educational projects abroad. Such a study would pro-
vide context to how education is debated in migrant groups and shed light on social 
inequalities in migratory pathways involving educational projects by assessing the 
uses of media according to migrants’ socioeconomic backgrounds.

Based on the tendency of increasing mediatisation (Hepp, 2020), the entangle-
ments between migration involving education and digital media use will keep evolv-
ing. In that case, a pressing aspect that deserves further analysis is that big-tech 
companies like Facebook/Meta are possibly taking a relevant position in migratory 
pathways for people fleeing war and conflict or seeking educational opportunities 
abroad (Dekker et al., 2018; Jayadeva, 2020). The use of latent ties in migration path-
ways might be facilitating information gathering and decision-making processes, 
but thereby migrants are not only sharing information but also generating informa-
tion about their interests and decisions that is stored by a company with profit inter-
ests and that can be used for purposes unknown to migrants and aspiring migrants.
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that applies a topic modeling approach to a large dataset of migrants’ posts
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harmful to critical social sciences and can hamper findings that contribute to

understanding migratory patterns and decisions.
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Introduction

The analysis of migrants’ media use can produce valuable knowledge about
decision-making and networks in migratory context. Methodologically, the interest in
researching migrants’ media use has added to the complexity of carefully handling
migrants’ data, and obtaining informed consent for research purposes. Accordingly, the
ethics of collecting migrants’ digital traces has been gaining attention, particularly among
qualitative researchers (Leurs, 2017; Siapera and Creta, 2020; Sandberg et al., 2022b).
Most of these ethical reflections agree that, because of the vulnerability of certain migrant
populations, researchers need to go beyond procedural ethics and care for the safety and
well-being of researched subjects.

Quantitative studies based on migrants’ digital traces generate different
problems relating to “profiling, informed consent, data sharing processes and
ethical approval and data management procedures” (Mahoney et al., 2022b,
p. 230). As there are fewer studies about migration applying topic modeling
to social media data created by migrants, there are correspondingly fewer
analyses on the ethics of collecting and analyzing such quantitative data.
Mahoney et al. (2022b, p. 232) analyzed large textual datasets from migrants on
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Twitter, collecting only “explicitly public social media data”.
They contend that ethical issues of such data collection
become more intricate the more social media develops and
the identification of public and private spaces becomes more
complex (Idem, p. 235). Elsewhere, they carefully commend
that datasets coming from migrant Facebook groups require
consent, while collecting migrants’ Twitter data would be closer
to observing public behavior and therefore less problematic
(Mahoney et al., 2022a; p. 339–340). A similar recommendation
comes from Sandberg et al. (2022a).

As detailed on the section "Comparative evaluation based
on studies using Facebook posts and a topic modeling
approach,” studies using large amounts of Facebook texts
tend to acknowledge that their methodological procedure can
be liable to ethical critique, but do not analyze that ethical
critique systematically. The most common solution for this
dilemma tends to be to collect data that is interpreted as
public or with fewer privacy constraints, such as posts from
profiles with less privacy settings. By discussing the collection
of large textual datasets posted by migrants on a social
media platform, or Facebook more specifically, this paper
systematically analyses the ethical decisions of an empirical
research situation and argues in favor of research in digital
humanities and social sciences. Against that background, this
paper asks “how to justify the collection and analysis of
migrants’ digital traces for academic research purposes?” The
discussion emerges from the procedures of collection and
analysis of quantitative textual data from Facebook groups of
migrants and aspiring migrants. Here, the outcomes of that
empirical analysis are put in the background, giving way to
a detailed reflection on the choices and consequences of the
methodological decisions.

Following, first, the context and research design of the
empirical base study is outlined. After that, the ethical issues
and corrective measures are discussed guided by the heuristics
of “contextual integrity” of information flow within new
technologies proposed by Nissenbaum (2010) and as applied by
Zimmer (2018). Although Nissenbaum presented her heuristics
over a decade ago, they are based on broader concepts
which make them comprehensive and abstract enough to be
applied to different analytical situations. So much so that
the heuristics are appropriate to discuss different empirical
topics, such as data breaches from a dating app (Zimmer,
2018) and migrants’ posts on Facebook groups. The paper
summarizes the ethical boundaries of automated data collection,
as encountered in the empirical base study conducted by
Helena Dedecek Gertz and Florian Süßer (henceforth “we”,
“our” or “the authors”) and presents our suggested measures
to comply with migrants’ data protection, adding up to the
arguments for a reflexive and critical data collection based
on ethics of care (Leurs, 2017). The central argument is
that, although acknowledging that collecting textual data from
social media users without their explicit consent is rightfully

prone to critique, researchers, as a community, can care for
migrants’ anonymity throughout the process of research by
making careful decisions to this end and by asking adequate
research questions.

Context of the data collection

The data that motivates the discussion here derives from
a research project that aimed at identifying the roles of media
in migratory pathways relating to education. Empirically, the
project focuses on media uses of Brazilians who live in Germany
or who aspire to do so. The project was based on a mixed-
methods approach, consisting of a qualitative content analysis of
interactions in migrant Facebook groups, qualitative interviews
with participants of these groups, and a topic modeling of
posts made in the groups. The ethical discussion in this
paper derives from the empirical paper that applied the topic
modeling approach to establish the prevalence of topics relating
to education in debates among Brazilian migrants in Facebook
groups. The outcome reveals that vocational education and
training (VET) and language learning for certification purposes
are the most relevant education-related topics debated among
these migrants.

The background of that project is based on research that
shows that, in the context of migration, formal education
can represent a means to secure residence status, access
the job market, and acquire certificates that contribute to
building migrants’ cultural capital (Waters, 2015). People who
migrate to pursue educational pathways contribute to the
transnationalization of educational institutions in the country
of destination. Transnational education (TNE) is more often
approached in research about higher education; nevertheless,
migrants from families with low income and low educational
attainment are also actors in TNE. Fürstenau (2019) and
Carnicer (2019) have described how Brazilian women from
such backgrounds migrate to Germany first as Au Pairs, then
complete VET (which is usually remunerated in Germany), and
thereby secure both employment and stable residence status.

Based on that background, the topic modeling (the empirical
analysis that motivates this paper) had two assumptions.
Based on the findings presented in the previous paragraph,
one is that access to education can be a motivator for
migration across socioeconomic classes, i.e., not only among
migrants who can afford the pursuit of a university degree
or educational exchanges abroad. The other assumption is
that information exchanges through social media platforms
are important for migrants’ decision-making (Dekker et al.,
2018; Richter et al., 2018). Although studies in this direction
are mostly conducted among migrants who fled war and
conflict using their smartphones’ to evaluate the safest options
to reach their countries of destination, information and
communication technologies (ICTs) and exchanges with latent
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ties (Haythornthwaite, 2002) are relevant in other migratory
contexts, such as those associated with educational aspirations
(Jayadeva, 2020). Based on these two assumptions we contended
that people cross borders, regardless of their socioeconomic
background following educational projects, and that digitally
mediated communication, particularly through social media,
plays a role in decision-making for these projects.

Specifically for the Brazilian case, similar findings confirm
the relevance of social media information exchange in
contexts of migration. Brazilian migrants have been exchanging
information on social media for at least a decade when the
most used platform among them was Orkut (Schrooten, 2012;
Oosterbaan, 2013). Nowadays, Brazilian migrant groups on
Facebook groups have taken on that role in these online
interactions (Foletto, 2018). Most of these studies on Brazilian
migrants’ on social media describe its uses for solving
bureaucratic issues, job-seeking, and also for organizing social
gatherings. Educational aspects remain under-commented,
although education is a means to fulfilling migratory pathways
and it can become part of migrants’ life once they are established
in the country and their children start attending school. While
it is known that migrants who wish to pursue university
degrees abroad use social media to facilitate that process
(Jayadeva, 2020), the role of media use for achieving other
educational levels, such as VET or schools formigrants’ children,
remains understudied.

Against that background, the quantitative textual analysis
that motivated this ethical reflection reveals that topics relating
to education, VET, and language-learning in particular, are
among the most prevalent ones in information exchanges on
Facebook groups of Brazilians in Germany. That conclusion
was only possible through a topic modeling approach, which
demanded the collection of quantitative textual data produced
by migrants in the context of a social media platform. The
following sections reflect on the ethics of collecting and
analysing this data produced by individuals that are potentially
vulnerable due to their legal status in Europe. Following,
the methodological decisions that were ethically critical for
this analysis are detailed; after that, we analyze our decisions
based on the heuristics to guide ethical decision making in
projects involving ICTs proposed by Nissenbaum (2010) and
commented by Zimmer (2018). We conclude by arguing that,
while researchers strive to comply with anonymization and data
security, the lack of transparency from social media platforms
can be harmful for critical, independent, and public-interest-
oriented research, which in turn can impair the development of
knowledge about social phenomena.

Methodological decisions

In this section, we first discuss the choice of Facebook as
a data source followed by an overview of ethical discourses

in research about migrants’ social media use and digital
data collection. After that, we present our rationale for
choosing Facebook groups adequate to answer our research
question, explain our procedure of textual data collection,
and argue in favor of a topic modeling approach to analyze
the data.

Creating a Facebook account for
research

In migration research, Facebook has been mostly used as an
empirical data source in qualitative approaches. Some accounts
based on interviews about Facebook use amongmigrants (Leurs,
2014; Dekker et al., 2018) are exempt from a discussion such
as the one we propose here, as informed consent can be
acquired. As Leurs (2017) observes, however, researchers must
still be careful with publishing digital traces of migrants, such
as print screens or detailed information about certain media
use patterns, even though interviewees themselves might have
agreed to provide such data. That position is aligned with a way
of arguing for a careful collection, management, and analysis
also of quantitative textual data from Facebook, as “informed
consent does little to protect participants” (Brown et al., 2016,
p. 855) and researchers share the responsibility of caring for
research participants’ privacy and anonymity at all situations.
Following such principles of care and transparency towards
research participants, one of the authors created an account
on Facebook.

The Facebook profile used for research was created using
the researcher’s real name, and with information identifying
her as a researcher. Some friends and acquaintances added her
and she joined five groups of her private interest (university
and academic research related). She “liked” 76 public pages,
most of them from organizations of Brazilians in Germany,
but also some university profiles and a few of private interests.
Finally, she joined 43 groups of Brazilians in Germany.
Although she created this profile for research purposes, it is
not a dummy account used simply to collect data, because
she is clearly identified, with her name and picture, and
with information signaling her as a researcher at Hamburg
University. Her university e-mail and the website leading to
the university’s website, where she figures as a researcher, are
also available on the page, as to make public other forms of
contact with her (e-mail and telephone number on the faculty
website) and to have some proof of her identity (the link to
the website). Indeed, one person with whom the researcher
got in touch through Facebook to ask for an interview for
the qualitative part of the study, replied to her via email—
and not through the Facebook chat where she sent out
the message requesting the interview—to “be sure about the
identity of the person who contacted me”, as the potential
interviewee explained. Also, Facebook allows users to add free
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text to their profiles. In this space, she wrote her position at
the university, the name of the project she works for, and
informed that the profile was created for research purposes.
This information was written in Portuguese, German, and
English. Apart from this research-related information, there
are traces of her personal interests (university groups and
“likes” on pages) and information about her background (the
town where she was born, where she currently lives, and her
educational pathway).

Contextualizing migrant Facebook
groups selected for research

This section contextualizes the space of our data collection,
namely Facebook groups gathering Brazilian migrants in
Germany. First, we define these groups. Afterward, we describe
the rationale behind the choice to analyze groups of Brazilians
in Germany and the data collection procedure. Finally, we argue
in favor of our decision to work with quantitative textual data
in this context accounting for the research quality and ethics
of our decisions. This section is already part of the contextual
integrity analysis. Nissenbaum (2010) proposes nine points for
the decision heuristics (see section “Discussing ethical decisions
of research with migrants’ textual data”). The second point of the
heuristics is to identify the prevailing context of the information
flow. As this section does exactly that, namely giving background
information about the source of the data, this section substitutes
the section “Prevailing context”.

Facebook groups of Brazilians in Germany gather registered
users with similar interests, locations, jobs or professions, and
aims. Some of these groups are public, meaning that their
content can be seen by any other user logged on to Facebook.
Other groups are private andmight request users to fill up a form
upon entry in order to be accepted by the administrators. Posts
and comments on these groups are visible to all participants.
These two types of groups can be found using Facebook’s search
tool and were included in this collection. There are “secret
groups” for which one has to be invited to participate—there are
none of these types in the dataset.

Although it has been argued (e.g., Naughton, 2022) that the
use of Facebook has been declining, Brazilian migrant groups
are still active and diverse, ranging from the general “Brazilians
in Germany”, to the location-based groups, like “Brazilians
in [German city]”, to specific groups like “Brazilian women
in Germany”, to work-related groups, such as “Brazilian IT
professionals in Germany”, “Brazilian Au Pairs in Germany”,
aim-related groups “Ausbildung in Germany from Brazil”, and
other interest groups “Gardening for Brazilians in Germany”.
Finally, Brazilian migrants’ fondness for social media groups
is not new, as it has been reported already over a decade
ago (Oosterbaan, 2010; Schrooten, 2012), nevertheless its uses
for educational projects have not been studied. The paid VET

programmes in Germany have the potential to attract migrants
who are excluded from tertiary education in their countries
of origin, as is the case of some Brazilians (Carnicer, 2019;
Fürstenau, 2019)—hence the choice to focus our research on
Germany as a country of destination. As to the decision to focus
on Brazilians, the best-described case of migrants from low-
income backgrounds pursuing tertiary education in a European
country seems to be that of Brazilians. Similarly, the well-
described case of Brazilians using social media to establish
migrant networks in Europe (Oosterbaan, 2010; Schrooten,
2012; Foletto, 2018) lays the grounds for the choice of that
particular nationality.

To select relevant groups for the empirical research,
first Facebook was searched for the terms “Brazilians” and
“Germany” (in Portuguese). After that, groups relating to
migration were selected and these were once again filtered
according to their level of interaction: using the information
provided by Facebook itself, the author joined 43 “active
groups”, i.e., groups with at least a thousand participants and
three posts made in 1 week. From that total, 30 groups required
participants to fill up a form upon entry to inform group
managers about their interest in joining the group. We used
the forms to inform the managers about our research interests,
data collection, and anonymization measures. To perform the
analysis, we used the structural topic modeling (STM) approach
(Roberts et al., 2019), which allowed us to correlate the posts
with the groups they came from. In this context, a topic is
“a mixture over words where each word has a probability of
belonging to a topic” (Roberts et al., 2019, p. 2). The outcome of
the procedure reveals that among the sevenmost relevant topics,
two are related to education, particularly to language learning
and accessing vocational education and training in Germany.
Across all groups, there is some mention of one of these topics,
meaning that in a group gathering Brazilians in a specific city
(but not explicitly related to education) or in a group gathering
Brazilians who wish to pursue a degree in Germany, there is
some mention of both education-related topics.

Automated textual data collection using a
web-scraper

The empirical data for this analysis is textual and comes from
posts and comments made by group participants. We solved the
issue caused by the “APIcalypse” (Bruns, 2019) by automating
our data collection using the WebDriver API Selenium, which
allows us to automatically control a web browser. The scraper
logs into the researcher’s Facebook account and systematically
goes through the groups that we could join. All posts, comments,
and sub-comments were copied to a local file system. Selenium
controls the web browser as if a human is sitting in front of
it: all data obtained is exactly the same data available to the
human Facebook user. No clicking behavior or friends list is
collected, for instance. A human could do the same procedure,
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however with a much bigger investment of time and effort.
Although we could have set up a Facebook Developer account
that would allow us to use Facebook’s API, the process using
Selenium is not subject to Facebook’s Graph API which includes
rate limits. Summing up, automation simply sped up the process
of data collection.

Reliability, reproducibility, and ethics in
migrants’ textual data collection

For the automated data collection, we considered whether
and to what extent we would be violating terms of use from a
giant social media company and if that would make us liable
to a legal process. In that regard, we argue with those who
stand for critical research (Hargittai and Sandvig, 2016; Bruns,
2019) and we support that independent data collection for social
science and digital humanities research is rules-based and can
comply with user privacy. Still, that does not solve the issue of the
impossibility of gaining consent from all users when conducting
such large data collection.

There are central differences between big techs’ data
extractivism and our procedures for data collection, storage,
and analysis. These differences are due to the scientific interest,
access, and use of the data. Regarding our data gathering, we as
researchers using a Facebook user’s interface with Selenium only
had access to what other individual Facebook users also have.
In that sense, we could control what information was collected.
As for the storage procedure, the textual data was saved on
a file shared only between the two authors of the empirical
paper and that could only be accessed through a closed network.
The applied “text as data” approach (Grimmer and Stewart,
2013) follows a standardized and, theoretically, reproducible
methodology while complying withmeasures for data protection
and having no financial profit. Nevertheless, because data from
Facebook groups can be erased, entire groups or Facebook itself
can cease to exist, and the platform can change its access rights, a
reproducibility test is unlikely to result in the same corpus, hence
such a test is not feasible.

It could be argued that there are other ways to research
media use for educational projects on migration that would
not demand a large textual data collection, therefore sparing
this paper’s discussion. That critique can also be directed
to the nature of such quantitative textual data from social
media: these Facebook posts are not connected to traits
that characterize social positionality (e.g., socioeconomic
background, educational attainment), which does not allow for
an analysis that accounts for inequality and discrimination. In
that sense, we agree with Leurs’ critique (Leurs, 2017) that such
procedures assume a “detachment from a discrete, knowable
world” and tend to “naturalize the politics of knowledge
production” (p. 134). However, because our empirical research
question could only be answered with quantitative textual
data focused on the prevalence of interactions involving

education in migrant Facebook groups, the lack of such
background information about group participants is not critical.
Our topic modeling study is part of a larger project that
includes a qualitative content analysis of the posts made
in these Facebook groups and a digital ethnography, for
which 30 group participants were interviewed. Following
the logic that “all quantitative models of language are
wrong—but some are useful” and that topic models need
validation (Grimmer and Stewart, 2013, p. 269–270), apart
from providing new research outputs by themselves, these
qualitative approaches were used to validate findings from the
topic modeling.

Finally, we do not treat data as “public” (Zimmer, 2010):
we did not reproduce posts word-by-word, both as an ethical
measure and because that was not useful for answering
our empirical question. As a final compliance measure to
counterbalance the impossibility of getting consent from group
users and to reassure that anonymity is preserved, the empirical
paper was presented to group managers and opened to
their critique.

Discussing ethical decisions of
research with migrants’ textual data

After contextualizing the study that generated this debate
in the first section and describing methodological decisions in
the previous section, we move on to discuss ethical decisions of
our research design based on Nissenbaum’s (2010) nine points
for a contextual integrity analysis when using emerging media
technologies for research. We also rely on ethical guidelines
for internet research elaborated by the Association of Internet
Researchers (AoIR) (franzke et al., 2020, p. 9-23).

Nissenbaum’s nine points for contextual integrity are
the following:

1. Describe the new practice in terms of its information flows
(see our section Information flows).

2. Identify the prevailing context in which the practice takes
place at a familiar level of generality, which should be
suitably broad such that the impacts of any nested contexts
might also be considered (section Prevailing context
referring to section Contextualizing migrant Facebook
groups selected for research).

3. Identify the information subjects, senders, and recipients
(section Information subjects, senders, and recipients).

4. Identify the transmission principles: the conditions under
which information ought (or ought not) to be shared
between parties. These might be social or regulatory
constraints, such as the expectation of reciprocity when
friends share news, or the obligation for someone with
a duty to report illegal activity (section Transmission
principles and its subsections).
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5. Detail the applicable entrenched informational norms
within the context, and identify any points of departure
the new practice introduces (section Detail the Entrenched
Information Norms and its subsections).

6. Make a prima facie assessment: there may be a violation of
contextual integrity if there are discrepancies in the above
norms or practices, or if there are incomplete normative
structures in the context to support the new practice
(section Prima facie assessment).

7. Evaluation I: Consider the moral and political factors
affected by the new practice. How might there be
harms or threats to personal freedom or autonomy?
Are there impacts on power structures, fairness,
justice, or democracy? In some cases, the results
might overwhelmingly favor accepting or rejecting
the new practice, while in more controversial or difficult
cases, further evaluation might be necessary (section
Evaluation I).

8. Evaluation II: How does the new practice directly
impinge on values, goals, and ends of the particular
context? If there are harms or threats to freedom or
autonomy, or fairness, justice, or democracy, what do
these threats mean in relation to this context? (section
Evaluation II).

9. Finally, on the basis of this evaluation, a determination
can be made as to whether the new process violates
contextual integrity in consideration of these wider
factors (section Final determination). (Nissenbaum, 2010;
p. 182–183).

In what follows, we address these items proposed by
Nissenbaum thereby analyzing the ethical issues of collecting
migrants’ digital traces for academic research.

Information flows

There are at least nine information flows on Facebook:

1. The first one is from the users to the company “Facebook”
(clicking patterns, location, cookies).

2. The second one is the flow of information about the author
who created the profile from the Facebook service to search
engines and other non-users (if the profile is indexed on
Google, for instance).

3. The third one is non-textual information from the profile
owner to other users registered on Facebook (such as “likes”
on profile pages and participation in groups).

4. The fourth one is from the private posts and friends list on
the personal profile of the author who created the profile to
their friends.

5. The fifth one is composed of posts written on private
groups (groups, for which the administrator has to grant
access to the requester), which can only be read by other
group participants.

6. The sixth one is composed of posts written on public
groups (groups, whose content can be seen by people who
are not participating in it), which can be read by anyone
who opens the group link.

7. The seventh one are replies to questionnaires elaborated
by group administrators, as a requirement to be accepted in
certain private Facebook groups.

8. The eight one are direct messages exchanged through
the Facebook chat (which was used to contact potential
interview partners for the qualitative study), i.e., a two-way
flow between the profile owner and another person.

9. The ninth one are multiple-way direct messages exchanged
among a closed group through the Facebook chat.

From this list, only the flows described on numbers 4 and
9 were not part of the interactions of the author who owns the
profile, as she did not post anything on her private profile and
did not send direct messages to multiple people. We did not
create a dummy profile. Although the profile was created for
research purposes, the owner was clearly identified on it and
she did not try to conceal her intentions to group administrators
when filling in questionnaires requesting to join the groups. By
running the web-scraper, we did introduce a tenth information
flow from the groups to our closed database, however our
data did not include users’ personal information. Finally, as
our database is not public, the raw information flow is kept
within the circuit of Facebook users (including the author who
has a Facebook profile) and will be destroyed as soon as the
research is concluded. One could argue that, once the analysis
based on this data is published, there would be the eleventh
flow of information toward the general public, nevertheless, that
information is anonymized, filtered, and analyzed based on a
specific research question. That flow is not of raw data; thus, it
is a new circuit of information flow (from the publisher to its
readers, etc.).

Prevailing context

The prevailing context relates to the social context in
which data is gathered (Nissenbaum, 2010, p. 149). For this
paper, the prevailing context is that of Facebook groups of
Brazilian migrants in Germany, as described particularly on
section Contextualizing migrant Facebook Groups selected for
research. This includes, among other aspects, the high level
of use of Facebook among Brazilian migrants for networking
and the opportunity of migrating to Germany to pursue
tertiary education.
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Information subjects, senders, and
recipients

In the context of our data collection, “information subjects”
are the Facebook users who interact by writing posts with a
question or a piece of information or by commenting on those
posts in groups of Brazilians in Germany. People who participate
in the groups but never had any interaction on them are not
our information subjects. Within these information subjects,
the senders are those who pose questions or share other kinds
of information on the groups and those who reply to such
questions. The recipients are all group members who read the
interactions (either group participants or not, in the case of
public groups). Because our dataset is not publicly available, we
did not expand the role of recipients to the general public.

Transmission principles

Transmission principles are rules that constrain the
information flows (Nissenbaum, 2010, p. 145). In our case, there
are three such sets of rules:

1. Because most of the information flows happen within a
context controlled by a private company, Facebook’s Terms
of Service (ToS) are one of the regulators.

2. Because the data was collected in Germany, the General
Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) from the European
Union is a second regulator.

3. Because the collected data is part of an academic research,
academic research ethics guidelines (e.g., franzke et al.,
2020) apply.

Following, we comment on the central guidelines from these
three sets of rules.

Facebook ToS

Facebook prohibits scrapping, but not manual data
collection. We could have done the same procedure manually
and acquired the same data however securing anonymity here
would have been even worse because the person manually
collecting the data would have seen what each group participant
has written. The company’s decision to prohibit scrapping
after the Cambridge Analytica scandal is probably useful in
constraining other companies to harvest and sell personal data
that could be used for skewing public opinion onmatters such as
migration. However, that decision is harmful to social research
(Sandvig, 2017; Bruns, 2019; Mancosu and Vegetti, 2020).

GDPR

GDPR recognizes that “by coupling information from
registries, researchers can obtain new knowledge of great value

. . . within social science, research on the basis of registries
enables researchers to obtain essential knowledge about the
long-term correlation of a number of social conditions such
as unemployment and education with other life conditions”.
As GDPR defines personal data as “any information relating to
an identified or identifiable natural person” and as Facebook
posts always appear associated with a profile, these texts could
be interpreted as personal data. However, GDPR highlights that
“information that identifies an individual . . . may be personal
data if you are processing it to learn something about that
individual or if your processing of this information will have an
impact on that individual”. In this sense, the data we collected is
in a gray zone: it is being used neither to learn something about
an individual in particular nor to undertake actions that would
have any foreseeable impact on an individual. In fact, we use
these data to describe the social world, more specifically,
digital information exchange relating to transnational
education and migration.

Kotsios et al. (2019, p. 6–10) provide further instructions
to assess the consequences of GDPR’s seven principles relating
to the processing of personal data in social media research.
We present these seven principles and associate them with
our case based on the comments by Kotsios et al. (2019) and
on our experience with the empirical data described in the
previous paragraphs:

1. Lawfulness, fairness, and transparency: Processing must be
lawful, fair, and transparent to the data subject.

Because Facebook itself does not provide “transparent
data access to critical, independent, public-interest
research” (Bruns, 2019, p. 1561), we cannot fully comply
with this point. Facebookmanagers are likely aware that,
even after closing their API, private companies still use
web scrapers as well as researchers. The issue is that
now the procedure is made opaque both to researchers
and, as a consequence, to research subjects as well. We
have taken the measures in our power to secure fairness
and transparency as to our research purposes and data
management standards.

2. Purpose limitation: Data must be processed for the
legitimate purposes specified explicitly to the data
subject when collected.

Our data collection was conducted for public interest
purposes, not for profit (Kotsios et al., 2019; p. 9-10),
as is the case of private companies that also use web
scrapers. The data we collected is going to be used
solely for this research purpose and with our previously
determined research question.

3. Data minimization: Only as much data as absolutely
necessary for the purposes specified must be
collected and processed.
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We had a defined timeframe for data collection (from
December 2020 to January 2021) and we collected
strictly data that was needed to answer our previously
determined research question.

4. Accuracy: Personal data must be kept accurate and
up to date.

Once the collection timeframe was closed, the texts of
collected posts were not edited content-wise. For the
topic modeling analysis, we deleted stop-words (e.g.,
pronouns and conjunctions), diacritics (e.g., the letter
“ç” or “ã”), and converted typical internet shortcut words
into their traditional format (e.g., in Portuguese “as
well” means “também” and is often written in online
interactions as “tb” or “tbm”). This manipulation does
not change the accuracy of posts’ content. Instead, it
serves to raise the accuracy of our topicmodeling results.

5. Storage limitation: Personally identifying data can only be
stored for as long as necessary for the specified purpose.

The data will be destroyed as soon as the research project
is finished.

6. Integrity and confidentiality: Processing must be done in
such a way as to ensure appropriate security, integrity, and
confidentiality (e.g., by using encryption).

We have complied with this as described in section
Methodological decisions.

7. Accountability: The data controller is responsible for
being able to demonstrate GDPR compliance with all
of these principles.

As data controllers, we can comply with this measure.

As demonstrated, research based on social media texts
can strive to comply with GDPR measures. However, the
fact that social media companies like Facebook do not
provide transparent information about their algorithm
functionality and no longer facilitate data collection for
academic research purposes puts researchers in a gray zone in
regards to GDPR.

AoIR guidelines

AoIR guidelines (franzke et al., 2020) are based on
similar concerns as GDPR’s, such as securing data privacy.
However, AoIR guidelines are not laws, but rather stances
for decision-making recommendations for scientific research.

Instead of providing a panacea, AoIR guidelines emphasize
researchers’ ability to make sound judgments, which most
importantly protect research subjects and researchers
themselves (p. 23). These were the main guidelines we
followed in our decision-making described at the beginning of
the paper.

There is a clash: we are complying with AoIR, and we
are in a gray zone of the ToS and GDPR. Our compliance
rationale for these three constraints in information flow (ToS,
GDPR, and AoIR) is aligned with the conclusions reached
by Mancosu and Vegetti (2020), who claim that collecting
textual data from Facebook pages can be “ethically and legally
(GDPR) acceptable” (p. 9) but it might be in conflict with
Facebook ToS.

Detail the entrenched information norms

Such norms “describe the existing practices that prevail
in a given context, encompassing the flows of information,
transmission principles, and expectations of the actors involved”
(Zimmer, 2018, p. 8). In our context, there are three groups of
actors involved: migrants and aspiring migrants who participate
in the groups, the group administrator(s), and the researchers.
Because the interests of a company are divergent from those of
these actors, Facebook is not accounted for here. Its entrenched
information norms-related expectations can be interpreted
according to the ToS described in the section Facebook ToS.

Migrants and aspiring migrants’ expectations

As highlighted in section Methodological decisions,
migrants have different reasons to join social media platforms
and exchange information on these platforms. The entrenched
information norms they have, however, are likely to be
similar, namely that other humans will read what they have
posted on the groups. There is an expectation that these
other humans probably share similarities with them: be
Brazilian migrants or aspiring migrants in Germany, have
some relationship with Brazil and/or with Germany. There
is also an expectation that the questions and other shared
information on these groups will be replied to by these other
humans who are likely to hold valuable information that can
help solve the issue being asked about. As these groups are
formed by over a thousand participants, it is not expected
that all participants see the messages and reply to them, as
well as there is an understanding that there are participants
who are lurking in these groups (i.e., group participants who
read the interactions but do not write). As these groups are
highly populated and administrators cannot guarantee the
identity of those who access groups, participants are likely
to be careful with sharing personal information, and it is not
uncommon that migrants anonymize themselves by not using
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their real names on social media. Finally, some public groups
even accept the presence of company profiles that promote
their services.

Group administrator(s)

Group administrators of public groups are likely to hold
fewer entrenched information norms than administrators of
private groups. The former is probably interested in having
fewer moderation duties and possibly being recognized as
the administrator of a large group highly relevant for the
information exchange of a specific population (e.g., for the case
of migrants in a specific town or migrants looking for education
and employment in specific areas). For these administrators,
which users participate in the group and for what purposes is
probably irrelevant, as long as participants comply with their
rules. The latter type of administrator is probably interested
in having more control over who can access the group. Based
on the questions from entry forms, their expectation is to
filter participants who are likely to fuel disrupting discourses
and those interested in using the groups to sell products and
services. These administrators were informed about our interests
as researchers.

Researchers

Our expectation was to observe migrants and aspiring
migrants’ textual interactions in a non-controlled situation. In
doing so, we wanted to analyze the role of information exchanges
in migratory projects related to education—or, how education
projects relate to migration. More concretely, we expected to
understand what migrants and aspiring migrants debate about
education in these groups and to determine the relevance of
education-related topics in these information exchanges. From
the perspective of other group participants, as the researcher
who owns the profile did not interact in the groups, she could
be interpreted as a lurker.

As the author who created the profile is clearly identified
on Facebook and as we did not harvest information such as
location or other sensitive information that usersmay havemade
available on their personal Facebook profiles themselves, we did
not disrupt users’ expectation of being in a group with other
people they do not know. In the eyes of these participants,
we as researchers could be seen as any other lurker. As we
did not expect to breach anonymity or to promote services or
products, nor to do harm to participants, we complied with
entrenched information norms of group administrators—and
with ours as researchers. Furthermore, administrators of closed
groups were explicitly informed about our expectations. Our
results will also be shared with them in order to reassure them
that we have secured that no group participant can be de-
anonymized. Finally, as we are not making our data publicly

available, we are not disrupting the informational norms of
any actor.

Prima facie assessment

Nissenbaum (2010, p. 182) contends that “a breach of
informational norms yields a prima facie judgment that
contextual integrity has been violated because presumption
favors the entrenched practice”. Here, we land in a gray
area. Considering that these groups are highly populated and
therefore participants are careful with the information they
publish in the group, that private groups’ administrators were
informed and allowed us to participate, and that we did not
go against the expectations of public groups’ administrators,
we could argue that no informational norm was breached.
Nevertheless, if we consider that the expectations of group
participants were to exchange information, not to participate in
a research project, then an informational norm was breached,
particularly in relation to group participants and public groups’
administrators. Still, our academic publication opens another
information flow, because we have processed and analyzed the
data, and therefore we are not sharing data that is part of the
information flow described in part 4.1. In that sense, because
there are two information circuits (the one among Facebook
users only and the one derived from the publication of a paper
based on the Facebook posts), and the data of one is not
shared with the other, the situation is more complex and the
entrenched information norms from the second circuit should
also be assessed. Shortly, in that second circuit, peer-reviewers
and the academic readership would probably like to have access
to the data from the first circuit in order to assess the reliability
of our analysis. However, if we do that, we would merge the two
circuits of information and then doubtlessly breach contextual
integrity by making our data public.

Evaluation I

Considering that gray zone in relation to migrants’ privacy
and the breach of Facebook’s ToS, we assume there is potential
for a violation of contextual integrity and therefore, proceed to
the first evaluation step to assess the gravity of the potential
violation (Nissenbaum, 2010, p. 182).

Based on previous studies investigating migrants’ use
of social media (e.g., Dekker et al., 2018; Jayadeva, 2020),
there is no evidence that such a topic of investigation
might have caused harm to migrants. Researchers in this
field have followed ethical procedures of anonymization and
their research questions do not put the groups researched
by them under any particular doubt or surveillance from
authorities or other actors of migration. In that sense, there
is no evidence that academic research about migration and
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digital media use has ever caused migrants to loose control
over their information. Similarly, our proposal accounts for
such security measures. In this sense, we are “doing no
harm”, a primary ethical imperative (Fuchs and Unterberger,
2021).

Evaluation II

The second evaluative step asks to assess how the new
practice directly impinges on the values, goals, and ends of the
particular context (Nissenbaum, 2010, p. 182). If we consider
that, although one of us was participating in the groups not for
the interest of exchanging information, but rather in analyzing
it, then one could argue that we are not aligned with the
goals of the context. However, as the person participating
in the groups was completely identified, we treated the data
carefully, we did not interfere in any discussions in the group,
we did not collect private information, and users are not naive
about participating in a group with over thousand unknown
people, hence not sharing sensitive information and sometimes
anonymizing themselves with aliases, one cannot say that we
bluntly disrupted the values of the groups or of participants we
have researched.

A model to assess factors affecting consent suggested by
McKee and Porter (quoted in Elgesem, 2015, p. 15–16) and
adapted to research with social media data by Elgesem (2015)
helps to think about consent and anonymity within this gray
area. What is helpful in that model is that it is based on scales,
not on absolute statements. Assessing these scales can inform
whether there is a requirement to obtain consent or if it is
important to have consideration for consent (Elgesem, 2015;
p. 18–19) and for the impossibility of obtaining it. The scales
account for whether the data is rather private or rather public,
and whether there are rather high or rather low issues involving
topic sensitivity, degree of interaction of the researcher with
subjects, and degree of vulnerability of subjects. For our case, the
data collected are not personal communications between a small
group of people, yet it was posted in a specific group of Brazilian
migrants to which we had access, hence on this scale, we would
still be in a gray area. Regarding topic sensitivity, we have a
clear research question focused on transnational educational
projects, which is not a topic of particular concern especially
because we are not closely interacting with the researched
subjects. Although remembrance of the experience of shattered
educational aspirations and projects, for instance, can cause
distress, our empirical research question focuses on what general
topics are discussed in these groups. Furthermore, as we are
not requesting group participants to access memories or share
plans with us, i.e., we have a very low level of interaction with
subjects, both our topic and our degree of interaction imply a
comparatively low requirement of consent. Regarding the last
factor, the subjects’ vulnerability, we have to consider that we are

researching migrants and aspiring migrants whose legal status
is unknown to us. Again, we go back to our research question
to judge whether there is a rather high or low requirement for
consent. Differently from investigating migrants who use social
media to inform their pathway to claim asylum and might have
to resort to irregular practices for border crossing (Dekker et al.,
2018; Fischer and Jørgensen, 2021), our research question relates
to an issue that requires migrants to have a regularized status in
the country, as without a residence permit, they cannot enroll
in tertiary educational institutions. However, the situation is
different for children and teenagers, who can access schools even
though their parents might not have a regular migratory status
in Germany. The possibility of inflicting direct psychological
harm through our research topic is also low, as we did not
interact with group participants. The possibility of inflicting
indirect harm based on the outcomes of our research is also low,
due to the focus of our research question in migratory projects
involving education.

Comparative evaluation based on studies using
Facebook posts and a topic modeling approach

This section comments upon other empirical research
based on a topic modeling approach that also used data
collected on Facebook. At the time of writing, to the best
of our knowledge, there is no study using migrants’ posts
based on such an approach. The focus of this section is on
other researchers’ solutions and ethical justifications for data
collection on Facebook regardless of the empirical topic of the
studies. This overview reveals researchers’ concern about the
ethics of collecting such data but also an apparent avoidance to
discuss these concerns in depth, perhaps either due to the earlier
facilitated access to collecting Facebook posts (before the API’s
closure) or due to implicit perceptions of what public data is.

The discussion presented in this paper could have been
spared if we had followed a less troublesome approach to
data collection. An option could have been recruiting migrant
Facebook users to participate in the research and requesting
them to sign a consent form, as Verheijen and Stoop did
for their linguistic analysis among Dutch speakers (Verheijen
and Stoop, 2016, p. 249–258). They analyzed posts made only
by these subjects who explicitly consented to have their posts
collected. That would hardly be an option to research migrant
Facebook groups. The reason for that is twofold: first, we
could not force participants to post in the migrant Facebook
groups, hence, if a participant did not post at all, we would
have no data; and second, had we recruited participants with
a high rate of posts, we would be cherry-picking the data since
there is no evidence that most group participants have a high
posting rate. Furthermore, even if we maximized or minimized
demographic differences of such hypothetical participants, we
would still have a non-representative sample because we do
not know exactly what are the socio-economic characteristics of
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regular participants of these migrant Facebook groups. Hence,
Verheijen and Stoop’s (2016) solution would not suit our
research aim.

Although also not related to migrants’ use of Facebook,
other methodological solutions closer to the one described in
this paper reveal similar ethical concerns and contend that
they cannot guarantee anonymization despite measures taken
by the researchers (Merrill and Åkerlund, 2018, p. 340), while
others do not focus on discussing the data collection and storage
procedures (Puschmann et al., 2020; Amara et al., 2021; Heft
et al., 2022). Most of these analyses are based on “public posts”
or “publicly available profiles”, i.e., comments on Facebook pages
of political parties and private organizations made by users who
did not restrict who could view their posts. That decision seems
to be implicitly presented as an ethical justification for collecting
those posts. Furthermore, unlike ours, these other studies were
conducted before Facebook closed its API, hence they do not
mention the harms of that restriction to research.

The restriction posed by Facebook to social researchers is
an obstacle in the analysis of social interactions, their causes,
and consequences. Still, researchers keep using that platform
and other platforms owned by the same company for their
data collection, due to the social relevance it has reached. If
earlier research, as described above, mentioned ethical concerns
in a few sentences or left these concerns implicit, the closing
of access to collect Facebook data has given impulse to reflect
on ethics in practices of collecting digital traces (e.g., Bruns,
2019; Puschmann, 2019). That does not mean that the trade of
“closing the access to relevant empirical data” for “elaborating
on the ethics of collecting that data” was worth it: ethics of
research using digital data had been already brought up before
the closing of Facebook’s API (e.g., Zimmer, 2010) and, as
digitalization increases, there is no evidence that the ethical
discussion in this field would have stopped. Nevertheless, this
situation promotes advancements in the ethics’ discussion at
the same time that it sheds light on the power that a big-
tech company has over academic research and researchers,
as researchers might have to consider whether they make
themselves liable for prosecution or decide to investigate topics
through other methodological approaches even though using
Facebook would be relevant.

Final determination

The last point proposed by Nissenbaum (2010, p. 182–183)
is the final determination as to whether there was a violation
of contextual integrity and, if so, how grave is this violation
toward whom, whether and how these violations are defensible.
This final point is similar to our research question about how to
justify the collection and analysis of migrants’ digital traces for
academic research.

We could have hired someone to copy and paste all posts
and comments from Facebook, thereby complying with the

ToS of not using an automated web scraper. The person
doing this, however, would have had much more insight into
who wrote what than an automated procedure. Facebook’s
decision of prohibiting web scraper might be well-thought
to avoid companies profiling users and tackling the criticism
toward the company after the Cambridge Analytica scandal,
nevertheless, these policies are harmful to researchers who
care for ethics and anonymity—as they can make themselves
liable even though they have the best interest of not exposing
vulnerable populations.

In this paper, we made transparent our data collection
procedure and analyzed it in the light of ethical and legal
frameworks. Along with Bruns (2019) and other critical
researchers of digital media, we have added up the argument
that such social media platforms occupy nowadays an
important role in social phenomena and thus must “provide
transparent data access to critical, independent, public-
interest research” (p. 1561). For researchers studying migration
and social media use, the lack of transparency of social
media platforms implies a forced lack of control over
the collected data. In turn, that impacts also migrants
who could profit from critical views about digital media:
research in this area can provide insights into reasons
to migrate and decision-making processes supported by
information exchanges on social media which can inform
policies and support arguments in favor of migrants and
diversity in media educational institutions, public discourses,
and political spheres.

Based on the heuristic described in the previous eight points,
the measures we took for the data collection through a topic
modeling approach and its subsequent analysis do care for
the anonymity of potentially vulnerable group participants. On
the one hand, our decision not to make the data collected
from the groups freely available further secures anonymity. On
another hand, that puts us in a criticisable situation regarding
the reliability of our data, as it cannot be shared. However,
as securing data protection and anonymity of migrants who
participate in these Facebook groups is more important in order
to avoid harm, we decided to put more weight on that aspect
than on the quality assessment of the academic community. In
that sense, to some extent, securing the anonymity and data
protection of vulnerable populations in academic research is a
group commitment.

The collection of large textual datasets of migrants’ digital
traces for academic research purposes can be justified when
researchers are invested in securing the collected data from
anonymity breaches—by not collecting certain profiling data
and by not creating another information flow by making their
dataset available. The fact that academic research is guided
by methodological and ethical guidelines and tends to be
detached from financial profit also speaks in favor of the
possibility of securing such datasets collected from migrant
or vulnerable populations. In the unlikely case researchers
had interest in selling their dataset for target advertising or
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political action against migration, for instance, the contextual
integrity analysis described here would no longer be applicable
and multiple contextual integrity violations would have been
committed. Finally, although the procedures described here
could be interpreted as in a legally gray zone, no involved parts
were harmed in this data collection and analysis procedure.
Therefore, such research is defensible when an appropriate
research question is addressed and standards are followed, as
researchers have already been doing (Mahoney et al., 2022a;
Sandberg et al., 2022a).
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Drawing from a networked perspective of migration and from the concept of

“transnational education,” this paper investigates the education-related topics

discussed in Facebook groups among Brazilian migrants in Germany. The paper

examines the “latent ties” activated inmigrant Facebook groups as part of networks

that can be used to collect information about migratory pathways involving

educational opportunities. A qualitative content analysis was conducted with

2.297 posts retrieved from six Facebook groups divided into location, vocational

education and training (VET), and professional groups. The outcomes point out

that there is a demand for transnational education beyond university degrees.

Additionally, the paper highlights that latent ties can be used to collect and

cross-check information in migratory contexts involving education.

KEYWORDS

migrant online groups, latent ties, transnational education, Brazilian migration, Brazilians

in Germany

1. Introduction

This paper investigates education-related information, opinions, and experiences shared

bymigrants and aspiringmigrants on social media.While social media became an important

part of migration journeys and education can be an important driver for some migrants,

there has been relatively little investigation of the intersection of migration, social media,

and education, except for a few studies (e.g., Chang et al., 2018; Jayadeva, 2020). Existing

research on transnational education tends to focus on migrants pursuing university degrees

abroad (Brooks andWaters, 2010; Beech, 2015) and the intersection ofmigration, media, and

education also seems to go in that direction (Jayadeva, 2020). This paper broadens that scope

to include other educational opportunities, such as vocational education and training (VET).

Specifically, this paper aims to answer the research question: What education-related topics

are discussed among migrants and aspiring migrants in social media groups? Empirically, it

explores the case of Facebook groups of Brazilian migrants and aspiring migrants who wish

to move to, or already live in, Germany. Henceforth, these groups are referred to as groups

of Brazilians in Germany. The results illustrate how migrant networks of latent ties can be

used to collect information about transnational education beyond university degrees.

In what follows, I provide contextual information to justify the focus on Brazilian

migration to Germany. I also comment on the migratory conditions of nurses and

information technology (IT) professionals to Germany, as these professional groups

are relevantly present in the data. After that, I describe the concept of “transnational

education” (UNESCO and Council of Europe, 2001) and how it is associated with

social networks, particularly in migratory cases associated with educational levels beyond

university studies (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). I then present the concept of “latent

ties” (Haythornthwaite, 2002) and describe how these are activated in migratory contexts,

followed by a comment on Brazilian migrants’ media use. In the research design section,

I explain the sampling and data collection decisions and the procedures for conducting a
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qualitative content analysis (Schreier, 2012). Finally, I present the

findings in four sections: the demand for transnational education

beyond university degrees, the potential association of education-

related topics with economic and gender differences, the perception

that university studies can be sometimes irrelevant or associated

with frustration in this migratory context, and the trust in

information shared by latent ties in education-related topics.

While it is not possible to assert whether people who exchanged

information in the groups of Brazilians in Germany migrated and

fulfilled their educational aspirations, the outcomes support that

demand for transnational education goes beyond university degrees

and that information shared in these groups is potentially relevant

for migratory pathways associated with education.

2. Contextual information

In this section, I justify the focus on the migration of Brazilians

to Germany and I outline the German labor market conditions for

migrant nurses and IT professionals.

2.1. Brazilians in Germany and education

Although the number of Brazilians in Germany is small

compared to migrants from other nationalities (Statistisches

Bundesamt, 2022), Germany figures among the top five European

countries of destination for Brazilian migrants (Ministério das

Relações Exteriores, 2021). Therefore, from a Brazilian perspective,

studying this population in Germany is of quantitative interest.

From a German perspective, focusing on Brazilian migration

provides insights into the migration of a socioeconomically diverse

population who primarily migrate for reasons other than fleeing

war and conflict. While the findings here are not generalizable,

they might be similar among other populations, as social media

use is widespread. The diversity of the Brazilian population is

potentially reflected in the composition of Facebook groups of

Brazilians in Germany, as almost 77% of that population uses

social media (Statista, 2022) and such high figures seem to be

prevalent regardless of class and gender, and across rural or

urban areas (Spyer, 2018; IBGE, 2022; NapoleonCat, 2022). All

sampled Facebook groups of Brazilians in Germany have over two

thousand participants, which increases the likelihood of a diverse

socioeconomic composition.

The Brazilian education system has historically disadvantaged

people from low-income backgrounds, despite recent

improvements such as the implementation of quotas in public

universities (Câmara and Almeida, 2012; Sampaio and Oliveira,

2016; Windle, 2022). While there have been improvements in

national education measurements, as of 2019, the average formal

education attendance among Brazilians was only 9.4 years, with

only 17% of people aged 25 or over having completed tertiary

education (IBGE, 2022, p. 1). The need to work is themost common

reason for Brazilians to drop out formal education, regardless of

race or sex (IBGE, 2022, p. 11–13), what highlights the deficient

policies for promoting educational continuity. Furthermore,

structural racism is evident in the Brazilian educational system

with the imbalance in tertiary education achievements. In 2017,

only 31% of university graduates were Black or Brown, while 66%

were white (Dias Silva, 2020, p. 23). Some of the students who

cannot enter or conclude university degrees in Brazil see migration

as a way to both access tertiary education and have an opportunity

for upward mobility (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019).

In Germany, VET programmes are paid, last around 3 years,

and are offered in a dual system. That means the students must

attend teaching units and undergo supervised practical experience,

similar to an internship. The starting salary for those beginning a

VET programme in 2023 is at least 620 Euros with yearly increases

thereafter (Bundesamt für Justiz, 2005). For aspiring nurses, the

starting VET salary is around 1,166 Euros and, for an IT specialist

in data and process analysis, the starting VET salary is 1,011 Euros

(AUBI-plus, 2023). This salary is one of the conditions that enable

young migrants from lower socioeconomic backgrounds who are

excluded from the educational system in Brazil to pursue VET in

Germany (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). As of 2022, around 4.2

thousand Brazilians were enrolled in German universities (Destatis,

2022).

In Germany, the educational system tends to discriminate

against migrant students, non-migrants with a migration history

in the family, as well as non-migrants from low-socioeconomic

backgrounds (Dumont et al., 2014; Olczyk et al., 2016; Mafaalani,

2021). This issue has been improving, however, it is still

observable in the traditional selection patterns of the school

system. After 4 years of primary education, students (aged 10)

can be recommended to continue toward the Gymnasium (higher

secondary education) or to other modalities that also allow access

to tertiary education, but are seen as ‘less prestigious’. Pupils whose

caretakers migrated to Germany tend to be discriminated against

when it comes to recommendations to the Gymnasium, sometimes

leading to a harder pathway in the access to tertiary education

(Trebbels, 2015; Hunkler, 2016). For non-EU migrants, the path to

VET in Germany is also a complex one: foreign school certificates

are sometimes recognized as a lower level requiring migrants to

repeat studies; apart from the formalities of the migration process,

educational institutions require knowledge of German-language

verified through expensive certificates which can make the way to

VET no easier than the one to university.

2.2. Nurses and IT professionals

Two relevant professional groups in the dataset are nurses and

IT professionals. In Brazil, nursesmust hold a specific BA degree. IT

professionals, on the other hand, do not need a mandatory higher

education certificate to work in the field. In Germany, these two

professions are listed as highly demanded on the official website

dedicated to informing and attracting foreign professionals to the

country (Make it in Germany, 2023).

Nurses’ profession is regulated in Germany, hence, those who

did not complete their training in the country are requested to have

their certificates recognized, prove German knowledge through an

officially recognized certificate, provide a certificate of mental and

physical fitness signed by a Germanmedical doctor, and show proof

that they do not have a criminal record (Make it in Germany,

2022b). The costs of degree recognition vary according to federal
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states. In Hamburg, for instance, this may reach up to 722 Euros

(Freie und Hansestadt Hamburg, 2022). Apart from those costs,

applicants must also count with costs for, for instance, publicly

sworn translations of their diploma, and German language exams,

which can cost around 194 Euros in Brazil (Goethe-Institut, 2023).

Based on all job announcements for nurses on the job-seeking

portal Glassdoor, the average salary of these professionals in the

private sector in Brazil is around 639 Euros monthly (Glassdoor,

2023d). For IT professionals working in Brazil, the mean salary is

of around 2.380 Euros monthly (Glassdoor, 2023b). If a migrant

has a job offer in Germany in an IT area with a salary of at

least 52.560 Euros yearly, they can apply for a Blue Card visa.

For that, they must show proof of at least 3 years of professional

experience in the area, some professional certificate or examination,

and a German language certificate, which may be disregarded in

case the working language in their future company is not German

(Make it in Germany, 2022a). In the private sector in Germany, the

salary of an IT consultant can reach around 5.000 Euros monthly

(Glassdoor, 2023c). Nurses in Germany receive around 3.100 Euros

monthly (Glassdoor, 2023a).

In the global labor market, some trained nurses might

perform domestic work after migration (Parreñas, 2015). To

describe this phenomenon, Rhacel Parreñas introduced the concept

of “contradictory class mobility” which, among other factors,

arises from the devaluation of degrees obtained in the Global

South (Parreñas, 2015, p. 118). Parreñas’ interviewees expressed

frustration about not being able to work in positions they were

trained for in the Philippines, but also acknowledged that their

migration allowed them to afford living standards they would

not have been able to achieve otherwise. In other words, while

their financial conditions improved, their perceived social status

decreased (Parreñas, 2015, p. 219). Unlike health-related labor

areas, the relatively de-regulated nature of the IT profession poses

one barrier less for migrants working in that area. Still, migrant

women working in IT seem to be disadvantaged, as requirements to

live flexible and hypermobile lives “sit uneasily with gender norms,

which demand women’s participation in and taking responsibility

for the running of geographically fixed households” (Raghuram,

2004, p. 174).

3. Transnational education and social
networks

The term “transnational education” was proposed by the

UNESCO to refer to “all types of higher education study

programmes, or sets of courses of study, or educational services

(including those of distance education) in which the learners are

located in a country different from the one where the awarding

institution is based” (UNESCO and Council of Europe, 2001, p. 2).

Research in that area tends to focus on university education and,

sometimes on private international schools (Adick, 2018). Among

transnational education studies, the focus on university degrees

comes along with an interest in institutional aspects (Waters, 2018),

and migrants’ expectations of acquiring cultural capital abroad

(Waters, 2015; Yu, 2021). This kind of international mobility

associated with education is held for a strategy of themiddle classes,

however, migrants from lower socioeconomic backgrounds also

follow migratory projects based on educational aspirations and

opportunities (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019). For some of these

migrants, particularly in the German case, accessing VET is ameans

to fulfill their migratory goals and educational aspirations, as well

as to support their families and achieve upward mobility (Carnicer

and Fürstenau, 2021).

The migration of these Brazilian who wish to pursue VET

in Germany supports the notion that migration is a project

seldom planned and achieved individually, as migrants are

embedded in “multi-stranded social relations that link together

their societies of origin and settlement” (Basch et al., 2005, p.

8). This highlights the networked aspect of migration, where

interpersonal connections are crucial for its accomplishment.

Migrant network analyses have focused on strong and weak ties

established through personal connections to describe migratory

pathways involving education (Brooks and Waters, 2010;

Beech, 2015; Carnicer and Fürstenau, 2019). These network

connections can also be established online, and be used both

to navigate dangerous migration journeys as well as to access

information about university education abroad (Dekker et al.,

2018; Jayadeva, 2020). Following that premise, the next section

explores the establishment and uses of such online ties in

migratory contexts.

3.1. Latent ties connections and
information precarity in migration contexts

Social media have the potential to bridge different social

groups: aspiring with settled migrants, job-seekers with job-

holders, individuals with experience in the foreign educational

system and newcomers (Komito, 2011; Nedelcu, 2012; Jayadeva,

2020; Kotyrlo, 2020). Such online connections bridged through

social media can be named “latent ties,” i.e., connections “for which

a connection is available technically but that has not yet been

activated by social interaction” (Haythornthwaite, 2002, p. 385).

On social media, latent ties can be the pool of users participating

in an online forum: most of them do not know each other

and a tie is established only when a user published something

and receives replies from other users. These are at first rather

instrumental connections that can serve to bridge people with

experience in relevantmatters for aspiring and newcomermigrants.

For instance, latent ties can be activated in situations when official

information is not available or when trustworthy information is

hard to identify (Dekker et al., 2018). This situation has been

described as “information precarity,” a condition of instability,

identified particularly among asylum seekers using media to collect

information for decision-making and to access personal data,

which leaves them potentially vulnerable to misinformation (Wall

et al., 2017; Dekker et al., 2018). While the migratory context

presented in this paper is different from that of asylum seekers.

These migrants seem to prefer social media information based on

personal experiences or shared by users with whom a stronger

social connection is already established, as these is perceived

as more trustworthy (Dekker et al., 2018). Along with other
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platforms, Facebook groups are mentioned as convenient sources

of information, however, the authenticity of such information is

still cross-checked with personal acquaintances (Dekker et al., 2018,

p. 8).

In migratory journeys related to education, Jayadeva (2020)

has described the use of Facebook groups among Indian youth

who wish to access universities in Germany. She suggests that

information shared by latent ties can facilitate migrants’ access to

university education by expanding aspiring migrants’ social capital

(Jayadeva, 2020). In that context, Facebook groups are seen as

a source of guidance in the process of applying to universities

and even as a better alternative to paid education consultancy

services. Although the migrant group studied by Jayadeva (2020)

were in a different situation than the refugees studied by Wall

et al. (2017) and Dekker et al. (2018), both groups of migrants rely

on information shared on social media, evidencing the relevance

of latent ties in migratory journeys, even in those in which

information precarity is not necessarily the case (Jayadeva, 2020).

3.2. Brazilian migrants and latent ties

Brazilian migrants’ fondness for social media is not new.

Almost 10 years ago, Schrooten (2012) conducted a digital

ethnography among Brazilian migrants living in Belgium who

used Orkut (a platform deactivated in 2014). She pointed out

that these groups “provide a variety of social capital . . . which

assists in the migration transition” (Schrooten, 2012, p. 1,801).

Schrooten reports political discussions, arrangements for in-person

gatherings, and information exchanges about documentation and

legal procedures and employment opportunities. Also researching

Orkut, Oosterbaan (2010, 2013) reports that employment search

was one of the most relevant topics in groups of Brazilians in

Barcelona and Amsterdam. Oosterbaan (2013, p. 46) highlights

that some groups support in-person meetings, which evidences a

willingness to develop strong ties and trust in unknown people

based on shared nationality, participation on an online forum, and

possibly similar migratory situations. Latent ties are part of the

networked aspects supporting migration aspirations and decision-

making among Brazilian migrants (Dekker et al., 2016).

In the 2010s, both Oosterbaan (2010, 2013) and Schrooten

(2012) reported similar levels of interaction in Brazilian Orkut

groups in three European contexts, finding over a thousand

communities with titles of “Brazilians in [location]” (Oosterbaan,

2010). Schrooten (2012) highlights that Orkut was embedded

in migrants’ daily life already before they migrated and, after

migration, it became a relevant source of social, political, and

cultural connection to Brazil. After Orkut was deactivated,migrants

and aspiring migrants created new communities on Facebook—

with no sign of diminished interest in social media networking.

Researching Facebook groups of Brazilians in Sweden, Foletto

(2018) reports groups with over 1.7 thousand participants and a

mean of 66.8 monthly posts—similar amounts as among groups

of Brazilians in Germany (see Table 1). The main feature of

online migrant groups is, hence, information exchange and mutual

support in the migration process. Latent ties established on social

media are thus relevant among Brazilian migrants and aspiring

migrants. It remains to be described the role of education-related

topics in the activation of these ties.

4. Research design

Education-related topics figure among the most prevalent ones

debated in groups of Brazilian migrants in Germany (Dedecek

Gertz and Süßer, 2022), hence these topics are among the most

important cues to activate latent ties (Haythornthwaite, 2002).

These education-related topics are connected to levels beyond

university education, such as language learning and accessing

VET (Dedecek Gertz and Süßer, 2022). This paper looks from a

qualitative perspective at a share of these posts used to determine

the prevalence of education-related topics in groups of Brazilians

in Germany.

To select relevant groups, I first used Facebook’s search tool

to look for groups containing “Brazilian” and “Germany” (in

Portuguese) and gained access to 43 “active groups,” i.e., groups

with at least a thousand participants and three posts published in

one week. Most groups required filling up a questionnaire upon

entry, which I used to inform about my research interest. Also, on

my Facebook profile, I am identified as a researcher and provide

my contact information. These 43 active groups were divided into

“location groups,” “professional groups,” “vocational education and

training (VET) groups,” and “other” (Brazilians who wish to work

as Au Pairs or to do voluntary work, “gardening for Brazilians”

etc.). Anyone with a Facebook account could join the groups,

however, due to the titles containing variations of “Brazilians in

Germany,” the frequent discussion of topics related to regulations

and requirements that apply to Brazilians in Germany, and the use

of Brazilian Portuguese in the groups, the majority of participants

are likely to be Brazilian.

After reading what was posted in these groups in 2020,

some stood out due to the level of daily interactions: users

engaged with posts commenting on their experiences, giving tips,

or starting discussions based on their different experiences and

opinions. Two groups from each relevant type were selected:

two “location groups” and two “professional groups,” both with

the highest number of interactions and the only two “VET

groups” available. “Other” groups had no relevant educational-

related interactions and were therefore not selected. The amount

of collected interactions (questions and answers), words per

group, and participants at the time of the data collection were

as follows:

TABLE 1 Interactions varied from over 800 words (in which concrete

situations and doubts were explained, for instance) to 3 words (in short

replies if someone asked for clarification to provide an accurate reply).

Groups Interactions Words Participants

VET group 1 450 21.379 4.936

VET group 2 1,051 62.289 4.713

Location group 1 123 9.654 4.520

Location group 2 321 36.195 24.180

Nurses’ group 153 13.909 3.944

IT group 199 11.789 2.480

In total, 2.297 interactions were collected. Although some groups had more interactions, the

number of words is lower because the interactions (questions/answers) were shorter. For

instance, Location group 2 had fewer interactions than VET group 1, but more words because

interactions in Location group 2 were more detailed.
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Posts made until the beginning of December 2020 were

identified using Facebook’s search tool and copied into a text

editing document. Each group was screened for the following terms

relating to formal education: learn, study, Ausbildung (the German

word for VET), school, university, faculty, course, Studienkolleg,1

classes, and course. All posts and their respective comments

containing at least one of these terms were collected. Although this

selection encompasses a timeframe in which migration was limited

due to COVID-19 restrictions, the levels of interactions were still

high. In the dataset, the only mention of COVID-19 in association

with education is a reply by a group participant informing that

“students with a valid registration at a German university can enter

the country” (Location group 2). The content of the posts also

reveals that, regardless of the restrictions, this period was still used

for planning migratory journeys: “even though there’s not much to

do now, I’m already collecting information” (VET group 1), writes

a group participant.

After the data collection, posts that contained sensitive

information, posts in which terms were used out of context, and

posts containing advertising were eliminated. The posts were coded

using MAXQDA according to the following deductive/inductive

categories (Schreier, 2012).

• Educational levels being discussed

◦ Kindergarten

◦ School (Gymnasium/Gesamtschule/Realschule/Hautpschule)

◦ VET (divided by areas, e.g., care work, IT)

◦ University (BA, MA, Ph.D.)

• What was being discussed about education

◦ permanence in Germany (e.g., being enrolled in an

educational institution to apply for a residence permit)

◦ professional aspiration (e.g., fulfilling requirements to apply

for certain jobs)

◦ upward mobility (e.g., achieving a certain income)

◦ cultural capital (e.g., value attributed to diplomas)

• Questions

◦ recommendation or opportunity request (e.g., “I’m

looking for a VET to work in a Kindergarten—if

anyone knows about such an opportunity, let me know,”

VET group 1)

◦ personal experiences (e.g., “has anyone undergone a

certificate recognition lately and can tell me how it was?”,

VET group 1)

◦ opinion request (e.g., “I’m having a hard time with the

notary to have my high school certificate recognized—they

claim a signature is missing but it is in fact there! What

should I do?”, VET group 2)

1 Public educational institutions that o�er a one-year preparatory course

for students who finished school outside Germany and wish to access a

German university.

◦ “information precarity” [“insecure, unstable, and

undependable” information which could lead to

potentially wrong, problematic or even dangerous

decisions (Wall et al., 2017) such as “I heard say that having

a university degree as a nurse is worthless. Is that true?”,

Nurses’ group]

• Answers

◦ based on “information precarity” (Wall et al., 2017) (wrong

or incomplete information such as “people who cannot pay

for VET can receive a public loan for that,” VET group 1)

◦ based on where to find official information (e.g., “you can

find this information at the Job Center,” VET group 1)

◦ style or tone

� e.g., detailed information (e.g., a 100-word answer

about how to register in the city hall and the documents

one has to present to start VET, including a comparison

between Brazilian and German documents, as found in

VET group 1)

� e.g., frustrating, vague, or critical (e.g., “I’d also

like more information about it but I could never

find,” VET group 1, or “if you have no experience

in the area and have no degree, you can forget it!”,

IT group)

� e.g., supportive (e.g., “if you’re an engineer you have a

great advantage! Just go have your diploma recognized,”

IT group)

A reliability test conducted by two trained coders resulted in a

Cohen’s Kappa value of 0.64, which can be considered “substantial”

(McHugh, 2012, p. 279). To preserve users’ anonymity, posts

not will be reproduced word-by-word (Zimmer, 2010). As

these groups can be found and accessed by anyone with a

Facebook account, reproducing posts here would imply the

possibility of de-anonymization. Thus, posts are paraphrased:

names of places were substituted for similar ones, professions

were substituted for other ones within the same field as the

original, and the order of sentences was changed, as long

as the sense of the content was not thereby lost. These

paraphrased sentences serve as an illustration of patterns across

the data.

5. Findings

Only two groups were bringing together Brazilians interested

in pursuing higher education degrees in Germany: a group for

Brazilian students and aspiring students of a university preparatory

school (Studienkolleg) and one general group about studying in

a German university. Although related to education, both groups

did not reach the threshold to be considered “active groups,”

thus they were not part of the dataset. This relative inactivity of

Facebook groups for Brazilians who wish to study at a German

university is contrasting with findings by Jayadeva (2020) about

Indian aspiring migrants with that same goal. Nevertheless, the

comparative absence of active groups of Brazilians wishing to access
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university education in Germany cannot be taken as evidence of

lacking interest in that educational level. A hypothesis for that is

that Brazilian students who wish to apply for university studies

in Germany might rely on other sources of latent ties (such as

existing specialized Instagram profiles or WhatsApp groups), on

strong ties who already live in Germany, on paid consultancies, or

ask questions directly to the institutions where they wish to study.

Although the active groups with the most participants is one

of the location groups, the largest datasets came from the two

VET groups. That is not surprising as VET groups are specific to

those who are pursuing that educational level or who wish to do

so, hence many interactions in these groups contained the words

sampled in the data collection. Participants in location groups who

ask questions relating to education are probably established in

the city and are seeking educational options for their children, as

school was a frequently used word in those groups. An explanation

for the comparatively low educational-related topics in the IT

group may be that these professionals can find jobs without a

degree or without pursuing education in Germany. The number

of interactions in the nurses’ group is lower in comparison to

the IT group, however, as the number of words in the nurses’

groups is larger, interactions about education in the nurses’ group

are more extensive. This is probably due to the educational

requirements for these professionals in Germany, which generates

longer discussions.

As expected from forum-like online groups, interactions in

the collected data follow a question-answers structure. Divergent

personal experiences and opinions lead to debates but these were

always replying to practical questions: no user posed divisive

questions as a starting point, which suggests a common interest of

participants to use the latent ties to exchange practical information

and support each other (Jayadeva, 2020).

The findings indicate that there is a demand for educational

levels beyond university degrees among migrants. Additionally,

economic and gender differences become visible in discussions

about expectations and frustrations related to education and

migration. Also, university studies are discussed with frustration

or are deemed irrelevant in the labor market, while it is associated

with acquiring cultural capital for children. Finally, the detailed

and supportive tone of some interactions, and the use of Facebook

groups by some migrants to confirm information collected

elsewhere point out that latent ties are trusted in education-related

information exchanges.

5.1. Demand for transnational education
beyond university degrees

Across groups, questions related to accessing university degrees

are mostly associated with educational aspirations toward children

or teenagers, as in:

“My daughter is almost finished with high school. After

she graduates, we intend to move to Germany. I am looking for

information about the process so that she can enter a German

university in the future. I would like to know what would be the

step-by-step application process, please.” (VET group 1)

“I like to travel a lot and I want my children to study

at an internationally recognized German university. Although

I earned more money in Brazil, I don’t regret coming to

Germany also because of that [traveling and educational

aspiration toward children].” (IT group)

Latent ties are thus activated to collect information and

reinforce the cultural capital attributed to university education

in migratory trajectories (Waters, 2015; Yu, 2021). Another

circumstance in which university education was mentioned

was when migrants or aspiring migrants provided background

information about themselves with the expectation of having

accurate replies according to their case, hence a rather instrumental

mention of that level of education:

“I already have a BA in Mathematics and Biology here in

Brazil. Do you know if this could count toward diminishing the

number of seminars I have to take for a VET?” (VET group 2)

“Can people who studied in a private university in Brazil

also work in Germany?” (Nurses’ group)

In location groups, university education is mentioned

by newcomer students. However, the information exchange

encompasses rather peripheral aspects and education is mentioned

as a self-introduction:

“I’m a PhD student and I’m going to study in [city in

Germany] in a few months from now. I’m trying to get to know

the city from afar and learn how to find a place to stay. Which

neighborhoods do you recommend?” (Location group 2)

The reasons why none of these groups seem to be used to collect

information about accessing university education remains to be

established, but the hypothesis I suggest for the lack of Facebook

groups of Brazilians interested in accessing German universities

might also apply to the lack of interactions about it.

VET requirements, experiences, and opportunities about that

educational level, as well as school for children and teenagers, were

main topics discussed across groups (cf. Dedecek Gertz and Süßer,

2022). In location groups, education inequalities in Brazil were also

a topic of discussion. In one of these groups, when a newcomer

migrant asked about which neighborhood would be recommended

to live in, the availability of schools and Kindergarten was

mentioned among other practical aspects, like transportation.

Newly arrived parents also use the location groups to seek

information about the educational system in Germany. Main

concerns were the quality of educational institutions in Germany:

“I’ve heard that public education in Germany is great, and

there are even people who think that it is better to study there

than in the most expensive private school in Brazil. Yet, I’ve

heard parents complaining because they cannot find a place

in schools. Is it also difficult in the private ones?” (Location

group 2)

These discussions further reveal a rather instrumental

discussion around education, which might inform broader

migratory and settlement decisions. Other school-related posts
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were about fees and experiences with children and teenagers’ social

and linguistic adaptation. Answers to such posts warned about the

tendency of teachers not to recommend migrant children to the

Gymnasium, consequently, leaving these children with a harder

pathway to access universities (Trebbels, 2015; Hunkler, 2016):

“Schools will try to push many things on your son, but be

sure to tell them you want him to go to the Gymnasium! They

always try to push foreigners away from there. They’ll tell you

that the other school types are easier for your son and that he

can still enter university after he has done VET—don’t fall for

that!” (Location group 2)

Although VET groups are not exclusively for care work or

education-related professions, these areas are the most mentioned

ones. In general, questions and answers about VET encompassed

elementary ones, such as what it is, entry requirements, class

schedules, teaching style, where to find vacancies, as well as the

labor market:

“Could someone here explain to me what is Ausbildung?”

(VET group 1)

“I’ve started a BA to be a nurse [in Brazil] but I didn’t

finish. Does anybody know if I can skip some classes from VET

courses? And is it paid? I’m learning German on the level A2.”

(Nurses’ group)

“Did anyone in this group manage to pursue VET in an

area that they reeeeally wanted? I see most people choosing care

work because of the labor market. . . ” (VET group 2)

“Can anyone tell me what are all the requirements to apply

for VET. Documents and all? Thanks.” (VET group 2)

“Is the Ausbildung valid only in Germany?! Like, if I go

back to Brazil this certificate is worth nothing?!” (VET group 2)

“I’ve graduated in nutritional sciences, but I’ve decided to

change areas and now I’m specializing in web development here

in Brazil. After that, I’d like to do a specialization in Germany.

Is it a good idea? Does anyone recommend a VET course?”

(IT group)

Questions like “what is an Ausbildung?” might be due to a

translation issue or limited German knowledge because, in the

Facebook groups, VET is mostly referred to with the German word

which is probably still unkown to newcomer or aspiring migrants.

Such questions about elementary aspects reveal that latent ties

might be a first source of information about such educational levels

beyond university degrees.

Some answers to questions about VET were lengthy and

mentioned the need to show certificates of language proficiency and

school completion, and some users also indicated where specialized

information could be sought:

“You must have your documents and diplomas translated

and recognized through the apostille convention, including

high school, VET or higher education. After that, they will

be forwarded to the Ministry of Education in the region

where you live in Germany, where the equivalence will be

done to determine whether or not you are eligible to pursue

VET. In this process, the job center in your city can offer

direct assistance. It is important to note that starting VET and

learning the language are two separate things. To begin a VET

course, you must have at least a B2 level of proficiency in the

German language.” (VET group 1)

Questions about the labor market after VET also generated

more elaborated replies, mostly based on personal experience:

“Much more important than having a VET certificate is

to have experience. But even folks with less experience have

proportionally higher salaries here because of the high demand

for IT professionals, I know this because we’re hiring a lot in

the company I work for and I am participating in the selection

processes.” (IT group)

The discussion about educational levels beyond university

degrees appears to be an important one across the sampled groups.

Education seems to be mostly discussed on an instrumental level:

as a means to fulfill migratory aspirations by being able to apply

for a visa as well as to make decisions such as where to live based

on access to schools for children. Accessing VET, in particular, is

viewed as a way to fulfill both educational andmigratory aspirations

(Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019), even if that might result in

frustration for a perceived devaluation of skills or having to choose

a profession based mostly on the labor market (Parreñas, 2015).

5.2. Economic and gender di�erences in
education-related discussions

Economic and gender disparities are particularly visible in the

groups of IT professionals and nurses. These professions are highly

gendered, and although it cannot be generalized that mostly men

participate in the IT group and mostly women participate in the

nurses’ group, in the dataset, most posts in the nurses’ group were

made by users with typical Brazilian female first names, who used

adjectives and pronouns in the female form. In the IT group, posts

were mostly made by users with typical male first names, who

used adjectives and pronouns in the masculine form. Based on the

composition of the dataset, it appears that education-related topics

are mostly discussed by women in the nurses’ group, and by men

in the IT group, even though the overall gender balance in both

groups cannot be determined with absolute certainty.

In the nurses’ group, common debates were about whether the

salary paid in Germany is enough to cover basic expenses, including

children’s education: they wish to know about costs and experiences

with German schools, the chances migrant children have of being

accepted at a German university or VET:

“It was a very difficult period because I came first to

Germany and my daughter and husband afterwards. But I see

how much this pain was worth it, especially for my daughter.

Here children can have the profession they want, independently

of the family’s financial situation.” (Nurses’ group)

“Can I live in the city of Hildesheim and work as a nurse

on a salary of 1.200 Euros during VET? I’m wondering about

the cost of living for my family. . . ” (Nurses’ group)
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“Living in Germany will not make you rich, but you’ll

have a better life, better education for your children, more

opportunities and safety! Here you can earn a good or a bad

wage, but NEVER as bad as in Brazil.” (Nurses’ group)

Children are also mentioned in connection to hiring companies

that offer services to mediate nurses’ migration—such companies

are one of the most discussed topics in the group. Some posts

expose frustration and regrets, as a comment expressing concerns

that such companies would not accept candidates with children.

Some of these hiring companies pay for German courses and

for VET in Germany, which is mentioned as an attractive

offer, especially for aspiring migrants from low socioeconomic

backgrounds, yet this process is not always transparent and

reliable (CORRECTIV, 2020). Apart from being able to present

the expected educational certificates, a central topic of concern

regarding education and profession in the nurses’ group is language

knowledge. Aspiring migrants who are probably in their first steps

of finding ways to migrate are mocked when asking about the need

to have a good command of the German language: with sarcasm,

other group participants tell the newcomer that it is “impossible” to

acquire the needed certification and to work in Germany as a nurse

without knowing German. Although participants show support

and understanding for aspiring migrants, criticism is sometimes

present in the nurses’ group:

“I came to Germany through that company. I am at

the B2 level and these months have been very intense with

German classes from Monday to Friday. Class attendance is

very important, because not only the school evaluates your

performance but also your future employer. The point is, you

need to learn German, there is no magic, you need to dedicate

yourself and make an effort to understand the language.”

(Nurses’ group)

“Do you even understand German? Have you read the

whole explanation about degree validation on the website?

Read it first and only then come discuss this with me.” (Nurses’

group).

In the IT group, there are mentions of salary expectations

higher than in the nurses’ group. However, these comments are

contradicted by a few other group participants demanding aspiring

migrants who are IT professionals to be careful not to assume that

a five-digit income is a norm in the German job market:

“A high salary for me is above 97k. I don’t know any IT

professional who has a hard time in Germany, even if they

speak only English. I spent the first 10 years of my career in

Brazil and nowadays I find it funny that I thought my salary

was good there. Here I buy what I want and I can still save some

money.” (IT group)

“At the beginning, you’ll earnmore than 40k but with some

years of experience you’ll earn up to 100k in some regions in

Germany.” (IT group)

“I already earn over 5 thousand Euros in Brazil. I’m afraid

my quality of life living with that amount in Germany would

fall.” (IT group)

Income expectations appear twice in relation to children’s

education: once in a discussion about the “advantages of public

services in Germany” and another in a post by a user expressing

the wish that their children will access “internationally prestigious

German universities” (mentioned in Section 5.1). The state’s

financial support for parents is also positively associated with

migrating with children. Learning German to access the job market

and pursuing educational aspirations in Germany is associated with

maintaining a middle-class status or with upward mobility.

“With my Portuguese passport, will I be able to work and

bring my wife with me? I’m thinking about waiting until my

son is 6 and then go to Germany for a master’s degree. Do you

think it would be worth it?” (IT group)

Answering the question above: “Bro, why would you miss

years of child benefits?! Come soon, dude!” (IT group)

High salaries, no need to prove formal education or language

knowledge, EU citizenship,2 and migrating without having to

rely on intermediary companies reveal a comfortable status that

IT workers possibly already had in Brazil and are likely to

maintain in Germany. Due to high salaries and the disregard for

state-recognized degrees in hiring processes, migrants working

in IT might have an easier migratory pathway if compared to

nurses (cf. Raghuram, 2004). The shared interest in migrating

and maintaining socioeconomic status working in IT seems to

create room for fraternal conversations in this group, in which

unknown people treat each other as “bro” and “dude”. Whereas,

in the nurses’ group, the lack of German knowledge was sometimes

mocked, in the IT professionals’ group this was a neutral fact: if

a person speaks German, good for her, if not, group participants

tended to still encourage her to pursue their plans. Such supportive

messages might contribute to building a community sense among

people who serve as latent ties (Jayadeva, 2020) and contribute to

ascribing trustworthiness to information shared by participants in

these networks, as further discussed in Section 5.4 (“trust in latent

ties in education-related topics”). The frustration expressed in the

nurses’ group might also serve as a way to build a sense of shared

experience among group participants, which might fulfill a similar

role as supportive answers among IT professionals. The economic

and gendered differences in connection to education are evidenced

in how group participants exchange information about children’s

education and how that connects with other migratory conditions,

such as salary expectations and educational requirements for each

profession. In both groups, migrating with children raises concerns

about education and this is discussed rather in terms ofmaintaining

or achieving a class status (Waters, 2015), however differences

based on apparent previous socioeconomic conditions become

visible in the ways how that is discussed: while IT professionals

hope their children will access “prestigious universities,” nurses

hope for better education and opportunities for their children.

2 Some EU-countries allow double citizenship based on the principle of

jus sanguinis, i.e., for the case in this paper, Brazilians who can prove they

have ancestors from, for instance, Germany, Italy, Portugal or Spain (themost

common EU-ancestries in Brazil) can apply for citizenship in those countries.
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5.3. University studies: “irrelevance” and
frustration

In Brazil, nurses need a bachelor’s degree to exercise their

profession. In Germany, they need a VET certificate, which must

be recognized by the German state through a national exam.

Particularly in the nurses’ group, this classification of university

degrees as VET is debated with frustration:

“In Germany, our degrees are recognized as VET, which is

not even considered higher education here.” (Nurses’ group)

“I’ve been a nurse for 20 years in Brazil. I received a letter a

few days ago informing me that I must do a training which lasts

from 3 to 6 months to have my degree recognized. The more

I learn about how things work here, the more confused I get.”

(Nurses’ group)

“My brother works at the university hospital here, even

though he is very experienced, he can’t do half of what he did

in Brazil. Although he arrived here with a reasonable level of

German, he had to do very simple work. He was frustrated

when he saw the other nurses doing crap procedures and he

couldn’t say a word.” (Nurses’ group)

“I have a BA in pedagogy but I was just informed that it

won’t be recognized here as such. Has anyone been through this

as well? What should I do?” (VET group 1)

Answering the question above: “If they told you that, that’s

it. You’ll have to study again here and you can spare your

energies fighting this system because in Germany it’s like that.”

(VET group 1)

Having work experience disregarded and university degrees

recognized as VET in Germany is met with remorse, particularly

among nurses. The high value attributed to university degrees

in the nurses’ group is also visible in the comments of a

group participant who challenged others by claiming to hold a

bachelor’s in the area from a German university. This participant

felt offended by those who denied the existence of that degree.

Such attitude illustrates the social value attributed to the degree

among these professionals and the frustration of not having

it recognized or compensated as that of a university graduate

in Germany.

For IT professionals, due to the deregulated nature of this labor

market, having a degree is discussed as being an asset but not

particularly relevant:

“I have friends who were also hired in Germany [for an IT

position] and don’t have any degree or certificate, but of course

that makes it easier to find a job.” (IT group)

“I know several people without a degree who work with

me, even earning more than me. Many started a degree, but

didn’t finish it. It’s quite irrelevant.” (IT group)

Unlike in the nurses’ group, in the IT group, there were

fewer group participants interested in pursuing VET. This might

be because Brazilian degrees or VET certificates are accepted

by companies in this profession without the need of having

them officially recognized or because of the promises of finding

such jobs by proving experience in the area, as mentioned in

the group.

Facebook groups are also used by aspiring migrants with

university degrees frustrated with salaries in Brazil and interested

in VET as a means to migrate:

“I need help. I have a MA degree in pedagogy and I earn

way too little [in Brazil]. I want to try to go to Germany, so

I think pursuing VET is the best way. I don’t want to go to

university in Germany! I want something that gives me a job.”

(VET group 2)

“I have a BA in translation, does anyone know if with that

I can work at a Kindergarten? I’m fine even to be an assistant or

something like that.” (Location group 2)

Within the group of IT professionals, having university degrees

is described as beneficial, but not essential for finding a job

in Germany. On the other hand, in the nurses’ group, a topic

associated with university studies is frustration due to the perceived

devaluation of their degrees in Germany. Similarly, other aspiring

migrants with university degrees in other areas display frustration,

as they perceive their degrees as being undervalued in Germany.

These two latter cases seem aligned with Parreñas (2015)’ concept

of “contradictory class mobility”: migrants seem to perceive, or

even aspire to, a decrease in social status associated with university

degrees and accept jobs for which they may be overqualified, in

exchange for an expected economic improvement and stability

as well as gaining access to public services, such as schools for

their children.

5.4. Trust in latent ties in education-related
topics

Although not always the case, interactions across groups were

mostly supportive and group participants provided suggestions and

were willing to share their experiences. That is particularly the

case of users searching for information about the requirements to

pursue VET, which is also linked to the requirements to be granted

a visa. Some participants mention that they have already searched

for information in official sources, such as educational institutions

and governmental websites, yet they claim to be confused and

seek clarifications and ask for personal experiences on Facebook

groups. Users who claim to have a good command of German also

mention having difficulty finding information and thus resort to

Facebook groups:

“I’ve looked around in the websites and it looks like there

is no English-taught BA in Engineering here. But maybe there

are for other areas? Does anyone know of any degree like that?”

(Location group 2)

“To work in Germany in a Kindergarten, what should I do?

I’ve graduated in Linguistics [in a Brazilian public university]

and I already speak German.” (VET group 1)

Even elementary questions, such as “what is an Ausbildung?”,

receive answers such as:

Frontiers in Sociology 09 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2023.1177411
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Dedecek Gertz 10.3389/fsoc.2023.1177411

“Unlike Brazil, where hairdressers and bricklayers learn

their trade on the job, almost all professions in Germany

require VET, which is called Ausbildung. It is a very good way

to enter the job market because students are referred to work

even during the course and most of the time they get a real

job after they’re done studying. It’s also a good way to afford

costs of living because you get paid to do an Ausbildung.” (VET

group 1)

The author of this last reply draws a comparison between Brazil

and Germany, explains what is an Ausbildung, and what are its

advantages, formulating an elaborated answer. Such an answer

could have been found on other websites (the Goethe Institute

in Brazil or blogs of Brazilians living in Germany, for instance),

however, the user posing the question prefers to activate latent

ties to find an answer. Some of these answers are accompanied by

motivational messages along the lines of “I have done it, you can do

it too” or “believe in yourself and go get it” (VET group 1). Asking

elementary questions, and receiving elaborated and supportive

answers for it points out both that some aspiring migrants might

use Facebook groups as their first source of information about

education beyond university levels in Germany and that group

participants share a sense of empathy or solidarity, similarly as

described by Jayadeva (2020).

Another use of these groups seems to confirm whether

the information collected elsewhere is accurate. Such questions

usually do not specify the source of the information the

person holds:

“I hear some people saying that [an institution] offers

payment to pursue VET. I’d like to know whether that’s true.

Does anyone have experience with this?” (VET group 2)

“I’ve heard that there is some system for migrants to

complete high school here. Do you think I could do that with

my elementary school certificate?” (VET group 2)

It appears that these individuals are seeking second opinions

for their hearsay information by consulting with unknown

participants of Facebook groups. Although they may also seek

second opinions on official websites or by contacting institutions,

relying on latent ties to clarify doubts demonstrates that the

experiences and opinions of Facebook group members about

education in Germany are considered valuable and trustworthy.

Finally, some group members empathize with the position

of these aspiring or newly arrived migrants who are seeking

information on Facebook groups and provide detailed and

supportive answers. This might reinforce a perception of reliability

or trustworthiness among the group. Dekker et al. (2018)

described a similar phenomenon, but in the other direction, with

migrants checking information collected from latent ties against

the knowledge and experience of personal acquaintances. However,

in the case of migrants who are not fleeing war or conflict

and who employ social media to search for education-related

information, latent ties appear to be relied upon and utilized for

verifying information.

6. Conclusion

Non-university education is a main topic of discussion in the

analyzed migrant Facebook groups (Dedecek Gertz and Süßer,

2022). University studies were also present in the interactions,

however other educational levels, VET in particular, were an

important demand. This outcome is consistent with other studies

which point out that transnational education goes beyond

university degrees and extends to educational levels that may

facilitate access to education abroad for students from lower

socioeconomic backgrounds (Carnicer, 2019; Fürstenau, 2019).

These other studies relied on network analyses of strong tie

connections to describe how these migrants accessed education

abroad. While it is not possible to establish whether the aspiring

migrants whose interactions on Facebook groups were described

here indeed migrated, it is possible to claim that latent ties

(Haythornthwaite, 2002) are used to acquire and cross-check

information about education abroad, particularly VET.Hence, such

ties established online are also part of networks of transnational

migratory pathways involving education (Jayadeva, 2020)—also

beyond university levels.

Education is often discussed on an instrumental level among

aspiring migrants in nurses’ and VET groups, with a focus on

migrating through such educational opportunities. In location and

IT groups the interest in education may assume a character of

cultural capital, especially when it comes to children’s education.

The interactions reveal concerns about fees in international schools,

about the possibility of children not being able to reach the

Gymnasium and proceed to a “prestigious German university,” a

similar concern of East Asian families of the middle and upper-

middle classes who expect that their children would acquire cultural

capital through transnational education (Waters, 2015). Other

aspects of formal education, such as proof of language proficiency

and degrees, are relevant for all groups, but not much to IT

professionals, who comment on the possibilities of applying for jobs

and visas without either knowing the language or holding tertiary

education degrees. This is unthinkable for migrant nurses, who

must master the language and either have their Brazilian bachelor’s

degree recognized in Germany or pursue VET in the country,

which reveals the advantages of tech workers, who may face fewer

hindrances and frustrations than care workers (cf. Raghuram,

2004). Hence, instead of using education as a means or a goal

of migrating, migrants with more stable economic means seem

to associate education with the maintenance of socioeconomic

status. For aspiring migrants in other economic conditions, a

contradictory class mobility (Parreñas, 2015) by pursuing VET

seem to be desirable and sometimes recommended by other

migrants in the groups, even if the devaluation of work experience

and Brazilian university degrees is met with frustration.

Differently than in other migratory contexts, when information

collected online is validated with strong or weak ties (Dekker

et al., 2018), some of the interactions described here point out

that latent ties are also used to confirm information collected

elsewhere. This is most likely related to the different contexts

of migrants—who are not fleeing war and requesting asylum,
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as the ones researched by Wall et al. (2017) and Dekker

et al. (2018)—and the sampling for education-related topics,

as migration associated with education demands a preliminary

personal organization, having documents translated, providing

language certificates, among other requirements. The supportive

tone, attentive answers, and descriptions of personal experiences

provided by some group participants might also contribute to the

apparent trust in information shared by latent ties. This interest

in seeking information and support among migrants in similar

situations aligns with what was observed a decade ago, on a social

media platform which no longer exists, among Brazilian migrants

(Schrooten, 2012; Oosterbaan, 2013), and also more recently,

among Indian aspiring migrants on Facebook and WhatsApp

groups (Jayadeva, 2020). Hence, this phenomenon might also be

identified among migrants from other nationalities and it is likely

to continue regardless if a certain social media platform ceases

to exist.

Some of the information shared in these groups is not accurate

and the snapshot of the experience of someone else might convey

only a partial truth about migrating and accessing education

abroad. Hence, the role of information precarity (Wall et al., 2017;

Dekker et al., 2018) in the context of migration involving education

can be further researched through interviews. Another aspect

that demands further research is whether education generally

and VET, more specifically, is also an important topic in other

national contexts. Because in Germany VET studies are paid,

education-related debates are likely to be different among migrants

seeking to access education in other countries. The economic

and gender differences identified particularly in groups of nurses

and IT professionals raise the question of whether latent ties

connections may reproduce inequalities in education-related

migratory pathways similarly as identified in networks of strong

and weak ties (Beech, 2015). Future research could further

examine whether latent tie connections contribute to or challenge

these inequalities.
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