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ABSTRACT

Increasingly, technologies are being designed to support
refugees. While HCI research has explored several aspects of
refugee experiences, the importance of embedding the
principle of dignity within technological designs is yet to be
explored. In this paper we focus on the theme of dignity that
was a prominent theme across three research projects we
conducted with Syrian refugee communities in Lebanon. We
show that the experiences of refugee participants are
characterised by a loss of dignity, as well as by attempts to
maintain dignity that may be mediated by technology. By
highlighting the value given to dignity by our participants we
emphasise the need for designers and HCI researchers to
consider how technologies may create a space in which
dignity is maintained and dignified interaction may take place.
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1 Introduction

The use of digital technologies within humanitarian contexts
has been posited to be “key to the development of solutions to
humanitarian problems” [15] as it transforms how aid is being
provided. We have witnessed the establishment of innovation
groups within humanitarian and development aid
organizations [18,29], as well as an increasing interest in
designing technologies for refugees among Human-Computer
Interaction (HCD researchers and technology
designers[1,24,28]. While the positive potential of
humanitarian technologies has dominated most of the
discussions within digital humanitarianism, there has been a
call for a critical inquiry that examines how humanitarian
technologies may shift relationships between aid
organizations and their beneficiaries [20]. Academics have
highlighted the need to embed values in humanitarian
technologies that move away from consumer centered design
of digital services and account for socio-cultural and political
environments in which humanitarian technologies would be
deployed [19,20]. Several scholars have responded to this call
for critical reflections on the role of technologies in
humanitarian response by discussing how best to embed
humanitarian principles within the design, development and
deployment of humanitarian technologies [10]. However, such
academic rhetoric [10,19,20] has been situated in designing
technologies from the perspective of humanitarian
organizations rather than the perspective of refugees
themselves.

HCI research has focused on designing technologies that
account for the challenges refugees face when they become
refugees and as they transition into new host communities
[2,4,11,12,14]. Al Mohammad & Vyas [2-4] highlighted that
refugee experiences in Australia are characterized by social
isolation, cultural barriers, mistrust, displacement trauma and
shame when requesting help. Additionally, studies have
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reported information deficit being a major challenge
experienced by refugees as they journey to new countries
[12,21]. Coles-Kemp et al [11] recount how refugees and
asylum seekers feel a constant pressure to remain connected,
often via mobile phones, to their previous lives and their new
environments in order to cope with their new contexts. Design
workshops in Za’atari camp in Jordan identified that refugee
youth hope that technologies may aid in countering challenges
they are experiencing such as inaccessible schooling [13].
Experiences of loss of dignity and attempts to maintain dignity
by refugees are still yet to be explored within HCI literature.
However, the value of dignity was a main theme that emerged
from data collected from three research engagements with
Syrian refugee communities. We highlight the value that
refugees place on maintaining dignity and how that can be
mediated through technology. Consequently, we call for
technology designers and HCI researchers to reflect on how
dignity may be embedded in humanitarian technologies. For
this paper we rely on Formosa and Mackenzies’ definitions of
dignity [15]. Dignity can be defined as status dignity and
achievement dignity where status dignity refers to “the respect
worthy status of a person” and achievement dignity to “acting
in a dignified way or to be in a dignified state” [15].

2 Methods

The findings of this paper are a result of engagements with
Syrian refugee women residing in informal settlements in
rural Lebanon as part of three research projects (n= 87). The
first two studies [26,27] explored refugee experiences in
accessing healthcare services through engaging with five
Syrian refugee communities through focus groups (n=59,
P1..P59) and the subsequent piloting and evaluation of a
technology that aimed to improve access to healthcare with
one of the refugee communities (n=15, P60...P75). Piloting
and evaluating the technology entailed nine focus groups. The
third study aimed to explore refugee experiences of food
insecurity and the role of technologies in improving
household food security (n=13, P76..P87) with another
refugee community. In the third study participants engaged in
five design engagements in which participants constructed
narratives of coping with food insecurity and documented
their experiences through the co-creation of a booklet. We
have provided more detailed accounts of the methods and the
findings in [25-27]. Audio recordings from all the
engagements and focus groups were transcribed and
thematically analyzed [6,7] by the first author who is fluent in
Arabic, the language in which this research was conducted.
Throughout our engagements with participants in co-
designing and evaluating digital health technologies, the
themes of loss of dignity and attempts to maintain dignity
were emergent across the dataset as a whole, when the data
was thematically analysed [6,7]. It is the prominence of these
themes within our data that has motivated us to unpack them
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in this paper and call for HCI researchers and technology
designers to consider how dignity may be embedded in
technologies.

3 Findings

Our findings reflect on how dignity is lost upon becoming a
refugee and how this loss of dignity is experienced in day-to-
day interactions. Additionally, we highlight the value that
refugee participants placed on dignity and how technology
may mediate and facilitate the maintaining of dignity.

3.1 Loss of Dignity Upon Becoming a Refugee

Participants from all three case studies described their
experiences of becoming refugees to be intimately tied with a
loss of dignity, “We had everything, our homes were great and
we lived with dignity. Why did this happen to us?” [P78]. They
attributed this loss of status dignity as being linked to their
label of being refugees:

“Syrians [refugees] are being insulted every day” [P10]

“We wish that the people in the village [where she lives] were
more understanding...and didn’t think that since we are from a
war stricken country that means we are uncultured” [P80]

3.2 Loss of Dignity as Experienced in Day-to-
Day Interactions

Participants described several day-to-day interactions that cut
across multiple services they were accessing that they
described to be undignified, and that reflected a loss of
achievement dignity. When providing an account of accessing a
hospital one participant, P10, said, “this is not how you treat
people. Let me be Syrian or whatever this [the way she was
treated at the hospital] was not respectful” while another
described treatment at clinics to be inhumane. Participants
expressed skepticism that communication with healthcare
providers mediated through technologies might allow for
more dignified communication with healthcare providers.
They considered that technologically mediated
communication would simply mimic their current undignified
experiences. Experiences of embarrassment were also
reflected on by participants as they recounted narratives of
coping with food insecurity. Participants indicated that before
becoming refugees they did not have to budget for buying
food and found the experience of having to return food items
at the till of the grocery store if the bill exceeds their budget to
be embarrassing.

“I am too embarrassed to tell him [the shop owner] ‘don’t give
me the whole pack of stock cubes I just want two cubes” [P87]

Participants indicated that accessing prices of grocery items
online beforehand would allow them to avoid such
experiences, in shops where the prices of items are not
publicly displayed.
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3.3 Value in Maintaining Dignity

Participants from across the studies continuously reflected on
the difficult decisions they are making in order to maintain
achievement dignity. Participants living in an informal
settlement made up of unfinished apartment buildings said
that they made the choice to pay more rent in order to
maintain elements of their previous dignified lives for
themselves and for their families.

“we would rather have less food for our children than live like
that [in tents]” [P81]

Another participant recounted how despite being food
insecure she spends money buying her children clothing in
order to look presentable, “it is important that my children
leave the house looking presentable, I don’t want people to pity
us”. Similarly, women echoed the importance of ensuring that
their children do not feel that they are food insecure and are
refugees.

“My children know that we cannot always buy them what they
want, but I never tell them it is because we are refugees” [P77]

“We give the children a bit of money, to buy snacks at school so
that they don'’t feel like they are different from the other
children” [P60]

Participants often sought out specific service providers based
on their reputation for providing dignified treatment. One
participant indicated that she is paying for transportation, at
the expense of other financial needs, to go to a dental clinic in
another town because the nurses there “treat us [Syrian
Refugees] much better than others [nurses]” [P76]. When
reflecting on interactions with shop owners where they
purchase food, participants indicated that prices and distance
of shops influence their choice of shops, but equally so does
whether the shop owner treats them in a respectful manner.
One participant explained, “Why should we benefit them [shop
owners that are disrespectful]” [P79]. When exploring how
technologies may facilitate their interactions with shop
owners, participants indicated that having shop ratings
available online that specifically reflect shop owners’
treatment of refugees would be essential.

4 Discussion

The value that refugee participants placed on maintaining
dignity resonates with economic development theories that
emphasize that within contexts of austerity, economic
development is inhibited if communities are unable to “realize
life with human dignity”[15,22]. The protracted nature of the
Syrian conflict places Syrian refugees in the humanitarian-
development nexus, making notions of dignity highlighted in
economic development ever more relevant. Our findings
indicate that our participants experience both a loss of status
dignity upon becoming refugees and achievement dignity as
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they interact with others in their new environment.
Participants recounted undignified experiences that cut across
several services they access to overcome their day-to-day
challenges. This indicates that while maintaining dignity may
be a challenge in itself, it is frequently experienced in parallel
with other challenges they face such as accessing food and
healthcare.

While loss of status dignity seems to be inherent in
participants’ status as refugees, our findings indicate that
technologies may play a role in maintaining achievement
dignity. Indeed information platforms have the potential to
help maintain dignity by reducing information asymmetry.
Indeed participants indicated that making available
information such as food prices and online ratings of other
refugees’ experiences with service providers may facilitate the
maintenance of dignity. In other contexts, technologies such
as FeedFinder [5,23], allow community members to share
experiences through geo-location ratings. Such tools may be
used by refugee communities to not only inform one another
of where respectful experiences can be found but also make
more visible their negative experiences that are characterized
by a loss of achievement dignity. However, participants also
expressed skepticism that technologies that facilitate
interactions with service providers can allow for achievement
dignity to be maintained. This stresses the need for HCI
researchers and technology designers to consider how we can
embed dignity within humanitarian technologies, where
embedding dignity means that maintaining dignity is an aim
that should be inherent in the designs of humanitarian
technologies and given great consideration when configuring
humanitarian technologies. In his reflection on the principles
of human-centered design, Buchanan recommends that
human dignity be put center stage from the onset of design
processes in order to ensure that technological designs
maintain and promote human dignity [8,9]. To do so in
refugee contexts entails critical reflection, by both designers
and participants, on how a technology may produce tangible
outcomes that would benefit refugee communities, such as
[14,26,31,32], and in addition mediate and facilitate ‘dignified
interactions’ through the provision of information or through
how they configure interactions. Design approaches such as
Interaction design [17], Experience Centered Design [30] and
Value Sensitive Design [16] , that bring forth refugee
perspectives in to the design of humanitarian technologies,
may surface experiences in which the maintenance of dignity
is required. Additionally, they may create a space where
refugee participants can explore how dignified interactions
with service providers might be configured and facilitated
through technologies.

5 Conclusion

Our paper calls for technology designers and HCI researchers
to consider how dignity may be embedded within
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technological designs. We show how refugee experiences are
characterized by a loss of dignity as well as the high value
refugee participants place on maintaining dignity. We
therefore call for HCI researchers and technology designers to
consider how dignity may be maintained through the
provision of information and technologically mediated
interactions.
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