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Abstract  

Mobile phones and smartphones have been hailed as instrumental in assisting migrants and 

refugees to make the perilous journey to Europe. Civil society groups and humanitarian 

agencies are responding by developing a plethora of technological aid initiatives to assist 

refugees and asylum-seekers - a phenomenon dubbed “ICT4Refugees”. However, without a 

sound understanding of smartphones enable people to be and do, such well-intended projects 

may fail. Within ICT4D the Capability Approach has become a popular conceptual tool for 

analysing and discussing the role of technology in improving the well-being of the poor and 

disadvantaged. Proponents argue it is not access to technology that matters; it is how people 

use it to enhance their capabilities and achieve valuable lives. Therefore, this thesis 

investigates how refugees in Rome, Italy, use smartphones to improve their well-being and 

whether, according to the Capability Approach, smartphones can expand refugees’ 

capabilities, choices and freedoms. The research is based on qualitative, semi-structured 

interviews with refugee guests and staff at a refugee centre in Rome, conducted in May 2016. 

Findings were analysed using an evaluative framework based on capability models created for 

ICT4D settings, which provided an ecological view of the different factors which influence 

smartphone use. Overall, the findings indicate that smartphones are critical to the 

psychological well-being of participants – “as important as water” for their survival - as they 

enable them to connect to friends and family conveniently and at little or no cost, providing 

they have access to the Internet. Frequent contact helps replenish participants’ resilience in an 

otherwise hostile environment. However, owning a smartphone has not improved the 

informational capabilities of all participants in this study. Thus, refugees may require support 

to develop the necessary digital and informational literacies needed to participate in an 

Information Society.  

Key words: Capabilities, refugees, ICTs, Italy, smartphones  



ii 
 

Acknowledgements 

This has been an exciting and inspirational journey. First and foremost I would like to thank the 

guests and staff at the Joel Nafuma Refugee Center (JNRC) in Rome. The experience of hearing 

participants’ stories was extremely powerful and moving. I feel indebted to them for taking the 

time to speak with me. I hope that this study does participants justice in reflecting their 

perspectives and that it may one day lead to better information and support for refugees 

everywhere. 

My thanks go to my supervisors, Dr Sharon McLennan and Dr Maria Borovnik, for their tireless 

energy and support (and gentle reminders to slow down when I was getting ahead of myself!).  

I am also grateful to my dear Aussie mate Rebecca, who set me on this path a year ago and 

told me I could do it. Thank you to Matthew and Eli for their patience, even when dinner time 

came and went, to Violet for cheering me on, and to my dear dad who agreed to edit this 

weighty tome. 

I dedicate this thesis to my late brother Paul, who embarked on a similar academic journey 

many years ago and who has been ever-present in my thoughts these past 12 months. 

 

He waka eke noa: We are all in the same canoe.  



iii 
 

Table of Contents 
Abstract ................................................................................................................................ i 

CHAPTER 1 Introduction ................................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Background .................................................................................................................... 1 

1.2 Research Aims, Questions and Approach ........................................................................ 2 

1.3 Rationale ........................................................................................................................ 4 

1.4 Defining Refugees ........................................................................................................... 6 

1.5 Thesis Outline ................................................................................................................. 8 

CHAPTER 2 Conceptual Framework: The Capable Refugee ..............................................................11 

2.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................11 

2.2 Freedoms and Well-being ..............................................................................................11 

2.3 Agency and Empowerment ............................................................................................13 

2.4 Technology as Freedom .................................................................................................14 

2.5 Summary .......................................................................................................................23 

CHAPTER 3 Literature Review: The Connected Refugee ..................................................................25 

3.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................25 

3.2 The Network Society......................................................................................................25 

3.3 The Culture of Bonds .....................................................................................................27 

3.4 Information for Survival .................................................................................................29 

3.5 Social Exclusion as an Information Problem ...................................................................30 

3.6 A Capabilities Approach to Social Inclusion ....................................................................35 

3.7 Summary .......................................................................................................................37 

CHAPTER 4 Context: “Unfreedoms” and Constraints .......................................................................39 

4.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................39 

4.2 Perilous Journeys ...........................................................................................................39 

4.3 Bureaucracy, Surveillance and Control ...........................................................................40 

4.4 Patchy Reception ...........................................................................................................42 

4.5 Work and Welfare .........................................................................................................43 

4.6 Irregular Migrants..........................................................................................................44 

4.7 Migration as Freedom? ..................................................................................................45 

4.8 Summary .......................................................................................................................45 

CHAPTER 5 Methodology: Researching a “Hidden” Group ..............................................................47 

5.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................47 

5.2 An Interpretivist Lens and a Qualitative Approach .........................................................47 



iv 
 

5.3 Data Collection ..............................................................................................................48 

5.4 Ethics.............................................................................................................................52 

5.5 Fieldwork Experience.....................................................................................................54 

5.6 Data Analysis .................................................................................................................55 

5.7 Limitations ....................................................................................................................55 

5.8 Summary .......................................................................................................................56 

CHAPTER 6 Findings: Stories of Connection and Disconnection .......................................................57 

6.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................57 

6.2 “The Way of Oblivion” ...................................................................................................58 

6.3 Have Smartphone, Will Travel........................................................................................64 

6.4 A Pocketful of Well-being ..............................................................................................65 

6.5 Information Gathering ...................................................................................................68 

6.6 Obstacles to Using Smartphones ...................................................................................72 

6.7 Summary .......................................................................................................................76 

CHAPTER 7 Discussion: What do Smartphones Enable Refugees to Be and Do? ..............................77 

7.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................77 

7.2 Well-being: Journey or Destination? ..............................................................................78 

7.3 Limited Opportunities ....................................................................................................82 

7.4 Asset-rich or Asset-Poor? ...............................................................................................84 

7.5 Informational Capabilities ..............................................................................................86 

7.6 Levers for Change ..........................................................................................................91 

7.7 Summary .......................................................................................................................95 

CHAPTER 8 Conclusions: Connected and Capable? ..........................................................................97 

8.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................97 

8.2 Smartphones and Well-being .........................................................................................98 

8.3 Smartphones, Capabilities, Choice and Freedoms ..........................................................99 

8.4 Implications of Findings ...............................................................................................101 

8.5 “Another Life”: My Personal Reflections ......................................................................104 

Appendices ....................................................................................................................................105 

Appendix 1: Question Guide ..............................................................................................105 

Appendix 2: Information Sheet ..........................................................................................107 

Appendix 3: Consent Form ................................................................................................109 

References .....................................................................................................................................111 

 



v 
 

 

List of Tables 

Table 1: Applications and granting of protection at first instance    42 
Table 2: Gender, nationality, age and length of stay of participants  50 

Table 3: Study participants       58 

 
 
List of Figures 

Figure 1: Kleine’s Choice Framework      16  

Figure 2: Gigler’s Alternative Evaluation Framework    20  

Figure 3: The Smartphone Evaluation Framework I    22 

Figure 4: Italy’s Asylum Procedure      41  

Figure 5: The Smartphone Evaluation Framework II    79  

    

Picture 

Cover: Refugees jubilant to be in Greece with Turkey behind them. Images like this one drew 
negative comment in news media in Europe in 2015. Reproduced with permission from Paul 
Donohoe of the International Rescue Committee, August 2015. 

 
List of Abbreviations 
 
AIDA  Asylum Information Database 
App  Application or software program  
ECRA  European Council on Refugees and Exiles 
IOM   International Organization for Migration 
ITU  International Telecommunications Union 
ICTs   Information and Communication Technologies 
ICT4D  Information and Communications Technology for Development  
ICT4Refugees Information and Communications Technology for Refugees 
JNRC   Joel Nafuma Refugee Center 
OHCRH  The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
SMS  Short Message Service or text message. 
UNDP  United Nations Development Programme 
UNHCR   United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
WiFi  Wireless internet network 
  




