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Background
In May 2018, the ICRC Missing Persons Project, in cooperation with the International Organization 
for Migration (IOM) and the Argentine Forensic Anthropology Team (EAAF), convened a workshop in 
Antigua, Guatemala with practitioners from around the world working on the topic of missing mi-
grants. Participants were asked to identify areas in which the development of technical guidance 
would help improve the response. The harmonization of data collection by way of a standardized 
dataset was one of three recommendations agreed upon at the meeting. 

Participants noted that different actors engage with families of missing migrants on the basis of 
different mandates and objectives. As clarifying the fate and whereabouts of missing migrants 
ought to be a shared objective for all actors involved in this field, participants recommended the 
formulation of a “minimum” set of data to be collected by all actors, without prejudice to any “sec-
ondary” data required to be collected under specific mandates, e.g. for the purposes of pursuing 
accountability or determining broader family needs. 

This document describes the dataset that was developed by the ICRC Missing Persons Project and 
discussed at an expert meeting in Tunis in February 2020, then made available for public consult
ation in 2021 and adapted accordingly. 
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Introduction
One of the most significant obstacles encountered in the search for missing migrants is the lack of 
compatibility of data gathered by different actors. This dataset has been formulated as a means to 
harmonize data collection efforts by establishing a number of shared data fields that can be com-
pleted to aid the search for a missing migrant, whether living or dead.

It is a basis upon which different organizations/authorities may adapt their data collection accord-
ing to their context, needs, resources and mandate. As such, the dataset can serve either as a point 
of reference for actors already engaged in data collection, to ensure that their efforts are compat-
ible with those of others, or as core content for a new data collection form. Answers obtained to 
specific questions can differ considerably, depending on the context (e.g. addresses, which may 
range from a simple street and house number to longer descriptions referencing nearby landmarks 
or even a handdrawn map), so interviewers should be trained accordingly. 

These data fields can be used for interviews of not just family members of missing migrants but 
also cotravellers, survivors of events that led to persons going missing, and others with potential 
knowledge of where, when and how a migrant went missing. It should not be assumed that any 
one person will have the answers to all questions. Rather, interviews with different persons might 
ultimately complement the information on a given case. 

Much of the information sought for this dataset is highly sensitive personal data. This sensitivity is 
compounded by a migratory context of increasing securitization of borders, i.e. greater reliance by 
state actors on datadriven measures to restrict access to their territories. Data protection prin
ciples and, often, national and regional legal frameworks require that individuals who are providing 
data are given information on the intended use of these data prior to their collection. As require-
ments can differ depending on context and who is collecting the data, this dataset provides general 
guidance in the form of a) a set of principles on data protection and b) a checklist of the minimum 
information to be provided to the data subject regarding the collection and intended use of their 
data (see Annex 1). These will need to be adapted according to context. 
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Data regarding the interview
This section may be filled in by the interviewer before the interview. 

DATA FIELD NAME DATA FIELD DESCRIPTION/EXPLANATION

Interview unique number/code The form should have a unique code,  
for tracking purposes. This may be in the form 
of letters and numbers, bar codes or other 
digitally supported options 

Owner of the interview

Storage location 

Name of organization

Physical archive and/or digital storage location

Date of interview DD/MM/YYYY

Location of the interview Country, region, city, village, precise location, as 
available

Interviewer(s) Name(s), title(s), organization(s) or authority(ies)

Language(s) in which the interview  
is to be conducted

Interpreter Name, title, organization or authority

Interviewee

Full name in the interviewee’s own language If possible, as it appears on official documents

Relationship to the missing person Mother, father, brother, sister, etc.

Co-traveller from… to…

Member of their community 

Way in which they prefer to be contacted, 
plus an alternative means of contact

Full contact address
Telephone number(s)
Email
Facebook, Instagram, other social media

Other person(s) present during the interview Name, relationship to the missing person, 
preferred means of contact
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Data to be collected  
during the interview

1. Missing migrant personal data

Name of the missing migrant 

Full name in the missing person’s own 
language

If possible, as it appears on official documents

Full name written in the working language For example, in English, Spanish, Arabic

Also known as Nicknames, aliases used for the purpose  
of migration, and any other names used  
to address the missing person 

Ethnic origin/family lineage

Ethnic origin For example: white, black, African-American, 
Asian, Arab

Tribe/clan/subclan Record names of tribes, clans and subclans 
(where applicable)

Father’s name

Father’s full name If possible, as it appears on official documents

Mother’s name

Mother’s full name If possible, as it appears on official documents

Adoptive parent/legal guardian

Full name If possible, as it appears on official documents

Date of birth/age
The date of birth should be collected, in particular the year of birth. Only where this is not available 
should an approximate age be indicated. 

Date of birth DD/MM/YYYY

Place of birth

Place of birth Country, region, city, village

Nationality

Nationality If more than one, please use additional fields

Sex

Female/Male/Other/ Unknown
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Last place of residence

Last place of residence prior to migration Country, region, city, village, precise location, 
as available.

Means of communication used by the missing migrant
Migrants use various means to communicate with their families and others, and are increasingly 
using mobile devices and social media to do so. Knowing which means they use may assist in the 
search for them.

How does/did the missing person 
communicate with their family or friends?

Please indicate all known means of 
communication used by the missing person 
and include phone numbers, email addresses, 
handles and aliases used on different social 
media
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2.  Information on the migratory route  
and on the circumstances of the disappearance

Migratory route

Where was the missing person’s desired 
destination?

Country, region, city, village, precise location, 
as available

Where were they heading before contact 
ceased?

Country, region, city, village, precise location, 
as available

Do you have any information about the route, 
places, cities, etc. through which the missing 
person was passing to reach their destination?

Please provide details

With whom was the missing person travelling? Name(s)/sex/relationship/contact details,  
as available

Details of the last contact

Date of the last contact with the missing 
person

DD/MM/YY. If approximate, indicate a range  
of values

Place where the missing person was last 
contacted

Country, region, city, village, precise location, 
as available

Last person with whom the missing person 
was in contact

Name, relationship to the missing person, 
contact details

Nature of the last contact For example, a physical meeting, a phone 
conversation, a social network discussion or 
message. Register as many details as possible 
(phone numbers, email accounts, etc.)

Information shared during the last contact  
that might help in the search

Plans of the missing person, any problem  
they might have had

Yemen, Djibouti, Obock. A boat carrying refugees arrives into port from Yemen. Those with visas or papers for interviews at 
embassies can remain on the boat and go on to Djibouti City, but the rest must disembark and proceed to the refugee camp, 
where they will have to wait until they can apply for a visa to another country.

O. Arthur/Magnum Photos for ICRC
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Circumstances of the disappearance
(Sample answers are provided to illustrate what is meant by event and secondary event.)

Date and time  
of disappearance

DD/MM/YYYY and time.  
If approximate, indicate  
a range of values

12 January 2020, 9 am 

Place of disappearance Country, region, city, village, 
precise location, as available 

Mexico/USA border,  
Pablo de Luna

Event or circumstances 
believed to have led  
to the disappearance  
of the missing person

This could be an accident, 
arrest, shipwreck, etc. 

Describe in detail what 
happened

The missing person  
was attempting to cross  
the border with a group  
of 10 people. He called  
his mother on 12 January  
and said: “I will call you  
when I reach the USA”

Other persons connected 
to this event or these 
circumstances (e.g. victims, 
survivors, witnesses)

Names, relationship to  
the missing person, contact 
details, if available

None

Other related events 
(secondary events)

Events that may have a direct 
or indirect connection to  
the disappearance. Sometimes, 
such a connection is inferred 
from the context. It may 
complement the main event 
or even be another person’s 
version of what happened

Describe: place, date,  
and details of what happened

This can be information 
provided by the interviewee  
or by the interviewer based  
on other sources

On 14 January, 2020,  
a migrant detained by  
the Border Patrol in Texas 
stated he was travelling  
with other people when they 
were suddenly surrounded  
by gunmen. He was the only 
one able to escape. The others 
(nine people) were forced  
into vehicles

Other persons connected 
to this secondary event 
or these circumstances 
(e.g. victims, survivors, 
witnesses)

Names, relationship  
to the missing migrant,  
contact details, if available

Relatives of the missing 
person who may  
also have disappeared 
during the same  
events/circumstances

Names, relationship  
to the missing person

Why does the interviewee  
think that the disappearance  
of the missing migrant  
is related to this event/
these circumstances?

Explain The date, location and size 
of group indicated in both 
accounts, i.e. of the main 
event and the secondary 
event, appear to match
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Additional information that could help in the search 

Other persons able to supply additional 
information on the possible fate  
or whereabouts of the missing person

Name, relationship to the missing person, 
contact details, as available

Any available public information or information 
from third parties (that could, for example, 
indicate that the missing person is in a certain 
place, wounded, detained, dead)

Include this information and its source(s)

Whether the disappearance of the missing 
person has been reported elsewhere

Y/N 
If yes, to whom/when/any outcome?

Based on the above information the interviewer should, where possible,  
identify an initial search area:

Suggest where and how the search should 
start and what the initial search area might be

3. Physical description

General description 

Describe the general appearance  
of the missing person 

Build, approximate height, weight, colour  
of their hair, eyes and/or skin, etc.

Does the person have any distinguishing 
features?

Can you provide a copy of a photo  
of the missing person?

Marks on the skin 

Does the missing person have marks  
on their skin (scars, tattoos, birth marks, 
moles, jewellery perforations, etc.)?

Y/N. 
If yes, describe the body part(s) concerned 

Description and/or picture or drawing

Medical information

Does the missing person have specific 
features as a result of injuries or surgical 
interventions?

Y/N 
Body part(s) concerned

Description and/or picture, if available

Features could include broken bones, 
amputations, deformities, medical aids  
or implants



9

Dental information

Is there anything specific about the missing 
person’s teeth that could help identify them?

Y/N 
Details of the teeth concerned

Description and/or picture, if available

Features could include missing teeth, a gold 
tooth or other ornamentation, a gap or space 
between teeth, discoloration, dentures, etc.

Medical records and X-rays 

Are any medical records available  
for the missing person? 
If yes, where can they be found?

Y/N 

Location

Explain to interviewees that families should 
keep such records carefully for future 
reference

Are any dental records available  
for the missing person?  
If yes, where can they be found?

Y/N 

Location

Fingerprints
Note that the missing person’s fingerprints might have been collected during transit  
(for example, in shelters).

Do you know if the missing person’s 
fingerprints are available? 
If yes, where can they be found?

Y/N 

Location

For example: in an official database;  
on a document (identity document, contract)

DNA sample

Do you know if a sample of the missing 
person’s DNA is available? 
If yes, where can it be found?

Y/N

A DNA sample is a biological sample  
(for example, a saliva swab, a drop of blood,  
a hair, a baby tooth) that contains the DNA  
of the missing person or of a relative  
and that can assist in the identification  
of the missing person 

Does the missing person have family  
members who could provide a DNA sample,  
if necessary?

Make a list of the missing person’s closest 
blood relatives (mother, father, children, 
brother, sister) who might be available. The list 
should include full names, degree of kinship, 
and contact details
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4. Personal effects 

Clothing worn by the missing migrant 
The usefulness of clothing as a possible identifier differs, depending on the context or length of the 
migratory journey. 

Describe any garment/piece of clothing  
the missing person habitually wore  
and which they may have been wearing  
when they disappeared

Garment type, colour, brand, size, condition, 
etc.

Can you provide a picture of this item? Y/N

Personal belongings
Specific personal belongings, such as a watch, ring, other jewellery, wallet, photos, eyeglasses, key 
holder, personal documents (e.g. a driving licence or UNHCR ID card) can help with the identifica-
tion of a person. 

Describe any specific personal items  
the missing person may have been  
wearing/carrying when they disappeared

Can you provide a picture of any  
of these items? 

Y/N

(The following sections on photographs and documents could form part of a user guide/instruc-
tions for this dataset.) 

S. Papardelas/ICRC

Greece, Alexandroupoli, hospital morgue. Personal items of missing migrants provide a means of identification. 
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Photographs
Photographs of the missing person are extremely useful for the search. A photograph will often 
provide more detail than a long description. The background details of a picture may also reveal the 
possible whereabouts of the missing person.  

 − Photos can be selfies sent to others or posted on social media by the missing person  
and which can be shared digitally. 

 − Verify that the photograph is of the missing person.
 − In the case of a print photograph, the interviewer should take a picture of it, so that the family 

can retain the original.
 − The photograph should be as recent and as clear as possible. 
 − Photographs of clothes, personal effects, tattoos, scars, documents, etc. are also useful.
 − Bear in mind that the interviewee may object to the use/publication/sharing of photos  

of the missing person.

Official documents
The interviewee may provide official documents concerning the missing person that can be used to 
corroborate information and that may contain fingerprints or photographs. 

Document 1 Type, description, ask for a copy (take a photograph)

Document 2 Type, description, ask for copy (take a photograph)

Etc.
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Annex

DATA PROTECTION PRINCIPLES AND INFORMATION NOTICE 

Annex to the core dataset for missing migrants 
This annex was developed to complement the core dataset, following discussions during the ex-
pert meeting held in Tunis in February 2020. It draws on the ICRC’s Handbook on Data Protection in  
Humanitarian Action and on common practices of actors involved in the processing of personal data. 

INTRODUCTION

The development of a dataset on the minimum information to be collected in order to initiate a 
search for missing migrants calls for an analysis of basic data protection principles. The rights of 
those individuals (data subjects) whose personal data are being collected, as well as the informa-
tion they should receive in relation to the collection and processing of their data, also need to be 
considered when collecting personal data.

Data protection laws and practice limit the processing of personal data of data subjects in order 
to protect their individual rights. An individual’s right to personal data protection is not absolute, 
however, and should be considered in relation to the overall objective of protecting human dignity 
and balanced with other fundamental rights and freedoms.

The data processing principles below do not replace obligations deriving from national and inter
national legal frameworks. The principles, which are based on recognized best practices and stand-
ards, should be applied without prejudice to these obligations and to internal data protection policy 
or rules, contractual commitments and any other relevant applicable rules.

Some organizations, e.g. UN agencies or the ICRC, may have privileges and immunities that allow 
them to fulfil, effectively and independently, the mandate given to them by the community of states 
under international law, while others (and law enforcement agencies/authorities) will be subject to 
the legislation of the country in which they are operating. 

DATA PROTECTION PRINCIPLES

1. The principle of the fairness and lawfulness of processing
Personal data should be processed fairly and on a lawful basis. While consent is the most popular law-
ful basis on which to process personal data, it will not be appropriate when collecting personal data 
of missing or vulnerable persons by whom consent cannot be “freely given”. Other lawful bases, such 
as public interest or vital interest, may need to be relied on instead. However, the possibility of relying 
on a basis other than consent must be examined in light of the requirements of the applicable law.

2. The principle of transparency
This principle requires that at least a minimum amount of information regarding the processing of their 
data is shared with the data subject at the time of collection. Any information and communication 
relating to the processing of personal data should be easy to access and understand, which implies  
translations should be provided, where necessary, and clear and plain language should be used.

In exceptional circumstances, where prevailing security and logistical constraints, including diffi-
culties gaining access to the field, make it impossible to provide this information immediately or at 
the place where individuals are located, or where the data have not been collected directly from the 
data subject, the information should be made available as soon as possible, in a way that is easy for 
individuals to access and understand.
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2. The purpose limitation principle
At the time of collecting the data, the specific and legitimate purpose for which data are processed 
needs to be determined and clearly explained to the data subject. When collecting personal data 
of missing migrants, data controllers should, at the outset of data collection (and to the extent 
possible in emergency circumstances), take care to identify all possible purposes contemplated 
and consider all possible purposes that may be contemplated when transferring the data to other 
actors, so as to be as transparent as possible. 

3. The principle of data minimization
This principle seeks to ensure that only the minimum amount of personal data is processed to 
achieve the objective and purposes of the processing. The data handled should be adequate,  
relevant and not excessive for the purposes for which they are collected and processed. In a  
migration context, it is important to be able to distinguish between what is “nice to know” and what 
is “necessary to know” in order to assist people without putting them at further risk by collecting 
excessive data. 

4. The principle of storage limitation
Personal data should be retained for defined periods and deleted when they are no longer neces-
sary for the purposes for which they were collected or for compatible further processing. Personal 
data may, however, be retained if they are needed for legitimate historical, statistical or scientific 
purposes. 

When it is not possible to determine at the time of collection how long data should be kept, an initial 
retention period should be set. When this has elapsed, an assessment should be made as to whether  
the data should be deleted, or whether they are still necessary to fulfil the purpose for which they 
were initially collected and require further processing, in which case the initial retention period 
should be renewed for a limited period of time.

To determine whether the data are no longer necessary for the purposes for which they were col-
lected or for compatible further processing, the following should be considered:

 − Has the specified purpose been achieved?
 − If not, are all data still necessary to achieve it? Is the specified purpose so unlikely  

to be achieved that retention no longer makes sense?
 − Have inaccuracies affected the quality of personal data?
 − Have any updates and significant changes rendered the original record of personal data 

unnecessary?
 − Are the data necessary for legitimate historical, statistical or scientific purposes?  

Is it proportionate to continue storing them, taking into account the associated risks?  
Are appropriate data protection safeguards applied to this further storage?

 − Have the data subject’s circumstances changed and, if so, do these new factors render  
the original record obsolete and irrelevant?

5. The principle of data quality
Personal data should be as accurate and up to date as possible. Every reasonable step should be 
taken to ensure that inaccurate personal data are deleted or corrected without undue delay, taking 
into account the purposes for which they are processed. Data controllers should systematically re-
view the information collected in order to confirm that it is reliable, accurate and up to date, in line 
with operational guidelines and procedures.
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6. The principle of security
The search for missing migrants often requires the collection of sensitive personal data (such as 
health data, biometric data and DNA). Improper handling (including disclosure) of sensitive per-
sonal data could cause significant harm to the individuals concerned. Specific guarantees should 
therefore be implemented to protect the personal data against the risk of unauthorized access to 
or use of that personal data.

To maintain security, the data controller should assess the specific risks inherent in processing 
the data and implement both technical and organizational measures to mitigate those risks. These 
measures should ensure an appropriate level of security (taking into account available technology, 
prevailing security and logistical conditions, and the costs of implementation) in relation to the na-
ture of the personal data to be protected and the related risks.

7. The principle of accountability
This principle embodies the responsibility of data controllers to account for and be able to demon-
strate that adequate and proportionate measures have been undertaken to ensure compliance. 

CHECKLIST OF MINIMUM INFORMATION  
TO BE PROVIDED TO THE DATA SUBJECT

As a minimum, data subjects are entitled to receive information regarding the following:
 − the mandate of the institution collecting the data
 − the length of time for which the information will be stored
 − the identity of the data controller
 − the specific purpose for processing the personal data
 − details of a person to contact (e.g. staff member in charge) in case of questions/requests/

complaints concerning the processing of personal data
 − details of those with whom the data may be shared externally
 − the data subject’s rights, including access to personal data, correction of inaccurate personal 

data, erasure of personal data, objection to the processing of personal data
 − if applicable, whether data provision is a statutory/contractual requirement, which means  

that the data are processed on the legal basis of compliance with the law or with a contract. 

As for communicating such information: 
 − it may be given orally and/or in writing
 − it should be provided in a transparent way directly to the data subject. If this is not possible, 

attempts to communicate by other means should be made (e.g. distribution of leaflets  
or publication of an information notice).
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About the ICRC Missing Persons Project

The Central Tracing Agency of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) has a long-
standing mandate and 150 years of operational experience in tracing missing persons and recon-
necting separated families. In the belief that a worldwide joining of forces is required to improve 
the global response to the tragedy of missing persons and the uncertainty endured by their rela-
tives, the ICRC launched the Missing Persons Project in 2018. In partnership with other actors, the 
ICRC, through this initiative, seeks to bring together experts, family representatives and other key 
stakeholders from around the world in order to build consensus on best practices, promote existing 
technical standards and develop new ones, where needed. For more information on the project, see 
this booklet and video.

https://shop.icrc.org/missing-persons-project-a-global-response-pdf-en
https://vimeo.com/345650374
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