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Displacement caused by war, conflict and persecution affects refugees and asylum seekers in more ways than
we can imagine. This article investigates refugees and asylum seekers’ experiences associated with displacement and the effects it has on their social capital. We present findings from a qualitative study that involved a
mix of 24 participants, including refugees, asylum seekers, community workers and activists. Cultural probes
and semi-structured interviews were adopted in this study. We discuss our findings in four themes: displacement related stressors, acceptance in the host community, access to social resources and technology use by
refugees. We discuss examples from our study and offer practical, theoretical and technological design implications that can foster social capital for refugees and asylum seekers.
CCS Concepts: • Human-centered computing → HCI theory, concepts and models;
Additional Key Words and Phrases: Refugee, asylum seeker, social capital, ICT, design
ACM Reference format:
Asam Almohamed and Dhaval Vyas. 2019. Rebuilding Social Capital in Refugees and Asylum Seekers. ACM
Trans. Comput.-Hum. Interact. 26, 6, Article 41 (November 2019), 30 pages.
https://doi.org/10.1145/3364996

1 INTRODUCTION
War, conflict and persecution have forced people to leave their home countries and seek refuge
and safety elsewhere. According to the UNHCR [84], by the end of 2015, 65.3 million people were
displaced worldwide because of wars, persecution and human rights violations. Australia has accepted thousands of displaced people in responding to this international crisis. In the past, more
than 139,398 refugees from different countries and cultural backgrounds have resettled in Australia
between 2001 and 2010 [3].
Globally, refugees and asylum seekers face unprecedented challenges to integrate into their host
communities. For refugees and asylum seekers, the experience of displacement is exacerbated by
the associated trauma faced in the process of resettlement. Challenges such as cultural barriers, a
lack of fluency in the English language and post-traumatic experiences can lead to social isolation
and poor health [6, 66]. When people are displaced, the social capital they have built over the years
is heavily affected. Social capital is defined as ‘features of social organization such as networks,
norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit’ [69, p. 2].
The term ‘social capital’ has been widely studied in the areas of social science, education, health
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and economics [31, 32, 48, 68]. Rebuilding social capital for refugees and asylum seekers is vital
in getting them to access resources to support their health, housing, education and employment
needs and in improving social inclusion and general well-being. Therefore, it is critical to identify
how information and communication technologies (ICTs) can engage refugees and asylum seekers
in rebuilding social connections within their host community to support their social capital and
improve their well-being.
There is a gap in the human-computer interaction (HCI) literature on exploring the ways in
which research can comprehend social capital in the context of refugees’ and asylum seekers’
resettlement. Another gap is that most efforts to expand and build social capital by using social
network sites (SNSs) are directed at those who are already well-endowed with social capital [25,
52, 99]. In addition, there is a lack of studies in HCI about the challenges that designers face in
designing technology to support social capital in the refugee and asylum seeker context.
To counter this, our study aims to explore the following research questions: (1) What is the
impact of displacement on social capital for refugees and asylum seekers? (2) How do refugees
and asylum seekers who resettled in a new country define and use their social capital? (3) What
is the impact of ICT and SNSs on social capital for refugees and asylum seekers in post-migration
situations?
An in-situ qualitative approach was conducted on the post-migration experiences of refugees
and asylum seekers to understand the role of social capital in resettlement. We recruited 14
refugees and 5 asylum seekers to participate in a semi-structured interview study. Following this,
we used cultural probes [34] inspired method with six refugees and asylum seekers. To bring a different perspective and learn more about resettled refugees and asylum seekers, we also interviewed
three local community workers and two political activists in a 1-hour semi-structured interview.
Most of our participants came from three countries, namely Iraq, Syria and Afghanistan.
We present our findings under four themes, which can provide insights into how refugees and
asylum seekers managed their social capital: displacement related stressors, acceptance in the host
community, access to social resources and technology use by refugees. Three sub-themes have
emerged from displacement related stressors: nostalgic recollection, the collapse of social capital and fragmentation of the family. Memories of home demonstrate how social connections and
relationships for resettled refugees interfere with homeland memories. Refugees and asylum seekers described how social cohesion in their country has been undermined because of long periods
of wars, persecution and internal conflicts. The findings of the third subsection demonstrate the
impact of family separation on the fractured social capital of resettled refugees. Acceptance in
the host community focuses on two issues: the role of neighbours and refugee stereotypes. The
findings for the first issue demonstrate the lack of interaction between refugees and neighbours
due to cultural differences (values, norms, beliefs and attitudes held by people in that society) and
language. The second issue demonstrates how refugee stereotypes precluded them from engaging
in the host community. The third theme is accessing social resources that focus on practices that
refugees use to support their social capital, namely the refugee community and organisational
support. Findings from the first sub-theme demonstrate how refugees and asylum seekers relied
on their own community to find jobs and get information. In the second sub-theme, we provide
examples of how non-profit organisations (NGOs) play a key role in supporting refugees and asylum seekers in their social connection with the host community. The fourth theme examines how
refugees and asylum seekers use technology in their homeland and the use of technology and SNSs
to overcome issues they face in the host community.
Based on our findings we offer three main implications, namely practical, theoretical and technological. In terms of practical implications, we reflect on the findings of the social issues that
refugees face in the host community and the need to change the current government policy
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towards refugees and asylum seekers to support them in their new environment. Theoretical implications examine our contribution to Putnam theory in the refugee context. In terms of technological implications, we argue that SNSs, particularly Facebook, may not offer real support in rebuilding refugees’ social capital for many reasons. Instead, based on Putman’s social capital theory, we
provide some practical ideas to support resettled refugees’ social connections with both the refugee
and host communities by connecting them with NGOs. As all our participants use smartphones for
their regular communications, we propose an ICT platform to help refugees and asylum seekers
to (1) expand their networks by increasing shared space with refugees with high social capital;
(2) engage in voluntary associations through volunteer help centres; and (3) enable collaborations
with non-profit community associations to engage actively in the host community. This study has
important insights and implications for the field of HCI in its understanding of the factors affecting
social capital, which refugees and asylum seekers themselves identified as important in their new
lives in Australia. Such insights will be valuable for designers and service providers in this area.
2 RELATED WORK
This literature review analyses the relevant studies in four parts. The first highlights the crisis in
refugee populations; the second defines the concepts and theories adopted in this study. Given the
similarities in issues that people face in developing regions and those that refugees face in the host
community, the third part examines the role of ICT4D and HCI4D research in design technology
for vulnerable people in developing regions. The fourth part analyses various approaches and
techniques used in HCI research to design technologies that support refugees and asylum seekers.
2.1

Refugees and Asylum Seekers: Worldwide Displacement

The United Nations Refugee Convention defines a refugee as an individual who has involuntarily
fled his homeland because of persecution, race, political opinion, religion and belonging to a particular group. Furthermore, an asylum seeker is defined as a person who has fled his homeland to
other places or countries and lodged for protection as a refugee but the process of refugee status
has not yet been evaluated [86]. Globally, by the end of 2015, 65.3 million people were displaced
worldwide because of wars, persecution and human rights violations. Of the 65.3 million, 21 million were refugees, 3.2 million were asylum seekers and 41.1 million were internally displaced
persons [84]. If they were in one country, the forcibly displaced would be the 21st largest in the
world [84]. There are many challenges due to variations in culture and language and because of
specific stressors associated with being a refugee and an asylum seeker. In most cases, separation
from their family, culture, social supports and language barriers result in refugees experiencing
feelings of grief, which can further lead to feelings of social isolation [49, p. 959]. Newly arrived
refugees in Australia are a vulnerable group. Their pre-arrival experiences have eroded their social
capital and that can lead to social isolation and may stall the process of integration. It is therefore
critical to understand the factors that affect refugees’ social capital.
2.2 Defining Concepts
Mobility. Mobility has become an outstanding feature of the 21st century and a powerful discourse that creates its own effects and contexts [39, p. 1]. Mobility can be defined as ‘the entanglement of movement, representation, and practice’ [24, p. 19]. Sheller and Urry [77, p. 209] state
that ‘the mobilities paradigm indeed emphasises that all places are tied into at least thin networks
of connections that stretch beyond each such place and mean that nowhere can be an “island”’.
Theories of globalisation refer to the significance of escalating migration and mobility in the world
[22, p. 138]. Hence, large numbers of states and countries are now multicultural, often leading to
conflicts between different ethno-cultural groups [58, p. 305]. According to Gill et al. [35, p. 302],
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‘Human displacement cannot be fully understood in all its political, cultural, economic and technological complexities without looking at the dynamic and systemic nature of these interlocking
mobilities’. While refugee literature and the mobilities literature are both well-grounded, the two
approaches overlap in different areas in both empirical and theoretical contexts. Therefore, both
fields might gain benefits through understanding the theories of each field [35, p. 302].
Integration. The term ‘integration’ is very challenging to define. According to Berry [8, p. 619]
‘in the case of integration, which[it] can only be chosen and successfully pursued by immigrants
when the receiving society is open and inclusive in its orientation toward cultural diversity’. Hence,
integration is a bidirectional process that depends on both the immigrant community and the
host community. Psychologists explore a related concept, acculturation strategies, that refer to the
method immigrants use in responding to new cultural contexts [11, p. 141]. Berry and Sam [10, p.
297] proposed a classification for acculturation strategies that includes ‘assimilation’, ‘separation’,
‘integration’ and ‘marginalisation’. Berry and his colleagues state that assimilation strategy occurs
when immigrants choose not to maintain their culture by seeking contact in their everyday life
with the host community. When people from an immigrant group ‘place a value on holding on
to their original culture’ [10, p. 297] and choose not to have contact with the host community,
then these people are pursuing a separation strategy. ‘When individuals express an interest in
maintaining strong ties in their everyday life both with their ethnic group as well as with the
dominant group, the integration strategy is defined’ [10, p. 297]. Marginalisation is the fourth
strategy and can be defined as losing ‘cultural and psychological contact with both their traditional
culture and the larger society’ [9].
On the other hand, from the point of view of receiving society, another classification for intercultural strategies has been proposed [8, p. 618]. These intercultural strategies are ‘multiculturism’,
‘melting pot’, ‘segregation’ and ‘exclusion’ [8]. When an assimilation strategy is supported by the
receiving society, this process can be termed ‘melting point’ (‘. . . when strongly enforced, it becomes a “pressure cooker”’!) [8]. A separation strategy pursued and enforced by the host community is ‘segregation’. When marginalisation is demanded by the receiving society, the ‘exclusion’
strategy has been met [15, p. 377]. Finally, ‘for integration, when cultural diversity is an objective
of the larger society as a whole, it represents the strategy of mutual accommodation now widely
called “multiculturalism” [8, p. 620]. The ideal strategy for immigrant communities is integration
which “appears to be a consistent predictor of more positive outcomes than the three alternatives”
[10, p. 297]. Mounting evidence from the literature review confirmed that integration is the most
constructive approach adopted by the immigrant community, and multiculturalism is the most
effective public policy’ [8, 10, 50, 88].
There is a consensus among integration studies that the term integration is a multi-dimensional
concept. Many researchers distinguish the concept of structural dimension (accessing ‘information on and participation in several parts of public life – among them most prominently the job
market’) from the social and cultural dimension (‘interethnic relations, cultural adjustment and
shared norms’) [8, 80, 88].
ICT can be utilised to support both the structural and the cultural dimension of integration
for the refugee community. It can promote the structural integration dimension by supporting
access to information on health, education, housing and employment. It also can support cultural
integration by offering refugees and the host community a platform for sharing both cultures
while supporting refugees in maintaining their own cultures through connecting remotely with
their relatives and friends in their home countries [88].
Social Inclusion. While integration is a bidirectional process that depends on both the newcomer community and the receiving community, social capital depends mostly on the receiving
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community and its policy to support the migrant community [2]. Previous studies on social inclusion extend to multi-disciplinary fields. In refugee studies, discussing social inclusion is often
associated with social capital. Social inclusion can be defined as ‘full and equal participation in
the economic, social, cultural and political dimensions of life’ [65, p. 1]. Therefore, the term social
inclusion, first created in policy documents and research in Europe in 1970, has spread to developed countries such as the USA, Canada and Australia [19, p. 499]. It consists of many concepts,
including economic, cultural, social and political dimensions [19, p. 499]. The strategy of social inclusion can also relate to integration, which offers the development of necessary skills and access
to different resources in the host country [72, p. 131].
In the Australian context, social inclusion means that individuals have the resources, opportunities and capabilities they need to work, learn, have a voice and engage with the host community
[13, p. 12]. Resources should be available for all people to allow them to choose how they engage in society. Participating in social events, training, volunteering or connecting with friends
assist people to build their qualifications, work experiences and support their social network [13,
p. 14]. Many disadvantaged people in the diaspora often struggle with immense challenges that
may lead them to be socially excluded [18]. Studies investigate how refugees are at risk of exclusion [65]. Challenges that refugees face include the difficulties in finding basic information as well
as participating in civic engagement in their new environment. Caidi et al. [19, p. 504] highlight
the importance of accessing essential information that can play a vital role in achieving social
inclusion for immigrant communities.
Social Capital and ICTs. A wide range of social science disciplines has focused on the concept of
social capital and its vital role in social relations between individuals. For instance, an increasing
number of sociologists have investigated social capital to seek answers to a broadening range of
questions in their own field. Social capital can be linked to the theories of three main researchers:
James et al. [64, p. 66]. Coleman [23] and Bourdieu [14] developed it while the idea of social capital
gained significant prominence through the work of Putnam [69, 70]. Cheong et al. [20, p. 30] stated
that ‘to date, Putnam’s thesis has been influential in policy initiatives and academic research in
the United Kingdom and abroad, with its promise that increased voluntary associations between
people will lead them to transcend difference and ‘come together’ as a cohesive citizenry’. Since
then, the theory of social capital has been developed through many researchers [51, 68, 75, 91,
92]. Putman defines social capital as ‘features of social organization such as networks, norms, and
social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit’ [69, p. 2].
Putnam [70, p. 8] recognised three different dimensions or forms of social relations, namely
bonding social capital or strong ties (the relations between family members, co-religious, co-ethnic
etc.); bridging social capital or weak ties (with heterogeneous groups); and linking social capital
(with the structures of the state). Putnam [70] argues that bridging and linking ties are especially
valuable because they enable people to connect regardless of ethnicity, race and age. On the contrary, some studies show that strong ties, or bonding ties between the homogeneous group, are
more significant [47, p. 1342]. For instance, when social relations are used in finding a job, bonding
ties may be more effective and valuable. Nevertheless, we believe that all forms of social capital
are important. In another study, Cheung and Phillimore [21] investigated the role of social capital
in enhancing the opportunities for newcomer refugees to find a job. The study focused on social
capital forms (weak, strong and linking ties) that could help refugees to expand their networks
in the host community, which may support their access to employment. The study has shown
that social capital forms have no significant impact on newcomer refugees to access employment.
Sleijpen et al. [79] state that in some cases youth refugees who live in a host community for long
time did not consider their parents as a source of social support due to a cultural gap between them.
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Another argument regarding social capital is whether it is a collective or individual resource
and if social capital is similar for all people in societies [51]. Hence, social capital is difficult to
measure and define and its connection to the refugee context is difficult to articulate. This research
adopted previous theories to understand social capital [14, 23, 51, 70], to contribute to a better
understanding of social capital in the refugee context.
According to Putnam [69], participation in voluntary associations improves the development
of general trust. Such organisational participation can create new ties and social networks, thus
fostering trust among memberships.
Voluntary associations can be defined as ‘an independent, non-government, non-profit, voluntary association of a group of citizens rallying around a common community cause, and accountable to the clients they profess to serve’ [44]. It is a suitable environment for people from different
backgrounds to interact face to face, thus promoting trust and reciprocity [89]. Putnam [69, p. 6]
states that voluntary associations are the heart of social relations. People who access these organisations will access resources that are not available to non-members. For instance, members may
gain benefits through their involvement in a larger social structure [23]. Members are more likely
to engage in social activities, events, generate trust and reciprocity and so on [70]. This result is
consistent with mounting evidence in many studies that members of these organisations will have
the opportunity to engage in social and cultural activities. Hence, a new space will be created that
offers people the chance to speak about their own cultures, values and norms, celebrate their traditions and discuss common matters [26]. Additionally, these organisations provide opportunities
through opening channels between members, thus encouraging mutual understanding and trust,
and contributing in an integrated community [44]. Relationships in these organisations and engaging in social activities also appear to have health benefits [1, p. 172]. For example, Robinson
[74, p. 221] reports that ‘research has shown that a refugee who does not have a like-ethnic community available to them may suffer a risk of depression three to four times as high as others who
have access to this resource’. It is, therefore, critical for HCI research to identify the opportunities
to engage refugees and asylum seekers with these associations through utilising ICTs.
Some views expressed in the literature state that a new generation of ICTs, including the Internet, may erode social capital, as television does [99, p. 23]. However, mounting evidence that relies
on empirical investigations provides a different message: ICTs are found to support ties among
individuals [27, 52]. ICTs are leading to a revolution in supporting economic, political participation and are essential in improving social connection [3, 90]. The use of technology can positively
affect social capital as it continues connecting people, expands their social networks and creates a
sense of belonging [3]. Evidence from previous studies suggests that ICTs assist in fostering social
capital by providing:
— Social platform tools for collaborative communication and information sharing, which include interactive tools, email and collaborative platforms.
— Virtual meeting spaces where individuals communicate with each other and socialise. These
online spaces have developed into interactive SNSs like Twitter, Facebook and YouTube with
millions of users.
— Collaborative projects that bring volunteers to work together around initiatives including
developing software (open sources projects) or to contribute to online content resources
(e.g., a Wikipedia project) [52, 99].
2.3 Designing for Marginalised in ICT4D and HCI4D
There is remarkable growth in ICT research to investigate the role technology can play in improving the lives of marginalised people in developing countries. Studies in information and
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communication technology for development (ICT4D) have examined the advantages of ICT adoption in enhancing economic development, poverty reduction and literacy in developing regions
[42]. Scholars have conducted various techniques and approaches to design appropriate technology for underserved communities in developing regions. For instance, Bhatnagar [12] investigated
the social impacts of ICTs in India, and the role of technology in empowering citizens through
access to basic information and knowledge. Medhi et al. [55] investigated other possibilities for
textual user interfaces (TUI) for beginners and low literacy. Mudziwepasi et al. [62] examined the
essential role ICTs can play in underserved rural and marginalised groups. Tongia and Subrahmanian [83] investigated the challenges of ICT4D research in designing technology for developed
and developing regions. Burrell [17] examined the impact of the Internet cafe usage in a developing country and the social and economic effects of development programs and projects. Horst and
Miller [43] investigated the impact of mobile phone usage on low income Jamaicans as part of a
study evaluating the wider communication ecologies of people in Jamaica.
According to Ho et al. [42] the term HCI4D ‘indicates a subfield of ICT4D that focuses on understanding how people and computers interact in developing regions, and on designing systems
and products specifically for these contexts’. HCI4D research investigates how to implement usercentred design to improve and assess ICTs for people with low income in developing countries
[93]. Wyche et al. [94] conducted a workshop with people on low incomes in Kenya who used a
developed mobile app to transfer money. The study focused on user experiences that could provide
insights for designers in developing countries. Shaw et al. [76] researched the use of mobile phones
by Australian Indigenous communities in an effort to find answers about how ICTs could help find
solutions to overcome the barriers that marginalised people faced in remote areas. Finding such
answers could help identify new paths in designing for development in Indigenous communities.
Merritt and Bardzell [57] investigated the effects of inadvertent meanings and sentence structure
of language rooted in HCI design. Their study offers ‘a new theoretical perspective in the context of
HCI4D design to advance the HCI postcolonial critique and provoke cognizance of fundamentally
Western design practices, assumptions, cultural communication and the potential repercussions of
cross-cultural design’ [57]. Pecknold [67] designed a new website for a cooperative of weavers in
a rural village in Rwanda. The study aimed to (1) examine how ideas might appear in the absence
of the researcher; and (2) explore the role of creative activities in offering unique insights about
the basic needs and desires of this community.
ICT4D and HCI4D research focuses on how marginalised communities (e.g., low income people, low literacy people, Indigenous people and underserved communities) face similar issues (e.g.,
social, cultural and language barriers) that refugees and asylum seekers deal with in the host community. Our research, however, examines the experiences of refugees and asylum seekers in the
host society and their use of low social capital. Understanding the experiences of this marginalised
group through the lens of social capital may bring new insights to inform HCI research and develop
an ICT tool to help refugees to rebuild their social capital and maintain their culturally sensitive
information in the host community.
2.4

Designing for Refugees and Asylum Seekers in HCI

In 2015, the world witnessed an unprecedented wave of refugees who migrated from crisis zones
in the Middle East to safe zones in several developed countries. This situation has significantly
affected the service provision to these vulnerable people by host countries. Therefore, it is an
appropriate time for HCI research to take the lead in finding possible solutions to this international
crisis, based on ICTs. Xu et al. [95] presented a new co-located social media application in a Syrian
refugee camp. The study examined how social media could engage displaced refugees in a refugee
community. The findings demonstrated that a social media app increased the level of interaction
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within the refugee community. Xu and Maitland [96] investigated the role of mobile phone and
SNSs at Za’atary Syrian refugee camp in Jordan. A quantitative survey was adopted, which found
that displaced refugees used SNSs as a means of communication inside the camp more than SMS
messages and mobile phone services.
Fisher et al. [30] developed a youth-focused approach to explore how young Syrian refugees
helped others. Participatory design workshops conducted at the UNHCR Za’atari refugee camp
in Jordan asked participants to create paper prototypes of visual devices to help their community.
They found that several designs demonstrated great creativity and a strong sense of hopefulness
for the future. Almohamed and Vyas [4, 5] presented findings from an ethnographic study that
involved the participation of refugees, asylum seekers, activists and community workers in a
semi-structured interview and cultural probes. The findings demonstrated three main challenges
that this group faced in Australia, namely mistrust, cultural barriers and displacement trauma.
Hellmann et al. [41] investigated the concept of collaborative analytics in a humanitarian crisis.
The study provides insight into the factors supporting and hindering collaborative analytics.
Fisher et al. [29] presented InfoMe, which seeks to understand (1) why young refugees assist others, particularly elderly people in everyday life through technology; and (2) how such behaviour
can be supported through the youths’ designs for interactive technologies and services. Yerousis
et al. [97] investigated how a computer club could support social ties among refugees who lived in
the camps. The results demonstrated that although the ties were small-scale and informal, refugees
had the potential to generate new and wider prospects for reciprocity that could lead to social
inclusion between the camp’s marginalised population and the wider Palestinian population.
Al-Ani et al. [2] examined the role of blogs in a war zone environment in Iraq. They found that
blogs played a significant role in creating a safe virtual place where individuals could communicate
easily without fear of violence and persecution. Talhouk et al. [81] investigated the impact of
community radio shows run by forced immigrants of a refugee agency. The study offered insights
into the implications of relationships between refugees and the host community.
Brown and Grinter [16] presented a new system called Rivrtran to support newcomer refugees
in their communication with their host community in the USA. The system supports refugees
in communicating with their mentors by mitigating the process of communication. Preliminary
deployment of the system suggested that scaffolding communication through computer-mediated
communication tools such as Rivrtran could provide benefits to new refugees. Baranoff et al. [7]
designed a system called Lantern that supported old mobile phone technology with modern, nearfield communication (NFC) capabilities. Using this technology allows refugees to navigate and
learn within their environment. The flexibility of the system allowed participants to use existing
mobile technology, eliminating their need to obtain extra hardware. Talhouk et al. [82] explored the
feasibility and acceptability of incorporating digital technology into an antenatal care provision
for Syrian refugees in rural Lebanon. The study revealed potential barriers to involving the Syrian
refugees in design activities, including issues related to the participation of men, and the use of
artefacts to open avenues of dialogue and ideation.
These studies focus mainly on how technology can solve several social issues that refugees face
in war zones, during displacement, and in camps, without adopting a social capital lens. However,
our research focuses on how refugees use their low social capital, damaged in the pre-migration
phase, and use it post-migration. Our research also examines their practices and strategies in the
host community, both with and without technology, to develop their low social capital. Through
our understanding of these practices, and by applying the lens of social capital, we discuss technological implications that may help refugees to rebuild their social capital in the host community.
To our knowledge, the use of a digital platform to support social capital in the refugee context and
to increase interaction with the host community has remained unexplored.
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Fig. 1. Kit materials of cultural probes.

3 THE STUDY
An in-situ qualitative approach was used in this study, as we aimed to achieve not only a comprehensive understanding of social capital associated with refugees and asylum seekers but also
to identify the dimensions of social capital, namely bonding, bridging and linking, that influenced
their connection with the host community. Given the highly sensitive setting of this research, we
also aimed to build relationships with participants and invite them to participate in the cultural
probes study. This was very important as many of them were very sensitive about revealing any
information about their situation in Australia.
3.1

Methods

Semi-structured interviews and cultural probes [34] were employed in this research. An initial
1-hour interview with participants was conducted at the participants’ houses. This included general questions such as their background, how and when they arrived in Australia, their premigration and post-migration experiences, their daily activities and their use of technology. At the
beginning of each interview, we informed the participants about the aim of this research gained
their permission to record the interview, take photos and write notes.
As interviews may not provide the whole picture, we also used cultural probes to collect additional valuable data to obtain an insight into their everyday experiences. Our cultural probes
(Figure 1) involved the following materials:
— A disposable camera with instructions to take photos of specific objects, places and
situations.
— A sketchbook to draw a design idea that would help their existing situation.
— A map of the city to highlight with coloured stickers important areas of personal and social
significance.
— An audio recorder for participants to express their feelings that complemented any of the
above materials.
— A photo elicitation book with a set of photos and questions related to them. This was used
to elicit experiences pertaining to certain life events, such as their boat journey.
All these kits were given to 10 participants who agreed to use cultural props with a half-hour
session about how to use them with the following explanation: ‘These materials are cultural probes
which are a way for researchers to know more about participant such as what he feels and thinks,
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Table 1. Information About Our Participants

Participants
Iraqi R&A
P1–P11

Age (Sex)
40(M); 23(M); 40(M);
31(M); 35(F); 26(M);
59(M); 25(M); 35(F); 45(M)

Afghan R&A
P12–P13
Syrian R
P14–P18
Iran A P19
Activists
P20–P24

28(M); 41(M); 26(M)

Situation
P1 (R, taxi driver); P2 (R, hairdresser); P3 (R, student);
P4 (R, unemployed); P5 (A, unemployed), P6 (R, security guard);
P7 (R, unemployed); P8 (A, unemployed); P9 (R, unemployed);
P10 (R, unemployed); P11 (R, unemployed)
P12 (A, tiler); P13 (R, unemployed)

58(M); 60(M); 55(F),
52(M); 70(M)
28(M)
60(F); 53(F); 55(M); 30(M);
44(F)

P14 (R, unemployed); P15 (R, unemployed); P16 (R, unemployed);
P17 (R, unemployed); P18 (R, unemployed)
P19 (A, hairdresser)
P20 (community worker); P21 (political activist); P22 (political
activist); P23 (community worker); P24 (community worker)

Note: R = Refugee; A = Asylum Seeker.

and everyday activities. We would like you to use them. Don’t worry about any material – nothing is
mandatory – do whatever you want, and we hope you will find fun when you use them. You can find
all the instructions inside this package and if you want to ask any question, you can call me or send
an email at any time. I ‘ll come back to collect them in about two weeks’.
This method is not an analytic device but is used to inspire ideas in the design process. Cultural
probes complemented the initial interview that was undertaken, making the participants who
used this method more creative and not just descriptive. All kits were received after 2 weeks.
We found that nine of ten participants used a disposable camera, seven participants used photo
elicitations, six participants used a map, three participants used a sketchbook, and none of them
used an audio recorder. After receiving the completed cultural probe tasks, we conducted a 1-hour,
semi-structured interview at the participants’ houses that focused on the information gathered.
3.2 Participants
In this research, we involved 19 refugees and asylum seekers (14 refugees and 5 asylum seekers) who lived in Brisbane, Australia. Our participants were aged from 23 to 70 and came mainly
from the Middle East: nine Iraqis, three newcomer Syrian refugees, two Afghanis and one Iranian.
Participants were recruited by contacting different non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and
local churches that provided welfare services for refugees and asylum seekers. We also involved
five community workers and activists in our study. Sensitive and ethical issues connected to this
kind of study made it very hard to engage with refugees and the asylum seekers. Therefore, we
started our research by contacting some activists and social workers who had extensive experience
dealing with refugees and asylum seekers. We joined some of these activists in their visits to the
houses of asylum seekers and passively observed and learned how the activists were interacting
with them. Moreover, one of the research team members volunteered to work once a week with a
specific organisation that supported refugees and asylum seekers. While he worked with this organisation, he gained a closer insight into the lives of these vulnerable people. This also provided
us with a good opportunity to recruit refugees and asylum seekers into our study and discover the
challenges they faced in their daily activities. All the refugees and asylum seekers who participated
received ∃20 gift cards in appreciation for their participation in the study.
The entire participant list appears in Table 1. Our participants have been classified based on
several factors including the country of origin, visa status (refugee or asylum seeker), gender,
age and current occupation. The term activists in Table 1 refers to the local people who are a
part of an existing group or organisation who volunteer to support refugees and asylum seekers
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through assisting with English skills, providing social support, helping to organise social activities
and working with NGOs and government agencies to help refugees and asylum seekers access
government services.
3.3 Data Analysis
The framework method for the management and analysis of qualitative data [33] has been implemented in this research. Six stages were conducted to analyse data as follows: (1) Transcription:
As the language used in interviewing was Arabic and English, we transcribed all interview data
into English. In this stage all audio recordings, transcripts and pictures were uploaded to Nvivo
11; (2). Familiarisation with the interview: Using the audio record, transcript and notes to become
familiar with interviews is a vital stage in interpretation; (3) Coding: After familiarisation, we read
the transcript line by line to apply codes or labels that may refer to substantive things (behaviours,
incidents, time periods, events); (4) Developing a working analytical framework: In this stage, we
coded a few transcripts from each interview, and compared them to create categories; (5) Analytical framework was implemented by indexing transcripts using codes and categories; (6) Charting
data into the framework matrix: Categories from each transcript are summarised to create charting;
(7) Interpreting the data: This final stage was useful as we had separate notebook and computer
files to derive data from our field study. These notes include our impressions, thoughts, ideas and
early interpretations of the data. We organised our analysis around pre-migration, post-migration
and the use of technology by refugees and asylum seekers.
4 FINDINGS
We organised our findings in four broad themes to understand the factors affecting social capital
in the refugee’s own setting. We believed that by taking a holistic approach we would be able to
get a rich picture of those factors.
4.1

Displacement Related Stressors

Refugees and asylum seekers have been through many stressful experiences. Wars, conflict, fragmentation of families and displacement have resulted in the breakdown of trust and social cohesion
inside their communities. In this study, we sought to understand how the experiences of displacement affected their social capital. Three sub-themes have emerged:
Nostalgic Recollection. Refugee and asylum seekers’ understanding of social relations within
the host community may interfere with memories of their home country. It is not unusual to see
refugees and asylum seekers evoke nostalgic recollections of their country as an environment
where values and norms provided a place of social support and trust that affected everyday life
and social relations [54]. Gupta and Ferguson [38] state that, ‘immigrants use memory of place to
construct imaginatively their new lived world’. Newly arrived Syrian refugees still have memories
of their life in Syria, especially before the war began in 2011. For instance, P14 a Syrian refugee
talked about how they missed the aspects of spirituality: ‘When you wake up in the morning you
will hear your neighbour[s’] voices and listen to Fayroze [Arabic famous singers]. In Australia, we
miss aspects of spirituality. In our country, we use[d] to hear the voice of bells for churches and the
voice of mosques but here is very quiet’.
P15 was among several Syrian families accepted by the Australian Government in 2016. He said:
‘Before 2011 we had a comfortable and good life. We lived in peace and we were happy. I have a big
family – six sons – and all of them were living with me in my big house and we were a very happy
family. Look at us now! Each one lives in a different country and we haven’t met up with each other
for a long time. I really miss my sons. The main income for my family was from a pastry and sweets
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Fig. 2. Participant’s shop in his home country advertising it as being ‘For Sale’.

shop. It has been closed due to the war because we could not get wheat, oil, sugar, and yeast to run our
shop’. He still keeps photos of his shop on his mobile phone (see Figure 2).
P16, who came to Australia with his family in 2016, described his feelings about the situation
in Syria. She commented: ‘Our country was the safest country in the entire world; our boys and girls
were going outside at the night and during the day without any fears of their safety. But when the
war began in 2011, everything has changed, we couldn’t recognise between the friends and enemies,
so we were forced to flee the country and seek refuge to ensure our safety. We left everything behind,
our house and business, and all our possessions; now we have nothing’. All Syrian refugees agreed
that war and conflict have damaged social cohesion in their country.
Another community involved in our study is that of Iraqi refugees. P10, a refugee mother of two
children said: ‘You know in our country we have many friends, so we can borrow from them if we
need money; also, we can go shopping to buy our needs and we can pay later. But here the situation is
different because we don’t have friends, so we have to be careful when we spend the money’.
Common characteristics have emerged from participants in this recollection, such as spirituality,
family unity, reciprocity and social support.
The Collapse of Social Capital. War, persecution and displacement have led to the disintegration
of the social fabric in refugees’ homelands. Wars bring destruction upon humanity in many ways:
economically, socially and psychologically. People in a war zone may feel helpless and unable to
work. They have no idea about how to deal with life around them and with the future. They are
unable to contribute to the construction of their society affected by war disasters. They lose trust,
social relationships and the feeling of belonging to their homeland. All they care about is their
safety. They cannot access institutions and organisations that have social meaning for them such
as popular markets, schools, health services, places of worship and government services. In such
an environment, people lose their social capital that has been built over the years. During our
interviews, we heard stories from participants about their feelings of living in a war zone.
For instance, we asked P5 to describe her social connections in Iraq. She said: ‘Before 2003, Sunni
and Shia Muslims [the two larger minorities of the Islamic religion] lived peacefully together for
centuries and all were equal under the law. But everything changed after 2003. The divide started
between Sunni and Shia. I was living in Baghdad and it was a very open society. After the war,
Baghdad has become very dangerous. All Iraqi minorities have been targeted by armed groups
who follow an unknown agenda. My husband was a pilot who was killed by an armed group in
front of my eyes. The killers were unknown. Shia mosques have been bombed as well as Sunni
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mosques; even the churches in Baghdad that were built hundreds of years ago. Shia blames Sunni
and Sunni blames Shia, and Christians and other minorities blame both Sunni and Shia, so it is
very hard to live in peace and in harmony with other minorities under these conditions’.
P1 has lived in Australia for more than 5 years as a refugee. He commented about his previous
life in Iraq and said: ‘I was six years old when the deadly war between Iraq and Iran began in
1980 and continued for eight years until 1988. Two years later, the first Gulf war started, and then
economic sanctions were imposed by the United Nations Security Council on Iraq. These sanctions
have destroyed the economic, health and education sectors. The sanctions were ended, and the civil
war started – no one knows when it will end. So, I spent most of my life living in an abnormal
environment in a conflict and war zone’.
On the other hand, the problem in Afghanistan is much bigger than in Iraq and Syria. The civil
war that started in the 1980s has resulted in a variety of social issues such as poverty, conflicts
between different minorities, inequality of women, and widespread kidnapping, banditry and diseases. As a result, the social fabric of Afghan communities has collapsed [45]. These circumstances
have deeply affected the social connections between people in Afghanistan, thus reducing their
social capital. P20 is an activist who has worked with refugees and asylum seekers for more than
2 years. She said: ‘I have a very good Afghan friend from the Hazara minority, and he joined me at the
local friend’s house for dinner with another Afghan guy. My local friend started asking my Afghan
friend questions and questions and I kicked him, but he didn’t understand and just kept asking the
question. My Afghan friend doesn’t want to lie, as he is a very good friend and a good man, so he just
said, ‘I am tired. I can’t answer the questions. When the Afghan guy left, my local friend said, ‘Why
doesn’t he want to talk?’ I said, “Because you are stupid, man. Because both of them are from the Hazara minority. So, what will happen if the Australian Government deported the Hazara guy and the
authorities in his country start to torture him? Then he will talk about the other Hazara guy”’. War,
conflict and displacement, fragmented communities and families, the need to always be cautious,
torture and experience of trauma have caused a breakdown of existing forms of social capital [36].
The weak social capital of this vulnerable group may cause social isolation, thus affecting their
social inclusion in their host community.
Fragmentation of Family. Fragmentation of families is another factor that contributes to the fractured social capital of resettled refugees. In Middle East culture, the family is considered the core
of society—in religions, economics, society and politics [46]. Fragmentation of family can lead to
negative consequences in integrating refugees and asylum seekers in the host community.
For instance, in our cultural probes’ method, we engaged participants in creative activities by
asking them to draw any technologies that they could use to solve issues in their daily lives. P7,
who came to Australia by boat, drew two children playing in a backyard (see Figure 3), and he
commented: ‘I don’t have enough skills to draw interesting things, so I asked my friend’s son to draw
two kids playing in the garden of the house’. When we asked him about his reason for drawing
two children, he made an emotional comment that showed the pressure he was under: ‘I have
two children and I haven’t met them for more than four years so I really miss them and I can’t think
about anything else except my family. Unfortunately, I am not allowed to bring them here in Australia
because I am an asylum seeker’.
In the same context, P12 answered our questions about her needs in the host community, saying:
‘For me, one thing can decrease my stress. This thing is my parents. I think if I could bring my parents
here in Australia, this would make me very happy and decrease my stress and I think many refugees
have the same feelings’.
P15, a Syrian refugee and a father of six sons, talked about his efforts to bring four of his children
to Australia: ‘The caseworker arranged an appointment with immigration to bring my sons here in
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Fig. 3. Participant’s drawing.

Australia. They gave me forms to fill in, but the problem is these forms are in the English language
and I don’t know how to fill it. This is a big problem for us, how to fill forms, so we didn’t fill any
forms so far. This is a big problem for us [on] how to bring our family to Australia, the immigration’.
4.2

Acceptance in the Host Community

Post-migration living difficulties can exacerbate the low social capital of refugees and asylum seekers. Our data analysis revealed two main issues that refugees and asylum seekers face in the host
community.
The Role of Neighbours. ‘Choose your neighbour before choosing your residence’ is a famous
expression in the Arab world. It means that the price of a property depends on the reputation of
neighbours in a neighbourhood. A righteous neighbour contributes to people’s happiness. In Middle Eastern culture, the rights of a neighbour are very important. A neighbour is a family member
whose greeting is returned, whose invitation is accepted, and someone to express solidarity within
both sadness and happiness. However, the situation is different for refugees in the host community. There were instances where participants commented about negative experiences with their
new neighbours in their new environment. For instance, P15, a newcomer Syrian refugee, came
with his family from a conflict zone in Syria. He said about his new home: ‘The problem with this
house is our neighbours. We felt that we were not welcome here. If they [neighbours] see us, they turn
their faces. This affects us deeply and we think that because we are coming from Syria and we speak
in Arabic, they think that we are not good people. Also, they told us that because of all the people
who come to visit us, we have to close the main access to your[our] unit. All visitors have to use the
second access. We discussed this situation with the caseworker, and we decided to leave this house and
to move to another house in a different suburb’. Figure 4 shows an example.
In the same vein, P18 spoke about the difference between his neighbours in Syria and his neighbours in Australia. He said: ‘We used to be invited by our neighbours for lunch or dinner as a sign
of mutual respect and kindness and when a new neighbour came to live in our suburb, we would help
him in the lifting of his furniture. Also, my wife would cook a meal for a new neighbour because the
family will be busy in arranging their house. But here the situation is different. Our neighbours did
not visit us and if they saw us, they would say “Hi”, that’s it’.
P10 has a different view about how to connect with neighbours. She described her experience
with her neighbour: ‘I used a special strategy to be close with the neighbour. I approached them
through food. At first, I sent some plate[s] of Iraqi cuisine then I invited them to have dinner in our
house. When they visited us and saw how our house is clean and organised they came to trust us more.
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Fig. 4. Locked access to Participant’s house.

Now if they go on holiday, they ask us to watch the house while they are away. I think you have to
initiate first to gain a neighbour’s trust and respect. The shorter road to make a good relationship with
the neighbour is food’.
Despite the different social capital resources, the local neighbourhood remains vital as a source
of social capital [98]. Therefore, if neighbours are not interacting with newcomers, this may hinder
the efforts of refugees and asylum seekers in building social capital.
Stereotypes of Refugees. Negative messages and stereotypes about refugees and asylum seekers
in social media and news in Australia may hinder efforts to involve refugees in the host community.
P21, an activist who has worked with asylum seekers and refugees for years, said: ‘A lot of people
have objection, especially with Muslim asylum seekers; they said they will never integrate because
they come from a country where if anyone’s . . . sister is raped . . . or has an adult affair, the family
will kill her so we don’t need a culture like this in Australia. Muslims people here they said . . . ‘we
know that’ and Muslim Asylum seekers know the roles and they are prepared to stick by these roles’.
P13 spoke about his experience talking in the Arabic language in a public area. He said: ‘I noticed
that when we are speaking in Arabic in public area, many people feel uncomfortable and they think
that you aren’t good people. Our conversation in Arabic is also different. We usually speak loudly with
each other’.
In our cultural probes, we asked participants to take photos of something they didn’t like in
Australia. P1 took a photo of a page on Facebook that belonged to a far-right activist in Australia.
He said: ‘This is something I really feel worried about . . . The hate speech and discrimination against
refugees becomes obvious in Australian society’.
P17, a Syrian refugee, gave his opinion of the issue, saying: ‘The cultural barrier and the stereotype
of refugees . . . prevents some of the Australian people to be close with us and they think that we are
bad people’.
An Iraqi refugee, P5, talked about the same issue: ‘When we arrived here, one of Access staff taught
me how to turn on the TV. She thought that we know nothing or how to use the washing machine. At
the end I told her that we know everything; we used these appliances and devices for a long time in
Iraq. We are educated people and we came from a very rich country. We felt humiliated when they
taught us how to use a TV or other household devices’.
4.3 Access to Social Resources
In this study, we sought to understand how vulnerable populations used the resources available to
them to survive their living difficulties and to expand their networks. In the following instances,
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we highlight how refugees and asylum seekers use their limited resources to survive in the host
community.
Refugee Community. Refugee community organisations across Australia are assisting refugees
and asylum seekers with their settlement process. From our field study and our observations of
refugees and asylum seekers, they often felt isolated because they were having problems adjusting
to a new country, to a new environment. Given their capacity to understand what refugees need in
their new environment and to understand their culture, these organisations may play a significant
role in supporting refugees.
There were instances where refugees and asylum seekers commented about the role of the
refugee community. For instance, p5 answered our question about how to deal with difficulties
in the new host community without English skills and with her responsibility for two children:
‘Actually, I am relying on the Iraqi community and the Arab community to get a job because it is easy
to communicate with them without English and with the cultural barriers. I usually cook Iraqi food
for delivery to Iraqi and Arab families. I am also working as a mobile hairdresser for Arab families.
Large numbers of Arab women follow Islam, and under the Islamic religion, the women have to cover
their hair if they go outside. They cannot get their haircut in a hair salon and expose their hair in
front of strange men. I also gain some money by helping the Arab community when they organise a
party. So, my job is helping housewives cook’.
Another example showed us how refugees rely on their close friends from the same community
to find a job. We asked P12, who works as a tiler, about his experience in finding a job: ‘Finding
a job in Australia is not easy at all, not like in Afghanistan. So, I decided to work as a tiler, but the
problem is I don’t have any skills in this job. So, I joined my friend from Afghanistan who has worked
as a tiler for a long time. I asked him if I could work with him as a volunteer to learn the job. After
two months I learned the main skills of this job and I got my licences. Now I have designed my website
for advertising, and I am happy with my job’.
In our interviews, we asked participants about what kind of support they provided for other
refugees from the same community. P10, an Iraqi refugee who had been in Australia for 6 months,
said: ‘We try to learn[teach] them about the law and the system in Australia. Another thing we do
is raising their spiritual power and I think that this is a very important factor. For example, we give
them hope that they will integrate quickly in the Australian community and they will learn English
and their life will improve quickly’.
We accompanied P23 twice when he visited the homes of newcomer Syrian refugees. P23 is
a refugee and he has been in Australia for 4 years. He is studying for a PhD at university and
he works as a volunteer in NGOs. During these visits, we met Syrian refugees who had been in
Australia for 2 months. We asked them how they spent their free time. P23 said: ‘Please let me
answer on their behalf. Going outside to visit friends, shopping or anything else isn’t easy for them
for the following reasons. Firstly, they don’t know how to catch a bus; they don’t have any idea about
the transport system. Secondly, if they go outside, they can’t communicate with others in English, so
they can’t ask for help if they get lost’.
These examples show us how refugees use their bonding social capital within the refugee community to support their resettlement in the host community (see Figure 5).
Organisational Support. Our findings demonstrate the vital role of organisations in supporting
refugees and asylum seekers in Australia. There were instances where refugees and asylum seekers
commented on the support provided by organisations in the host community. P13, a refugee who
came to Australia by boat in 2012, described his experience in his first year in Australia: ‘I suffered
a lot in the first year in Australia. I was thinking about my family in Afghanistan – my wife and
my two girls. I left them to look for a better future, so I got depressed. Then I got in contact with an
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Fig. 5. Participant’s tiling work.

organisation in Brisbane that helped a lot to reduce my depression. I worked with them as a volunteer
to help refugees and asylum seekers and that gave me a good feeling and a sense of belonging in the
host community’.
We asked P12 about his experience to reduce stress. He commented: ‘From my own experience if
you feel isolated, the only thing that can help you is to go outside and make new friends and engage
in activities so that you will meet a lot of people and develop friendships with some’.
P15 talked about his first days in Australia: ‘The caseworker came to us for the first two days and a
translator and they taught us how to go shopping by train and how to use Go card and how to charge
it. Now we can go to Woodridge a suburb of Brisbane city by train for shopping but so far we can’t
use bus because we don’t know how to take a bus; we are afraid to get lost and then how we can go
back to our home’.
P2, an asylum seeker who came to Australia by boat, spoke about his experience after he was
released from the detention centre: ‘When I was released from detention centre, my English was very
bad; I can’t speak English so I decided to engage in the host community. Red Cross helped me a lot.
They . . . contacted . . . me and they provided me the furniture and many things and even the blankets.
Then I decided to engage in the host community through my job. I am a hairdresser and I made a lot
of friendships from the host community. They were inviting me to many activities and parties, plus
my girlfriend from the host community helped me a lot to get involved in the Australian community,
so I believe she opened the door for me to the host community’.
P11, a newcomer Iraqi refugee, described his first days in Australia: ‘Access Services provider
helped us and received us at the airport and brought us to our new home. They emphasised . . . something very important about our budget. They said all the money we received from the Centrelink that
we have to be very organised with this money to cover our basic needs like renting, transportation and
cost of living’.
Linking social capital through government organisations, and/or NGOs plays a significant role
in rebuilding social capital for refugees and asylum seekers. These organisations make people feel
welcome and valued and they feel part of the local community [29]. This can lead to building trust
between the refugee community and the host community, which is a vital factor in fostering social
capital.
4.4 Technology Use by Refugees
Our research seeks possible solutions regarding the ways that ICT can support social capital in
a refugee setting. First, we need to understand the impact of technology on refugees and asylum
seekers in their homeland and the role of technology and social networking in the host community.
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Technology use in Refugees’ Homeland. Starting with the Iraqi community where the first wave
of refugees started in 1991 after the second Gulf war, technology has played a key role in maintaining relationships between refugees and their relatives in their homeland. After the devastating
economic consequences of this war, ‘monetary remittances’ started to become popular among Iraqi
people.
Technology has allowed thousands of Iraqi refugees to send money through the informal banking system to their relatives and friends. Such remittances create strong social ties between
refugees and Iraqi people. P11, who came from Iraqi, said: ‘I remember when I was in Iraq the
opportunity to get a job was very limited because of the war, so a large number of Iraqi families relied
on monetary remittances provided by refugees who resettled in developed countries. These transactions helped thousands of Iraqi families to survive in their homeland. Families can receive remittances
through money exchange shops which work in most parts of Iraq. Without technology, these families
wouldn’t survive. Now I am doing the same thing through sending money to my relatives in Iraq’.
These remittances are not just used to meet basic needs, but to buy houses, invest in businesses
and to build schools, and so on. Monetary remittances have created strong social ties between resettled refugees and their homeland communities. Remittances play the same role in Afghanistan
and Iran but not in Syria. For Syria, the first wave of refugees was in 2013, and most of the refugees
needed years to resettle and find jobs to start sending remittances to their relatives.
In terms of the use of SNSs in the refugee homeland, we find that the role of gender in the Middle
East is affecting the use of these sites. For instance, P9, a newcomer refugee from Iraq, said: ‘Here
in Australia I used to contact with my relatives through Facebook, but not with my mother because
my mother is old, and she isn’t interested to use Facebook. In my country, a small number of women
has[have] an account on Facebook. Many Iraqi people believe that isn’t ok for women to use Facebook;
it is kind of a shame, but I don’t agree with them’. In Iraq most Facebook users are male. According
to Mourtada and Salem [61], 74% of Facebook users are male and 26% are female.
P3, an Iraqi refugee who arrived in Australia in 2007, said of his experience with technology in
Iraq: ‘Before 2003, mobile phones were not allowed to be used. At that time the only way to communicate with my relatives and friends inside and outside the country is by phone. I was living in the
countryside and phone service wasn’t available, so I had to travel to the city to make a phone call’.
We asked P16 about his experience in dealing with ICTs in everyday life in Syria: ‘Large numbers
of Syrian people have smart mobile phones, so we used to connect with each other through WhatsApp
and SMS messages. Smart mobile phones helped us to survive in Syria. I remember that in 2013, as a
result of war, the water was cut off from my city by armed groups. Messages exchanged on WhatsApp
helped us to find fresh water’.
In the same vein, we asked P1 about his experience using technology in Iraq: ‘I left my country in
2008. At that time most people used old mobile phones like this one that I brought with me to Australia.
At that time phone calls were expensive, so we used to communicate through SMS messages. It was an
effective means of keeping in touch with my family and friends. For instance, if I went to a dangerous
zone or when explosions happened near me, I could communicate with them to tell them that I was
safe’. (see Figure 6).
The Role of Technology and Social Networking in the Host Community. The technological revolution of the Internet, smartphones, as well as SNSs such as Facebook, Viber and WhatsApp, has
had positive impacts on the lives of refugees and asylum seekers. However, there are differences
between the use of technology in the host community and the refugees’ homelands. For instance,
P9, a newcomer Iraqi refugee, commented on her experience of using technology in Australia: ‘As
you know we are coming from Iraq where technology isn’t used like here in Australia. I want to say
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Fig. 6. Participant’s old mobile phone.

Fig. 7. Different types of resources used by the participant to enhance his English.

something embarrassing; when we arrived here, we were afraid when we inserted the bank card in the
ATM machine because we thought this machine would steal our money’.
In their efforts to overcome the barrier of language, refugees and asylum seekers rely heavily
on using ICTs to communicate with others in their new environment. In his continuing attempts,
P1 used dictionaries to learn the meaning of words, a board to write new words on to keep them
in his mind and different digital dictionaries to improve his English skills (see Figure 7). He said:
‘I used my computer to improve my English through using different types of dictionaries. In the past,
I used hard copy dictionaries, which are not easy to find the meaning of words, but nowadays I have
different types of digital dictionaries, so I can use three to four different types of dictionary on the
computer. Sometimes I use the Internet to find specific meanings for the words or for sentences; and to
translate the text you may need more than one dictionary’.
From our field study, we noticed that many participants used digital dictionaries as an important
means to interact with others in certain circumstances. For instance, P4 has lived in Australia for
4 years as an asylum seeker. He relies on his smart mobile phone to interact with people in the host
community. He said: ‘On my phone, I uploaded many dictionary apps to improve my English skills
and help me to find appropriate words so that my ideas would be understood by others. For example,
if I go shopping and I need to buy something but I don’t know its name in English, I write it in Arabic
in my dictionary app to translate it in English and I show it to shopping staff’. (see Figure 8).
In another example, P23, an activist who helps newcomers from Syria and Iraq to resettle in
their new environment said: ‘From my experiences with Syrian refugees, I noticed that they relied on
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Fig. 8. Dictionary apps on our participant’s phone.

their smartphones in their everyday life. For example, they used Google Translator when they went
to the doctor or when they needed to ask someone a question in the host community’. Supporting
these practices through designing new technology may help refugees and asylum seekers through
fostering their social capital.
SNSs are an effective way for individuals to stay connected with each other regardless of location
or time. Previous studies have shown a strong correlation between the use of Facebook and the
three forms of social capital, particularly the form of bridging social capital [27, 52]. However, the
relationship between Facebook and social capital for refugees is still unexplored. In our interviews,
we asked participants about their experience in using SNSs in their host community.
We asked P1 about his experience in using Facebook: ‘Actually, plus contact with my friends and
family, Facebook helps to improve my knowledge in different subjects in my life. I usually add people
with higher education and journalists to help me to read different articles. Sometimes I add people
from different countries, not normal people but people with higher education, to read their post on
their pages’.
P19, an Iranian asylum seeker said about the use of SNSs: ‘In the part of social networks, I used to
use Skype, Viper and WhatsApp to connect with my family in Iran. I can’t use Facebook to communicate with family in Iran because Facebook is prohibited’.
P12, an Afghan asylum seeker, answered our question about the best means to communicate
with his relatives in Afghanistan: ‘I actually use them both because . . . sometimes the Internet is not
good in Afghanistan, so I can’t use social networks sites and I use the mobile phone’.
P13, a refugee from Afghanistan, has a different view about the use of Facebook in the host
community: ‘I really don’t like Facebook and I think it is wasting time. I prefer to have contact with my
friends by visiting them. We usually gather for lunch or for playing football on Saturday and Sunday’.
Some may argue that refugees and asylum seekers are not poor because they have smartphones.
In response to this, nowadays smartphones are cheap compared to recent years, and are needed
due to the displacement of refugees and asylum seekers from their homelands and their serious
need to keep in touch with their friends and families who may live in exile.
4.5 Summary of Results
In summary, we organised our findings in four themes offering insights into how refugee and
asylum seeker communities managed their social capital—displacement related stressors, acceptance in the host community, access to social resources and technology use by refugees. Firstly, we
presented findings from displacement related stressors that included examples of nostalgic recollection, the collapse of social capital and fragmentation of the family. The findings have shown
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the impact of displacement on social capital for refugees and asylum seekers who lived in the host
community. Nostalgia recollections have shown the interference between homeland memories and
social connections and relationships in the host country. In terms of the collapse of social capital,
participants have described the fracturing of social cohesion in their country because of long periods of wars, persecution and internal conflicts. The findings of the third subsection demonstrate
the impact of family separation on the fractured social capital of refugees and asylum seekers.
Secondly, we demonstrated findings from acceptance in the host community theme that focused
on the following two issues: the role of neighbours, and stereotypes of refugees. For instance,
the findings of the role of neighbours demonstrated the lack of interaction between refugees and
neighbours due to cultural differences and language. The second issue demonstrates how stereotypes of refugees and asylum seekers put barriers to engagement with the host community. The
third theme of accessing social resources focused on social resources and practices that refugees
use to support their social capital, namely the refugee community and organisational support.
Findings from the first sub-theme demonstrate how refugees and asylum seekers relied on their
own community to find jobs and get information. In the second sub-theme, we provide examples
of how NGOs play a key role in supporting refugees and asylum seekers in their social connection
with the host community.
The findings from both the second and the third themes have provided insights about the use
of social capital by refugees and asylum seekers in the host community. Finally, the fourth theme
is the technology used by refugees that demonstrates how refugees and asylum seekers use technology in their homeland and the use of technology and SNSs to overcome issues that they face in
the host community. The findings of the last theme offered more understanding about the impact
of ICT and SNSs on social capital for refugees and asylum seekers in the host community.
5 DISCUSSION
The main aims of this study were twofold. The first aim was to understand the factors that affect social capital in the post-migration experiences of refugees and asylum seekers. Secondly, we sought
an in-depth understanding of the role of technology in supporting social capital. In this section, we
will discuss three main implications, namely practical implications, theoretical implications and
technological implications.
5.1

Practical implications

Refugees and asylum seekers have been through traumatic experiences, which affect their social capital. Consistent with other studies [59], prolonged war and conflict break down the social
cohesion of Syrian, Iraqi and Afghani refugees. On the other hand, participants had nostalgic recollections of their home countries where their cultures offered an environment of mutual trust,
spiritual and social support. Our findings present several practical implications.
Australia’s Policy on Supporting Social Activities. The findings bring clear implications for
Australian refugee policy, which show that support of social activities, celebrations and events
for refugee communities should be a key priority. As stated by McMichael and Manderson [54],
‘Social events, religious gatherings and celebrations play an important role in refugees’ lives, promoting interaction, shared time and a sense of well-being’. Such social activities can support the
continuance of refugees’ culture, solidarity and generosity, and provide a social space for refugee
communities to share their own cultures, thus promoting mutual understanding and peaceful
coexistence.
Family Reunification Policy. Another important finding was fragmentation of family. According
to Coleman [23] social supports and social relationships can provide social insurance, information
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and communication and create values and norms that facilitate social actions. An example of these
social relationships is family networks that foster positive mental health and resilience [28]. Our
findings highlight the importance of family reunion in refugee lives. We have seen how P7, an
Iraqi asylum seeker, has struggled in their new life in the absence of family members and the challenges they faced to bring them to Australia due to restrictions from the Immigration Department.
Previous studies investigated anxiety and depression, and life satisfaction among refugees in the
UK. They found that family support was a very important factor against depression [78]. The lowest levels of depression were found in refugees who received support from their families. These
findings are consistent with our findings that show the important role of family reunion in refugee
lives as the main factor of social support. Unfortunately, the Australian Government has put barriers in front of refugees and asylum seekers in bringing in their family members over many years of
policy changes. These barriers include restrictions on family reunion, time delays and high costs
[60]. It is significant that such policies need to be reviewed by the Australian Government to make
it easier for newcomer refugees to bring their families in Australia.
The Policy of Relocating Refugees upon Arrival to the Host Community. In terms of acceptance
in the host community, the findings show the negative experiences of some refugees with their
neighbours, citing P15, a newcomer Syrian refugee, as an example. Neighbourhoods are very important due to the nature of their social organisation [53]. Refugees and asylum seekers arriving in
Australia are usually directed by the authority to live in disadvantaged neighbourhoods because
of affordability and property availability. Living in such neighbourhoods will not help newcomer
refugees to participate in social activities and engage with the host community. Disadvantaged
neighbourhoods suffer from violent crime, drug use and lack of social activities. Such an environment will not help newcomer refugees to engage in civic activities with the host community. As
mentioned in Ziersch et al. [98], ‘civic actions in the neighbourhood were more likely from those
who had strong neighbourhood connections, suggesting that individuals who are locally socially
involved were more likely to also participate in civic activity’.
NGOs can play a significant role in supporting newcomer refugees in their new lives. In fact,
such an important role has been followed by an NGO in the USA that founded an initiative called
‘Hello Neighbour’ to match newly arrived refugees with caring neighbours to support them in their
new environment for the first 4 months [63]. ‘I just think about my first three months doing anything;
a new job, a new place, a new relationship—it’s a blur’, said Sloane Davidson (co-founder of Hello
Neighbour). ‘The idea that you would do all of that in a new country without knowing the language,
it’s amazing’ [63]. Such an approach can be implemented here in Australia to support refugees in
their new lives. Technology also can take part in a solution through encouraging neighbourhoods
to communicate with newcomer refugees through social interaction tools such as a website.
Australian Social Policies with Asylum Seekers. The second implication is for Australian social
policies that have been found very harsh and restrictive towards asylum seekers. For instance,
asylum seekers who enter Australia without a valid visa are subject to mandatory offshore detention with little access to education, health and welfare [40]. On the other hand, the supports for
resettled refugees have been generous and very positive. There is a differentiated policy between
refugees and asylum seekers that can generate a feeling of isolation, discrimination and inequality. We have seen in our findings of the objections from some local people against Muslim asylum
seekers as described by Australian activist P21. Such activities against asylum seekers send a negative message and hinder the efforts to integrate asylum seekers in the host community. Therefore,
as asylum seekers have become a part of the Australian community, Australian social policies need
to be reviewed to help asylum seekers access more resources and to engage in social participation
in the host community. As stated in Hartley and Pedersen [40], ‘Clearly, shifting negative attitudes
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towards asylum seekers requires a significant change in political rhetoric, social norms, and media
reporting. How much change can be achieved structurally remains a significant challenge’.
In terms of accessing social resources in the host community, the findings show that refugees and
asylum seekers face different challenges when engaging with the host community. The weakness
of refugees and asylum seekers in bridging and linking social capital has exacerbated the difficulties
they face in the host community. Supporting bridging and linking social capital in the resettlement
of refugees are vital in strengthening their social cohesion in the host community [87]. Our findings
show how refugees and asylum seekers used social and physical resources offered by the refugee
community, NGOs and technology to support their social capital. Hence, they rely heavily on their
refugee community to get valuable information that may help them to access services. The findings
of this study make a significant contribution by informing designers and service providers about
what forms of social capital are more important in the refugee community.
5.2 Theoretical Implications
In this research, we adopt the theory of social capital for Putnam [69]. In his theory, Putnam
suggested that linking and bridging social capital are more important than bonding social capital.
In this research, an empirical study has been conducted to test the Putnam theory of social capital
in the refugee context in Australia. Our findings show that bonding social capital is as important
in the resettled refugee setting as bridging and linking social capital. This result can be explained
by the fact that refugees and asylum seekers, with limited language skills and social networks,
could not communicate easily with the host community.
Putnam also suggested that technology, in particular TV, was the main reason for the decline of
social capital in American society as people spent more time watching the TV rather than chatting
with each other. Of course, Putnam came up with his theory on social capital before the global
spread of the Internet that offers the connection between people. The studies conducted after
the spread of the Internet and social networking suggested that ICTs such as Facebook support
bridging and linking social capital for those with high levels of social capital [27, 99].
In contrast, our findings have shown that technology has the potential to support bonding social capital but differently with bridging and linking social capital. Our findings show that refugees
and asylum seekers use social networking such as Facebook, WhatsApp and Viber to have contact
with their relatives in their countries and their own community but not as much as with the host
community due to the lack of English skills and cultural differences. However, more investigation is necessary to demonstrate whether ICTs can support bridging and linking social capital for
disadvantaged people with little social capital, such as refugees and asylum seekers.
All our participants have knowledge of new technologies and all of them used a smart mobile
phone for their communication. Hence, we can use this advantage to design technology to help
refugees and asylum seekers in rebuilding their social capital. In the following section, we will
consider the implications of current technologies and ideas for future technologies that can help to
rebuild the social capital of refugees and asylum seekers. Finally, we will conclude with challenges
that relate to technological solutions in fostering social capital.
5.3 Implications for Technology Design
In this section, we discuss technological design opportunities to firstly support the connection
of refugees and asylum seekers among their own communities, and secondly to support their
connection with the host community.
The Position of Current Technological Innovations to Support Refugees. ICTs should boost individuals’ ability to act together, and this has encouraged large investments in such technologies [71].
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According to UNHCR [85], many technological innovations have been deployed to help refugees
to cope with their issues. However, most of these innovations were unsuccessful and attracted only
a few refugees. ‘But with so many initiatives being spearheaded by different groups around the
world, we wonder whether a lack of coordination may prevent these efforts from having the most
impact, and what our role should be in improving the collaboration between both sectors’ [85].
Hence, we believe that without a deep understanding of how refugees and asylum seekers utilise
ICTs in their everyday lives, including their habits, behaviours and needs, the newly designed
technology would be a failure.
Positioning Our Research among Refugee Studies in HCI. In this research, we extended previous
works in the field of HCI that focus on supporting newcomer refugees in their new environment
in the host community. For instance, Brown and Grinter [16] designed a system to facilitate the
communication between newly arrived refugees and their caseworkers using mobile phone SMS
messages to text with their mentors in their own languages. The scope of this study focuses on
the communication issues between newcomer refugees and their mentors in the first 3 months.
Another work by Baranoff et al. [7] designed a system for newcomer refugees to help them navigate
their new environment to find a medical clinic, shopping centre and bus stations.
Similarly, Talhouk et al. [82] investigated the role of technology, in particular smartphones, to
access antenatal care and health advocacy for refugees in Lebanon. These studies provide evidence
that technology has the potential to offer solutions for the challenges that newcomer refugees
cope with in the host community. However, while such studies offer opportunities for refugees to
deal with the difficulties in the host community, and thus support their social capital, they only
provide solutions for the short term. The first study provides valuable solutions for the short time.
The second study also focuses on technological intervention for refugees who recently arrived
in the host country; and the third study proposes ideas for pregnant refugee women who live in
rural areas. However, our research investigates how refugees and asylum seekers access social
resources (sometimes referred to as social capital that has been embedded in social networks),
host community and social ties that can offer sustainable social support for refugees and asylum
seekers in the long term. Our findings demonstrate that resettled refugees lack bonding social
capital, bridging social capital and linking social capital.
Creating and Sharing Space among Refugee Communities. Our findings show the significant role
that the refugee community plays in supporting refugees and asylum seekers. Previous studies
show the important role of refugee organisations in the process of resettlement. For instance, [37]
we found that in Australia 21.4% of newly arrived refugees received significant support through the
refugee community group. In contrast, 4.3% of new migrants and 3.1% of skilled migrants received
support from their community. Technology has played a pivotal role in maintaining communication between refugees and their relatives in their homelands by using SNSs. Such technology has
maintained social ties between refugees and their relatives and friends in their home countries.
In the same vein, we believe that technology can contribute to maintaining communication inside
the refugee community in the host community despite the differences in refugees’ backgrounds.
Diversity has proven to be a positive factor for communities. However, for refugees and asylum seekers, the situation is different. Most refugee communities are from diverse backgrounds
in respect to region, religion, clan and social status. Hence, the religious and ethnic dimensions
of conflict in the Middle East has harmed the social fabric between minorities. This has precluded
the majority of refugees from communicating and socialising with each other in the host community [56]. Facebook and other SNSs cannot bring people together if they do not trust each other
[27]. Creating a social space for the refugee community to meet, get to know each other and build
new connections may help generate trust between them. This is consistent with research [73]
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that argues that benefits could be gained through sharing space between homeless people who are
in low social capital and those who are in high social capital. Community associations are environments where people can trust each other and meet each other without fear, as most people who join
these organisations have been endorsed by the same organisation. We believe that technology can
contribute to making more effective connections between refugees who come from different backgrounds and refugee communities. For instance, designing a database for all refugees and asylum
seekers to facilitate their connections with NGOs using smartphones is one promising solution.
However, technological solutions may collide with political, cultural and privacy issues. Opening
channels between all stakeholders, including government, service providers, refugee communities
and designers would be a constructive approach.
Supporting Refugees’ Connection with the Host Community. Bridging social capital is considered
to be a significant factor that supports the social cohesion of refugees and asylum seekers, and the
host community [70]. The findings of our study demonstrate that all refugee communities have
issues in communicating actively with the host community. Weak ties could be the best resource for
refugees to obtain accurate information and to find jobs. Manipulating ICTs to engage refugees and
asylum seekers into the host community would be constructive. SNSs, particularly Facebook, could
be effective technological tools in supporting bridging social capital in communities. However,
refugees’ and asylum seekers’ use of SNSs as a means of communication with the host community
may not be effective because of cultural and language barriers. To open a new connection between
refugees and the host community, we must identify an appropriate environment that can be trusted
by both sides. NGOs could be the best environment for refugees and the host community to meet
each other in an atmosphere of trust and common interest. Accordingly, we suggest designing
volunteer help centre apps to support the bridging of the social ties of refugees and asylum seekers.
The volunteers, who are members of voluntary associations, can help refugees and asylum seekers to communicate with other members of these organisations. Additionally, enormous efforts are
required to facilitate the resettlement process of this vulnerable group. Despite the government’s
efforts to allocate caseworkers for newly arrived refugees, such efforts are not enough due to the
huge number of newcomers. These vulnerable people sometimes need urgent help and sometimes
a caseworker cannot respond on time. For instance, they may need to go to a doctor and many of
them cannot communicate in English. This is just one issue and there are several similar issues
where this marginalised group needs urgent help. One possible solution is that of voluntary work.
Many local people are happy to help these vulnerable people to become part of the host community. The problem is that refugees and asylum seekers who need urgent help cannot reach out to
the volunteers to ask for help. ICT can provide solutions to this dilemma.
Designing an application to facilitate the connection between refugees and asylum seekers on
one hand and volunteers on the other may help the refugee community to access different resources and make them feel they are welcomed in the host community. It may also support their
sense of belonging and generate a feeling of trust between them and the host community. The
idea of voluntary help centre apps can support face-to-face communication, thereby enhancing
the social capital of refugees and asylum seekers.
Supporting Refugees to Connect with NGOs. It is not unusual that in war zones, most people
cannot access organisations that bring them together, which have a deep meaning in their social
life and shape their identity. These can include public institutions, religious buildings, shopping
centres and public squares. This situation may continue in the post-migration stage because of
differences in culture and language. Consequently, refugees and asylum seekers may lose their
identity and sense of belonging in their new environment and thus lose their social capital. Putnam
[70] states that voluntary associations are environments where people can learn how to collaborate
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and trust each other to develop norms of reciprocity. Technologies can facilitate access to such
organisations by these vulnerable people.
For instance, inside these organisations, they can meet other people from the host community to
generate trust and expand their networks. Consequently, this can build rapport among them and
create new opportunities for friendships. Additionally, these organisations usually organise social
activities such as celebrations, picnics and other social activities. Hence, refugees from different
denominations can meet to discuss common issues, chat and share food. Because of the limitation
in sharing space between refugees and heterogeneous groups, ICTs may offer opportunities to
create this space. To assist refugees and asylum seekers engage in these organisations, ICTs can
help by designing a platform for these NGOs. Refugees and asylum seekers can keep in touch with
and communicate with these NGOs through their smartphones, allowing the NGOs, in turn, to
respond in a timely way. HCI designers, using ICTs to foster social capital, suggest a new dimension
to identify the key factors that stand behind the deployment of information systems. Perhaps such
a system may be used successfully only after its users start to develop social trust with each other,
a shared identity or other dimensions of social capital [71].
6 LIMITATIONS
Research in HCI needs to continue to work with refugees and asylum seekers to develop more
insight into their social capital. However, researchers face barriers in dealing with the refugee
community due to the highly sensitive nature of such research, with the consequence that engaging them in HCI research is a difficult task. Our field study did have limitations when dealing
with the refugee community. For instance, of 19 participants, only 10 agreed to participate in the
cultural probes study. In particular, asylum seekers in Australia have ongoing legal cases and they
often fear that revealing information about their daily activities may adversely affect the outcome
of their cases being considered by the Immigration Department. Another limitation related to generalisability. While we had participants from Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran and Syria, we cannot claim
that our findings provide a complete picture of how refugees and asylum seekers rebuild their
social capital. In the future, we need to address these issues by gaining the trust of the refugee
community and building rapport with NGOs that provide services for refugees and asylum seekers. Rebuilding social capital is a very complex issue related to several socio-economic conditions
that affect the development of refugee communities. Identifying radical solutions for these barriers
are not expected in the short term in HCI research. However, innovative ICT tools may play an
important role in creating an appropriate environment to support rebuilding social capital within
refugee communities.
7

CONCLUSION

Understanding social capital in refugee and asylum seeker settings is vital when designing effective technology that can contribute to fostering social capital in this vulnerable group. This study
has identified four broad themes among these populations, namely displacement related stressors,
acceptance in the host community, access to social resources and technology used by refugees.
Regarding the first theme, we noticed that the social cohesion of refugees and asylum seekers has
been destroyed because of long-term war and conflicts and fragmentation of the family. In relation
to the second theme, the post-migration experience of all refugee communities has exacerbated
their levels of social capital because of barriers such as the role of neighbours and the stereotype of
refugees. In the third theme, we provided examples of how refugees and asylum seekers use their
social capital to access social resources in the host community. Finally, the findings of the fourth
theme offered more insights about the use of technology and SNSs by refugees and asylum seekers in pre- and post-migration. We believe that opening new channels between HCI researchers
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and service providers may lead to the creation of new opportunities to provide solutions that can
support refugees and asylum seekers to be an active part of the host community and thus gain
benefits from their contribution to the host community.
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