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Abstract 

Refugee integration is a long process that follows 

resettlement into a country where refugees not only 

face language and culture barriers but also difficulties 

integrating into the workforce, receiving a good 

education and accessing healthcare. In addition to the 

UNHCR, the UN refugee agency, there are countless 

organizations and nonprofits around the world focused 

on trying to facilitate this process and provide support 

where needed. This paper presents preliminary user 

research undertaken in Clarkston, Georgia (USA), to 

study the process. We used qualitative research 

methods including contextual analysis and semi-

structured interviews to evaluate the ease of 

integration for refugees who have relocated to 

Clarkston. We took a human-centered design approach 

to identify the gaps in the current process and to 

present preliminary design recommendations. 

Author Keywords 

Refugee resettlement; assets-based approach; 

qualitative methods 

 

 

Permission to make digital or hard copies of part or all of this work for 

personal or classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are 

not made or distributed for profit or commercial advantage and that 

copies bear this notice and the full citation on the first page. Copyrights 

for third-party components of this work must be honored. For all other 

uses, contact the Owner/Author. 

CHI'18 Extended Abstracts, April 21–26, 2018, Montréal, QC, Canada 

© 2018 Copyright is held by the owner/author(s). 
ACM ISBN 978-1-4503-5621-3/18/04. 

https://doi.org/10.1145/3170427.3188680 

Azalea Irani 

Georgia Institute of Technology 

Atlanta, GA 30318, USA 

azalea_irani@gatech.edu 

 

Kriti Nelavelli 

Georgia Institute of Technology 

Atlanta, GA 30318, USA 

kritin@gatech.edu 

 

Kristin Hare 

Georgia Institute of Technology 

Atlanta, GA 30318, USA 

kristin.j.hare@gatech.edu 

Paula Bondal 

Georgia Institute of Technology 

Atlanta, GA 30318, USA 

pbondal3@gatech.edu 

 

Neha Kumar 

Georgia Institute of Technology 

Atlanta, GA 30318, USA 

neha.kumar@gatech.edu 

 

 

CHI 2018 Late-Breaking Abstract CHI 2018, April 21–26, 2018, Montréal, QC, Canada

LBW554, Page 1



 

Introduction 

In 2015 alone, 12.4 million people were displaced from 

their homes due to conflicts in their countries [1]. Over 

the years, this number has only grown. Refugees often 

do not know in advance when and where they would be 

relocating to nor have the comfort of knowing how and 

where they will arrive and who will be there to support 

this major move [2]. Once they arrive in a new country 

they first face language and cultural issues, but in 

addition, they also deal with social, economic and 

political changes in their lives [3]. Talhouk et al. [17] 

identify that there are three major challenges in this 

complete transition that HCI researchers can respond 

to. We focus on the aspect of integrating refugees into 

host countries while keeping in mind challenges that 

include health, education and employment. The goal of 

our research was to use ethnographic methods to arrive 

at an in-depth understanding of the kinds of problems 

refugees face when adapting to a new society. In 

particular, our goal was informed by an assets-based 

approach to community development [11]. 

In this abstract, we present preliminary findings from a 

two-month ethnographic engagement (involving 

interviews and participant observation) with D4R—a 

non-profit founded by refugees to support other 

refugees integrating into a new society. Our study took 

place in Clarkston, a city on the border of Atlanta, 

Georgia, also known as “the most diverse square mile 

in America” [6]. Our focus was on identifying the 

challenges faced by the refugees who seek help from 

D4R, and to understand what resources or “assets” are 

available to them, such as workshops, information 

distributed using various platforms such as web, mobile 

apps, etc. We used these learnings to identify 

technology’s potential for leveraging available assets to 

address refugee challenges. 

Related Work 

Prior research has assessed the use of technology by 

refugees, seeking to leverage tech to increase the 

availability of aid. Research suggests solutions in 

varying contexts, such as education, language, housing 

and employment, although these approaches are yet 

insufficient [7]. Overall, technology increases 

availability of aid, but unless refugees are better 

informed of the aid’s existence, accessibility to 

resources remains weak.  

Gillespie et al. investigated uses of media technology 

among refugees. Seeking to make recommendations to 

the European Commission, their study found that 

refugees use technology as a connection to family 

members and loved ones via social media. However, 

after analyzing social media resources, news outlets, 

and other web platforms, the report noted that gaps in 

updated information and misinformation on the web are 

critical barriers for refugees seeking assistance [8].  

Currently, there are various repositories of information 

regarding refugees and assistance organizations. Apps 

for Refugees [12] is a website available in multiple 

languages, which recommends apps pertaining to 

various regions around the world. Unfortunately, there 

is only one recommendation for all of the US, the 

Refuge Center [15], a web and mobile site that 

“provides basic information about the education 

system, career, health, daily life, right and laws, and 

culture in the US.” This information is also available in 

many languages. Google announced the creation of 

Crisis Info Hub, its response to the refugee crisis [9], 
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which serves hyper-localized and open source 

information to refugees. This battery-saving application 

is intended to provide information on housing, 

transportation, medical services, and more. Crisis Info 

Hub has been critiqued for being too transitional, 

inaccurate, and out of date; it also appears to not have 

been updated since 2015 [8].  

Mobile apps such as Refugee Aid App [13] and 

Integreat [14] have been created to target basic 

refugee needs and facilitate integration. The UNHCR, 

however, has shifted focus to broaden aspects of 

refugee empowerment. Through these lenses, refugees 

should be able to control their own environments, as 

the meaning of empowerment is subjective to their 

perceptions of personal needs and life conditions. In the 

past, refugees have been described as 

“passive...potential recipients of pre-defined services 

rather than as agents involved in interpreting their own 

needs and shaping their life conditions” [10]. We 

focused our study on understanding their situated 

knowledge, using user-centered design methods to 

uncover their use of these services and intend to co-

design a technology intervention with them.  

Methodology 

We began by volunteering at D4R in Clarkston, 

Georgia—a small non-profit begun by former refugees 

that seeks to improve the digital literacies of female 

refugees in Clarkston so that they can start their own 

businesses on Etsy [16] to sell handcrafted goods. We 

observed these classes and interviewed the founders 

before conducting interviews with the refugees. Based 

on what we learned, we visited other popular sites such 

as community centers and the local library. We 

conducted intercept interviews where we could find 

participants (refugees and community leaders) who 

were willing to talk with us about what the community 

does to welcome, assist, and support refugees. In 

addition, we conducted a competitive analysis to 

understand what kinds of information, resources, and 

products were available to refugees during their first 

thirty days in the country, and which were still available 

after ninety days. Below we present a summary of our 

(10) interviews, describing the challenges that our 

participants said they had faced and detailing the 

assets that we found them to be in possession of. 

Challenges Faced 

Language: For most refugees, we observed that 

language was the biggest obstacle to them being able 

to achieve their goals. Most of them stated that for 

them to get jobs, they needed to be able to speak 

English fluently. One of the interviewees said that even 

the simplest of tasks like booking an appointment was 

a challenge as she could not communicate fluently in 

English. Some interviewees stated that grocery 

shopping was difficult as they were not able to 

understand the English on the food packets. Therefore, 

everyday tasks such as booking an appointment and 

buying groceries became an ordeal for them. They also 

stated that using technology was difficult for them as 

they did not understand English. Noor, one of our 

interviewees said, “I speak Arabic. But on the 

computer, everything is in English. If I just knew the 

language, then anything is easy.” Most of the refugees, 

young and old, are trying to learn English. They employ 

different methods to do this. Some of the refugees who 

are employed at a coffee business that recruits 

refugees learn English by interacting with customers 

and through the English classes offered by this 
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business. Others attend English classes provided by 

organizations such as D4R. 

 

Cashless Transactions: It is challenging for many 

refugees to be introduced into an economy that relies 

on technology for every activity. Some refugees we 

interviewed stated that they had difficulty 

understanding credit cards and online banking. Most of 

them came from economies that were heavily cash 

dependent; thus, adjusting to an economy that relied 

on cashless transactions for the most part was 

challenging. One of the interviewees stated “There is no 

cash here. We needed people from our community who 

have been here longer to help us understand how to 

use credit cards.” Some refugees tried to set up their 

own businesses. Two refugees we interviewed were 

women who sold jewelry that they had made. They told 

us that they were only able to accept cash payments as 

they did not know how to set up a payment system for 

their businesses that would allow them to accept credit 

and debit cards. This had caused them to lose out on 

many business opportunities. One of the participants 

said, “I was a trades-woman and sold material and 

clothes. I used to have a website where I sold my 

goods. A ‘lawyer group’ set it up and helped me by 

sending stuff via UPS but the group is no longer 

working and I stopped hearing from them. So, my 

website is there somewhere but I can’t use it or find it. 

I would like to do it but don’t know how.” The other 

participant also talked about having a website and 

selling her jewelry online but since she was not very 

comfortable using technology, she found it hard to set 

up and operate an online business. 

 

New Career Trajectories: Many of the refugees are 

well-educated in their home country but their degrees 

are invalid in the US; yet, they are still motivated to 

learn and succeed. One refugee told us about her 

father who was a doctor back in Kurdistan but whose 

degree was not recognized when he moved to the US. 

He was unable to retake any exams to get his degree 

validated as he had to support his family. Thus, he had 

to work on the shop floor in a factory as an operator. 

Most refugees are unable to do the same jobs as they 

used to in their home countries. Another refugee from 

Syria said, “My husband was a director for stage drama 

in Syria and now he is a sheet metal cutter. I was a 

fashion designer and now I’m a bus driver for a school.” 

A participant from Myanmar shared, “Before I was an 

action movie director in Nepal; now I am working to 

make grills.” Refugees are also often qualified to work 

in jobs that pay more than minimum wage but have 

trouble finding and interviewing for these roles. 

 

Lack of Critical Information: Our participants did not 

know what their basic rights were as residents of the 

US and did not take advantage of provisions such as 

healthcare, food stamps, etc. One participant shared 

how the refugees must live in apartments that have 

several maintenance issues but they do not do anything 

about it as they are not aware of their legal rights. She 

also talked about how they are eligible for Habitat for 

Humanity housing but had not known that they were. 

Refugees often do not know what information is 

available to them or what to search for even if they 

have the means to search for it. Most of the information 

they receive are from friends and people in the 

community who have been in US longer. Most of the 

refugees we interviewed said that they had their 

current job because a friend had told them about the 

job. One said, “Many information from my pastor. My 

pastor helped me find a job. Before worked at an 

 

Figure 1: The Home page of the 

RefugeTech app displays 

icons/buttons to resources based 

on chronological needs of 

resettled refugees. This 

information is broken out into 

sections so as to not overwhelm 

refugees with information. 
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Indian restaurant. You did not have a weekend and I 

left the job.” 

 

Adapting to New Infrastructure: Many families own 

one or more smartphones but were unable to use these 

devices to their full potential. This was mainly because 

they were not comfortable with technology and were 

unaware of what was possible, as we were told. 

Transportation is an additional issue. When refugees 

first enter the country, they do not own a driving 

license or a car. Many also feel uncomfortable using 

public transportation. They must rely on friends and 

others in the community to drive them. The co-founder 

of D4R told us that she would pick up every one of her 

students and drive them to class.  

 

Available Assets 

We took an assets-based approach [11] to understand 

how the challenges faced above by our participants 

could be addressed. Our goal was to identify available 

assets and resources, which we describe below, so we 

could devise ways to leverage these using technology. 

Technology: We found that almost all refugees had 

access to smartphones. This was mainly due to their 

realization that they would find it challenging to survive 

in the US without a smartphone.  

Social Ties: The Clarkston community works to host 

many community events where they welcome the 

refugees, inform them of various resources in the 

community, etc. In addition, there are volunteers who 

give their time and skills to assist refugees during their 

resettlement process.  

Organizations: There are a many non-profit 

organizations in Clarkston looking to assist the refugees 

during resettlement. Some provide employment for 

refugees while also assisting them in acquiring skills 

that they would require for future employment. They 

also assist women in particular to learn more about 

technology and design. In addition, the government 

provides support in different forms. For example, in the 

first 90 days, refugees are given a fixed sum of money 

and assistance in finding employment and in placing 

their children in schools.  

Skills and Education: Most of the refugees have 

different skills that they learned in their home 

countries. For example, many know how to make 

jewelry or stitch clothes. Some of them are also highly 

educated with professional degrees. 

 

Opportunities for Design 

Given our preliminary ethnographic research, we 

identified certain design considerations and 

opportunities. First, mobile-based solutions could be 

translated to different languages. Information 

(particularly that which is relevant to refugees though 

not necessarily to residents) could be provided in a way 

that helps refugees understand what action they need 

to take dependent upon the number of days they had 

spent in the country. Further, it is not necessary for 

information to be provided comprehensively; what is 

important for refugees is to identify what information 

they are unaware of. Based on the above, we 

prototyped an initiation package in the form of a 

smartphone app (figures 1-3) that gives the user all 

information and shortcuts they need to integrate into 

their new society and workforce. This information is 

presented to prioritize the needs of recently arrived 

 

Figure 2: A detail page of the 

Transportation section giving 

information and resources of local 

public transport as well as private 

transport options in the locality 

so refugees know which options 

are available.  
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immigrants. Important links and resources are also 

provided. In addition, the app highlights information 

about opportunities available to refugees in their locale 

(Clarkston). Users can choose to enter their personal 

information to receive more personalized information. 

This feature is optional to reduce the amount of 

interaction needed for those who are unable or would 

prefer not to engage with the technology. The app also 

minimizes text entry required. 

  

Future Work 

We intend to develop our research further by exploring 

the possibilities of making this app more customizable 

and adaptive to the needs of different refugees before 

testing out our prototype thoroughly. This could entail, 

for example, a quiz in the app that aims to understand 

a user’s proficiency and provide suggestions for 

learning, jobs, and business opportunities. By 

continuing this line of work, we hope to be able to 

design a solution that can be adopted by the local 

organizations we partnered with.  
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Figure 3: In this image, the detail 

page for Housing information and 

other resources is displayed 

highlighting both localized and 

general information. It highlights 

benefits and options that aid 

organizations would know, but 

new refugees may not. For 

example, we discovered that 

some refugees live in sub-

standard housing because they 

are unaware of when they can 

change locations.   
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