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Abstract
The plight of refugees across the world has reached a state
of crisis. We wish to reflect on the current situation faced by
refugee communities and outline how our interests as HCI
and Digital Civics researchers aligns with this. Our particu-
lar research interests lie in the application of Digital Civics
in refugee contexts, the potential for technology in low tech
spaces, and questions of research sustainability in both
formal and informal settlements populated by refugees.
We consider this workshop to be a useful opportunity to
critically reflect on how and why we want to engage with
refugees in our work, and we hope to be able to contribute
positively to discussions at this workshop.
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Refugees and HCI
There are a reported 21.3m refugees across the world [14].
Refugees are not a new geopolitical issue nor a recent phe-
nomenon, but constitute one of the most problematic out-
comes of war and conflict. Conflict in countries including



Syria, Afghanistan, Somalia and Sudan, amongst many
others, has led to significant displacements of several mil-
lions of people and has contributed to a discourse of global
crisis that has demanded the attention of governments and
world media. Indeed, there is little doubt of the severity of
the global situation and the reasons for this attracting the
attention of HCI scholars.

Several studies to date have presented technological provo-
cations to assist in the management of this crisis, including
facilitating community building through participatory map-
ping within camps [15], capacity building through commu-
nity informatics initiatives [1], communicating health issues
within and beyond camps [7], digital storytelling to preserve
and share their experiences with others [10], and resettle-
ment in host communities [2, 4]. However, studies are still
few in number and there is a lack of joined up thinking sur-
rounding the issues that refugees face [12]. A reflection on
research methods and the co-production of an agenda with
both researchers and refugee populations, as proposed by
this workshop, would begin to address these issues.

A critical examination of the role of HCI in the global refugee
crisis is timely and relevant. We consider it represents
a unique opportunity as researchers sharing interests in
working with marginalised groups in both refugee and non-
refugee contexts to critically reflect on the state of play and
determine where we might be able to make a positive and
meaningful contribution to this emerging field of study.

The Role of Digital Civics
Digital Civics seeks to address real world problems by scaf-
folding and building capacity within communities through
technology [9]. Citizens are encouraged to rethink what
it means to be an active citizen and as Digital Civics re-
searchers, we seek to explore ways in which technology

Figure 1: Zaatari camp in Jordan [6].

can enable groups to overcome the barriers to participation
in civic life. It is clear that refugees some of the toughest
barriers of any group in society and thus work that seeks to
enable their participation is immensely rewarding.

The position and barriers facing the refugees, and the lim-
itation of resources in the settlements whether formal or
informal, calls for entrepreneurial spirit and creative use of
available resources [8]. One of our interests lies in observ-
ing and studying this appropriation of what is available in
the settlement, as well as the social structure and power
dynamics that emerge from self-organization. We con-
sider this to be especially relevant for us as Digital Civics
researchers exploring how individuals within communities
can be supported to do more for themselves in the context
of exclusion from civic processes [9].



Research in Low Technology Contexts
Secondly, we are keen to look beyond research contexts
we are familiar with from our respective backgrounds and
challenge ourselves to work within spaces such as refugee
camps or neighbourhoods with infrastructure that cannot
support digital interventions. As part of our ongoing devel-
opment as researchers, we are striving to be reflexive and
enhance our holistic understanding of the challenges in the
field. Consequently, we wish to critically explore the possi-
bilities and challenges of HCI research in “low tech”contexts
and negotiate the challenges presented in these spaces
with the support of community actors themselves. To illus-
trate what we consider to be “low tech”, looking at two large
camps for Syrian refugees in Jordan, Zaatari only has ac-
cess to electricity for 11 hours of the day [8], whilst inhab-
itants of newly-settled Azraq rely on generators with very
limited capacity [11].

In addition, we wish to query the ways in which technol-
ogy can be used to support Digital Civics practice in these
spaces, and we wish to keep an open mind to the possibility
that technology might not be the best answer to the ques-
tion being asked. Indeed, there are many contexts where a
technological intervention might not be appropriate or de-
sirable, and it is important to understand that it is just as
valuable to know when something is not the answer as it is
to know when it is [5]. We hope that by negotiating these
challenges we can ensure that our research is relevant,
impactful and able to be understood within a multiplicity of
geographical, political and socio-economic contexts.

Figure 2: A bakery shop made by
residents in Zaatari camp [3].

Towards Sustainable HCI with Refugees
Finally, we are interested in the sustainability aspect of
working with refugees - a key issue for all HCI researchers,
but amplified when working with those who are by their def-
inition transient. Inhabiting a camp and being a refugee is

intended to be temporary until permanent residence in their
country of origin or destination can be sought. In reality, this
is not always the case; the average stay in a refugee camp
is 17 years [13], with some camps becoming permanent
settlements in their own right, for a variety of factors. With
this in mind, can we simultaneously look to avoid our work
validating or at least contributing to this permanence, whilst
understanding that the camp’s temporariness might outlast
generations?

Indeed, as HCI researchers we are striving for our design
provocations to assume a longevity well beyond the deploy-
ment phase, and this is necessary if we are truly realise a
new model of public service delivery envisioned in the Dig-
ital Civics agenda [9]. However, we wish to negotiate the
ethical dilemma of authentically capturing the lived expe-
riences of a transient group whilst simultaneously seeking
their material improvement by helping to facilitate an exit
from the conditions they are facing. We anticipate these
considerations to cascade through our research process,
from defining the research question itself, to evaluating the
sustainability of the result or proposed solution.

Biographies
Sean Peacock is a Doctoral Trainee in Digital Civics at
Open Lab, Newcastle University, UK. His academic and
professional background is in urban planning and sustain-
ability. He is interested in how technology can be applied
in challenging civic contexts to augment the participation of
marginalised groups in society.

Dalya Al-Shahrabi is a Doctoral Trainee in Digital Civics
at Open Lab, Newcastle University, UK. She has an engi-
neering background and industrial experience in software
development. Her research interests lie in the applications
of technology in refugee settlements, and deployments in



low technology contexts.

References
[1] Konstantin Aal, Marios Mouratidis, Anne Weibert,

and Volker Wulf. 2016. Challenges of CI Initiatives
in a Political Unstable Situation - Case Study of a
Computer Club in a Refugee Camp. In Proceed-
ings of the 19th International Conference on Sup-
porting Group Work (GROUP ’16). 409–412. DOI:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2957276.2996281

[2] Asam Almohamed and Dhaval Vyas. 2016. Vulner-
ability of Displacement: Challenges for Integrating
Refugees and Asylum Seekers in Host Communities.
In Proceedings of the 28th Australian Conference on
Computer-Human Interaction (OzCHI ’16). 125–134.
DOI:http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/3010915.3010948

[3] Mustafa Bader. 2015. (2015). https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Zaatari_refugee_camp Accessed: 2017-01-20.

[4] Jennifer Baranoff, R. Israel Gonzales, Jay Liu, Heidi
Yang, and Jimin Zheng. 2015. Lantern: Empowering
Refugees Through Community-Generated Guidance
Using Near Field Communication. In Proceedings
of the 33rd Annual ACM Conference Extended Ab-
stracts on Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI
EA ’15). 7–12. DOI:http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2702613.
2726950

[5] Eric P.S. Baumer and M. Six Silberman. 2011. When
the implication is not to design (technology). In Pro-
ceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Fac-
tors in Computing Systems (CHI ’11). 2271–2274.
DOI:http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/1978942.1979275

[6] Foreign and Commonwealth Office. 2013. (2013).
https://www.flickr.com/photos/foreignoffice/9660899869/
Accessed: 2017-01-20.

[7] Ellen Howard and Christine Wilson Owens. 2002.
Using the Internet to Communicate with Immi-
grant/Refugee Communities About Health. In Pro-
ceedings of the 2Nd ACM/IEEE-CS Joint Confer-
ence on Digital Libraries (JCDL ’02). 397–397. DOI:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/544220.544345

[8] Alison Ledwith. 2014. Zaatari: The Instant City. Afford-
able Housing Institute, Boston, MA, USA.

[9] Patrick Olivier and Peter Wright. 2015. Digital civics:
taking a local turn. Interactions 22, 4 (2015), 61–63.
DOI:http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2776885

[10] Nitin Sawhney. 2009. Voices Beyond Walls: The Role
of Digital Storytelling for Empowering Marginalized
Youth in Refugee Camps. In Proceedings of the 8th
International Conference on Interaction Design and
Children (ACM). 302–305. DOI:http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/
1551788.1551866

[11] Rana F. Sweis. 2015. Despite Good Intentions, Vacan-
cies in Refugee Camp in Jordan for Syrians. (2015).
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/16/world/middleeast/
despite-good-intentions-vacancies-in-refugee-camp-for-syrians.
html?_r=0 Accessed: 2017-01-20.

[12] Reem Talhouk, Syed Ishtiaque Ahmed, Volker Wulf,
Clara Crivellaro, Vasilis Vlachokyriakos, and Patrick
Olivier. 2016. Refugees and HCI SIG: The Role of
HCI in Responding to the Refugee Crisis. In Proceed-
ings of the 2016 CHI Conference Extended Abstracts
on Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI EA
’16). 1073–1076. DOI:http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2851581.
2886427

[13] UNHCR. 2004. Protracted Refugee Situations.
(2004).

[14] UNHCR. 2016. Figures at a Glance. (2016). http:
//www.unhcr.org/uk/figures-at-a-glance.html Accessed:
2017-01-20.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2957276.2996281
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/3010915.3010948
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zaatari_refugee_camp
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zaatari_refugee_camp
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2702613.2726950
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2702613.2726950
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/1978942.1979275
https://www.flickr.com/photos/foreignoffice/9660899869/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/544220.544345
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2776885
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/1551788.1551866
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/1551788.1551866
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/16/world/middleeast/despite-good-intentions-vacancies-in-refugee-camp-for-syrians.html?_r=0
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/16/world/middleeast/despite-good-intentions-vacancies-in-refugee-camp-for-syrians.html?_r=0
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/16/world/middleeast/despite-good-intentions-vacancies-in-refugee-camp-for-syrians.html?_r=0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2851581.2886427
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2851581.2886427
http://www.unhcr.org/uk/figures-at-a-glance.html
http://www.unhcr.org/uk/figures-at-a-glance.html


[15] Ying Xu, Carleen Maitland, and Brian Tomaszewski.
2015. Promoting Participatory Community Build-
ing in Refugee Camps with Mapping Technology. In
Proceedings of the Seventh International Confer-

ence on Information and Communication Technolo-
gies and Development (ICTD ’15). 67:1–67:4. DOI:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2737856.2737883

http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2737856.2737883

	Refugees and HCI
	The Role of Digital Civics
	Research in Low Technology Contexts
	Towards Sustainable HCI with Refugees
	Biographies
	References

