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Informatics: Call for a New CSCW 
Research Area?  

 
 

Abstract 
This position paper seeks to propose an expansion of 
current research methods, terminology, and possibly 
even a new area of research within CSCW and HCI. We 
propose approaches to what we are terming: ‘Refugee 
& Forced Migration Informatics’. 
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Introduction 
My research interests lie in the interdisciplinary field of 
cross-cultural computing. This relatively new field 
explores areas such as; the exchange of cultural 
information, constructions of culturally relevant 
information resources, and core cultural qualities; 
within social computing spaces. I draw on literature, 
theories, and concepts from computer-mediated 
communication and my principal areas of focus are 
social signaling theory, refugee informatics, and ethics. 
Examples from my work include an exploratory 
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investigation of the impacts of grammatical gender on 
transgender Arabic and Hebrew speakers, and an 
ethnographic case study of an independent media 
project created by refugee youth in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territories. Currently with my advisor, Prof. 
David McDonald, we are using social signaling theory 
(SST) to unpack the production and consumption of 
cues and signals in social media by Arabic and English 
speakers. SST is a framework borrowed from 
theoretical biology which has been explored by other 
social computing researchers as a possible way to aid in 
more accurate sense-making in online spaces. We 
completed a pilot study which focused on using SST as 
a framework for understanding how, and to what 
degree, people see religiosity in Arabic and English 
Twitter texts. 

My goals are to advance theoretical understandings of 
cross-cultural interpersonal communication in 
computer-mediated contexts, particularly where 
marginalized populations experience sociotechnical 
barriers. I employ qualitative and quantitative research 
methods such as interviewing, ethnographic 
observation, survey, and exploratory data analysis 
techniques. My preference is to use participatory 
research design strategies whenever possible and I am 
greatly concerned with ethical commitments in 
research. The populations I work with most often are 
conflict refugees at either the earliest stages of 
movement, or in situations of long-term displacement. 
Within that population I am concerned with the 
assisting the well-being of further marginalised sub-
populations, principally LGBTQ peoples. 

 

Existing tensions in Our Research Community 
Historically the disciplines which informed the area of 
research variously referred to as ‘Refugee Studies’, 
‘Forced Migration Studies,’ or some combination of 
those terms, has been political science, policy studies, 
and anthropology (Black, 2001; Chimni, 2009; Shami 
1996). In the early 1980’s research cohesed primarily 
around the study of international aid organizations. 
Today refugee and forced migration studies has grown 
dramatically and is seen as a legitimate, 
interdisciplinary field of study; despite continuing 
quarrels about naming conventions (Black, 2001; 
Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2014). Perhaps not surprisingly the 
field is still driven by studies of policy, legal 
implementation, and practicalities associated with large 
population movements.  

Current figures from the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) report more than 
65 million people as having been forcibly displaced, a 
figure which includes refugees, both within and outside 
UNHCR mandate, internally displaced persons (IDP’s), 
and asylum seekers (UNHCR, 2016). In 2015 data an 
average of 24 individuals were forcibly displaced 
worldwide every minute (UNHCR, 2016).  

That this is a problem of critical, global importance is 
not a question. However, in the areas of CSCW and HCI 
research there has yet to be a common effort to bring 
together refugee related studies within an 
understanding of our broader disciplinary context.  

After carefully reviewing ACM literature I have found 
that while there are examples of research involving 
refugee populations without a disciplinary framing the 
work is diluted and disparate, often finding place more 



  

in Science, Technology, and Society (STS) or perhaps 
sociology related journals. Defining a new area within 
CSCW and HCI research could provide the needed 
methodological, ethical, and design structures for this 
important research. We propose: Refugee & Forced 
Migration Informatics. 

Why Informatics? 
The most commonly applied identifier for research 
involving refugees and technology is ‘refugee 
information systems’ which is strongly identified with a 
narrow design focus. Examples include: chip systems to 
monitor refugee movements, debit card systems for 
food distribution, and computation registry programs 
for government agencies. Refugee & Forced Migration 
Informatics promotes a broader understanding of 
refugee research in the CSCW community. Informatics 
can be defined as, "the interdisciplinary study of the 
design, application, use and impact of information 
technology. The discipline of informatics is based on the 
recognition that the design of this technology is not 
solely a technical matter, but must focus on the 
relationship between the technology and its use in real-
world settings” (Dourish, et al, 2008). An informatics 
lens easily accommodates a wider variety of research 
approaches than a design focused one with greater 
resiliency. 

Refugee Studies in HCI Literature: 
There is a an already growing body of work in CSCW 
which we can leverage to build a foundation for a 
Refugee & Forced Migration Informatics area. Much of 
this work has methodological, theoretical, and ethical 

issues. In 2016 a special interest group (SIG) on 
refugee was held at CHI in San Jose, CA. The SIG 
authors proposed that challenges HCI researchers could 
respond to included, “access to services; integration 
into host communities; and journeying to safety” 
(Talhouk, et al. 2016). In fact, after reviewing a set of 
publications catalogued in the ACM Digital Library we 
found that the bulk of HCI research can be coded into 
four broad categories which align with what the SIG 
authors suggest.  

Table 1 shows results and examples from a small 
qualitative coding study of ACM literature on refugees. 
Using only the term ‘refugee’ as a key in the ACM 
Digital Library a set of only 40 items were returned. Of 
those 40, seven were removed due to inapplicability or 
duplication. The remaining 33 items included journal 
articles, conference papers, and poster abstracts, from 
1999 - 2016, which were comprehensively reviewed 
and thematically coded using Atlas.ti. No items were 
cross coded. Of particular note few studies have 
addressed long term refugee and forced migration 
issues despite the reality that two-thirds of refugees 
and displaced persons wait for more than five years 
(Sigona, 2014) for redress, and some situations such 
as Afghanistan and Palestine have lasted for more than 
20 years (UNCHR, 2016; Shami, 1996; Triandafyllidou, 
2016). I am hoping that participation in the CSCW 2017 
workshop, ‘Reflections on Design for Underserved 
Populations’, will help me connect with like minded 
scholars where we may be able to decide the directions, 
framings and boundaries of work with underserved 
populations within our research communities. 



 

  Table 1 Coding table with 
example ACM paper 
references. The first column 
lists the codes we derived 
from the publications, 
followed by the final number 
of examples we placed in 
each coding cetegorey. The 
second column attempts to 
flesh out the code with an 
abbreviated description of the 
properties underlying the 
relationships, and a short list 
of concepts which was 
derived from ACM keywords, 
disciplines the authors drew 
upon, and other important  

 



 

It is my hope that participation in the CSCW 2017 
workshop, ‘Reflections on Design for Underserved 
Populations’, will help me connect with like minded 
scholars where we may be able to decide the directions, 
framings and boundaries of work with underserved 
populations within our research communities. 
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