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ABSTRACT
Across Europe, refugees are required to engage with the “civic
turn” – a process of integrating refugees into the social and
cultural aspects of the new land. Over a two-year period,
we engaged 89 refugees settling in Sweden, to explore how
accelerated and digitalised resettlement processes shape the
civic turn. Framed within wider literature on transitioning
and everyday insecurities, we show how this “digital turn”
exacerbates existing barriers to resettlement experienced by
refugees. By critically analysing these barriers, we reveal how
the civic turn rests upon a series of everyday social and cultural
practices and relations, which are largely ignored in digital
service design. We show how this leads to a “vacuum” for our
participants. We call on the HCI community to engage with
this vacuum and understand resettlement as encompassing
multiple digitally-mediated transitional phases of citizenry.
We do so by focusing on the digitalisation processes shaping
these transitions.

Author Keywords
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CCS Concepts
•Security and privacy→ Social aspects of security and pri-
vacy; •Human-centered computing→ User studies;

INTRODUCTION
Sweden, like other Western European countries, has adopted a
resettlement policy framed within the “civic turn” [8, 10, 42].
This is a move towards civic conditioning, where competences
in the language, history and norms of the new country, as well
as political loyalty and relevant employment skills become a
condition for citizenship. In Sweden, this civic turn requires
digitally-mediated interactions with the Swedish state as part
of an accelerated digitalisation programme. Refugees settling

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(s).

CHI’20, April 25–30, 2020, Honolulu, HI, USA

© 2020 Copyright held by the owner/author(s).

ACM ISBN 978-1-4503-6708-0/20/04.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1145/3313831.3376245

in Sweden must therefore become part of what we term in this
paper a “digital turn”, in order to transition towards citizenship
and secure their future in Sweden.

Several studies [15, 20, 19, 68, 75, 58, 3, 2] within the field of
Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) have explored how tech-
nologies can support refugee resettlement, but few have looked
at HCI’s central role in securing the transition from refugee
to new citizen. Instead, HCI researchers have focused on plat-
forms for the provision of local information to newly arriving
refugees [68], cultural understanding [57] and information
regarding bureaucratic processes [15]. The interplay between
information policies and refugees has also been explored, fo-
cusing in particular on policies pertaining to network access,
refugee information rights and data management [49]. Others
have noted how a lack of technological ability and issues of
balancing home and work in a new land prevent refugees and
immigrants benefitting from digital technologies that could
be useful for them, e.g. [45, 44, 7, 36]. How wider infor-
mal support networks help refugees and other marginalised
communities navigate institutional technologies has also been
researched within HCI [16, 64]. This sits alongside recent
HCI scholarship which has called for a broader understanding
of security in the context of refugees and migrants [20, 19].
However, no existing work, to our knowledge, has been done
to explore how security is to be integrated into the design of in-
creasingly digitalised resettlement services to support refugees
in making the turn towards becoming new citizens.

We look at HCI through the lens of digitalised refugee re-
settlement, focusing in particular on the everyday security
that multiple transitional phases engender. We examine how
refugees settling in Sweden experience the civic – and digital
– turn. We situate our enquiry in Sweden as it provides an
advanced example of: (1) how the civic turn can be digitalised
and (2) a civic programme that places human and societal
security at its core. By examining qualitative data from a se-
ries of collaborative sessions with 89 refugees resettling in
Sweden, we identify the wider social and cultural aspects of
resettlement. This enables us to analyse the gaps that emerge
between our participants, multiple resettlement transitions and
their everyday security. We highlight instances where accel-
erated digitalisation processes have amplified the barriers to
resettlement in Sweden, and how building resilience requires
both formal and informal support networks. We show that
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while increased digital service provision has expedited and
systematised the resettlement process, it has also left a vacuum
for refugees. These are critical consequences of the Swedish
digitalisation agenda.

We call on HCI researchers to support practices of everyday
security that help people respond to these digital side-effects
and vacuums. We ground this call to action in the following
findings:

• Calibrate for different speeds of digital access to support
the challenges that come from age, language difficulties and
poor health. Our findings show that everyday insecurities
linked to refugees’ precarious existence is amplified by the
experiences of the resettlement process. These amplified
insecurities affect the speed and direction of the civic turn,
and the effectiveness of digital service provision.
• Connect digital services to an understanding of place and

community support. The ability to digitally connect to
each other, to family, to the State and to civil society was
essential for our participants to build resilience, whilst they
also experienced numerous barriers to connectivity.
• Attend to the spaces that form around digital services – what

we have termed “vacuums” – where face-to-face interac-
tions have been replaced by interactions with technology.

The paper extends research within HCI in development con-
texts, [64, 16, 3, 31, 33, 66], and refugee scholarship, e.g. [82,
38], on the interplay between technology and resettlement and
presents the notion of everyday security [22, 81].

BACKGROUND
This section acts as a primer to contextualise the meanings
embedded in the research findings. We do so to extend the re-
search beyond the everyday setting through which the findings
emerged. The background provided in this section situates the
research in the civic turn as it pertains to wider European and
specific Swedish notions of citizenship and broader conceptu-
alisations of security. It relates the civic turn to the increased
digitalisation of resettlement and enables HCI to speak to
everyday security through the civic turn.

Security through the Civic Turn
The growth of immigration in Europe has influenced pub-
lic discourses about social cohesion and welfare state sus-
tainability. Concerns about rising unemployment, expanding
socio-economic gaps, and increasing unrest and fragmentation
within societies have fuelled these discussions [53]. How to
cultivate “good citizenship”, such as civic virtues, identifi-
cations and loyalties, is central to such discourses [43, 53].
A move away from the idea that integration is best obtained
through the extension of rights dominates many European ap-
proaches to immigration. Instead, the “making” of refugees
into citizens, through the acquiring of language skills, polit-
ical grounding and loyalty, and relevant employment skills,
as a condition for admission, permanent residence or citizen-
ship [34, 59] is foregrounded.

The underlying principles of this civic turn are, in part, driven
by a push for security: security for the individual, security
for the state and security for society as a whole. The notion

of security is therefore central to the ideas engrained in the
civic turn; particularly in the sense that security is linked to the
concept of maintaining and protecting orders of values [73].
Through the process of resettlement, and as envisioned in the
policies underpinning the civic turn [52], refugees are encour-
aged to adopt the values of their new land and to order those
values, and their purposes, in a certain way. From this per-
spective, security is not only understood as protection from
harms but also as cultural and social processes of attaining that
protection; a process that Smith [73] refers to as “securing”.
From this perspective, the process is used to order the under-
lying principles central to a society and to ensure that people
are engaged with that order. For many refugees, resettlement
also relates to engaging with new forms of “everyday secu-
rity” [22, 81]; the security issues that emerge in the new land
for refugees and how refugees can respond to those issues [20].
Here, security is thus not only a formulation of protection but
also of emancipation, freedom to live free from fear [11, 61].

The Swedish Civic Turn
Sweden has traditionally been an inclusive society, based on
“Swedish exceptionalism” or the “Swedish Model”, and has
a long history of immigration [74]. For example, during the
so-called “refugee crisis” in 2015, 163,000 people applied for
asylum in Sweden [79]. Recently, however, authors have noted
the “erosion” of Sweden’s inclusive policies [23, 65], whilst
integration remains a two-way adaptation process: adaptation
of the refugee to Swedish society and adaptation of Swedish
society to the refugee. The civic education programme is not
tied to a particular history or religion but teaches general civic
and democratic principles [54, 41]. In a similar vein, Swedish
immigration policy does not mandate attainment of specific
educational or language targets in return for citizenship [35, 8],
foregrounding instead the importance of security of residence
as a means of integration and the provision of Swedish lan-
guage teaching as a means of supporting this integration. This
approach to the civic turn means that security is embedded
within notions of emancipation and freedom as part of the
wider security complex.

Immigration policies pertinent to the welfare state create
spaces in which resettlement can be supported by recognising
the cultural heritage and identity of the refugee as they settle
in their new land. Importantly, however, Swedish national
identity is oriented towards the welfare state as it is typically
emphasised as the core promoter of social inclusion and na-
tional belonging [13, 25, 55]. Whilst Sweden promotes the
moral and civic importance of “work, productivity and eco-
nomic contribution to the welfare state” [8, p. 18], it also seeks
to strike a balance between the drive for individual contribu-
tion to the welfare state and universal, egalitarian ideals. The
tone of this balance is today influenced by political sensitivities
of “controlling-the-numbers type of logic” [8, p. 20].

Turning to Digital Technology
Sweden’s response to the increase in the number of people
going through resettlement has been to put in place a systema-
tised and accelerated digitalisation programme. In an everyday
context, the process of resettlement starts with an individual



applying for asylum through the Swedish Migration Author-
ity [52], which is the central co-ordination point for asylum-
seekers in Sweden. Once registered as an asylum-seeker, it is
possible to apply for an LMA1 card and access a number of
services, including healthcare and Swedish language classes.
The initial application phase is largely “non-digital” and re-
quires the individual to physically hand in their application
to the Migration Authority [52]. However, as the individual
moves through the Swedish immigration system, resettlement
services are increasingly facilitated through digital interfaces.
Whilst the asylum-seeker is waiting for a decision on their
application, they can join a Swedish course and take part in
local language cafÃl’s, and can either stay in a reception cen-
tre or arrange their own housing. Most interactions between
the individual and the Swedish state is, at this stage, commu-
nicated through a digital portal. Once permission to remain
has been granted, developing Swedish language skills often
require re-training to gain Swedish qualifications (see also
e.g. [8, 14]).

This is also evident in recent policies established to control
immigration numbers, whilst improving the efficiency and
effectiveness of Swedish resettlement processes [80]. Within
this lies the consideration of expediting resettlement decisions
through the use of digital services. This is part of the Swedish
policy of accelerated digitalisation [48] that is interwoven into
the new Swedish public management policy programme [27].
A digitalised programme of public management provides a
number of opportunities for creating spaces in which the tran-
sition process from refugee to citizen can be supported. Nev-
ertheless, these policies of acceleration come with numerous
pitfalls, for both the refugee and the state.

In summary, a broader conceptualisation of security considers
security as both protection and emancipation, where the secu-
rity of the individual can be supported. In the Swedish reset-
tlement context, this notion of everyday security is challenged
by an accelerated digitalisation process that is increasingly fo-
cused on controlling the number of people going through the
resettlement programme. As outlined in the Findings section,
our participants clearly highlight this tension between expe-
dited integration processes and everyday feelings of security.

RELATED WORK
This section outlines HCI scholarship in relation to complex
and multiple refugee transitions, before synthesising existing
HCI work relating to different sites of transition within the
refugee context. This is done to ground the present research,
which is set in a particular context and site of transition, Swe-
den, in a broader understanding of such sites.

Transitions and HCI
A fundamental objective of technologies designed to support
life transitions is to achieve security for the individual who is
transitioning [50, 69] where security often takes the form of
emancipation. The complex situations in which these technolo-
gies are used therefore also require careful security analysis,
as security itself can be framed as a means to emancipation

1LMA refers to the Swedish Reception of Asylum Seekers’ Act.

and freedom [11]. In this context, the element to be secured is
the individual [11].

Emancipation and individual security are particularly salient
when considering the life transitions experienced by refugees.
Indeed, much HCI work related to life transitions specifically
focus on the difficulties embedded in such experiences [50,
69]. Transitions are contextually specific, with much of the
literature focusing on transitions experienced as part of do-
mestic life, e.g. life disruptions related to home and family
relations [50, 24], motherhood [5, 32] or, more generally, ma-
jor life events [51]. The difficulties that many refugees and
immigrants experience often relate to the notion of “home”,
with research highlighting how an inability to balance home
and work in the new land often means that there is an inabil-
ity to make use of digital technologies designed to support
their transitioning [45, 44, 7, 36]. The domestic impact of
the disruption is thus critical because “the home” is often
seen as the anchor point for a sense of safety and security.
Overcoming disruption requires rebuilding both social and
technological networks and gaining access to both [50, 69].
Existing HCI research also shows how wider support networks
help refugees and other marginalised communities navigate in-
stitutional technologies [16, 64]. However, what emancipation
means and how to achieve it, can lead to contestation [60] and
form part of the disruption that the technology is intended to
overcome. Work in HCI work therefore plays a central role in
exploring how digital technology might facilitate this. In the
context of refugee migration, life transitions are multi-faceted
and are often tied to the spaces through which refugees tran-
sition, e.g. refugee camps, sites of interim stay and sites of
resettlement.

Sites of Transition: Refugee Camps and Interim Stay
Refugee camps and interim stay settlements represent particu-
lar modes of transition as the sites themselves are in transition.
Jordan’s Za’atari camp and its Syrian refugee residents have
been the focal point of several HCI research projects. Fisher et
al. [31] and Yafi et al. [86] worked alongside humanitarian or-
ganisations, focusing on the role of youth as information medi-
ators. Other HCI researchers have explored the feasibility and
implementation of how technologically facilitated projects can
contribute to social cohesion and community-building [85, 67]
as well as contributing to UNHCR’s objectives of health and
wellbeing, heritage preservation, social cohesion and capacity-
building in the camp [31]. More widely, such projects fall in
line with the current predominant approach of how to frame
and understand refugee camps as more permanent spaces for
communities [9, 21]. With a similar ethos of framing camps
as protracted living spaces, Nabil et al. [56] and Sabie et
al. [63] investigated how ICTs may augment refugee shelters
in refugee camp, in Jordan and Iraq, respectively, to improve
quality of life and wellbeing. In the Palestinian context, Yer-
ousis et al. [87] and Aal et al. [1] explored the role of computer
clubs as a means of building digital capacities of refugees as
well as bridging social and gender gaps. Fisher et al. [31] stud-
ied how young refugees overcome limited connectivity within
the Za’atari camp, whilst community-level access divides to
connectivity was investigated in the camp [67]. Such research
brings to light how restrictive policies in place to limit connec-



tivity in these camps, as part of their security measures, shape
digital interactions [49]. Lebanon has also attracted research
focusing on Syrian refugees residing in informal tented set-
tlements, exploring the potential for technologies to improve
refugee access to reproductive and antenatal healthcare [77,
76]. Temporary sites of transition are therefore an integral part
of the refugee experience and have been indicated to be sites in
which technology may play a role in promoting dignified inter-
actions [78]. Refugee experiences within these spaces shape
the ways in which freedom and security as well as disruption
and insecurity are felt and embodied by the individual.

Sites of Transition: The New Land
Modes of transition in “the new land” are, to a large extent,
driven by the host or receiving state. In the United States,
where refugees are urged to integrate, several projects have
investigated the use of technologies to facilitate accessing
services and integration. Brown et al. [15] designed and pi-
loted a translation and support platform using IVR to assist
refugees in engaging with bureaucratic processes of resettle-
ment. Whilst Baranoff et al. [6] placed NFC tags around a
city to support refugees in navigating their urban surround-
ings, Irani et al. [40] used a human-centred design approach
to provide design recommendations for Refuge Tech, a plat-
form intended to support refugee integration. With the aim
of designing a digital information and communication tech-
nology platform for refugees, Lee et al. [47] identified that
such platforms should have space for community feedback,
flexible service categorisation, password laps considerations
and location-based context.

Similar to the work carried out in the United States, HCI
research on refugee transitions in Germany has focused on
refugee integration. Schreieck et al. [68] investigated the chal-
lenges in designing platforms that provide local information
for refugees coming from multiple countries and communi-
cating in multiple languages. Several projects in Germany
have explored the role of technologies and computer clubs in
facilitating social and cultural integration. Weibert et al. [83]
utilised inter-cultural computer clubs as a space to strengthen
relationships in multicultural neighbourhoods where refugees
reside. In Sweden, Coles-Kemp et al. [20] highlighted that
while mobile phones provide the means to connect to family
and friends, such connections also introduce new vulnerabili-
ties as refugees feel under pressure to always stay connected.

The refugee experience of transition is to a large extent driven
by the policies of the state, making the civic turn in the con-
text of the Swedish welfare state a key factor in resettlement.
However, regardless of this – and as evidenced throughout
this section – no existing HCI research focuses on institution-
alised digital services for refugees. Rather, existing research
focuses on digital systems that compliment state resettlement
processes. With this broader understanding of transition and
sites of transition as a general framework, the paper asks: how
can refugee transitioning in general and the civic turn in partic-
ular be supported by digital technologies – if the civic turn is
to truly offer security for the refugee? As such, we argue that
existing work emerging on the role of digital technology in
refugee transitions, across the CHI community, is fragmented.

We encourage this community to come together to set out a
research agenda that engages with the everyday security wor-
ries that transpire in the meeting between the civic turn and
the digital turn.

METHODS
The research engagements employed a common method-
ological approach of Experience-Centered Design (ECD) re-
search [84] and built on collaborative collage which is one of
the engagement tools termed “creative security methods” [26].
It uses collaging techniques to enable small groups to dis-
cuss research questions and present their views in a collage
produced on paper. We adopted these methods to enhance
dialogue and bring to the fore the voices of our participants
whilst creating a space for empathetic exchange of experiences.
These methods were designed to enable everyday routines to
be taken seriously in a security context. The methodological
approaches used in the engagements and the composition of
participant groups are set out in Table 1. Research engage-
ments were focused on creating collective narratives rather
than a collection of individual narratives. This was supported
by our research design which engaged groups of refugees
rather than individuals. The research engagements provide
a broad framing of refugee experiences, whilst focusing on
the use of technologies for resettlement as part of the turn
towards civic integration and accelerated digitalisation [48, 10,
8]. The research engagements built on the co-construction of
a shared understanding between participants and researchers,
and between the participants.

1 2
Location Malmö, SE Trelleborg, SE
Timings 12/2017-05/2019 11/2017-03/2018
Participants 55 34
Gender Mixed Mixed
Age 45–76 28–60
Language used Swedish, English Swedish
Methods Collage, drawings Collage, drawings
Materials Post-its, coloured Post-its, coloured

sheets and pens, sheets and pens,
stamps, pegs, tape tape

Table 1. Research Design and Structure. These sessions focused on col-
lective narratives rather than individual narratives.

Research Design
The research was carried out in two schools in southern Swe-
den – Malmö (RgM) and Trelleborg (RgT) – with 89 refugees
learning Swedish, aged 28–76, between November 2017 and
May 2019. Research participants were recruited with the as-
sistance of teaching staff. The Swedish immigration policy
allows refugees to live and be educated in Sweden whilst ap-
plying for residence [8, 14]. It was therefore possible to recruit
participants who were at different stages of their civic turn.
No specific selection or exclusion criteria were used to target
specific groups of refugees. Rather, the research was designed
to work within the constraints of the educational setting and to
engage with refugees undertaking Swedish language lessons.
This was, however, also a factor which limited the study to
participants learning Swedish.



Prior to commencing the study, we visited both schools and
met with the teachers facilitating the research engagements.
We did so to make sure that the research approach was suitable
for engaging with the participants and that it would not disrupt
planned school and language-learning activities. As a result,
the research was designed to be collaborative and inclusive,
which meant that the methods needed to be sufficiently flexi-
ble to cater to everyone’s educational background, language
ability and skill set. To support this, we used brainstorming
and feedback sessions to enable participants to either co-create
shared narratives or for individual participants to create their
own narratives. ECD employs collaborative techniques to fa-
cilitate small group discussions, which emerge organically,
in either written, spoken or illustrated form. Due to the col-
laborative nature of the sessions, the researchers facilitated
participation, observation and note-taking to capture group
interactions and individual narratives.

Figure 1. Collective feedback session which shows how findings were
agreed upon within each group. Example from RgM, May 2019.

This method of combined observation, note-taking and discus-
sion created a space in which participants could reflect upon
their individual and collective transitions. These reflections
were shaped by the overarching provocation: “The one thing
I want you to know is” and were captured in individual and
group collages, in the collective feedback session (see Fig-
ure 1) and in researcher field notes. Using this overarching
provocation, each session started with a brainstorming activity
where participants would capture their individual and collec-
tive narratives on post-it notes and assemble them on larger
pieces of paper. Participants were also given the option to use
stamps, pegs and colourful tape and pens. These materials
enabled participants to personalise their contributions and they
added another analytical layer to the narratives based on the
compositions of the contributions. In line with this, by arrang-
ing these materials in different ways, the participants were
able to explore relationships between the different narratives.

The use of these particular materials was thus a deliberate
choice due to their flexibility and because, as everyday objects,
they were less intimidating than having to fill blank pieces
of paper. These objects, therefore, allowed a more in-depth
reflective discussion, which was captured by the researchers
on the whiteboard in class (see Figure 1). The participants
reflected and commented on the feedback so that, at the end of
each session, a consensus on key findings and interpretations
had been reached and captured in researcher field notes.

All participation was voluntary and participants were free to
decline participation or leave during the sessions. The study
was conducted in accordance with the ethical policies and
practices of the researchers’ academic institution and under
ethical approval granted from this institution. Due to the
sensitivities of the group and the importance of anonymity,
participation was not audio-recorded. Whilst a wide range of
refugees was recruited, the groups were dominated by Syrian
refugees who had been in Sweden between six months and two
years. Group demographics, whilst mixed, were largely made
up of participants from the professional classes in their country
of origin. It was decided to conduct the study in the language
common to all participants: Swedish. This was made possible
with the research being conducted by two Swedish-speaking
researchers. However, some participants used translation apps
on their mobile phone to translate their contributions from
their first language (e.g. Arabic) into Swedish or English. This
was a limitation of the research design as some participants
had to rely on other participants or technology to express their
views. Other related studies, e.g. [30], enable participants
to express their views in their native language through the
use of translators and the use of native-speaking facilitators.
However, this approach was not deemed appropriate given
the mixed demographics and the Swedish educational setting.
All outputs were captured in either English or Swedish – all
Swedish contributions have been translated into English for the
purpose of this paper. Another limitation relates to the fact that
our participants contributed their stories as a collective, and
did not want their stories to be linked back to them individually.
This is a methodological constraint and the reason why we
report our findings according to field site, RgT and RgK.

Data Capture and Analysis
The research materials, e.g. post-it notes, colourful tape and
pegs, were used as a means of participants reflecting on what
they wanted to say, a vocabulary-building exercise and a way
of externalising the notion of resettlement that was, up until
that point, largely an internalised experience. Some partici-
pants chose to use several post-it notes to convey one long
narrative, whilst others felt more comfortable writing short
sentences on each post-it note and then assemble them all on
one sheet of paper to establish relationships between them.
Some participants used tape to connect the post-it notes and
construct a narrative, whilst others felt more comfortable writ-
ing directly onto the sheets of paper.

Four forms of data were captured during these sessions:
(1) written post-it notes, often arranged on larger pieces of
coloured paper; (2) sheets of paper with written text; (3) re-
searcher observations captured in note form; and (4) feedback
from the summary discussion captured on whiteboards. The
analysis used Gillian Rose’s analytical approach to interpret
the data [62], as this allowed for both a visual and textual ana-
lytical frame. In particular, a thematic analysis was employed
to develop qualitative interpretations of participant contribu-
tions. Image records were kept of all the generated data and,
through a systematic categorisation and interpretation of these
data, specific themes emerged directly from the data. This was
done through an approach where we, individually and manu-
ally, traced dominant themes across all the captured data [18,



12]. To ensure consistency, the themes were aggregated and
explored based on the different analytical components and
relationships between the individual themes were established.
All themes are presented in the research findings below.

RESEARCH FINDINGS
As the findings outlined in this section show, several barriers
to making the civic turn presented themselves. For many, these
barriers were linked to increased digitalisation of essential ser-
vices. While many of the collages and post-it notes narrated
these insecurities and exemplified the barriers to emancipation,
they also showed glimpses of resilience established through
interactions with wider support networks. Moreover, the analy-
sis brought to the fore the notion of a vacuum that participants
experienced in their interactions with the civic turn. These
findings are discussed in detail in the following section.

Theme 1: Transitions at Multiple Speeds
This section highlights the different speeds at which individu-
als “turn” during resettlement, which emerged as a key theme
in the data analysis. In particular, this section demonstrates
how pressures, such as language barriers as well as age and
poor health, slowed down the civic turn for many participants.
During group discussions and collage-work, it thus became
clear that participants’ transitional experiences were charac-
terised by an individual’s ability to “make the turn” and that
this often relied on the specific challenges and obstacles expe-
rienced throughout resettlement.

As some of the post-it notes from RgM in Figure 3 demon-
strate, learning a new language was experienced as a dominant
obstacle in the transition process: “learning a new language
is hard”, “there aren’t many other refugees working in the
office” and “there is a lot of pressure to learn Swedish”.
Studying and learning Swedish was also seen as a barrier to
engaging with Swedish society and understanding Swedish
culture. Several participants referred to different associations
(föreningar in Swedish) as an example of a potential access
point to Swedish society, and through which to establish infor-
mal networks that would help them build resilience through
the resettlement process. However, such associations were of-
ten made inaccessible through cultural and linguistic barriers.
As one participant in RgM noted: “the biggest problem is, in
my opinion, language, because you cannot do anything and
you just have to be lonely and have psychological problems”
(Figure 3). Understanding the requirements of resettlement,
and the cultural and social values engrained in Swedish soci-
ety, was therefore intimately tied to language, which, in turn,
had a direct effect on the speed of the civic turn.

Time pressure also emerged as a recurring finding in the col-
lages, with some post-it notes showing layered time pressures
relating to finding a place to live, finding a job and studying.
Several participants highlighted that going back to school was
experienced differently when there was a family to support, as
opposed to attending school as an individual without family
responsibilities. For others, time pressure was linked to the
time taken to learn Swedish before progressing through the
education system and accessing higher paid employment. For
some, time pressure was linked to an economic pressure to

juggle work and study. In one post-it note, one participant
in RgT highlighted: “it takes a lot of time to work and be at
home” (Figure 3). Whilst this pressure of balancing home and
work life is not exclusive to refugees, see e.g. [45, 44, 7, 36],
the resettlement process amplifies these pressures because the
situation for a resettling refugee is often more precarious, with
less resources and less social support to fall back on. Pressures
relating to the feeling of not having enough time for everyday,
mundane tasks were therefore often described as a barrier to
engaging with aspects of the civic turn.

Figure 2. A collection of collages and post-it notes which illustrate the
stresses experienced by older participants, in particular.

Health pressures were also felt in different ways by partici-
pants. For some, there was a fear of being unable to access
healthcare when it was needed, thus, relating their health con-
cerns to time pressures. As expressed by a group of older
participants in RgM: “you have to wait a long time to see
a doctor” (Figure 3) and “booking a consultation with the
doctor takes a long time, the illness might develop” (Figure 2).
For those participants who had left family members in their
old country, the psychological challenges of being isolated and
alone lead to concerns about mental wellness: “integration is
very difficult and includes many psychological problems” (Fig-
ure 3). This also disrupted their access to support networks,
which was seen to help them build resilience as part of the
resettlement process. Some participants brought with them
physical and mental trauma from their migration and the situa-
tion in their old land that needed treatment. This was evident
in several of the post-it notes contributed by younger refugees
who had left parents or other older family members back in
their old country. Linked to the pressures related to age, it was
clear that resettlement and transitioning was experienced as “a
young person’s game”. Such fears, issues and concerns were
seen to create pressures that diverted energy and investment
from engaging in Swedish society.

The failure to adapt quickly to new surroundings and the un-
desired need to “start from scratch” were some of the reasons
for a slower turn given by older participants, whose Swedish
transition had slowed down or even stagnated. For them, the
inability to navigate increasingly digital systems to access
essential services had become another barrier – rather than
support – to resettlement. Moreover, and particularly, these



older participants found that age made it harder to learn a
foreign language, which was a critical barrier to being able to
fully engage with and settle into a new life in Sweden. Con-
tributions from older participants very clearly highlight the
difficulty of settling into a new environment. A group of older
participants noted: “When I move to this new country I have
to learn a new way of life. This is hard” and “I find it hard to
fit into the new environment.” Whilst, for younger participants,
the motivation to integrate into Swedish society was driven
by imagining their future in Sweden, contributions from older
participants illustrate a sense of hopelessness: “hope that is
taken away” and “I am stressed now because I cannot find a
job for the future” Figure 2. The speed at which individuals
would turn towards Sweden was thus not linear or straight-
forward in any simple manner; rather, it comprised complex
cultural, social and economic dimensions, which participants
noted were not accounted for in digital resettlement services.

Figure 3. A collection of collages, created by participants in RgM, all
pertaining to the barriers experienced when trying to settle in Sweden.

Digital Support for Transitioning
The barriers experienced by our participants created separa-
tions, shaped how they would engage with their new Swedish
environment and the extent to which they would be able to
fully make the turn expected by Swedish society. Such barriers
also influenced how these groups would incorporate digital
technologies into their everyday lives to ease the transition
from their old life to a new life – from a settled existence in
their old land to an unsettled existence in this new land – and to
re-establish a sense of security. However, whilst the younger
participants used such technologies, their mobile phones in
particular, to overcome such obstacles, it was clear that many
of the older participants did not have this capacity or capability.
This was particularly evident in cases where older participants
noted that they did not possess the same technological skills
to navigate translation apps or wider services: “I can’t keep
up with all the technological developments . . . this is making
life really hard”. In many cases, older participants relied on
their children for navigating digital systems and interactions.

Whilst the use of digital technology to access essential ser-
vices and wider support networks holds both advantages and
disadvantages for refugees, the resettlement process relies
on such technologies; successful transitioning requires ac-
cess to and an ability to benefit from digital services. As

one group noted: “we have no choice but to be connected.”
Refugees thus have to stay digitally connected to resettle,
which, in turn, opens up multiple channels to their old land,
e.g. through social media, instant messaging and other digi-
tal platforms. These support networks are also essential for
resilience-building. Many participants were suspended in a
split presence between their current life and their previous life,
stitched together, in part, by digital technology.

Theme 2: Digital Connections as a Barrier
In this subsection, we outline the findings emerging in relation
to the specific barriers to resettlement experienced by our
participants. In particular, the accelerated digitalisation of
the Swedish resettlement processes, which emerged as a key
theme in the analysis, is highlighted.

Statements such as “society forces us” to engage through dig-
ital means and “no alternative . . . opting out is not possible”
exemplifies how many of our participants felt about the this
digitalisation process. It is evident that whilst such technology
connects people through digital means, it does not by itself,
as our participants articulate, connect refugees to their new
land or enable a smooth transition process. This narrative was
particularly evident in one collage (Figure 4). Positioning the
Swedish Migration Authority (Migrationsverket in Swedish)
at the centre, the participant, a young man, illustrated the
centrality of this institution in the everyday lives of refugees.
It highlights how this Authority shapes most aspects of the
resettlement process. Statements, such as “has bad transla-
tors”, “bad rules”, ‘one gets stressed”, “waiting a long time
for a decision”, “money’, “unpleasant staff”, and “lonely
without my family”, highlight the barriers between the state
and the individual refugee and the inability of digitalisation to
break down those barriers.

Figure 4. Barriers related to the Swedish Migration Authority as seen
from one participant in RgM: housing, welfare, taxes, health, culture.

For some participants, increased digitalisation had further am-
plified the distance between them and resettlement services.
This was particularly related to their inability to understand
digitalised services or “the mindset” of these services. How-
ever, participants in both settings – RgM and RgT – acknowl-
edged that in order to successfully navigate the services of
resettlement, it was necessary to be able to interpret inherent
cultural values and practices. Understanding the underlying
intentions and logic of the digital interactions with the state



was thus seen as important, yet, impossible for those who had
limited or no engagements with wider social or cultural as-
pects of Swedish society. The data also revealed another layer
of disintegration, experienced largely through the reliance on
digital technology for essential services. The data clearly show
that whilst digital technology might help a refugee to navigate
education, welfare and employment systems, it does not help
with integrating into Swedish society. As expressed by one
participant in RgT: “we first have to change ourselves to un-
derstand another culture”. In some group sessions in RgT,
aspects of everyday life, such as religion, beauty, mindset and
values more broadly, were foregrounded as examples of the
differences between their old and new land. In this context, the
digital was not seen to help the individual develop an under-
standing of the Swedish mindset or Swedish cultural norms.
Cycling was also used as an example in RgM to highlight
the cultural differences: “in my country nobody cycles. Here,
everyone cycles.”

Theme 3: A Digital Vacuum in Resettlement
In this subsection, we explore the findings that emerged in
the data that show how the accelerated digital turn results in
refugees being stuck in a type of vacuum: spaces between de-
cisions, where the digital turn and the civic turn are misaligned
and where insecurities become or are felt as amplified. We
outline how this vacuum materialised because of a sense of
waiting, a lack of connection with the state, separation from
family and the impact on everyday security.

The policy of accelerated digitalisation has been driven by
the aim of making the resettlement process more efficient and
faster, yet, our findings suggest that this creates additional
barriers for refugees. The digital service also needs to connect
refugees to the place into which they are resettling. Whilst
most of the collages produced by the participants articulate the
centrality of digital technology in their daily lives, they also
show that these technologies are only useful when they connect
the individual to wider support networks. The articulations
of uncertainty and waiting conveyed a sense that Swedish
society is difficult to enter, which was amplified by increased
digitalisation of services, which reduced everyday relational
interactions for our participants. Limited personal relations
with Sweden and its people thus led to a feeling of isolation
and disconnection for some participants in their resettlement
process and drove the pull of a digital turn away from Sweden
and a Swedish way of life.

Limited Contact with the State
The use of digital technology to engage with the state, whilst
potentially more efficient, was explained to result in gaps both
within and around the communication. This was emphasised
by one participant in RgT, who noted that “it is stressful to
have to use the mobile phone when you need a proper answer
about unemployment benefits or from the commune . . . face-
to-face meetings would work better and be more efficient.”
However, mobile phones were not seen to replace face-to-face
interaction within “the system” – “you never get the same
person twice”. The lack of face-to-face interaction in the
processes needed for resettling was seen to exacerbate the
precariousness of their situation.

This sense of limited contact with the state also emerged when
participants talked about their interactions with the immigra-
tion authorities. Participants described how they felt a dis-
tanced connection with the state when being forced to use
digital services to establish this connection. In Figure 4 one
participant notes “to move to a new country, the first barrier
is immigration service” and “there is no specific authority
for foreigners to get correct information”. As a result, The
Swedish Immigration Authority is seen to “add to the stress”
of immigration. Many noted that this differed significantly
from their home country, where their engagements with local
and national authorities had been facilitated largely by face-to-
face interactions. As one participant in RgM noted: “I don’t
understand digital interactions . . . in my country we have to
go into the official offices to sign papers.” In many ways, this
led many participants to feel culturally distanced from the
immigration service. They explained how they would find
find communication difficult, find it difficult to get the right
information and find it difficult to know what information to
provide to the immigration service. For some, the rules felt
obstructive and the staff in the immigration offices were seen
as unhelpful and not well-informed.

Being Stuck in Resettlement
Common to the narrative of being stuck was the ability to
stay digitally connected to an old way of life, whilst strug-
gling to navigate the Swedish resettlement process and engage
with Swedish society. The civic turn thus became increas-
ingly bifurcated between the two lands, which affected how
our participants envisioned their future in Sweden. In one
collage from RgT, “thinking about the future” was linked to
the label “psychological” by the use of an arrow to show the
direction of the civic turn; from thinking about a future in
Sweden to having to “establish contact with another culture
which does not understand”. Another collage in RgM (Fig-
ure 2) expressively highlights the sense of being stuck in an
existence that bears no resemblance to the future they aspired
to: “I can’t use my high school degree/diploma in Sweden, so
I have to start all-over again”. Many participants also talked
about income concerns and how a lack of money exacerbated
the feeling of being unable to progress. The sense of being
stuck was further amplified by the need to learn Swedish and
gain Swedish qualifications before entering the employment
market. For many, this meant abandoning aspirations and
dreams and accept a job they did not want with no sense of a
way forward. In addition to feeling stuck because of a lack of
a home, a job or money, most participants also related their
inability to progress in Sweden to their separation from family.
The data showed that separation from wider support networks
was a big driver of insecurities. A number of specific and
personal narratives related to family separation emerged in the
data: “3 years ago, I arrived in Sweden. My family is still
in the old country. After I arrived, I was not able to contact
them for a year. During that time, I felt I was outside the
world. I couldn’t access Swedish society, because I was sad
and anxious all the time.” Imagining a life in Sweden often
became a hindrance in itself as it required some participants
to appreciate a future without their family.



Waiting in the New Land
Some participants felt under pressure as a result of being
in a “waiting position”. One younger participant in RgM
explained: “I will have to wait six months for my housing
request to be dealt with” another noted refugees were “waiting
for something better”. Another participant in RgM noted: “I
will have to wait for a long time to get a place to live”, whilst
another participant in the same group highlighted: “I have
stress in life but I have a problem with my knee, which is
why I don’t work”. There was also a strong sense of waiting
for those for whom a right to remain had yet to be granted,
either to them or to their family. As one participant in RgT
noted: “When I didn’t receive right to remain, I was very
stressed”. Many participants were uncertain if they would
be able to find a job or suitable accommodation, or if they
could afford life in Sweden: “I have been waiting for a place
to live for a very long time” was a recurring narrative from
most participants, as also evident in most of the collages.
The strong sense of waiting was thus an integral part of the
Swedish civic turn and resettlement process. The digital turn
intensified the sense of waiting as it was seen to be out of sync
with how our participants experienced resettlement. More
specifically, whilst the digital turn was meant to “speed up”
the resettlement process, our participants’ journey through
resettlement was experienced as slow and uneven. Waiting
also shaped many of the interactions with essential services
such as housing, public transport and health. Waiting for
suitable housing was a concern of most participants and meant
that re-building a home, a space often associated with security,
was difficult. Many participants talked about waiting for health
appointments and this waiting made them anxious.

Managing the Vacuum through Everyday Security
Everyday security for the participants was primarily focused
on maintaining relationships to help ease the uncertainty. Sup-
port from family and friends gave them the confidence and
security to move forward; and helped build resilience. As
noted by one participant in RgM: “talking to my family back
in Syria helps me relax”. The support received from hav-
ing these wider digital networks, often cultivated through the
mobile phone, provided the necessary grounding for some par-
ticipants to resettle. For those participants, whose civic turn
was not happening fast enough, either because of health issues,
unsettled status or other stresses, the connection back to the
old land, facilitated through digital technology, also slowed
down their civic turn. Here, access to digital technology and
networks became a distraction. This was, in part, because
the digital connection to the old land diverted attention away
from the obstacles experienced in the new land; the civic turn
became bifurcated between what is old and what is new. This
was seen to create additional stresses as it enabled refugees
to witness what they had left behind – “there is much stress
in my home country as there is always war” – but it was also
seen to soften the transition from refugee to resettled. For
most participants, however, it was clear that “adapting to a
new environment takes a very long time”.

The data showed that when there is no family and friends,
everyday security is replaced by mobile phone practices. For
example, as noted by one participant: “There are no friends

in the new country. I think the phone is necessary. It helps
me a lot. I use it to search the internet, to translate, to search
maps.” This quote from RgT articulates the assemblage of
usages that the mobile phone provides; yet, it also exemplifies
how digital technology enables the refugee to maintain an
existence outside of the civic turn.

Findings in Conclusion
This subsection ties together the key findings from the indi-
vidual themes. Our findings show that whilst Sweden is often
seen as a “kind” country that offers security through its welfare
support system and the availability of essential services for
all, successfully making the civic turn requires more than a
stable society. Research findings clearly demonstrate that a
successful civic turn – from the perspective of the individual
and of the state – also requires access routes into Swedish
society. More specifically, it requires a way of navigating and
connecting with the cultural landscape and the social struc-
tures, which are essential to integrate into a Swedish way of
life and a Swedish way of being. In Figure 3, one older partic-
ipant in RgM noted: “adapting to a new environment takes a
long time”. Whilst accelerated digitalisation – an accelerated
digital turn – might make the bureaucracy of resettlement more
efficient, the civic turn remains an individual adaptation and
transition process that might be slow and not align with the
speed of the digital turn. The misalignment between the civic
and digital turn creates a vacuum or spaces of waiting and,
without support, these spaces become places of insecurity.

DISCUSSION AND CALL TO ACTION
The most striking aspect of the findings was the need to design
for the spaces that open up around the digital turn; what we
have referred to as a “vacuum”. In the desire to speed up and
make more efficient the bureaucratic decisions of the Swedish
state, spaces emerge between decision points in which inse-
curities can develop and which can distract refugees away
from the civic turn. In this discussion we use the findings
to critically inspect the notion of the turn, identify the gaps
in the digital delivery and create a call to action for digital
civic engagement. In particular, we highlight how accelerated
digitalisation of resettlement services are othering refugees to
a greater extent. Our findings show that this is often done by
the system trying to integrate refugees by assimilating them to
the mainstream culture, without accounting for their distinct
differences and cultures, which are essential for establishing a
sense of security in the new land.

Critically Evaluating the Turn
The concept of the civic turn is designed to address the funda-
mental security issue of inclusion in Swedish society. In this
sense, security is not only protection from harms but also the
ability to live free from fear, e.g. [61]. The civic turn is de-
signed to protect many elements: the state, Swedish principles,
refugees and Swedish society. The threats to these elements
include: disruption to the cohesion of Swedish society, non-
contribution to the Swedish welfare state, degradation of the
health and well-being of refugees, degradation of the eco-
nomic well-being of Swedish society. The digital services are
designed to provide access to services and allocate economic,
social and political resources that counteract those threats.



However, our data show that the ways that digital services
are currently designed do not respond as effectively as they
might to the threats and concerns that refugees face. For these
services to provide a secure civic turn, the following design
principles need to be observed:

• Calibrate for different speeds of access to support the chal-
lenges that come from age, language and poor health.
• Connect digital services to an understanding of place and

community support; wider support networks.
• Attend to the spaces forming around the digital; what we

term the “vacuum”.

Our data show that the digital turn does not make for a se-
cure civic turn. This is partly due to the nature of everyday
security concerns which are not simply the mundane security
concerns articulated by the non-elites, but are concerns that
are ephemeral and appear outside of the political [37]. The
civic turn as a policy is designed by the state and aimed at
assimilating refugees into mainstream culture. The political
and economic risks that it addresses are thus ones of societal
cohesion, cost efficient decision-making and the contribution
to welfare wealth. The issues are addressed in the belief that
responding to them benefit both the individual and the state.
However, our data reflect concerns that do not appear in the
political discourses of resettlement. The issues reveal the
tension between designing a system that encodes universal
principles of security but that powers of access to benefit from
those principles vary between individuals and groups. The
data also show that digitalisation of the civic turn exacerbates
these tensions and further defines refugees as “the other”; thus,
making the civic turn harder.

Re-Thinking Everyday Security in HCI
From a security perspective, the access control central to dig-
ital services with its underpinning identification and authen-
tication processes re-enforce the otherness of refugees, re-
enforcing notions of difference and exclusion [4], rather than
inclusion. The civic turn is not only an administrative process
but is also a social process. In Swedish society, the civic turn
is largely facilitated through interactions with civil society
which provides relational services to refugees. Relational ser-
vices are meant to help refugees make the civic turn needed
to achieve the security goals of the civic turn and reduce the
sense of difference. In a sense, relational services almost act as
a counterpoint to the categorisation enforced by the digital ser-
vices. However, relational services themselves are not always
easy to access; institutions such as associations/föreningar are
often difficult for refugees to access, cutting them off from
institutions that can facilitate the civic turn [3].

Cipolla and Manzini [17] highlighted how face-to-face interac-
tions between people is particularly important in marginalised
communities as a means of responding to the shortfalls in
transactional approaches to service design. One of the short-
comings that is repeatedly referenced in our data is the space
or vacuum that emerges around the digitalised services, i.e. the
space in between the short bursts of interaction with the state
where refugees are waiting and feel stuck. Relational services
are an important means of responding to that vacuum, and to

introduce different types of interaction that help refugees to
safely and confidently move from one transaction to the next,
see also [15, 71].

Digital Civic Engagement: A Call to Action
The digitalisation of the civic turn is producing spaces around
the services in which insecurities can and, as our findings
show, do develop. HCI researchers are vital in the bid to find
innovative and effective ways that enable refugees to develop
effective everyday security strategies in this context. This
might take the form of civic platforms and technologies.

Another avenue for HCI is to consider that AI and machine
learning are beginning to cross-over into social care. For
example, robotics is being considered for social care, primarily
in the domain of elder care (e.g. [39], [72], and [70]). Although
the refugees we worked with were digitally active and used
digital technology to both turn to and turn away from the
new land, the digital only helped them to gain the knowledge
necessary to turn to a new land, it did not help them to learn
how to relate to a new land. This poses the question of whether
the algorithmic service design and machine learning being
developed in robotics for social care can perhaps be combined
with next generation of avatar technology [28, 46] to augment
face-to-face support for refugees, and whether such relational
support will help refugees to make the civic turn in a way that
mutually benefits both the refugee and the new land. However,
it is important to stress that while technology might indeed be
beneficial in some cases, the integration of technology can only
ever be successful if the relational and human is foregrounded
and technology use understood within that context. Such HCI
research and innovation has ethical and social risks [29, 46]
but equally, the social, economic and political risks of not
supporting this turn are significant as our data show.

CONCLUSIONS
By understanding refugee resettlement as a process of multiple
transitions increasingly facilitated through digital technology,
we have explored how refugees resettling in Sweden experi-
ence the civic turn. We have illustrated how resettlement is
shaped by multiple speeds of access and transition and how a
failure to design for these different speeds creates uncertainty
and insecurity. We have identified the social and cultural
spaces that emerge around the digital turn and argue that these
need to be considered in the resettlement process. As such, we
stress the importance of connecting digital services to place
and to community support in order to build resilience and
attend to refugees’ everyday security concerns.
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