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Abstract 
Since the beginning of the recent global refugee 

crisis, researchers have been tackling many of its 
associated aspects, investigating how we can help to 
alleviate this crisis, in particular, using ICTs 
capabilities. In our research, we investigated the use of 
ICT solutions by refugees to foster the social inclusion 
process in the host community. To tackle this topic, we 
conducted thirteen interviews with Syrian refugees in 
Germany. Our findings reveal different ICT usages by 
refugees and how these contribute to feeling 
empowered. Moreover, we show the sources of 
empowerment for refugees that are gained by ICT use. 
Finally, we identified the two types of social inclusion 
benefits that were derived from empowerment sources. 
Our results provide practical implications to different 
stakeholders and decision-makers on how ICT usage 
can empower refugees, which can foster the social 
inclusion of refugees, and what should be considered to 
support them in their integration effort.  

1. Introduction  

Over a million asylum seekers entered Europe in 
2015, erupting a state of emergency all over Europe and 
sparkling the need to facilitate social inclusion of the 
newcomers. Referred to the state of "having the 
opportunities and resources to participate fully in 
economic, social and cultural life" [1], social inclusion 
represents a critical maxim of an equitable and 
democratic society. 

From the very beginning, researchers have observed 
that this crisis is different from previous ones due to the 
significant reliance of refugees on technology, with the 
use of the Internet by refugees and asylum seekers 
reaching new records [2]. In response, IS studies have 

focused on the potential of Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICTs) in alleviating the 
ongoing humanitarian crisis [3].  

By investigating this new context, first research 
findings suggest that smartphones may have an 
empowering effect on refugees, serving as a primary 
gateway to keep the connection to others and access 
much-needed information to navigate the new reality 
[4]. Indeed, ICT-enabled services available on 
smartphones have continuously enabled refugees during 
the uncertain circumstances of their journey to Europe, 
in the first period of applying for asylum, and during the 
extended process of integration into the new society [5]. 
For example, [6] suggests that Internet use has helped 
refugees develop a much-needed sense of 
connectedness, thereby facilitating refugees' sense of 
agency and well-being. Additionally, ICT capabilities 
available to refugees have been linked to greater 
perceptions of emotional support, operational 
efficiency, and integration [5]. Overall, while initial 
evidence suggests that ICTs can contribute to the 
empowerment of refugees, thereby facilitating their 
social inclusion in the host country, the mechanism 
behind these effects is little understood. Specifically, it 
is not clear which features of ICT have an empowering 
influence on refugees and how this influence 
subsequently translates into social inclusion. To fill this 
research gap, in this study we build on the results of 
thirteen face-to-face interviews with Syrian refugees 
from Germany to investigate the mechanics of ICT-
enabled empowerment and its interaction with the 
refugees' perception of social inclusion. 

We have chosen to focus on the population of Syrian 
refugees from Germany for two important reasons. First, 
Germany is the country of destination for the highest 
number of asylum seekers in Europe [7], and second, 
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Syrian refugees represent the largest group of asylum 
seekers in Germany. 

The rest of this paper is structured as follows. In 
section 2, we summarize the related work on the role of 
ICT use in the social inclusion of refugees and on 
empowerment components. In section 3, we explain our 
methodology and describe the data collection and data 
analysis. In section 4, we present our findings and the 
research model. In section 5, we discuss the results of 
our research. We conclude our study, highlight the 
limitations, and introduce recommendations for future 
research in section 6. 

2. Related Work  

Recent studies suggest that modern ICTs can be the 
right tool to promote the social inclusion of refugees, 
enhance their well-being, and raise the personal sense of 
agency [5]. Nonetheless, the mechanisms behind these 
effects are still little understood (e.g., [4]). In this 
section, we summarize ongoing research into the role of 
ICTs in the social inclusion of refugees and introduce 
the concept of empowerment as a critical mechanism 
underlying this relationship. 

2.1. The Role of ICT Use in Social Inclusion of 
Refugees 

In the refugees' context, the goal of social inclusion 
is to grant opportunities for people to settle in, integrate, 
and participate in the new environment [5]. Recent 
research differentiates between two critical goals of 
social inclusion in the context of refugee integration: 
well-being and the sense of agency [8]. While well-
being reflects individual "cognitive and affective 
evaluations of his or her life" [9, p. 187], agency is 
defined as the "freedom to set and pursue one's own 
goals and interests" [10]. Specifically, recent research 
stresses social networking, employment, education and 
language, health, government and citizenship, housing, 
and culture [5] as critical dimensions of agency in the 
refugee context. 

Taking a closer look at the agency dimensions helps 
understand the intricacies of social inclusion processes 
in greater detail. Specifically, social networking 
underlies the sense of agency as it helps refugees 
develop a sense of belonging and get the emotional 
support they need [11]. Further, equal opportunities in 
the labor market and access to paid employment enable 
refugees to reach their economic self-sufficiency and 
regain a positive sense of identity and control over their 
lives [12; 13]. Equally, active participation in 
educational and language learning programs is vital to a 
successful integration process, with refugees often 

required to attend language courses upon arrival [14; 
15]. Access to healthcare services is also viewed as 
essential, as refugees often lack information about their 
healthcare options, experience difficulty navigating the 
complex healthcare and insurance system, and are 
constrained in their communication abilities because of 
the limited language skills [16; 17]. In the same vein, the 
ability to navigate governmental offices and understand 
regulations as well as refugees' access to the housing 
market can further strengthen refugees' sense of agency 
on their path to integration. Indeed, refugees face 
numerous barriers when searching for a new home, 
including a lack of information about the housing 
market, limited awareness about the customs and 
strategies relevant to access housing, and insight into a 
complicated application process [13; 17].  Finally, 
participation in cultural activities enhances refugees' 
understanding of the host country's culture, thereby 
supporting their social inclusion [18; 19]. Generally, 
adapting to the new culture is highly correlated to 
refugees' overall satisfaction [20]. 

Notably, a growing body of research suggests that 
ICT solutions can support refugees in their integration 
journey and have the potential to tap into multiple 
domains of social inclusion [8]. Indeed, access to the 
Internet can provide refugees with general information 
about housing, employment, rights, citizenship, 
supporting services, language learning programs, and 
help overcome the feeling of isolation by supporting 
existing and establish new social connections [5; 21; 
22]. For example, by facilitating relationships with 
others, smartphones can enable refugees to keep their 
connection to the family back home and help them 
initiate the first contact with the locals. Together, access 
to these old and new social networks can lessen 
refugees' perceptions of loneliness [23] and help them 
develop a sense of belonging to the new host country [6; 
12; 24]. Similarly, the use of translation applications 
helps refugees overcome existing language barriers, 
thereby opening new opportunities in their search for 
employment, healthcare options, and housing. For 
example, refugees rely on social media sites to 
understand and navigate the housing market and 
understand the local culture by providing useful tools 
and information [6]. Furthermore, refugees have been 
shown to actively use technology to connect with 
authorities to acquire information on regulations [8] as 
they apply and follow up on their asylum application [6; 
25]. 

To sum up, with smartphone penetration rates 
among refugees reaching up to 90% [26], ICT can be 
seen as a fundamental means of empowering refugees 
on their path to integration [27]. 
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2.2. Empowerment  

Defined as “a process by which individuals gain 
mastery or control over their own lives and democratic 
participation in the life of their community” [28, p. 726], 
empowerment has been extensively discussed across a 
variety of different contexts and disciplines [29]. For 
instance, while the phenomenon of workplace 
empowerment has been in the focus of organizational 
studies (e.g. [30]), the concept of female empowerment 
has been studied in economics (e.g. [31]), and the idea 
of patient empowerment has gained significant 
recognition in the medical field [29].  

Describing individual actions of those “with lesser 
power [to] gain control over their lives and influence the 
organizational and societal structures within which they 
live” [32, p. 215], empowerment is a multidimensional 
construct. Accordingly, researchers have described 
empowerment encompassing different dimensions (e.g., 
[32]), such as control, the achievement of goals, 
competence, critical awareness of the sociopolitical 
environment, self-esteem, and self-efficacy (e.g. [33]). 
While operationalizations differ depending on the 
research context and analysis level, three key 
dimensions of empowerment studied in the prior 
literature emerge as particularly salient: control, 
participation in the community, and self-efficacy. The 
control dimension refers to having control over one's 
life, future, and destiny, which leads to the feeling of 
being empowered [29]. The belief that one can control 
one's life events compared to the perception that one has 
no power to control important life outcomes is central to 
control [29]. The sense of control reflects the constraints 
and opportunities of one's position in society. For 
example, increasing responsibility and perceived 
control among nursing home residents resulted in 
happier, more active, and more alert residents [34].   

Linked with a subjective sense of empowerment, 
participation in the community is described as being 
involved in organizations or communities [32]. 
Participation in communities, such as neighborhood 
groups, will help individuals develop skills by 
mimicking others and gaining knowledge through 
organizing, identifying resources, or developing 
strategies. [28; 33].  

Finally, self-efficacy has been defined as the 
people's beliefs about their capabilities to attain specific 
types of performances and achieve particular results [35; 
36]. As tasks vary in their level of difficulty, individuals 
often choose tasks based on their self-efficacy beliefs. 
Individuals with higher perceived self-efficacy will set 
more difficult challenges for themselves [36]. Thus, 
self-efficacy thinking has been linked to motivation 
processes and performance [36]. 

Importantly, empowerment has been associated with 
several positive outcomes, some of which can be 
situated in the domain of social inclusion. For example, 
empowerment has been found to be related to life 
satisfaction [37] and quality of life [29]. Additionally, 
researchers have linked a sense of personal control to a 
greater level of health and well-being [38]. Involvement 
in community organizations and activities has been 
found to be linked to feeling less alienated [39]. 
Additionally, self-efficacy has been shown to 
significantly impact the enhancement of human 
accomplishment and personal well-being [36]. At the 
same time, people with a low sense of self-efficacy also 
tend to have low self-esteem that may lead to depression 
[36]. 

Looking into the role of ICTs, extant IS literature has 
so far focused on uncovering the means of crowd worker 
empowerment (e.g. [40]) and how social media 
empowers communities during crisis response [41]. 
However, the empowering potential of ICT in the 
context of social inclusion has received little attention. 
For example, it has been indicated that a lack of power 
can leave refugees in the lowest-paid jobs, working long 
hours, often isolated, and without any opportunity to 
contest their situation, which leads them to be socially 
excluded from the host community [42]. Moreover, 
refugees are often not able to control their destinies as 
they have been forcibly displaced [43]. Therefore, it is 
essential to unravel the means of accentuating refugee 
empowerment through ICTs. 

Building on these research results, and due to the 
high reliance of refugees on services enabled by ICT 
solutions, in this study, we set out to explore whether 
and how ICT use by refugees may contribute to their 
sense of empowerment, and thereby their perception of 
social inclusion in the host society. 

3. Methodology and Sampling  

3.1. Methodology   

As the phenomenon being studied has not received 
significant theoretical research attention, we chose a 
qualitative research methodology to obtain initial 
insights into understanding how ICT usage leads to 
empowerment formation, and how feeling empowered 
leads subsequently to social inclusion. Qualitative 
research is particularly suitable to explore a 
phenomenon in its natural context [44]. In our study, we 
adopt the coding-strategies from Grounded Theory 
Methodology [44]. These procedures helped us analyze 
the available data systematically and uncover the 
underlying relationships in the data.  
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3.2. Data Collection and Sampling 

To gain an in-depth understanding of refugees’ ICT 
usage, thirteen face-to-face interviews with Syrian 
refugees were carried out in the area of Berlin, 
Germany. All interviewees were recruited and 
conducted personally by the first author, who has direct 
access to refugee networks and communities. Eight 
interviewees were male, and five were female. Most of 
our interviewees have arrived in Germany at least 2-3 
years prior to the interviews, and only two had been in 
Germany for less than a year at the time of the interview. 
Almost every respondent already had a decision on the 
residence permit, while only one respondent had not yet 
received a decision. All refugees still had family 
members in Syria at the time of our study. 

The average duration of the interviews was 49 
minutes. All interviews were initially conducted in 
Arabic (the native language of the interviewees and the 
first author) and audio-recorded. In the next step, they 
were transcribed into a text document and then carefully 
translated into English. Two authors of the study did the 
coding to ensure consistency of the emerging concepts 
and categories. 

The interviews were conducted following a semi-
structured approach. We asked respondents questions 
related to their journey to Europe, their current situation 
in Germany, how they have been using different types 
of ICTs during their journey and after their arrival, their 
participation in educational programs, how they use 
Social Media, and their perceptions of social inclusion 
in their new home. Further questions were related to 
their feelings when they are able or unable to access or 
use their smartphone. We asked interviewees open-
ended questions that allowed them to provide their 
perspectives on the dynamics of ICT usage and 
empowerment. In all interviews, follow-up questions 
were asked to ascertain the appropriate context and 
attain a better understanding.  

3.3. Data Analysis 

We followed the 'Straussian' line of Grounded 
Theory [44] for the coding process, which allows for 
incorporating prior knowledge of the phenomenon in 
question into the analysis [44; 45; 46]. In their approach, 
Strauss and Corbin [44] differentiate between three 
major types of coding: open coding, axial coding, and 
selective coding. 

We started with open coding, which pertains 
specifically to the naming and categorizing of 
phenomena through line-by-line coding of all data. This 
involves close examination, phrase by phrase, and even 
sometimes of single words. Initial concepts were 
identified by looking for patterns in the data through the 

process of constant comparison [44]. In the next step, 
the concepts identified during open coding were 
grouped under higher-order, more abstract concepts, 
called categories. 

The concepts identified were combined to higher-
level categories that relate to ICT tools and usages, 
empowerment dimensions, and social inclusion 
benefits. We further linked the major categories to 
develop a coherent perspective on our data. Following 
the constant comparison principle [47], we returned to 
the data whenever a relationship emerged in the 
selective coding to verify its grounding in the data. 

4. Findings and Research Model 

In this section, we analyze our qualitative data and 
show quotes (Q) from our interviews with refugees.  

4.1. ICT Use  

In the current refugee crisis, the high reliance of 
refugees on the ICT is expected to provide enormous 
benefits for refugees. Our interviews showed that ICT, 
especially the smartphone, is an essential part of 
refugees’ lives in the host country: “[…] Without the 
smartphone it would have been a big disaster” (Q). 
Another respondent describes the feeling of the 
increased value of the smartphone: "My smartphone has 
a big value and I cannot live without it" (Q).  

Our interviewees revealed several applications that 
they are using on smartphones, varying from 
communication applications, language learning and 
translation, accessing information and expanding 
knowledge, etc. Some examples include: "[…] I use 
Facebook, Viber, WhatsApp, and other applications. I 
communicate with friends, and I like to follow the news" 
(Q). “I use YouTube a lot. You can find everything you 
are looking for on YouTube” (Q).  

Moreover, it was clear from the interviews that 
refugees feel empowered by using ICT solutions, 
especially smartphones and having an Internet 
connection. One respondent revealed: “The smartphone 
empowers me when I need to know something and it 
facilitates this” (Q). Refugees are also aware of the risks 
of smartphone addiction. However, the empowerment 
they receive has a higher value: “I do not feel that my 
smartphone controls me. On the contrary, it empowers 
me” (Q), or “There are two ways: the smartphone 
controls me, or I control it. There are a few important 
things to me [in life]; to learn the language and to learn 
about the rules in this country. Here comes the 
importance of the smartphone. Hence, it can be said that 
it depends on the way of using the smartphone” (Q). 
One respondent summarized the value of the 
smartphone and its functions: “I need the smartphone to 
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learn the language, know the roads, and communicate 
with people here and in Syria. If I were in my home 
country, I would be among my parents, relatives, and 
friends, and I would use the smartphone for normal calls 
only. Besides, I wouldn’t need translation applications 
and to use Facebook a lot. Here in Germany, on the 
contrary, it is essential” (Q).  

Our interviews showed that refugees use ICT tools 
for communication purposes. Firstly, it enables 
communicating with family and friends in the home 
country: “I use it [the smartphone] to communicate with 
my family via Facebook, WhatsApp, and sometimes I 
use Viber. I also use it to communicate with my friends” 
(Q). Another interviewee noted: “The smartphone is an 
essential part for me here (in Germany) as a refugee 
because I have to communicate with my family (back 
home). For example, in the past, I used to open 
WhatsApp once a week, because I was communicating 
with my friends on the ground and my family were close 
to me, so I didn’t need it. As for me here, the only way 
to communicate is the smartphone” (Q). Secondly, it 
enables communicating with the local community in the 
host country: “I used an app called 'Berlin Dinner' on 
my smartphone. My teacher at school advised me to use 
it. Through this app, I met a German girl” (Q) and “I 
also use the smartphone to communicate with my 
German friends” (Q). Using ICT solutions for 
communication with family and friends back home as 
well as with the local community in the host country 
contributes to the sense of empowerment for refugees 
and supports their social inclusion efforts.  

4.2. Empowerment Dimensions 

4.2.1. Community Participation. Participation in 
the community, expressed in refugees’ willingness to be 
part of a society and give back to the community, 
emerged as an important source of empowerment. Our 
interviews showed that ICTs enable refugees to 
participate in the community in two ways: first, by 
connecting them to their friends and family back home, 
and second, by connecting them to the local community 
(to Germans in our current study). To reflect refugees’ 
participation in these two communities, we refer to this 
construct as “Community Participation” in our model.   

Our interviews showed the importance of refugees' 
social connectedness with family and friends back 
home, as it makes them feel connected and cared about 
[48] and can have a positive impact on their social and 
health outcomes. For instance, one refugee responded: 
"Of course, communicating with my family affects my 
learning, and it affects everything. For example, 
[without the communication] if I have an appointment, 
I don't feel like attending it, or if I have to achieve some 
work, I don't feel able to get it done. I would not be able 

to do anything unless I communicate with my family” 
(Q). Moreover, not being able to communicate has a 
negative influence on the well-being of refugees in our 
sample “The smartphone is very valuable for me. It’s 
something important in our daily life here and for the 
members of our family to communicate with each other, 
and without it, I feel lost and lonely” (Q). 

Importantly, being connected to the local 
community of Germans was also very relevant for our 
interviewees. Indeed, previous research shows that 
being socially connected to a network of locals helps 
refugees feel less stressed in the integration process, 
enhances their knowledge about the new host society, its 
social norms and cultural practices [13], as well as 
promotes one’s identity and a sense of belonging [49]. 
Our interviews confirm that ICT usage facilitates 
community participation with Germans: “For instance, 
I got to know several German friends through the 
Internet, and we have been in touch, although we did not 
know each other before” (Q). As a result, this ability to 
be connected had an empowering impact: “In general, 
one of the sources of power for me is being able to be in 
touch with Germans” (Q). Further, another interviewee 
noted: “In general, among the things that empower me 
are communicating with the society, having a desire to 
work and have a job, but not feeling that I’m a burden 
on society. I need to be useful to society and participate 
in its construction because I love to work and consider 
it a source of strength for me” (Q). Through networking 
with others in the local community, refugees can also 
obtain access to resources contained in these networks. 
These resources usually relate to getting information or 
asking for favors, such as accommodation during travel, 
putting in contact with someone, or helping with finding 
employment. Thus, our interviewees felt that they could 
obtain networking benefits by using the smartphone: “I 
can say that the smartphone is the means of 
communication between me and the people that I get to 
know, who empower me” (Q).  

Additionally, being connected to Germans enabled 
learning about the values and culture of the host country 
“[power] is being in touch with Germans to learn about 
the traditions and customs of the community I am living 
in. This affects me positively and empowers me because 
I would love to be an active member in the society and 
integrate into it to get rid of the feelings of isolation and 
of being a stranger” (Q). 

Our findings show that participation in the 
community is a vital component of refugee 
empowerment. On the one hand, refugees need to stay 
connected to the network of family and friends back 
home. On the other hand, refugees are being connected 
to the local community in the host country. Community 
participation through ICTs contributes to the social 
inclusion process of refugees in that it facilitates 

Page 2641



agency-related factors and positively affects their well-
being, as we show in section 4.3. 
 
4.2.2. Control. Following our interviews, the ability to 
use the smartphone functionalities anytime and 
anywhere gives refugees an empowering feeling of 
control through connectivity: “Of course, the 
smartphone can give me a sense of power and control 
over my life” (Q). This feeling is very critical for 
refugees as they cope with uncertain and continually 
changing circumstances. Another respondent described 
the power of the smartphone as follows: “It [the 
smartphone] empowers me. Anything that I want to do, 
the smartphone provides” (Q). 

Moreover, having access to information gives 
refugees a greater sense of control. Moreover, access to 
necessary information is also an essential component for 
achieving social inclusion [24]. Indeed, refugees need 
information on various topics, and being informed gives 
them orientation and a sense of control: “The 
smartphone gives me a sense of control and power over 
the circumstances surrounding me. For example, if I 
want to go to an area, and I do not know how to do it, I 
simply put the address on Google Maps, and it directs 
me” (Q).  

Our interviews show that having the smartphone 
always available and depending on it when needed gives 
the feeling of control and safety: “Well, it [the 
smartphone] is everything for me. I depend on it to a 
large extent all the time. Without it, I would get lost. I 
use it when I move from one place to another. When I 
use my smartphone for transportation, I feel more 
comfortable, relaxed, and relieved compared to taking 
a taxi, where I do not feel that safe” (Q). 

In general, our interviews showed that the 
functionalities that the smartphone provides are a great 
source of control over the situation of life, which then 
contributes to the feeling of empowerment for the 
refugees: “Of course, the smartphone provides me with 
the feeling of control over a lot of situations. For 
example, by accessing the bank account, providing 
information about searching for accommodation, and 
even information about turning the smart TV on and off, 
also communicating with my family back home. I 
actually control a lot of things through the smartphone” 
(Q). 
 
4.2.3. Self-Efficacy. A strong sense of efficacy 
enhances human accomplishment and personal well-
being because people with high assurance in their 
capabilities approach difficult tasks as challenges to be 
mastered rather than as threats to be avoided [36]. Our 
interviews showed that using ICT contributes positively 
to the sense of self-efficacy among refugees: “The 
smartphone gives me a sense of power because through 

it I can get/do whatever I want” (Q). Moreover, one 
interviewee mentioned that the capabilities provided 
through the smartphone became even more critical after 
arriving in Germany, indicating the empowering value 
of smartphones to refugees: “The smartphone was 
important to me since I was in Syria and became more 
important after my arrival to Germany. I use it to 
communicate with others, for translation services, and 
to navigate through the city. Without the smartphone, it 
would have been a big disaster” (Q). Our interviews 
showed that refugees had developed a sense of self-
efficacy by using their smartphones to cope with various 
situations: “Having my smartphone available for me at 
any moment I need enables me to do whatever I want 
from wherever I’m” (Q). 

Moreover, the ability to use the smartphone for 
different purposes might enhance the personal 
capabilities of refugees [8]. One refugee explained: 
“Because using [the smartphone], I learn new things, 
expand my knowledge and interact more effectively with 
my surrounding. I’m sure if I’m still in Syria, I wouldn’t 
have a smartphone, and my house would have been not 
connected to the Internet” (Q). Thus, smartphone usage 
might also broaden the horizon of refugees, that master 
their lives in a new country with the help of ICTs.  

Another very important capability achieved through 
the smartphone is learning. For instance, language skills 
are critical for attaining independent social functioning 
and social inclusion: “In general, things that give me 
power or are the source of power for me are learning 
the German language and getting the certificate of B1 
[level] or even the certificate of B2 [level]. Such that I 
would be able to work. It is important for me to feel 
strong, being able to work and earn money as I used to 
do in Syria. Thus, I can do whatever I want without 
being controlled by anyone else” (Q).  

Taken together, our interviews provide evidence for 
the ability of ICTs, especially smartphones with their 
diverse functionalities, access to the Internet and Social 
Media, to empower refugees with a much-needed sense 
of control, self-efficacy, and the ability to reach the 
communities both back home and in a host country. 
Together, these sources of refugee empowerment 
provide a fertile ground for the benefits of social 
inclusion, as explained in the following section. 

4.3. Social Inclusion Benefits 

4.3.1. Agency. Our interviews showed that the absence 
of the family had a negative effect on refugees, which 
leads to being unable to fully engage in the social 
inclusion process. The smartphone has helped to smooth 
the situation, but feeling empowered to be able to build 
a new life in the host country was still missing.  One 
respondent explained: “[When] my family was not with 
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me, where I was only able to see the pictures of my kids 
through my smartphone, knowing they were in a 
dangerous place, […] I knew that it could happen any 
time that I won’t be able to communicate with them. All 
of this had a big negative impact on me. I didn’t want to 
do anything, and I wasn’t able to. I wasn’t able to learn 
like others who have their families here with them, and 
they go to the school or even when they learn via e-
learning channels on YouTube. For me, I had the will to 
learn, but I couldn’t.” 

On the other hand, our interviews revealed an 
interesting finding that when refugees feel empowered, 
also through using the smartphone to communicate, it 
consequently leads to achieving agency-related aspects 
that lead to social inclusion. One respondent explained: 
“Communicating with my family [via the smartphone] 
makes me more powerful. My mother always supports 
me and empowers me to be able to learn the language 
and work” (Q). This emphasizes the important role that 
the feeling of empowerment plays in the social inclusion 
of refugees in the host country. 

Feeling empowered facilitate achieving social 
inclusion benefits. For instance, the sense of power 
through communicating with Germans lead to agency-
related aspects of social inclusion: “I communicate with 
a German woman, who helped us finding a house, 
enrolling my daughter in kindergarten, and finding 
spots in the language schools” (Q).   

We find that the smartphone enables refugees to 
expand their knowledge to enhance their sense of 
agency: “It is also possible to get to know the 
regulations of the country (Germany) in Arabic through 
the smartphone, as there are explanations about this 
topic provided online by Arab teachers” (Q).  

In the refugee context, research has shown that 
active participation in education is essential to their 
successful integration [18], which also contributes to 
their sense of agency. Another respondent expressed the 
capability achieved by the smartphone in learning the 
language: “In general, one of the things that empower 
me is mastering the language. Without mastering the 
language, one can do nothing here. Although my 
language level is not that good, during the last five 
months, I felt a totally different person. I can understand 
what is going around me and communicate with people. 
I do not understand all the words, but I can understand 
the context. Before that, I was so weak, and I 
experienced several situations where I did not 
understand what was happening and how things happen 
in this country” (Q). Moreover, one refugee stated that 
the smartphone facilitates knowledge building anytime: 
“During language classes, […] if I do not understand a 
particular rule, I would be able to look it up on YouTube 
and understand it, when I get home. Without a 
smartphone, it would be very difficult to do that” (Q). 

After gaining some level of the host language skills, 
refugees also use their smartphones to analyze the labor 
market and to search for paid employment, which 
improves their sense of agency, and consequently, their 
social inclusion: “It would be possible after getting B1 
[level] certificate to look for training, to look for a job 
and to know what the requirements are to have the job I 
want. All of that can be done through the smartphone” 
(Q).  
 
4.3.2. Well-Being. Our interviews showed that the 
smartphone contributes to the community building with 
family, which is part of refugees’ empowerment while 
losing this empowerment affects refugees’ well-being: 
“Losing my smartphone would be very difficult for me. 
In particular, as I live in a new country and I can contact 
my family through the smartphone, only. So, that would 
have a negative psychological impact on me” (Q). 

Additionally, our interviews showed that using ICT 
as an empowerment tool that contributes to the social 
inclusion of refugees leads to a higher quality of life for 
refugees. This is happening on different levels. For 
instance, refugees perceive access to information as a 
necessity in their new lives: “I would feel lost and 
depressed if I would lose my smartphone. I can’t live 
alone and isolated from society. It is a necessity, and it 
provides me with whatever information I search for” 
(Q). Another refugee explained that the smartphone 
helps them to manage their lives: “It [smartphone] is 
very necessary; it has a main role in life management” 
(Q). Furthermore, one refugee even described that the 
smartphone does not only provide value to him through 
its inherent functions but also spills over to his 
functioning in life: “The smartphone is highly valuable 
for me. Without it, I wouldn’t be able to focus because it 
is highly connected to my life” (Q) or as another refugee 
described: “I feel lost without a smartphone and 
Internet, especially while living in a developed country 
like Germany” (Q).  

Moreover, our qualitative study also showed that the 
positive feeling is continuing, and refugees even feel 
that social connectedness via their smartphones 
enhances their life satisfaction and gives them a positive 
outlook for the future: “Communicating with my family 
through the smartphone affects my positive outlook for 
the future. As long as there is communication (with my 
family), positivity prevails—there is no positive life 
without being able to communicate with them” (Q). Our 
interviewees revealed some differences in their current 
ICT usage in the host country to their usage in their 
home countries, which contributes to their satisfaction 
with the current lives: “Smartphones became an 
essential part of our daily life. […] In Arab countries, 
there is a rich social life that leaves no space for 
spending a lot of time using the mobile. In Germany, 
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there is much free time that can be invested in learning 
the language [for example]. The smartphone will 
facilitate that through translation applications and 
other applications to know how to move from one place 
to another. They are also essential for communicating 
with parents in Syria” (Q).  

Additionally, the support granted by being 
connected contains the emotional comfort of other 
people in one’s network. Engaging with one’s family 
can contribute to engagement in the local community 
and broader society because they provide the needed 
emotional support to refugees, which build new lives in 
the host country [12; 24]. Communication with the 
family back home has a positive effect on well-being, as 
it reduces depression and the feeling of isolation, which 
can occur when refugees cannot contact their family via 
the smartphone: “When I try to call my family, and no 
one answers, the first thing comes to my mind is that 
something bad happened and I feel depressed. Also, 
when I speak with my mother, I feel so happy” (Q).  

These findings show that having a smartphone can 
enrich the life of refugees beyond the value of pure 
smartphone functionalities. It shows how important 
support is to motivate refugees to achieve well-being as 
well as agency-related aspects of social inclusion. 

Based on extensive data analysis, we formulate a 
research model depicted in Figure 1, which 
differentiates between ICT usage as a causal condition 
of empowerment dimensions that lead to achieving 
social inclusion benefits.  

 
Figure 1. Research Model 

5. Discussion 

Results from our qualitative study revealed that the 
ability to use the smartphone functionalities anytime and 
anywhere gives refugees an empowering feeling of 
global connectivity, which is critical for refugees as they 
cope with uncertain and continually changing 

circumstances. Literature shows that empowerment is 
highly related to well-being and life satisfaction, where 
empowerment has significant positive correlations to 
quality of life [29] and where greater perceived 
empowerment leads to higher overall individual life 
satisfaction [37]. Our results identified the need for 
refugees to be connected with the family and friends 
back home and with the local community in Germany 
because being connected to these groups has a positive 
impact on the refugee lives, and not being connected to 
them negatively affects their well-being. Additionally, 
our results showed that being connected to the family 
contributes to the refugees’ positive outlook and gives 
the power to cope with the new situations, and having 
contacts with German friends positively affects the 
sense of belongings and, thus, the overall process of 
social inclusion. 

Based on a literature review, we identified seven 
common dimensions of social inclusion of refugees in 
terms of agency [6]: social networking, employment, 
education and language, culture, health, government 
and citizenship, and housing. Our interviews revealed 
another dimension to the existing body of knowledge on 
refugee agency, namely, transportation. This new 
dimension is important for refugees that describe their 
ability to use transportation services that can be enabled 
by the smartphone: “When I use my smartphone for 
transportation, I feel more comfortable, relaxed and 
relieved” (Q).  

Another important aspect is having access to 
information through ICT, which ensures that refugees 
can participate in two communities simultaneously. 
Having access to the needed information on various 
topics and being informed gives refugees orientation 
and a sense of control, which are essential for 
empowering refugees, and consequently, contributing to 
the social inclusion process. By accessing this source of 
empowerment, refugees can feel in control and that they 
have mastery over their lives and decisions. This leads 
to achieving the desired benefits of social inclusion, 
such as finding suitable job opportunities, participating 
in language learning and educational programs, 
navigating through the bureaucratic system, and coping 
with the new culture and way of life. 

Our findings showed that having a smartphone can 
enrich refugees’ lives beyond the value of pure 
smartphone functionalities and contribute positively to 
their higher quality of life and life satisfaction. Our 
empirical study contributes to the body of knowledge on 
empowerment by showing how ICTs are driving 
empowerment dimensions by facilitating two directions 
of community participation that are specific to the 
context of refugees, by enabling a higher level of control 
over one’s life, and by positively contributing to one’s 
self-efficacy.  
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We believe that these findings are important for 
different stakeholders related to the refugee topic. These 
include (a) governments; to understand how refugees 
use the smartphone and try to provide targeted services 
that can help refugees to navigate through the official 
systems, and (b) industry; to work on more user-centric 
ICT solutions that target this specific group of users and 
offer solutions based on their needs and requirements. 

6. Conclusion, Limitations, and Next Steps 

In our study, we investigated the role of ICT use, 
particularly the smartphone, in the social inclusion of 
Syrian refugees in Germany and its contribution to their 
feeling of power. In this paper, we identified two types 
of social inclusion benefits that refugees can gain from 
ICT use in terms of agency and well-being. 
Furthermore, we showed ICT contributes to 
empowering refugees on three levels; community 
participation, sense of control, and self-efficacy, which 
are the most crucial empowerment components and 
drivers that subscribe to refugees' social inclusion in the 
new society. 

Our research is limited in the sample size. Although 
the analysis of our interviews showed coherency in the 
sample, further investigation is needed to verify whether 
the results are generalizable to the entire population of 
Syrian refugees in Germany. Moreover, since we 
included only Syrian refugees in our scope, our results 
did not cover the refugee population from different 
countries of origin. Considering the urgent need to 
understand ICT use in the context of refugees, the 
authors plan to investigate further how ICT-enabled 
services can contribute to the overall feeling of 
empowerment with a larger sample. 

The next steps of our research include conducting 
more interviews to gain more in-depth insights into the 
topic with the purpose to (1) dive deeper into the usage 
of ICT tools by refugees, especially smartphone apps, 
(2) find further links between ICT and empowerment, 
and (3) define the most relevant social inclusion benefits 
that are derived from feeling empowered through ICT 
use by refugees. Moreover, in our future research, we 
will consider community context, culture, and cross-
cultural communication barriers as well as facilitators of 
the ICT usage by refugees. 
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