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ABSTRACT  

 

The refugee crisis is currently a major world event. However, not much is known about the technology 

adoption and digital skills of those fleeing these conflicts and seeking asylum in foreign countries. To 

study this, a qualitative study was conducted in Umeå, Sweden. Data was collected through interviews, 

written responses and observations. The results show that refugees and asylum seekers have positive 

attitude towards digital technology adoption. However, they perceived digital technology primarily as 

tools to fulfil their recreational needs. A strategic use of technology for improving productivity was not 

evident. While formal internet skills were generally common among every user, most interviewees 

were not able to carry out more complex tasks, such as finding facts online, as they found it 

particularly challenging to select appropriate search systems and to construct meaningful queries. 

This research wants to contribute to the literature in IT and social inclusion. The findings reported here 

suggest that digital divide can be conceptualized as digital illiteracy because of lacking awareness over 

data management and information processing capabilities. Moreover, identifying the digital practices 

of these minority groups could be extremely meaningful for the digital inclusion strategy efforts of 

Sweden and for a better design of public services. 

 

Keywords: Asylum seekers, digital inequality, digital divide, internet use, technology access, digital 

inclusion, social inclusion   
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1. INTRODUCTION   

1.1 Significance of Digital Technologies 

Digital technologies have become an integral part of our lives.  Thus, it is important to know what exactly 

gives digital technologies such a prevailing ubiquity compared to other technologies such as analog and 

non-digital technologies. According to Yoo and Nylen, (Yoo, 2010; Nylen, 2015), digital technologies 

enable new capabilities in non-digital products because they add a layer of abstraction that separates the 

logical instruction of the program from the physical hardware. Digital devices become addressable over a 

network and can preserve and interact with their surrounding environment.   

In the past few decades, digital convergence has shown much changes. Computing, telephony, and other 

forms of electronics, often referred to as ICT, have converged into new and diverse digital ecosystems 

(Mueller, 1999). This era of transformations has led to the exponential growth of social medias. New 

capabilities in digital technologies have changed how we interact on the web by transforming passive 

expansion of web content, from ‘reading, writing or watching’ to a much more creative content creation 

(Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). Nowadays, social medias offer the possibility to extend one’s offline 

identity into the virtual world and to build reputation and trust (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Schultze 

and Orlikowski, 2010).  Nylén (2015) also highlights that digital technologies have generative 

characteristics, which implies that digital technology can lead to unprompted socio-technical changes 

when such technologies are used by heterogeneous audiences.   

Moreover, digitization has given rise to new ways for governments to conduct their public services. 

Online portals and cloud resources provide citizens and businesses with readily available information 

with increased efficiency (Tolbert and Mossberger, 2006). The information available in digital forms 

allows citizens to become more knowledgeable about their social and political rights, which in return 

leads to a more participatory democracy.  

Considering the Swedish context, the digital landscape is very mature. Findahl & Davidsson (2015) 

report that almost 92 % of the Swedish population owns a computer and 97% of the population has a 

mobile phone. In the year 2015, more people have used their mobile devices to access the internet rather 

than their computers. In particular, 60% have accessed the internet through a tablet and 90% of  

Swedish households had a high speed broadband connection. On average, Swedish people spent about 21 

hours per week browsing the web, of which 8 hours of web traffic originate from mobile and tablet 

devices. Therefore, it is clear to see that there exists a strong correlation between digital technology use 

and multiple levels of socio-technical changes. 

 

1.2 The research gap 

While statistics about the digital practices of Swedes are available, this paper aims to address the gap in 

research regarding minorities and non-Swedish people, particularly refugees and asylum seekers. Right 

now, the refugee crisis ranks as one of the most urgent social phenomena where war victims are fleeing 
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their home countries and moving towards Europe seeking safe havens (UNHCR, 2016). According to 

Migrationsverket (2016), Sweden has seen an increase in asylum seekers from 20,000 people in the year 

2013 to over 160,000 people in the year 2016, making the country the most sought after destination 

amongst European nations. To date, it is claimed that the Swedish government is only able to manage 

initiatives that are mainly focused on creating a decent and orderly reception of refugees to limit the 

influx (Regeringskansliet, 2015). Meanwhile, the national debate on immigration has led to increasingly 

polarized views, represented by those who hope that the number of refugees hosted by Sweden will 

diminish and those who believe that providing asylum to refugees is a moral obligation (ScienceNordic, 

2013). 

However, once refugees and asylum seekers arrive in safe countries, their challenges are far from over. 

For them, the difficulties of adjusting to a new society take many different forms such as learning a new 

language or the culture of the hosting country for their successful social inclusion. Furthermore, they 

need to reconcile their extensive need of information with the fact that their host society is highly 

mediated by digital technology (Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2014; Castells, 2006). Despite lack of 

information affects severely the lives of refugees and asylum seekers, very little attention has been paid 

to their information seeking behavior practices. Thus, the aim of the research is to understand:  

How do asylum seekers in Umeå Sweden adopt and use digital technologies, and which 

digital competencies do they have?  

This paper also attempts to show how important it is for public organizations to know the digital 

practices of asylum seekers, as this information could contribute to assess the reachability and 

information provisioning of public services. In the current context, it has been reported that not only are 

asylum seekers digitally excluded but also fewer than 5% of those seeking asylum have had access to 

mainstream Swedish media (Thelocal, 2016).  The fact that most of them are deprived of information 

causes undesirable consequences to public organizations in the form of increased work overheads and 

higher coordination costs. For example, employees and staff at public organizations often need to answer 

telephone inquiries of asylum seekers, instead of focusing on their actual job because these people are 

not aware of e-services or they are not able to find relevant information on public portals. Thus, these 

organizations are likely to face slower bureaucratic processes, workflow disruptions and a lower quality 

of services. In the worst cases, some public organizations have reported work disruption that amounts to 

a full working day per week (Andren and Staffan, 2016). 

Therefore, from the point of view of a public organization that manages public services through IT, 

understanding the digital practices of these groups could help in finding innovative innovative ways to 

deliver services and reduce coordination costs.  

Lastly, this research wants to raise awareness on the issues of social and digital exclusion that may arise 

in an information society, an area that has not yet been widely explored in Information Systems studies 
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since the primary focus has mostly been concerning organizations and their IT professionals.  Therefore, 

this research is developed with the perspective that Information Systems (IS) researchers should have 

the ethical obligation to consider critical societal issues and therefore should expand the field of enquiry 

to consider inter-disciplinary topics, especially when these issues concern the wellbeing of so many 

people. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Studies on Information Systems have not researched extensively the correlation between social inclusion 

and IT. Indeed, despite of a consensus on the need to narrow the digital divide, there is still neither a 

clear definition about what being digitally divided entails nor a conceptualization of digital divide from 

an IS perspective.  Furthermore, many studies seem to focus especially on developing countries, where 

there is a high concentration of disadvantaged groups. On the contrary, little attention has been paid to 

the increasing number of people that experience social exclusion in OECD countries. 

The concept of digital divide is broad and can be analysed at different levels. Some studies have focused 

on physical access to digital technology.  They have investigated how shared digital spaces such as 

internet cafes, telecentres and digital libraries can promote digital inclusion. Other studies have 

researched whether changing technical specification of devices and improving connectivity speed can 

reduce the digital divide gap (Helsper, 2014). In these areas, there have been also some relevant 

corporate initiatives, such as Facebook’s Free Basic internet, which provided free access to the social 

network in India, Google’s satellite programs over the African continent, and One Laptop Per Child, an 

international project with the goal of distributing in developing countries low-cost educational devices 

that worked without literacy in any language.  

More recent studies relate the digital divide concept to internet skills, and how the lack of such skills 

becomes a barrier to social inclusion (Andrade and Doolin, 2016). This new layer of digital divide is 

called the second level-digital divide (Hargittai, 2002; Van Dijk, 2004). Similarly, Hargittai and Hsieh 

(2013) illustrate how people’s background characteristics relate to their digital media uses.  

Lastly, some scholars have studied the relationship between web use and socioeconomic status at a 

macroeconomic level and at an organizational level. At a global level, it is argued that digital technologies 

can support national economic activities and, therefore, governments should carry out digitization 

policies. At an organization level, studies emphasize that introducing technological changes should 

follow sociotechnical changes for successful IT implementations in an organization (Roger, 1995; 

Venkatesh and Davis, 2000).  

 

2.1 The socio-demographic factors of digital inequality 

2.1.1 Asylum seekers and minority groups  

 An asylum seeker is a person who is seeking protection under the 1951 Refugee Convention and is 

waiting for the government to review his or her case. This situation puts Asylum seekers in a state of 
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uncertainty where they find themselves being restricted to access work, adequate healthcare, education, 

housing and welfare (Silove, Steel and Watters, 2000).  

Burchardt et al. (1999) refer this as being socially excluded. They suggest that a person is socially 

excluded if he or she is geographically resident in a society but cannot participate in the normal activities 

of citizens, even if they wanted to.  Alam and Imran (2015) suggest that digital technology can alleviate 

such problems of refugees but only when it is not expensive or difficult to access. Many studies have 

identified language problems as significant barriers to access ICT and also suggest that it could be the 

underlying cause of social exclusion for migrant groups (Alam and Imran, 2015; Esban, 2010).  

Baranoff and Gonzales (2015) studied digital technology adoption among newly settled refugees in the 

USA by providing them smart mobile phones with a context aware technology. They found that through 

such technologies refugees could access public services autonomously.   Xu, Maitland and Tomsazewski 

(2015) identified that wireless internet access in Syrian refugees’ camps have enabled refugees to 

communicate with their families who are still in conflict regions and in exile. Furthermore, they inferred 

that the use of certain mapping technologies was particularly beneficial in rebuilding communities in 

refugee camps. Similarly, a recent study by Andrade and Doolin (2016) shows that refugees in New 

Zealand were using digital tools to express their cultural identity.  

In other non-refugee minority groups, racial differences have been used to predict intensity of 

technology use.  Jackson, Zhao and Kolenic (2008) discovered that African American males were the 

least intense users of computers and Internet. In a similar study, Rojas, Straubhaar and Roychowdhury 

(2004) suggest that class, ethnicity and gender roles are factors affecting whether people will seek access 

to new technologies.    

 

2.1.2 Age and Digital technology use  

Age is one of the most significant determinants of digital inequality.  In general, teens and young adults 

are more likely to be online than older people. Correa, Hinsley and De Zuniga (2010) have shown that 

three-quarters of adult Internet users under the age of 25 have a profile on a social networking site. 

Young adults with technological devices at home have the greatest potential to develop their digital skills, 

as they have autonomous access to technology (Hargittai & Hinnant, 2008).  

The Swedish digital commission (2014) has also suggested that while ICT access in Swedish schools is in 

a good status, innovative usage is still low compared to other Nordic countries. Similarly, Samuelsson 

(2010) studied computer use among Swedish teenagers and identified gaps in basic computer skills as 

well as the propensity to consider technologies as digital tools with learning purposes. Furthermore, 

Hargittai and Hinnant (2008) identify usage gaps among young adults and show that those coming from 

a resource-rich background can use the web for more “capital enhancing” activities, while those coming 

from poorer backgrounds use digital medias for less productive purposes (Howard, Rainie and  Jones, 

2001). 
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2.1.3 Digital technology use among women  

Women are often disadvantaged in their technology use. The following excerpt is taken from the digital 

commission of Sweden. 

 

 “Technology is gendered early and boys get encouraged to use it while girls get encouraged to play 

relationship games”, (Digitaliseringskommissionen , 2014) 

 

Cooper and Weaver (2006) argue that such views against women are still vast and the public still 

believes that men are more interested and competent in technology than females, even if women 

appreciate computers as learning means. Similarly, Koch, Müller and Sieverding (2008) found that, 

when failing in a computer task, women use to attribute failure more internally, blaming themselves for 

their own inability, while men attributed failure more externally, blaming faulty technical equipment. 

Thus, computer related anxieties are further propagated into women’s adulthood and professional lives 

(Adya and Kaiser, 2006; Cooper and Weaver, 2006).  

 

 

2.2 Non-Socio-Demographic Factors of digital inequality 

2.2.1 Motivation 

Psychological factors can also act as potential barriers to access to computers and the internet. People 

with higher educational levels, for example, tend to have more positive attitudes towards technologies 

and acquire information faster. This positive correlation between education and attitudes towards 

technology was first defined by Tichenor, Donohue and Olien (1970), who theorized it under the 

knowledge gap hypothesis. Other studies discovered that the belief in one’s own capabilities to perform a 

series of web activities is an important factor contributing to the digital divide (Eastin and LaRose, 

2000). Internet stress and self-disparagement are strong predictors of technology adoption.  

Intrinsic motivation is another important indicator of digital divide (Van Dijk, 2004). Studies suggest 

that perceived usefulness (for example, the belief that using technologies will enhance job performances) 

and ease of use are major influencers of technology adoption (Teo, Lim et. al, 1999; Venkatesh and 

Davis, 2000).  Van Dijk (2004) argues that motivation precedes physical access in determining digital 

divide. He contends that even when physical access is obtained, lack of motivation can still prevent 

people from using technologies.  

 

2.2.2 Internet Skills 

Van Dijk (2004) has observed how the possession of internet skills and social inclusion are strongly 

related. He stresses how strategic skills – the capacities to use information for decision making – can be 

obtained only after other digital competencies are acquired. First, users should gain operational internet 

skills, such as opening websites by entering the URL in the browser’s location bar. Sequentially, users 
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can acquire formal internet skills, such as navigating on the internet without experiencing disorientation. 

Once, users possess familiarity with the medium, they can use the internet to fulfil their information 

needs. This implies locating the required information by defining proper queries. Finally, users can 

obtain strategic internet skills, which allow them to use the internet as a means of improving their 

position in society. An example of strategic internet skills is the task of finding a shop that sells an item 

at the cheapest price.  

 3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY   

A qualitative research methodology is used in this study. A qualitative approach does not take into 

consideration only data, but it portrays also individual subjective experiences (Ritchie, Lewis, et. al, 

2013). As Savolainen (2008) argues, a qualitative research method is the most suitable to observe the 

ways in which people construct their everyday practices of information seeking. Therefore, this research 

studies refugees and asylum seekers’ digital practices through a qualitative research method, as it best 

captures the interaction between people, information and knowledge.  

3.1 Context  

Umeå, a city in the North of Sweden, was the location selected for the research. The city is one of the 290 

municipalities in Sweden and is the largest town in Västerbotten County. The city has a population of 

over 120,000 people and it is administered by a local government together with county councils that 

carry out activities of public interest. When it comes to technology, the city has an impressive ranking. 

Johnson (2012) shows that in a city-by-city comparison, Umeå ranks as the top city for city digital 

innovation. In the past few months, the city has been very active in offering humanitarian support to 

refugees and in organizing activities to raise awareness on the situation of asylum seekers. Various areas 

in the city have been informally designated as refugee meetup spots, where events and various social 

support services are provided.  

 

3.2 Data Collection  

The data for this studies were collected from a sample of 30 refugees and asylum seekers. The strategies 

that revealed to be successful for individuating the sample provide insights on the ways these minorities 

access information. A first approach implied the advertising of the research in public spaces and in 

popular Facebook groups. However, as this strategy did not yield any response, a second approach was 

selected. This approach consisted in identifying two places in the city where refugees and foreigners 

often meet to socialize.  

The first place was a local youth centre. This place attracts very diverse people and it is popular among 

refugees due to its relatively cheap cafeteria and because it provides video games and sports free of 

charge.  Once refugees were introduced to the research, their word of mouth was a powerful instrument 

for identifying other participants and it became evident that “snowball sampling” was going to be the 

most effective sampling technique for this research. As Wiebel (1990) explains, the support of 
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participants for finding other participants is a useful strategy for overcoming the problems associated 

with sampling ‘concealed’ populations. When conducting the interviews, the person who helped establish 

the contact was also helping as translator, since most participants did not speak English and had a very 

limited knowledge of the Swedish language. 

The second place chosen to approach refugees was a Swedish language center Here, I had the chance to 

meet and establish close connection with participants and make observations. The computer labs and the 

classrooms were particularly ideal locations to make the observations. 

Finally, to ensure the validity of the research some controls were considered. The criteria for 

participation in the study has been set to include people who have not been living in Sweden for  longer 

than 3-4 years. Participants from different age groups were included. The youngest participant was 15 

years old, the oldest one was 45 years old and the median age was 26 years. The gender distribution was 

equal.  

The table below provides information on the age and gender of the participants, on the duration of their 

stay in Sweden and it describes how data were collected. 

 

 

Respondent Code 

 

 

Duration of stay in 

Sweden 

 
Data Type 

Male, 22 years old 6 Months in Sweden Interview (20:00 Minutes) 

Male,18 years old 1 year in Sweden Interview (20:00 Minutes) 

Female, 15 years old 6 Months in Sweden Interview (15:00 Minutes) 

Male, 15 years old 3 years in Sweden Interview (15:00 Minutes) 

Male,16 years old 6 Months in Sweden Interview (15:00 Minutes) 

Male, 23 years old 7 Months in Sweden Interview (15:00 Minutes) 

Male, 20 years old 1 year in Sweden No Recording 

Teacher (teaches language to 

Afghanistani students), Male  

8 years in Sweden Interview (20:00 Minutes) 

Female, 30 years old  4 Months in Sweden Written response 

Female, 45 years old 10 Months in Sweden Written response 

Man, 42 years old 2 years in Sweden Written response 

Female, 15 years old 2 years in Sweden Written response 

Male, 33 years old 1 year in Sweden Written response 
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Female, 27 years old  1 year in Sweden Written response 

Female, 31 years old 4 years in Sweden Written response 

Female, 41 years old 3 years in Sweden Written response 

Male, 25 years old 9 month in Sweden Written response 

Female, 28 years old 3 years in Sweden Written response 

Female, 28 years old 1 year in Sweden Written response 

Female, 33 years old 1 year 8 Months in Sweden Written response 

Man, 25 years old 1 year 9 Months in Sweden Written response 

Female, 21 years old 14 Months in Sweden Written response 

Female, 21 years old 2 years in Sweden Written response 

Female , 45 years old 2 years in Sweden Written response 

Male, 17 years old 3 years in Sweden Written response 

Female, 31 years old 8 month in Sweden Written response 

Male, 17 years old 3 years in Sweden Written response 

Male, 46 years old 4 years in Sweden Written response 

Female, 24 years old 8 month in Sweden Written response 

Female, 28 years old 6 month in Sweden Written response 

 

Table 1 – List of research participants. 

 

3.3 Ethical Considerations  

Authors like Wiebel (1990) argue that disadvantaged populations are not necessarily hidden. This proves 

to be true also in this study: despite initially identifying the population was not easy, the snowball 

sampling and the option of having written responses have reduced the fear of engaging in a research 

amongst the participants. When conducting the interviews, the protocols were explained and 

permissions were asked for recording. Some interviewees were not comfortable with being recorded and 

one interview was discontinued at the request of the interviewee.  

 

3.4 Data Analysis    

In the data analysis, the interviews and written responses were transcribed and translated in English. A 

final document of over 11,000 words was created and the data analysis was done in two levels. To find 
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themes, the analysis began by highlighting and counting similar phrases, verbs and sentences used by 

participants that indicate their level of awareness, technology adoption and everyday information 

practices. Additionally, participants were asked to do a fact-finding and problem solving activity. The 

aim was to observe how they would strategize and seek information, how they would select search 

systems, how they would improvise in constructing search queries and use keywords, and, finally, to test 

their ability to validate search results. 

In the second level of analysis, these results were compared to the performance of a control group, which 

consisted of 30 Swedish university students. This control group was selected since they are expected to 

perform well in digital tasks. 

4. FINDINGS 

4.1. Motivational access to using digital technology 

 

To understand which factors, motivate refugees and asylum seekers to use internet, participants were 

asked to express their point of view on the benefits of using internet. Despite they had a generally 

positive attitude towards technologies and considered them to be useful tools, entertainment and 

recreational purposes were the main reasons they used the internet for. Similarly, some participants 

thought that the usefulness of digital medias was only limited to enabling communication. In their daily 

routine, only few interviewees considered such tools for educational purposes or for increasing their 

productivity in their daily activities. Similarly, most the respondents did not believe that there could be 

psychological side effects, including addiction, arising from the misuse of internet. When interviewed on 

these issues, some of their responses were:  

 

“Internet är ett medel för Kommunikation mellan öst och väst… men om man använde för 

mycket så kan man skadar ögon”. 

"The Internet is a means of communication between East and West ... but if you use it too much 

you can hurt your eyes" (Female 25). 

 

“Jag använder internet för att söka information titta på film serie, prata med varandra på 

facebook”. 

"I use the Internet to search for information, look at film series, talk to each other on Facebook" 

(Male,15) 

 

“Internet är viktigaste för mig därför att jag bör bort från min släkten så jag kontakt med dem 

via Skype, WhatsApp. Ibland använder jag mycket och jag slösade mycket tid”. 

"The Internet is important to me because I am away from my family, so I contact them via 

Skype, WhatsApp, but sometimes I use it a lot and I waste much time ". 
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“I often look at Arabic and Indian movies” (Female, 15). 

 

“Sometimes I use Google for learning Swedish online. But, as I play football and wrestling, I 

mostly watch these types of videos” (Male,23). 

 

“Mostly I use the internet for listening to the music and I like different kinds of music. However, 

we can use the internet for a lot of things but I’m not sure about the disadvantages” (Male,18). 

 

Even those who believed that digital devices could be used for educational purposes considered only the 

possibility of translating words and phrases into Swedish language: 

 

“Internet är sätt för går livet mer lättare. Jag kan använda Google translate och det är verktyg 

för kontakt”. 

"The Internet is a way for making life easier. I can use Google Translate and there are 

programs for contacting (to stay connected)” (Male, 25). 

 

“Jag studerar därför jag använder internet (Google translate) för lexin”. 

"I study; therefore, I use the internet (Google Translate) as a dictionary"(Male , 18) 

 

The participants of the study indicated that they had access to various digital devices both in their houses 

and at their schools. To those who want to use PCs, the school provides them with individual access to a 

laptop computer. A teacher explains: 

 

“Det är flera elever som frågar om de får ha datorn när de har slutat på skolan. Men de får inte 

ha dator när du slutar på skolan, eller har paus. Man ska lämna tillbaka datorn när  sluta eller 

har paus från skolan. Vi sa “om du behöver köp en billig dator kan du gå till returbutik på ICA 

Maxi” (Teacher). 

 

“There are several students who come and ask us to keep the computers with them, even after 

the school semester is over or when they have a school break. But, we do not allow that! So we 

tell them they can buy used computer in shops” (Teacher).  

 

Similarly, another language teacher explains what happens in a classroom setting:   

 

“In my class, I tell them […] ‘maybe for 30 Minutes we study and we don’t use computer, 

telephone or anything else.  Just use paper and books, like in a classic classroom. Maybe in 3o 

Minutes, we use computers for this thing (for a computer aided learning activity)’. […].  I think 
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this is good because, I think if they have computer all the time, they will use it productively for 

20 Minutes and later they will go into Facebook or play video games and this is not effective for 

my class” (Teacher).  

 

However, outside of the classroom setting, having privacy has considered of major importance when 

using the internet, as many of the respondents indicated:  

 

“Jag vill vara i mitt rum därför att det är bekväm plats för mig jag kan gör allting med 

hemlig”.  

"I want to be in my room because it is a comfortable place for me, I can do everything in secret" 

(Female,27). 

 

“Igen stör mig och jag kan fokusera på vad jag gör.” 

"Nobody bothers me and I can focus on what I do” (Female,32). 

 

“Jag använder internet på hemma, Därför att jag inte gillar och använder internet när jag är 

med mina kompisar”. 

"I use the internet at home because I do not like to use the Internet when I am with my friends" 

(Male,25). 

 

Others underlined that internet connection enables communication without the cons of expensive 

mobile data charges. 

 

“Jag har wifi i hemma och det lätt att använda internet fri och med qualitat.” 

"Since I have wifi at home and it is easy to use, I can have internet free of charge and with 

quality" (Female, 21). 

 

 

4.2. Internet Search skills  

 

Study participants were also asked how they acquired information on their social needs, such as 

organizing their social activities or acquiring information regarding common public services. Many of the 

participants stated that people were their primary source of information regarding social gatherings, 

news, events and access to important public services.  

Specifically, 40% of the respondents declared that most of their information came in the form of direct 

oral communication from other people, 30% identified phone calls and text messages as main sources of 

information, and only 20% of the interviewees reported that social medias were their primary way to get 

information on news and social events. 
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Having identified the different types of information sources, participants were asked to carry out an 

online fact-finding activity. The purpose of this question was to understand whether participants were 

able to choose a valid search system, be able to construct search queries and evaluate the result that was 

provided to them. Thus, participants were shown the image below and were asked how one can lookup 

information about the bridge portrayed such as the name and its location. 

 

 

Fig. 2.  Sample image (The Golden Gate Bridge). 

 

Some of the responses reported were: 

“Jag vet inte.”   

“I do not know” (11 respondents).  

 

“Jag skriva stor bron på Google” 

 “I write big bridge on Google (search)” (Male, 23). 

 

“Titta på information på google och söka på google map och välja liknande foto”.  

“Look up Google and search on Google Map and find similar pictures”. 

 

“Jag kan skapa en sida och fråga folket i internet du kan ligga att den på instagram eller 

facebook”.   

“I can create a website (i.e. post on social media) and ask the people on the internet. It can be it 

on Instagram or Facebook” (Female, 15). 

 

“Den bron ligger nära på kramförs.” 

“This bridge is found in Kramförs (a place close to Umeå) (Female, 33). 

 

“Vi kan söka på google att olika bron i världen. Då man få titta på många olika bilderna på 

bron och tänka så mycket att vilken bild som likande med den här bilden då stor på under eller 

över bilden lands namn eller områdesnamn”.  

“We can search on Google for different bridges in the world. When you get to watch many 

different pictures of the bridge and think a lot about the picture (....) you can find its name or 

where it is located” (Male, 31). 
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“Google på hela bro i världen.” 

“Google all bridges in the world” (Male, 18). 

 

“Jag kan bläddra den bilder i google.”   

“I can upload the image in Google Image search” (Female, 21). 

 

“Kanske ligger information redan på dator” (Female , 45). 

“Perhaps, the information (name and location of the bridge) is already in the computer” 

(Female, 21). 

 

“Jag ska titta på internet och google map”.  

"I'll look to Google Map" (Female, 31). 

 

“Jag ska använda min mobiltelefon och söka på Google eller Youtube om namnet på bron där 

bron ligger.”  

I can use my mobile phone and search Google or YouTube for the name of the bridge and where 

the bridge is located" (Female, 24). 

 

“Kopiera den här bilden och klistra in på Google och söka där.”  

"I copy this image and paste it into Google search" (Female, 32). 

 

“I think this bridge is in Denmark and I saw this bridge and some people have said it is in 

Denmark” (Male, 23). 

 

From the results, we can see that a third (11/31) of the participants in the asylum seekers group did not 

know how to find strategic information on the web. Moreover, they were unaware that this type of fact-

finding activity could be done online. Only six people out of 31 were able to suggest meaningful search 

terms which were likely to result in valid search outcomes, while the rest provided inconclusive answers.   

On the contrary, in the Swedish student control group, twenty-three students (23/30) suggested that this 

information could easily be found online.  

In general, the differences between the control group and asylum seekers can be summarized as follows. 

Asylum seekers lacked the techniques to improvise queries and despaired of their abilities to find this 

information. On the other hand, Swedish students were more self-confident and focused on being 

efficient and verifying the facts. 
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4.3 Strategic Use 

Strategic internet skills refer to the capacity to use the internet as a means of reaching particular goals.  

In this regard, participants were asked to assume to perform a goal-oriented activity online. In 

particular, they were asked to imagine themselves buying tickets online or clothes and were asked how 

they could strategize in situations that may require them to find the cheapest price online or the best 

quality for the products they want to purchase.  Some of the responses were: 

 

“Jag brukar inte köpa på internet men jag tänker att du många välja som är kända”. 

"I usually do not buy on the internet but I think that many people know how to do it” (Female, 

28). 

 

“I go to media market (an electronic shop) if I want to buy something. I go directly and ask for 

the price and he will say 100 or something. It may be cheaper to go on internet and see if there 

is a cheaper price but you also need a card (a discount/membership card).  I don't really 

remember the name (of the card) but you have to buy this card before you go to a shop” (Male, 

22). 

 

“It is very difficult if I want to buy a sweater. I ask a person: ‘can I have a discount?’ If he says 

no, I can ask the boss, and If I want to buy a ticket, I will just go to town to the train station” 

(Male, 18). 

 

“För att köpa någonting den billigaste jag ska kolla på rea. om jag vill köpa bäst kvalitet så jag 

ska kolla med brand namn.” 

“To buy the cheapest thing I'll check what is on sale. If I want to buy the best quality,  I'll check 

the brand names” (Female, 27). 

 

“Jag tycker man kan hitta massor billigaste på internet, men jag är osäkert på när jag ska köpa 

bästa kvalitet på internet. Jag tyckte när jag ska köpa bästa kvalitet kan jag gå till affär.”  

"I think you can find a lot of cheap prices on the internet, but I think it is unsafe to find and buy 

good quality products on the Internet. When I have to buy the best quality items, I think I can 

go to the store" (Female, 45). 

 

“Kanske, du kan skriva billigaste priserna i Google eller Yahoo?”  

“Perhaps, one can write “cheapest price” on Google or Yahoo websites?” (Male, 33). 

 

For many study participants, making strategic decisions with the aid of digital technologies has proven 

very difficult, not only because of poor digital skills, but partly also because these activities may require 
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access to financial resources. To mitigate this challenge some declared to rely on a third person to 

accomplish their errands: 

 

“I don't know about this. Because I do it with a ‘Godman’ and he shops for me. ‘Godman’ is like a 

father and he help us with buying things” (Male, 18). 

 

 

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  

 

The aim of this research was to understand how asylum seekers in Umeå, Sweden, adopt and use digital 

technologies, and to find out which digital competencies they have. The research contends that migrating 

to a highly-digitalized society can present numerous challenges to newcomers, since various resources 

are available only in digital forms. Minority groups, such as asylum seekers, may not be aware of these 

resources or lack the necessary skills to access them, which leaves them to be socially excluded. 

Additionally, this problem has negative repercussions on public organizations because it increases 

coordination costs and leads to poor quality of services and even workflows disruption. This study 

addressed these issues, by showing some of the challenges that asylum seekers face in an information 

driven society. Most importantly, the paper highlights the need for strategic IT initiatives for the digital 

inclusion of asylum seekers and refugees in Sweden. 

Thus, based on the analysis presented above, this thesis makes three distinct conclusions. First, it 

contributes to studies in IS concerning social inclusion by suggesting a better way to conceptualize 

digital divide, particularly within highly information driven societies. I suggest that digital divide be the 

situation in which people enjoy the communication aspects of digital technologies, but do not possess the 

awareness and the skills to use technology for productive uses or for enhancing their social condition. 

Moreover, this paper has highlighted that digital divide cannot be simplified merely as not having access 

to technologies. On the contrary, different demographic, socioeconomic and psychological factors, 

influence the use of the internet. Understanding that digital divide is not a binary process – a person 

either uses the internet or not – is of utmost importance, as the increasing availability of technologies in 

information societies create the illusion that digital inequalities are disappearing. Similar studies 

Ferlander and Timms (2006) show that public investments that aim only to increase technology access 

usually do not achieve their goals, and it is particularly difficult to measure the real impact on people’s 

lives, as seen in the case of migrant communities in Stockholm’s suburbs. 

Secondly, this paper wants to contribute to the studies to IT management and towards the national IT 

strategies of Sweden, with a focus on addressing the needs of new minority groups. So far, it is evident 

that the Swedish ICT policy has had much success in the past 20 years. However, this national strategy 

has not yet considered that recent international migrations have brought many digitally divided people 

into the country. In Sweden, public-sector services are designed for people that are digitally competent 
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and, therefore, they are too advanced and inaccessible for many people. Given the urgency of the 

situation, adjusting public services to the needs of these new inhabitants can be beneficial for their 

successful social inclusion. 

Finally, this paper provides some suggestions to the Umeå municipality for engaging and educating these 

groups to become more digitally competent. In this research, it is shown that refugees and asylum 

seekers have shown positive attitude towards technologies and to some extent are aware of the 

opportunities they offer. Moreover, many have pointed out that their digital technology use and 

experience has intensified remarkably after they moved to Sweden. However, despite of a positive 

attitude towards the adoption of digital technologies, they perceived digital tools primarily for 

entertainment purposes, or at best for communication.  Strategic digital skills – the abilities of using 

computer and digital tools to achieve strategic goals were not observed in this research group. As these 

skills are vital for successful social inclusion, this research recommends that the Umeå municipality and 

concerned authorities should concentrate their effort on educating new migrants in these areas.   

 

6. LIMITATIONS  

Although the research has achieved the aim of understanding the digital challenges of refugees and 

asylum seekers, the study faced some limitations. These include language barriers, fear to participate in a 

research and scepticism from some authorities who work with minority groups. Because participants felt 

anxious about being interviewed, most responses tend to be short, undescriptive and controlled. To some 

extent, multiple data collection has alleviated this issue because participants felt more secure having 

their own friends as translators and providing a written response instead of an interview.  

Similarly, there are some considerations with regards to the analytical implications in the study. Using a 

practice interpretive lens can offer both limitations and flexibility to a research. The fact that practice is 

socially and contextually oriented allows for flexibility towards studying information literacy. However, a 

practice lens does not provide a coherent approach or a theory on how to conduct the research. This 

means, there cannot be a “standard” approach to study information literacy (Moring and Lloyd, 2013). 

Finally, the fact-finding activity was particularly challenging for the asylum seeker group. A better 

approach could have been to provide alternatives options to the sample image, and then see if 

participants would come up with better suggestions. A study that addresses these factors could help with 

the shortcomings of this study. 

 

 

 

 



 

19 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS: 

I would like to thank my supervisor Lars Öbrand (Phd) for his patience and support. 

I would like to thank Mrs. Anna Nordstrom for helping me get in touch with study participants.  

 

 



 

20 

 

REFERENCES   

Adya, M., & Kaiser, K. M. (2006). Factors influencing girls' choice of information technology careers. 

Encyclopedia of gender and information technology, 1, pp. 283. 

 

Alam, K. & Imran, S. (2015). The digital divide and social inclusion among refugee migrants. 

Information Technology & People, 28(2), 344-365. http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/itp-04-2014-0083 

 

Andrade, A. D., & Doolin, B. (2016). Information and communication technology and the social inclusion 

of refugees. Mis Quarterly, 40(2), 404-406. 

 

Andren, S. &  Staffan A. (2016). "Migrationsverket Lägger Ner Kritiserad Kundtjänst - Nyheter (Ekot)". 

Sverigesradio.se. N.p., 2016. Web. 22 Oct. 2016. 

 

Baranoff, J., Gonzales, R., Liu, J., Yang, H., & Zheng, J. (2015). Lantern. Proceedings Of The 33Rd 

Annual ACM Conference Extended Abstracts On Human Factors In Computing Systems - CHI EA '15. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2702613.2726950 Pp. 11-12 

 

Brynjolfsson, E. & McAfee, A. (2014). The second machine age. New York: W. W. Norton & Company. 

Pp. 29-34 

 

Byström, K., Cavanagh, M., Heinström, J., Wildemuth, B. M., & Erdelez, S. (2013). What difference does 

a theoretical lens make in conducting a study of human information interactions? Panel presented at the 

2013 annual meeting of the association for information science & technology (ASIS&T). Proceedings of 

the American Society for Information Science and Technology, 50(1), 1-5. 

 

Burchardt, T., Le Grand, J. and Piachaud, D. (1999), “Social exclusion in Britain 1991-1995”, 

Social Policy & Administration , Vol. 33 No. 3, pp. 229. 

 

Castells, M., & Cardoso, G. (Eds.). (2006). The network society: From knowledge to policy (pp. 3-23). 

Center for Transatlantic Relations, Paul H. Nitze School of Advanced International Studies, Johns 

Hopkins University.  

 

Cooper, J. (2006). The digital divide: The special case of gender. Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 

22 , 320–334 

 

Correa, T., Hinsley, A. W., & De Zuniga, H. G. (2010). Who interacts on the Web?: The intersection of 

users’ personality and social media use. Computers in Human Behavior, 26(2), 247-249. 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/itp-04-2014-0083
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2702613.2726950


 

21 

 

Cushman, M. and McLean, R. (2008). Exclusion, inclusion and changing the face of information systems 

research. Information Technology & People, 21(3), pp.213-221. 

 

Digitaliseringskommissionen (2014). Digitalisation Commission. [online] Available at: 

https://digitaliseringskommissionen.se/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/Summary-report-ICT-schools-

March-2014.pdf [Accessed 26 May 2016]. 

 

Eastin, M. S. and LaRose, R. (2000), Internet Self-Efficacy and the Psychology of the Digital Divide. 

Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 6: 0. doi:10.1111/j.1083-6101.2000.tb00110.x 

 

Esban (2010).  ICT Adoption and newly arrived Refugees in Falun, Sweden 2010. Pp. 38 

 

Ferlander, S. and Timms, D. (2006). Bridging the dual digital divide: A Local Net and an IT-Café in 

Sweden. Information, Communication & Society, 9(2), pp.137-159 

 

Findahl, O. & Davidsson, P. (2015). Svenskarna och internet. Retrieved 30 August 2016, from 

https://www.iis.se/docs/Svenskarna_och_internet_2015.pdf  [Accessed 30 August 2016]. 

 

Hargittai, E. (2002). Second-Level Digital Divide: Differences in People's Online Skills. First Monday, 

7(4). http://dx.doi.org/10.5210/fm.v7i4.942 

 

Hargittai, E. & Hsieh, Y.P. (2013). Digital Inequality. In Oxford Handbook of Internet Studies. Edited by 

William H. Dutton. Oxford University Press. 129-150 

 

Hargittai, E., & Hinnant, A. (2008). Digital inequality differences in young adults' use of the 

Internet. Communication Research, 35(5), 602-621. 

 

Helsper, E. (2014). Harnessing ICT for social action: a digital volunteering programme. European 

Commission, Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion. 

Howard, P. N., Rainie, L., & Jones, S. (2001). Days and nights on the internet: The impact of diffusing 

technology. American behavioral scientist, 45(3), 383-404. 

 

Jackson, L. A., Zhao, Y., Kolenic III, A., Fitzgerald, H. E., Harold, R., & Von Eye, A. (2008). Race, gender, 

and information technology use: the new digital divide. CyberPsychology & Behavior, 11(4), 437-442. 

 

Johnson, B. (2012). Gigaom | Dutch top Euro broadband table, but things are slowing. [online] 

Gigaom.com. Available at: https://gigaom.com/2012/04/30/dutch-top-euro-broadband-table-but-

things-are-slowing/ [Accessed 2 Jun. 2016]. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.5210/fm.v7i4.942


 

22 

 

 

Kietzmann, J., Hermkens, K., McCarthy, I. and Silvestre, B. (2011). Social media? Get serious! 

Understanding the functional building blocks of social media. Business Horizons, 54(3), pp.241-251. 

 

Kaplan, A. and Haenlein, M. (2010). Users of the world, unite! The challenges and opportunities of 

Social Media. Business Horizons, 53(1), pp.59-68. 

 

Koch, S. C., Müller, S. M., & Sieverding, M. (2008). Women and computers. Effects of stereotype threat 

on attribution of failure. Computers & Education, 51(4), 1795-1803. 

 

Limberg, L., Sundin, O., & Talja, S. (2013). Three theoretical perspectives on information literacy. 

Human IT: Journal for Information Technology Studies as a Human Science, 11(2). Pp.96-99 

 

Migrationsverket (2016).  Statistics - Swedish Migration Agency. [online] Available at:  

http://www.migrationsverket.se/English/About-the-Migration-Agency/Facts-and-statistics-

/Statistics.html [Accessed 24 May 2016]. 

 

Moring, C.,  Lloyd. A (2013)  Analytical implications of using practice theory in workplace information 

literacy research. Research-An International Electronic Journal, 2013 Sep, Vol.18(3) 

 

Mueller, M. (1999). Digital Convergence and its Consequences. Javnost - The Public, 6(3), pp.11-27. 

 

Regeringskansliet (2015). Measures to tackle the refugee crisis. [online] Available at: 

http://www.government.se/information-material/2015/10/measures-to-tackle-the-refugee-crisis/ 

[Accessed 24 August 2016]. 

 

Nylén, D. (2015). Digital Innovation and Changing Identities. Swedish Center for Digital Innovation, 

Department of Informatics, Umea University, Umea, Sweden. Pp. 22 

 

Ritchie, J., Lewis, J., Nicholls, C. M., & Ormston, R. (Eds.). (2013). Qualitative research practice: A guide 

for social science students and researchers. Sage. pp. 24-30 

 

Rojas, V., Straubhaar, J., Roychowdhury, D. and Okur, O. (2004). Communities, cultural capital and the 

digital divide. In E. Bucy and J. Newhagen (Eds.), Media access: Social and psychological dimensions of 

new technology use. London: LEA, 107–130. 

 

Samuelsson, U. (2010). ICT use among 13‐year‐old Swedish children. Learning, Media and Technology, 

35(1), pp.15-30 



 

23 

 

 

Savolainen, R. (2008). Everyday information practices: a social phenomenological perspective. Lanham, 

Maryland: The Scarecrow Press   Pp. 49-50 

 

Silove, D., Steel, Z., & Watters, C. (2000). Policies of deterrence and the mental health of asylum seekers. 

Jama, 284(5), 604-611. 

 

Schultze, U. and Orlikowski, W. (2010). Research Commentary—Virtual Worlds: A Performative 

Perspective on Globally Distributed, Immersive Work. Information Systems Research, 21(4), pp.810-

821. 

 

Sciencenordic (2013). Swedes’ views on immigration get more polarised. [online] Available at: 

http://sciencenordic.com/swedes%E2%80%99-views-immigration-get-more-polarised [Accessed 30 

August 2016]. 

 

Statistiska Centralbyrån. (2016). Share of persons who have access to the Internet at home. [online] 

Available at: http://www.scb.se/en_/Finding-statistics/Statistics-by-subject-area/Living-

conditions/Living-conditions/ICT-usage-in-households/Aktuell-Pong/15276/281490/ [Accessed 26 

May ] 

 

Teo, T., Lim, V. and Lai, R. (1999). Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation in Internet usage.Omega, 27(1), 

pp.25-37. 

Tichenor, P. J., Donohue, G. A., & Olien, C. N. (1970). Mass media flow and differential growth in 

knowledge. Public opinion quarterly, 34(2), 159-170.  

 

Thelocal (2016). 'Swedish media barely reaches 5% of the 160,000 refugees who arrived last year'. 

[online] Available at:  https://www.thelocal.se/voices/view/swedish-media-barely-reaches-5-of-the-

160000-refugees-who-arrived-last-year [Accessed 21 Oct. 2016]. 

 

Tolbert, C. J., & Mossberger, K. (2006). The effects of e‐government on trust and confidence in 

government. Public administration review, 66(3), 354-369. 

 

Trauth, E. M., & Howcroft, D. (2006). Social inclusion and the information systems field: Why now?. In 

Social inclusion: Societal and organizational implications for information systems (pp. 3-12). Springer 

US. 

 

UNHCR (2016) "UNHCR Syria Regional Refugee Response". UNHCR Syria Regional Refugee Response. 

N.p., 2016. Web. 23 May 2016. 



 

24 

 

 

Van Dijk, J. (2006). Digital divide research, achievements and shortcomings. Poetics, 34 (4-5), Pp. 221-

235. 

 

Venkatesh, V., & Davis, F. D. (2000). A theoretical extension of the technology acceptance model: Four 

longitudinal field studies. Management science, 46(2), 186-204. 

 

Wiebel, W. (1990). The collection and interpretation of data from hidden populations. US Department 

of Health and Human Services, Public Health Service, Alcohol, Drug Abuse, and Mental Health 

Administration, National Institute on Drug Abuse. Pp. 31 - 37 

 

Xu, Y., Maitland, C., & Tomaszewski, B. (2015, May). Promoting participatory community building in 

refugee camps with mapping technology. In Proceedings of the Seventh International Conference on 

Information and Communication Technologies and Development (p. 67). ACM.  pp. 11-12  

 

Appendix 1 

Q.1 Can you tell me about yourself (Name, age and where you came from)?  

Q.2 Can you tell me how a typical day for you look like for you (what do you do every day)? 

Q.3 Where do you use Internet often? 

Q.3a Which devices would you prefer to use when you are at home and outside home? 

Q.4   Can you tell me when you first learned to use Internet?  

Q.5 How often do you use the internet;  

Q.6 How do you get your news information?  

Q6a. What kind of information do you find interesting to search for when you are on internet? 

Q.7. Tell me about your friends. Where/how did you meet your friends? 

Q. 8 In your view, what do you think is the most important benefit of using Internet? 

 Q.9. which apps do u have on your phone? 

Q.10. Could you tell me or (demonstrate) how you find information about your health if you got sick? 

Q.11. Could you tell me or (demonstrate) how you can find information if you want to where to find social 

event in your city? 

Q.12. Imagine you wanted to buy something online ( eg. cloth , computer , ticket etc.. ) Could you tell me 

or (demonstrate), how you can find the best price for the items you want to purchase? 
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