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ABSTRACT 
As refugees attempt to develop a sense of normality during times of 
crisis, digital spaces have proven themselves to be valuable sources 
of information and connection. Drawing upon the ‘new normal’ 
theory, this paper aims to better understand how refugees use these 
spaces and how they encourage a sense of normality. A qualitative 
analysis of 171 social media posts reveal that refuges sought advice, 
shared their stories and clarifed myths and misunderstandings 
around refugee lives, while non-refugees ofered to help during 
the times of crisis. These fndings contribute to the HCI research 
by ofering to showcase the ways in which such forums are used 
by refugees, what this reveals about the values and experiences of 
refugees and how this intersects with the broader community. 

CCS CONCEPTS 
• Human-centered computing → Human computer interaction 
(HCI); HCI theory, concepts and models; Human computer interac-
tion (HCI); Empirical studies in HCI. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
As the global refugee crisis continues to impact approximately 20 
million refugees and over 70 million people fnd themselves forcibly 
displaced worldwide [42], the potential for digital spaces to provide 
crucial support, advice and guidance globally has become more 
important than ever. Several studies within the feld of HCI and ICT 
have commented upon the strong role that social media can play 
as a tool for individuals seeking guidance, assistance or support 
online [24, 29, 44]. While the majority of research on the usage of 
social media by refugees during displacement and resettlement has 
used interview or participatory design methods to seek frsthand 
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accounts [1, 2, 14, 41], fewer studies have attempted to investigate 
the experiences of refugees based on naturalistic data from their 
online interactions using social media posts on anonymous online 
forums focused specifcally on refugee issues. 

This paper explores the experiences of refugees within these 
online spaces, specifcally analyzing the social media forum, to un-
derstand how they are integrated within the refugee lifecycle – from 
confict to displacement to resettlement. In doing so, it builds on the 
emerging body of work dedicated to understanding the role that 
social media and online spaces might play in helping individuals 
process difcult experiences and support one another. By exploring 
these issues using an ‘online frst’ method, rather than consulting 
directly with refugees in person, this study is able to understand 
the online ecosystem for refugees frsthand by focusing on one very 
specifc forum in detail over a period of approximately two years. 
This is achieved through qualitative analysis of a specifc forum 
for refugees, with analysis of the commentary here revealing the 
extent to which the unique, yet overlapping, needs and experiences 
of refugees come to the forefront here in the digital world. Further-
more, the fndings illustrate the importance of better understanding 
the relationship between self-identifed refugees and non-refugees 
in online forums, demonstrating how external parties can also play 
an important role in delivering and ofering support within such 
spaces. 

Our fndings are discussed in relation to Genuis and Bronstein’s 
[12] theory of “new normal” and the contributions made by Patel et 
al. [33] to the model, which serves to help illustrate how the refugee 
lifecycle aligns with the idea of fnding a new sense of normalcy 
through the support of other likeminded individuals. Particular 
emphasis is placed on the subgroups of marginalized groups, such 
as LGBT youths and refugees, sufering from mental health issues 
that featured heavily in the dataset. However, the limitations of the 
model’s application are canvassed, with the inability to evaluate 
the efects of posting in the forums, multiplicity of voices within 
the forum and the purpose of these online communities coming 
into question. The paper ultimately contributes to the feld of HCI 
concerning refugee life and the refugee presence within online 
communities by exploring the varied experiences online, using 
the new normal model as a lens through which such experiences 
might be considered valuable. In doing so it suggests that the design 
of these social forums might better support an empathetic direct 
information-seeking approach. It recommends that future work 
in this space considers how similar studies might better track the 
refugee lifecycle online or adapt the new normal model to account 
for this lack of information. 
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2 PRIOR WORK 
This study draws upon the literature pertaining to refugees, with a 
specifc emphasis on the refugee experience and how this intersects 
with online spaces and social media communities. Understanding 
of the unique refugee context is largely informed by work within 
the social sciences, whereas an understanding of refugees within 
the domain of HCI helps to explore how technology can and should 
be designed for the needs of refugees. Finally, consideration of the 
overlapping feld of social media studies and online presence of 
refugees helps to establish a deeper understanding of this relatively 
unchartered space. 

2.1 Social Sciences 
The literature on refugees has predominantly focused on the dis-
placement caused by confict and resulting resettlement within the 
community as fundamental parts of the refugee experience or jour-
ney. These studies attempt to trace the experiences and realities 
of refugee life, exploring the negative and positive responses to 
trauma experienced by many refugees [19, 26, 40]. For instance, 
in their meta-ethnographic work reviewing twenty-six empirical 
studies on the experiences of young refugees who have faced trau-
matic circumstances such as war, Sleipjpen et al. [40] explore how 
various factors such as social support, education, religion and the 
utilisation of various acculturation strategies might infuence the 
building of resilience among younger refugees. Notably, they found 
that younger refugees often turn to their peers when seeking sup-
port rather than their parents. While parents were often assumed to 
already be overburdened, younger refugees were more inclined to 
trust their peers who would often provide advice on how to adjust 
to a new country and customs. 

Trust emerged as an important theme within the literature [25, 
26, 30, 31]. Trust was considered not just from the perspective of 
refugees, but also the broader community which can often be less 
trusting towards refugees after resettlement as refugees are seen as 
‘unknown’ or ‘other’ [26]. Investigation into the social integration 
of refugees during resettlement has similarly explored the negative 
economic and social implications that emerge when refugees are 
socially excluded from society and unable to gain meaningful work 
and employment [13, 17, 27] or access vital services [13, 18, 43] 
which may further impede trust. We can infer that the anonymity 
provided on some digital forums allows for participants to trust 
their fellow forum members without fearing a breach in trust which 
is why this study was conducted. 

2.2 HCI and Technology 
Within the feld of HCI, the refugee experience has been considered 
from the perspective of understanding the needs and requirements 
of this demographic and how future technology might be better 
tailored to support these human values [3, 6, 8, 9, 38]. Once again, 
there is dual emphasis on exploring the needs of refugees during 
confict and displacement, as with the exploration of supporting 
technology within displacement camps [16, 45, 46], as well as part 
of refugee integration throughout resettlement [3, 4, 6, 9, 10, 34, 41]. 
For instance, in their work on refugee communities, Baranof et al. 
[4] explore the hardships faced by many refugees in the space of 
technical literacy during resettlement. They identify how refugees 

often rely on others to fnd support in their new environment as 
tasks that were simple at home are now burdened with new and 
diferent technical expectations that pose as barriers. Conversely, 
Yerousis et al. [46] explore the ways in which Syrian youths in 
Jordan, notably all boys, creatively co-opt technology as hackers, 
helping their family through access to knowledge, improving their 
technical skills and contributing through paid employment based 
on online work. These works serve to illustrate how social capital, 
education, technical background, age, and gender, all infuence 
the extent to which technology may help or hinder the refugee 
experience. 

2.3 Social Media and Online Spaces 
Studies on social media and online communities has revealed how 
these channels might be experienced by refugees or useful during 
the refugee experience. Research within this space focuses on the 
ways in which refugees might utilise social media during and after 
displacement to connect refugees and spread news, for example, 
through smart phone technologies [14], as well as the crucial role 
that social media can play during integration as part of bridging cul-
tural barriers and establishing social capital [1]. Within the broader 
area of forums and social media communities, several studies have 
explored the role that social media might play in facilitating a sup-
port network for people with various issues or for diferent groups 
in society [24, 29, 44]. There can at times be tension between the 
desire to share personal stories and hesitancy to share sensitive 
experiences or issues online with strangers [15, 32, 37]. ‘Selective 
disclosure’ emerges as a key aspect, as relatively anonymous fo-
rums and social media websites enable people to alter or disguise 
their identity [39], allowing many people to use social media to 
create a life separate to their ‘ofine’ existence. Selective disclosure 
is particularly relevant to the refugee experience, as individuals 
may feel marginalised within even the broader refugee moment, as 
with LGBT refugees [11, 22]. 

2.4 The “New Normal” Theory 
The “new normal” theory has been explored most prominently by 
Genuis and Bronstein [12] in their study of how individuals process 
illness, however, it has since been applied to other domains [33]. 
The notion of normality, that there is a typical state of being that 
individuals may at points stray from, has long been a fxture of 
illness experience literature [7, 21, 23, 35]. New normal theory as 
espoused by Genuis and Bronstein canvasses fve stages involved in 
processing diagnosis of some form of disrupting event, specifcally 
illness or health-related concerns. 

As illustrated in the above model (Fig. 1), the frst phase (a) in-
volves moving between a state of no-illness or ‘normal’ towards 
(b) a breakdown in normal as caused by a disrupting event or con-
cern, for instance cancer or infertility. From here, (c) individuals 
then attempt to bridge the gap between their ‘normal’ and new 
states and specifcally try to bridge the gaps in knowledge and 
understanding. This phase is known as the information seeking, 
or sense-making, component and is where individuals may be ex-
posed to others who are going through the same experiences as 
them or discuss with health professionals to better understand their 
situation. This phase may include a sense of solidarity between 
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Figure 1: A representation of the New Normal theory from Patel et al. [33] as adapted from Genuis and Bronstein [12]. 

individuals who are experiencing the same journey and the sharing 
of personal advice, wisdom, and support, are considered to be in-
fuential in helping individuals to reach the next phase of forming 
a socially constructed normal. The next stage (d) involves a back 
and forth between individuals bridging the gaps once more as they 
move towards (e) understanding and accepting their ‘new normal’, 
and begin to form and (f) reform this perception of their own new 
normal. The role that non-traditional networks accessible via the 
internet, for instance through social media or online forums, play 
are of note throughout this shaping of the new normal, as users 
bridge gaps in their knowledge, shape their own self-understanding 
and fnd validation through networks of others with comparable 
life experiences. 

3 METHODOLOGY 
Working directly with refugee groups and communities is poten-
tially sensitive due to the legal and traumatic nature of displacement 
and resettlement of refugees. This can be further entrenched by 
the often-difcult nature of integration into society, which may be 
neither a smooth nor easy transition [13, 27]. Additional questions 
pertaining to anonymity due to safety concerns involved with the 
legal nature of seeking refuge are also of note [20]. While these 
considerations were kept in mind, the anonymous nature of the 
chosen online forums and social media for this study helped to 
mitigate the problematic nature of sourcing refugee participants 
for this study. The anonymous, or partially anonymous, nature of 
online forums and social media is also suitable for its tendency to 
enable people to open up more so than they might in the ofine 
world [12]. Similar studies within the health sciences by Wadley et 
al. [44] on forums for quitting smoking and Mahoney et al. [28] on 
loneliness as discussed on Twitter were also infuential in provid-
ing a direction for scraping of social media forums and analysis of 
both qualitative and quantitative data found within social media 
websites and forums. 

3.1 Methods and Data Collection 
Web scraping, a method used to extract large quantities of data 
from websites, was selected as the primary method to ensure that 
an adequate sample size could be collected from an online forum. 
The selected online forum (n=1) was chosen due to its relevance 

and prevalence within the refugee space. The forum was moderated 
according to a set of rules enforced by 3 listed moderators which 
helped to establish guidelines for community users around respect-
ful posting and etiquette. Users were able to access the forum by 
signing up with a username, email and password which enabled 
selective anonymity. The nature of the online forum was such that 
individuals were able to remain anonymous and data was deiden-
tifed after scraping, however it is of note that the forum itself is 
viewable without logging in to the website or forum itself. The 
web scraping method chosen was conducted using the open source 
Python Reddit API Wrapper (PRAW) scraper [36], which enabled 
the scraping of date stamped posts and follow-up conversations 
and comments, which enabled better understanding of the dialogue 
within the chosen online space. Communication via the forum was 
notably asynchronous, typical of forum-based communications. 

3.1.1 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria. Threads that were about 
refugees were included whether they were posted by refugee or 
non-refugee users, provided that the topic was relevant to the areas 
of refugee life and current afairs. Posts that were excluded from our 
analysis included of-topic threads and advertisements for partici-
pation in academic research, such as requests for refugees or those 
connected to the refugee world to participate in surveys or studies. 
This study clarifes posts as being either by refugee or non-refugee 
users based on self-identifcation as a refugee and context provided 
within posts. Thus it is assumed that any post where the identity 
or background of the poster has not been specifed has been posted 
by non-refugees. 

3.2 Data Cleaning and Analysis 
Data was exported based on a timeframe of approximately two years 
(2017-2019) using the above-mentioned web scraping technique 
and exported to a spreadsheet format for analysis. All posts were 
read and sorted based on their relevance to the area of refugees and 
the refugee experience, with irrelevant posts (e.g., those seeking 
refugees for research or studies) were immediately discarded. The 
remaining qualitative data was analysed using thematic analysis 
techniques [5], which were coded based on recurring themes, for in-
stance, posts asking for legal advice, posts asking how non-refugees 
might help or posts focused on education information. This infor-
mation was then re-categorised a second time with the remaining 
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relevant posts sorted into three main areas that corresponded to the 
nature or focus of the posts. This included information seeking posts 
by refugees, posts centred around the idea of refugee myths and 
stories, and posts centred around the idea of ‘help and assistance’. 
Finally, anonymisation of the data was completed by removing all 
references to the IDs and coding used prior to publication. 

3.3 Ethical Considerations 
Despite the overall low risk of this study due to the anonymous 
nature of the selected online forum and subsequent decoding of 
the data for inclusion in this study, there are still several important 
ethical considerations to keep in mind. Firstly, despite the publicly 
accessible nature of the forum post online, it is important to recog-
nise that users have not necessarily formulated their posts with 
the possibility of this content being posted elsewhere in mind [12]. 
Due to the impractical nature of seeking consent from each user 
included within the dataset, this step was not sought for the nature 
of this study. The anonymisation of user data through decoding, 
limiting of comment inclusion and paraphrasing where necessary 
to prevent unnecessary disclosure, were thus seen as important 
steps to help mitigate the potential ‘costs’ to participants. Appro-
priate approvals were sought from our institution’s human ethics 
committee before the data analysis commenced. 

4 FINDINGS 
Data scraping was conducted using the PRAW Python library to 
scrape relevant forums. The fnal dataset consisted of 759 unique 
posts from 1 January 2017 to 10 December 2019. This time frame was 
chosen so as to provide a large enough pool of data through which 
relevant posts might be gleaned upon cleaning. Upon data cleaning, 
in total N = 171 posts were included in this analysis. Initial coding 
of these posts and subsequent threads resulted in 21 codes which 
were refned and broken down into the following three themes: (a) 
information seeking, (b) refugee myths and stories and (c) ofers to 
help. 

4.1 Information Seeking 
Among the key fndings from our analysis was the extent to which 
such forums functioned as a space to seek information and answers 
to a range of problems encountered by refugees. This was seen with 
the vast range of questions relating to identity (e.g. LGBT issues) 
as well as educational opportunities. Crucially, the vast majority of 
questions were centred around the visa and asylum seeker process 
and eligibility for resettlement in various countries. Although many 
posts were by refugees themselves, there were several instances of 
individuals posting on behalf of a friend or relative who was the 
one seeking assistance. Additionally, it is of note that while some 
posters could be classifed as refugees, many more were information 
seeking at an earlier stage during the time of confict and prior to 
feeing their home country. 

4.1.1 Education Advice and Opportunity Seeking. We found that the 
forums were used by many individuals seeking information about 
educational opportunities that might help them thrive as refugees 
or escape their current situation. This was seen with questions 
surrounding scholarships, pathways to education, and countries 
where education might be better supported for refugees. Although 

the posts ranged in length, some would elaborate on the situation 
and circumstances of the individual who was seeking educational 
opportunities. For instance, one poster discussed the experiences of 
a girl who was being forced into an arranged marriage and beaten 
routinely by her father and explained her intentions to pursue her 
studies abroad: 

“I have a friend in Bangladesh whose parents are forc-
ing her to marry her cousin. She wants no part in 
it, but as a woman in her situation, has no power to 
refuse. She’s 22 and speaks fuent Hindi, Bengali, Ital-
ian, and pretty decent English. Are there countries 
who would grant her asylum based on her situation? 
She wants to attend college, but doesn’t have a lot of 
money.” 

Commentary and responses from members of the community 
provided support, answers or sought further clarifcation. For in-
stance, the top response to the aforementioned post provided both 
support and advice by explaining how their friend had obtained 
asylum in the UK after facing similar circumstances: 

“Britain may allow her asylum if she could provide 
proof (e.g., scarring from the beatings). I have an ac-
quaintance from Pakistan who had experienced simi-
lar gender-based discrimination and was granted asy-
lum.” 

In this sense, information seeking behaviour surrounding where 
and how to obtain refugee status and procure an education based on 
certain legitimate circumstances suggests that these forums might 
act as both a support network and advisory hub. 

Requests for assistance with education and understanding which 
avenues might better support refugees in obtaining an education 
were accompanied by questions on scholarships and funding. For 
example, one user posted about opportunities specifcally within 
the United States: Would anyone have leads on grants and scholar-
ships available to refugees and immigrants pursuing higher education 
in the US? Such posts hinted at a desire for refugees to fnd oppor-
tunities that might better support their resettlement and for many 
individuals seemed to inform transit plans during displacement. 
By obtaining specifc knowledge to help them fee various forms 
of confict, these posters appeared to display signs indicating pre-
refugee behaviour centred around information seeking with the 
primary intention of seeking refugee status elsewhere. 

4.1.2 Identity, Marginalisation and Participation. Another notable 
feature of the online forums was the high participation rate among 
youths and young adults who identifed as LGBTQ+. This was ev-
ident by the many questions asked by individuals seeking advice 
on how to fee their homes for countries that could be considered 
safe havens for those discriminated for identifying as part of an 
LGBT community. Posts were generally centred around the indi-
vidual’s life and an inability to live safely within their family home 
or country due to their sexual identity. However, for many of these 
posters, posting such questions also served the purpose of alleviat-
ing anxiety around the refugee experience and clarifying how they 
might expect to be treated. For instance, one post by a 17 year-old 
transgender and gay Iranian youth outlined the extent to which 
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they no longer felt safe within their country and sought a better 
future as a refugee but also fagged their anxiety over displacement: 

“This one might be weird but how will they treat 
me?...I could risk it and stay here for 8 years and take a 
scholarship from my university. but I have depression 
and waking up is a torture for me. ... I can’t stay here. 
They’d execute me if I would have a relationship with 
someone. I hope you understand that no sane person 
would give up all of these if they didn’t have a reason! 
at this point it’s either suicide for me or transitioning. 
but if it means I’ll have to forget my education and 
carrier and don’t have a place to live I rather choose 
death.” 

Posts such as this suggested that the forum might serve to assist 
LGBTQ+ youths and young adults navigate the daunting space of 
transit and migration in the face of extreme crisis. As with the above 
example, posts were often accompanied by statements expressing 
the emotional drain that staying in their current situation had on 
their mental health, with frequent mentions of suicidal thoughts 
appears alongside such posts. It is of note that many of the posts by 
LGBT individuals similarly fagged the issue of religion, explaining 
that their choice to align with atheism had negative consequences 
within their society and would be negatively perceived by family. 

Responses to these calls for help, assistance or advice from LGBT 
youths and young people often, but not always, provided relevant 
responses that helped to close the information gap. Responses by 
former refugees, refugee aid workers, or friends or family members 
of other refugees attempted to help address some of the most press-
ing questions with a sense of urgency in posts by LGBT youths. For 
instance, in response to one post by an anxious transgender pre-
refugee asking about camp conditions, an aid worker in a refugee 
shelter in the Netherlands tried to demystify parts of the process: 

“. . . Gather evidence of you being who you are. Im-
migrations wants all legal documents you have to 
examine them to see if your story is correct. Being 
LGBT I think you’ll have a solid case, nevertheless, 
make sure you state it with all you have. ... We had 
a few transgender women last year and at frst some 
people looked a bit funny but soon they found it to 
be completely normal. But hey, that what the stafs 
for: we fnd it normal and make sure it’s clear there’s 
no messing around then others copy that behaviour.” 

These posts form an important part of the pre-refugee transit or 
displacement information seeking cycle. Such posts can potentially 
help individuals decide whether to fee and which avenue to pur-
sue; an important decision for many LGBT individuals who must 
consider how they will be treated in camps, processing centres 
and countries for settlement based on their identity. Ultimately, it 
is suggested that these forums act as a platform to navigate deci-
sions which will inform their life trajectory. It is of note that these 
questions were also occasionally asked by refugees who were mid-
displacement or in a transitory state between countries, seeking a 
better fnal destination for settlement based on their identity. These 
questions still served the same purpose, indicative of information 
seeking in order to make the best possible decision or to alleviate 
anxiety surrounding their personal refugee journey. 

4.2 Refugee Myths and Stories 
Another key fnding that emerged from the dataset was the volume 
of posts centred on dismantling myths around refugees and sharing 
stories of their experiences. This ranged from sharing political and 
news articles emerging about the experiences of refugees or gov-
ernment policy, to personal stories shared by refugees and those 
connected to them such as aid workers, researchers and friends 
and family. Furthermore, personal stories and experiences shared 
by refugees and former refugees helped to better explore the per-
ceived reality of their situation and reposition discourse surround-
ing refugees away from stereotypes. 

4.2.1 Moving away from stereotypes. Posts by refugees sharing 
their experiences with the intention of challenging prevailing 
stereotypes were also featured within the dataset. Unlike other 
posts, these were characterised by their longer narrative format, 
and storytelling, spanning across multiple paragraphs and detailing 
the poster’s life and the conditions that led to their eventual choice 
to fee and pursue a pathway to refugee status or asylum. These sto-
ries could be contemporary or trace older conficts and experiences. 
For instance, one post by a former child refugee in Canada explored 
how they fed Vietnam in the late 1980s with their family. This post 
outlined the several pitfalls of the journey, including being robbed 
by pirates during transit: 

“About noon on the second day, we saw a fshing 
boat. Everyone decided that we should stop and ask 
for directions. First they hauled over two or three 
buckets of cooked rice and some fresh water. A few 
minutes later, they came on board with knives, swords, 
and guns. They forced all of the men from our boat to 
theirs. I was a boy so I was allowed to stay with the 
boat. When we realized that they wanted to rob us, 
everyone yelled, "Pirates...Pirates..." The whole boat 
panicked. The boat tilted to one side because of the 
panic and the force of the bigger boat besides us. The 
captain ordered everyone to go to the other side to 
balance the boat. I was standing near the window and 
nearly fell of the boat. Not knowing how to swim, 
I was so scared to see the dark blue water with no 
bottom. It was a scene of chaos on the boat.” 

The post then continued to discuss life in a refugee camp in 
Malaysia, before explaining the settlement process: 

“On the airplane, the hostess gave me crayons and 
coloring books to play with. I was 13 years old but 
I must have seemed a lot younger than that. I didn’t 
mind. We stopped briefy in Bombay, India for some-
thing, but we didn’t have to get of the plane. Our 
next stop was London; we waited there for 8 hours. 
I didn’t have a cent in my pocket for food. Now that 
I think about it even if I did have money, I wouldn’t 
have known what to buy or how...Finally, we boarded 
onto the plane. When I arrived at Toronto Airport, as 
I was walking from the terminal, I saw my brothers 
and my sister-in-law all dressed up through a glass 
door. I waved, but was not allowed to see them yet. 
We all had to do some paper work and sign a piece of 
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paper that would ofcially determine my status as a 
landed immigrant until I became citizen of Canada.” 

While this may seem to be a less important part of the story 
compared to the earlier narrative surrounding the harsh realities of 
escaping and feeing, this long excerpt humanises the experiences 
of a child refugee navigating the complex world of transit and 
resettlement alone. Travelling through several airports and moving 
from ‘East’ to ‘West’, it illustrates the vulnerability and alien-like 
nature of a new environment and helps to reposition the narrative 
of sufering to one of strength and resilience in the face of transition 
resettlement. 

Similarly, other posts tackled misconceptions surrounding cul-
tural background and identity. This was evident within one story 
by an Afghani refugee who came to Australia after a long period 
of transit in Pakistan. The post discussed his cultural identity and 
pending cultural loss, repositioning existing negative socio-political 
discourse in Australia surrounding resettled refugees: 

“We Shi’ite Hazaras are hardworking, family and ed-
ucation oriented people in Afghanistan, Pakistan and 
Australia . . . We want to contribute to the Western 
Civilization to progress even further. We fed the war, 
extremists and terrorists. They destroyed our coun-
try and killed hundreds of thousands of people. We 
are tired of war and violence and just want to breath 
some peace. We are against the extremist Muslims 
who seek violence in the Western world, we have 
been the victims of them for decades. We feel equally 
threatened for losing our culture, religion and way of 
life while living in the West. Our generation people 
are inspired and impressed by the Western culture and 
its traditions. I personally think the fertility rate will 
signifcantly decrease, our people are abandoning re-
ligion (thanks to the extremists), the next generation 
will be as Australian as the everyone else having aban-
doned their own culture, religion and other traditions. 
It is already happening.” 

The dataset suggested that often refugee posters actively disman-
tle myths surrounding their intentions and use online platforms 
to explain how they perceive the world around them These posts 
the hint at how refugees traverse the nuances of embracing a new 
cultural identity and risk the loss of their home country’s cultural 
identity in the process. 

4.2.2 Sharing the ‘truth’. We found that many posts were centred 
around the perceived realities of the refugee experience beyond 
displacement. This included posts about experiences in transit, 
refugee camps or throughout resettlement and beyond. For instance, 
a Syrian refugee resettled in Russia discussed life in their country 
of settlement, outlining how they coped with regular racism and 
feeling ostracized: 

“I came up to Russia, knowing no one and don’t even 
know any Russian word at all, for the frst 8 months, I 
have faced racism, poverty, loneliness and the Russia 
at the time I came up had fnancial crisis which made 
everything worse for me ... I get in troubles in Rus-
sia so much just for not being able to speak Russian 

fuently...I really can count thousands of stories and 
obstacles that I face everyday in my life just for being 
Syrian and not having long-term residency in any 
country.” 

It was of note that many of these posts were not only by refugees 
but also by those connected to the refugee world, whether as aid 
workers, family and friends of refugees. Such posts highlighted 
harsh conditions within resettlement camps and processing facili-
ties, with commentary supported by other members of the online 
community who had witnessed or heard of similar things. Commen-
tary appeared to have been formed with the intention to educate 
the broader public on camp life as well as pinpoint some of the 
more ‘unjust’ aspects that posters felt the world needed to know 
about. For instance, one post by a refugee aid worker and medical 
blogger in France linked to a blog entry they had recently written 
concerning the camp conditions they had witnessed in Calais: 

“I personally fnd it to be somewhat disturbing to see 
two units walking about this camp, going “door” to 
“door”, barging in looking for kids. Some kids looked 
absolutely terrifed, which is no wonder if angry-ass 
policemen with glasses and automatic weapons go 
marching about in your house. Some of them were 
even carrying grenade launchers for tear gas!” 

The post demonstrated a desire to share the perceived realities 
of camp life and the extent to which police ofcers in this instance 
were exerting excessive authority, particularly when the raid was 
focused on searching for children. Other commentary disclosed the 
conditions and appeared to have been posted with thre intention 
to challenge the myth that these camps were safe spaces of refugee 
or transitory processing centres. As one commenter, in response to 
a poster, explained: 

“I worked in a Greek camp for 6 months. ""Out of 
sight, out of mind"" sadly describes that situation well. 
They are horrible and inhumane. Some people there 
have been in those camps now for nearly 17 months. 
Not to mention the thousands of children. Such posts 
served to better explain the perceived realities of the 
refugee experience, shared by non-refugees who saw 
it as important to divulge their experiences and the 
things they had witnessed.” 

Sometimes the dismantling of myths relating to refugees ap-
peared to serve the purpose of helping refugees better understand 
the realities of seeking asylum or experiencing life in resettlement or 
transitory camps. Such posts often emerged in response to refugees 
asking for advice and assistance. For instance, the aforementioned 
post by an aid worker in a refugee shelter in the Netherlands ofered 
guidance to one refugee seeking advice on life in a refugee camp: 

“After people apply for asylum they are placed with 
us until immigration handles their case. Whenever I 
get a list of new people coming I only try to match 
them with others based on language. And it goes well. 
They all understand they ran away for the same shit 
they didn’t choose for. Most of them are also des-
perate to return home after the wars. (We match by 
language because if you have to live together with 
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eight strangers it’s helpful if you are able to commu-
nicate. Yes sometimes we have people who are like "I 
don’t like my roommates religion" but we tell them to 
shut it and explain to 40+ years like they’re fve that 
they all came for the same reason and if they have 
a problem with it they are free to leave or to return 
home).” 

The post thread contained responses from others with similar 
insights and advice, indicating a communal nature to the forum. For 
instance, one commenter explained that refugees often had little 
choice in terms of which camp dwellings they were housed in and 
with whom they shared lodgings. Another commenter noted that in 
the specifc example of Calais, there were “temporary churches and 
mosques”, answering questions by the original poster surrounding 
religious worship within camps. Ultimately, the sharing of stories 
and knowledge about the real experiences within camps is sug-
gested to serve the dual purpose of assisting outsiders (those not 
connected with the refugee world) in understanding the ‘truth’ as 
well as providing support to refugees and asylum seekers. 

4.3 Ofers to Help 
Finally, a large portion of posts in the forum around the idea of 
‘help’ in some form, with ofers of assistance from non-refugees 
appearing consistently. This involved posts from, with high repre-
sentation from countries where refugees were settled, especially 
in Europe and North America. In rare instances, it also involved 
refugees expressing their own desire to help or discussing how they 
were helping the refugee cause in various ways, including being 
part of organisations assisting refugees. Overall, these posts demon-
strated an awareness of the issues faced by refugees and a degree of 
empathy for the refugee cause, either through frsthand experience 
as aid workers, family or friends of refugees or through knowledge 
generated through the forum and other online or media-focused 
channels. This awareness was then channeled into two primary 
forms of ofering to help, the frst centred around pre-formulated 
plans and the latter asking for advice and assistance on what they 
could possibly do to help refugees after their aforementioned digital 
exposure and awareness of the refugee experience. 

4.3.1 Seen this, now I can help others. We found that several posts 
demonstrated how individuals had been inspired by the stories or 
experiences they had read about and thus were seeking ways of 
giving back or helping others. For some, this came from their own 
frst hand experiences as refugees which inspired them to give back 
in a meaningful way to others going through a similar experience. 
For instance, one post by a former refugee highlighted how her 
life’s work now centred around improving life for others currently 
going through displacement and resettlement: 

“I am a former refugee and programs director for a 
nonproft called The Refugee Center Online. We are 
an organization that uses technology to help refugees 
and immigrants. We ofer free classes and resources 
that you can use anytime. Our goal is for you to adjust 
to your new life and become a citizen.” 

While there were occasionally posts by refugees, the vast major-
ity of posts in this category were usually by non-refugees and had 

a specifc goal or question in mind based on their exposure to or 
experiences with refugees in their everyday lives. One non-refugee 
poster inspired by their exposure to the refugee movement sought 
help or advice on how to create a social enterprise in Portugal or 
another similar European country where refugees could thrive: 

“We need to look beyond fnding them food shelter 
and clothing. we need to help create opportunities 
that recognize their autonomy, skills, talents and aspi-
rations of aspirations. I have an idea and I am looking 
for your help to make it happen ... I want to start a 
place where refugees can come work and/or live. I 
place where they are empowered. While they work 
and their kids are taught, they are empowered to tran-
sition into this new community.” 

Other posts were instead centred around how to help refugees 
in a more immediate way, particularly in their place of settlement. 
For instance, one American non-refugee asked how they might be 
able to host refugees at their home: I was wondering if anyone knew 
where I would go to host refugees. I was on the state dept website, 
but it goes in circles. not really sure. Similarly, another non-refugee 
posted with a request for advice on how to host refugees at their 
Thanksgiving dinner with family. The post sparked a thoughtful 
conversation among commenters as to the best way to do this, 
with one commenter explaining the practical and cultural points to 
consider: 

“This is such a great idea! I wish more people did this. 
I second the initial comment. contact the resettlement 
agency. Also, make sure to read up on the family’s 
customs like no pork if they are Muslims, etc.” 

Evidently, these posts appeared to provide non-refugees with a 
space to explore how they might help refugees in very specifc ways, 
with questions formulated to provide specifc answers, like how to 
host refugees or start a refugee-centred community organisation. 
Ultimately, this community participation, in terms of providing 
additional advice or feedback, helped non-refugees contemplate 
what ‘help’ might look like. 

4.3.2 I want to get involved, what can I do. Finally, there was an 
abundance of posts ofering help in a more loosely defned sense. 
For instance, one post by a non-refugee simply outlined a desire 
to help in any way possible: I don’t have much money or time but 
I really want to do something to help refugees - I hate watching 
and feeling helpless. Responses to this post illustrated the various 
pathways non-refugees could take when helping refugees, with one 
user emphasizing the importance of fundraising and fnancial aid: 
You can make donations to the agency (gift cards, pots pans, winter 
coats, essentials for a new home) which will go directly to the family in 
need. . .no matter the size of the donation it will be a tremendous help. 
Other responses canvassed a wider range of ways in which people 
could help, including utilising existing skillsets and harnessing their 
employability skillsets: 

+ Become a mentor via an NGO - Charity 

+ Volunteer your time as an organiser, administrator, 
fundraiser or IT person for a refugee organisation. 
+ Write letters for refugees with lost or jailed relatives 
(Amnesty International) 
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+ Ask local employers if they can give two week or 6 
week work experience placements for refugees 
+ Sending of an email newsletter or social media posts 
for a refugee community or organisation 

+ Help refugees write business plans, funding propos-
als or fll forms 

Another post on this thread highlighted the importance of sign-
ing petitions, linking to a specifc example on change.org and urging 
the original poster to sign. As they explained: to help convince the 
Red Cross/Crescent to start a new program to deliver aid quicker, more 
regularly, and in greater quantities to civilians trapped in war zones. 
Ultimately, this theme of justice and awareness featured across the 
forum and enabled empathetic users a space to voice their support 
for the refugee cause. 

Ultimately, we identifed a strong desire among members of this 
online community to help those currently experiencing the refugee 
crisis worldwide. The stories and experiences of refugees as shared 
within the forum (as outlined in 2.1 and 2.2) were supported by 
many non-refugees expressing their willingness to empathise or 
help. In turn, those connected to refugee organisations or informed 
by frsthand experience are able to provide this information and help 
spread awareness. These forums then exist as a public repository of 
knowledge outlining the various avenues and pathways by which 
individuals might assist refugees and refugee organisations. 

5 DISCUSSION 
Although this was a relatively limited dataset, this small-scale ex-
ploratory study helped uncover the nuances of refugee discourse 
online and the concerns of refugees in this specifc forum. Further, 
it helped to highlight the community (non-refugee) response to 
both these concerns and refugee issues at large. Indeed, among 
the most surprising takeaways from the data was the sheer multi-
plicity of voices present within the forum, with posts and coming 
from refugees and non-refugees alike, and much diversity within 
even these categories apparent. Notably, the forum encompassed 
many diferent views and parties, including what we classifed as 
both informed and uninformed contributors as was evident with 
the many non-refugees wanting to help but unsure how to do so. 
There was also diversity in the refugee voice itself, as many refugee 
posts were asked by friends, family or acquaintances on behalf of a 
refugee in their life that they were concerned about and refugee 
posts were often uniquely centred around small individual patterns 
of migration. 

With this multiplicity in mind, there are some key takeaways 
that demonstrate how the forum aligns with several of the core 
principles associated with “new normal” theory, canvassed below. 
We found there was signifcant overlap between the categories, 
as personal stories were often interwoven with posts asking for 
help, advice or ofers of guidance. Further, analysis of how these 
fndings help us to better understand the nuances between the 
ofine and online world for refugees through social media are 
further extrapolated. 

5.1 Seeking a New Normal 
There are several key considerations here that indicate how the data 
both aligns with and contradicts the new normal model [12, 33]. 

The diversity of refugee voices within the forum suggested the 
wide range of ways in which refugees respond to and process times 
of crisis. Posts by refugees revealed recurring themes about the 
lives, identities and concerns of these individuals. For instance, the 
strong presence of LGBT youths and young adults within the fo-
rum was particularly prevalent, as well as individuals whose views 
did not align with their families. This also included exclusion or 
marginalisation of non-religious individuals in a traditionally reli-
gious or conservative household or region (understandably perhaps 
encouraged by the anonymity provided by this forum). Though 
posts by refugees themselves form only part of the dataset, there 
is still strong evidence to support the alignment of new normal 
theory with the posts found within the dataset as outlined in the 
diagram below (Fig. 2). 

Firstly, although the initial normal phase, understood here as a) 
the ‘no crisis’ stage, is considered out of scope for Genuis and Bron-
stein and Patel et al., it is arguably well represented in our specifc 
dataset. This is due to the strong presence of non-refugees or for-
mer refugees within the forum. There was a notably large number 
of supportive members from resettlement countries within North 
America, Europe or Australia. There is then b) a clear breakdown in 
circumstances for individuals which leads to an initial realisation 
that they must consider seeking refuge. Compared to work by Patel 
et al. [33], or Genuis and Bronstein [12], crisis for a refugee can be 
quite broadscale as a breakdown in normal may not come from one 
particular incident, movement or geopolitical confict. Instead, the 
dataset showcased many examples of small, individualized crises 
that afect smaller communities or individuals. For instance, the 
frustrations of a woman facing domestic violence in Bangladesh, 
a transgender youth in Iran, and an ostracized refugee stuck in 
Russia, all suggested the highly particular and nuanced ways in 
which crisis may manifest for refugees. 

The clearest parallel with Patel et al. and Genuis and Bronstein’s 
work relates to c) the information seeking component of the dataset 
which was very clearly represented within the forum format. The 
breakdown in refugee day to day life was present and lead to very 
clear information seeking behaviour as an attempt is made to pro-
cess what is happening to them. This may or may not result in 
displacement, internal or international migration based on the cir-
cumstances of the individuals. Conversations within the forum 
occasionally indicate whether the information has been of assis-
tance or if suggestions from the community have helped, indicating 
that individuals may be closer to developing a new normal. 

As the forum was comprised of a mixed community, the presence 
of non-refugees who wanted to help or were working on behalf of 
refugees was equally featured throughout the dataset. The presence 
of non-refugees can be seen to align with several aspects of the 
new normal theory by acting as the primary support network. For 
instance, these non-refugees provide varying degrees of support 
to refugees in both direct and indirect ways, seemingly inspired 
by the media, other channels and an innate desire to help. This is 
demonstrated very directly through responses to ‘Q&A’ style posts 
by refugees asking for legal advice or in the comments of emotional 
support or advice provided in response to the traumatic stories 
recounted by refugees. These direct reassurances or comments of 
validation and support were accompanied by more subtle posts by 
non-refugees concerning refugee life and current afairs at large, 

https://change.org
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Figure 2: The “new normal” lifecycle as adapted from Patel et al. [10] to identify the refugee “new normal” 

with general posts of support or empathy seen here. Further, while 
‘trolling’ or negative posts regarding refugees appeared within 
the dataset, these were overwhelmingly outnumbered by posts 
of support and compassion by non-refugees. This behaviour by 
non-refugees is of note as participation by external actors is not 
explored to the same extent by Patel et al. and Genuis and Bronstein, 
understandably so as their own datasets did not exhibit the same 
cross-section as this study did. 

While aspects of the above do seem to align with new normal 
theory, there are several aspects that do not necessarily align or are 
problematic. Low engagement on many posts within the dataset 
made it difcult to determine the extent to which posting within 
the forums helped refugees come closer to developing a sense of 
new normal. One possible reason for this might be the very broad 
nature of the forum, which is open to many diferent topics and 
doesn’t explicitly encourage one-to-one mentoring or support as is 
common with health-based forums. Further, the global nature of the 
forum may contribute to low engagement, as laws difer between 
countries and make it difcult to provide legal advice which were a 
common fxture within threads. There are also practical considera-
tions pertaining to the refugee experience, as such users may lose 
internet connectivity or access during disruption and displacement. 
The anonymous and fragmented nature of the forum also makes it 
difcult to establish the trajectory of individuals using the platform 
and few comments outlined the impact the forum had on individual 
lives. Further, the fragmented nature of friends and family asking 
on behalf of refugees complicated this further. This is consistent 
with the assessment by Genuis and Bronstein and Patel et al. that 
it is out of scope to evaluate the extent to which a new normal has 
been shaped or formed. Overall, it is nearly impossible to assess 
whether people are forming a sense of new normal or encountering 
later gaps in knowledge. 

The overwhelming strength of the dataset in relation to new nor-
mal theory is found within the information seeking components 
of the forum. It is crucial to recognise here that being online facili-
tates information exchange on a global scale, something that would 
otherwise have been practically impossible. This allows refugees 
to make informed life decisions in what can be a perilous journey. 
As suggested by the dataset, users consistently sought advice in 
an apparent bid to process the events that had occurred, as well 
as seeking support and validation throughout their crisis. While it 

is clear that many individuals are moving closer to a sense of new 
normal, there is ultimately a breakdown in assessing whether this 
occurs and no clear indication as to how this can be assessed. As 
the seeking component of the model is very strong within the areas 
of forum-based research, stronger emphasis should be placed on 
this. Arguably, the seeking aspect is as important as achieving a 
state of ‘new normal’, as the cyclical nature of the model indicates 
that this is a never-ending journey towards reaching perceived 
‘normality’, bringing into question how we might treat other stages 
of the model. 

5.2 Giving Marginalised Community Members 
a Voice through Online Platforms 

We found strong evidence that the online forum for refugees gave 
marginalised community members a platform to share their con-
cerns, thoughts and questions. This is well aligned with prior re-
search on LGBT refugee youths that emphasises the additional 
pressures and marginalisation they experience as LGBT youths 
[11, 22]. The notion of self-disclosure is particularly relevant here 
as the same anonymous forums which enable people to obscure or 
alter their identity can also enable individuals to share their stories 
or ask for help without fear or persecution [39]. The fact that so 
many refugees used the forum to share their life stories honestly 
and truthfully, though understandably withholding personal de-
tails that might make their real-life identity traceable, is indicative 
of the ways in which such forums might serve to help refugees 
come to terms with their circumstances, fnd support and validation 
and strengthen their identity. Ultimately, it is suggested that this 
anonymity empowers them to safely seek assurances that might 
not be so easy to obtain otherwise. 

Similarly, the emphasis on mental health concerns, including 
suicidal contemplations and depression, which featured so preva-
lently within the forums also aligns with much of the documented 
research on the mental health pressures faced by refugees. This 
‘youth’ focus can also be connected to the nature of the forum and 
internet patterns in general, as younger refugees are considered 
to be more technologically dependent thus accounting for their 
overrepresentation in this dataset [40, 46]. As settled refugees and 
‘case workers’ are often too busy to provide one-to-one support, 
many turn to online forums to seek advice and connection [4]. 
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Further, some refugees are treated diferently across countries; for 
instance, while refugees are granted relative safety in Australia, 
asylum seekers must be far more careful to conceal their identity, 
as the validity of their case might be pending. 

Trust, which appeared as a crucial element of the refugee experi-
ence within the literature [25, 26, 30, 31], is difcult to assess within 
the forum. However, the idea of trust emerged most prominently 
within the counter stories of mistrust posted by refugees. For in-
stance, stories of being treated unfairly, experiencing racism and 
enduring physical abuse were present within the dataset. These 
posts were centred around challenging myths or revealing certain 
truths about the personal refugee experience. Yet the very nature 
of the forum, sharing one’s story or asking for help, demonstrates 
a degree of trust in the imagined online community or at least an 
openness to trust. The response from the broader, non-refugee, com-
munity within the forum can be understood to partially contravene 
the idea that refugees are mistrusted by host societies [26]. 

Another notable aspect was the way in which patterns of mi-
gration were presented in the forum. For instance, people often 
asked where they should go rather than simply ‘feeing’ for their 
lives as is often represented within the literature. This aligns with 
the aforementioned body of literature pertaining to refugees and 
ICT patterns, as smartphones and internet technology inform the 
refugee experience and infuences decisions. Further, the strong 
emphasis on education and employment within resettlement coun-
tries aligns with the strong body of literature regarding refugee 
success in resettlement [13, 18, 27, 43]. The importance of gaining 
meaningful employment greatly impacts the refugee integration 
within the community [17]. It is interesting that this is emphasised 
within the ‘pre-departure’ or displacement nature of the posts as 
it is often represented within post-displacement and resettlement 
aspects of the literature. 

6 CONCLUSIONS 
The experiences of refugees as revealed through social media fo-
rums provides some insight into the needs, concerns and realities 
of the refugee experience at various points. By using Genuis and 
Bronstein’s new normal theory and the contributions by Patel et 
al. to interpret the dataset, we are able to better understand how 
processing crisis and confict can be assisted through the advice, 
support and validation of the online community. As revealed in 
the data, these empathetic individuals undertake an important role 
within the online community, playing the part of ally, support net-
work, and publicly (though often anonymously) voicing the need 
to address the issue of global displacement and refugee concerns. 
The multiplicity of voices within these forums suggests the ways 
in which online spaces can act as broad platforms, allowing for 
selective disclosure and allowing marginalised refugees the op-
portunity to share their deepest fears and seek necessary support. 
However, the very anonymous nature of online social media and 
forums prevents us from better understanding the growth and de-
velopment of a "new normal" for these same reasons, directing us 
to mostly consider the information seeking aspects of forum-based 
communities. This leads to a larger consideration of the nature and 
design of social forums, with the ‘question and answer’ or post and 
response nature of forums best positioned for this sort of direct 

information seeking approach. Ultimately, future research should 
consider how best to validate the lifecycle of refugees on partially 
anonymous social media platforms, which in doing so may help us 
to better understand the experiences of marginalised groups within 
the already at-risk refugee community. 
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