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This paper will give an overview of how refugees’ technology use has previously been studied. It 
will further demonstrate how the recent Mind the Gap project funded by ACCAN is a pioneering 
piece of research that provides insight into a marginalised group of technology consumers about 
which little is known, and who are under-represented in studies of technology consumers.  

The Mind the Gap research project extends an earlier pilot study by the author (Leung, Finney 
Lamb, Emrys 2009) which examined asylum seekers’ and refugees’ uses of technology in situations 
of displacement, including refugee camps. It was also one of the first studies to explore technology 
access and use inside immigration detention centres. A key finding of the pilot study was the 
fundamental role of telephony in the lives of refugees and asylum seekers in sustaining precarious 
connections with family members and subsequently, their overall emotional wellbeing. This was the 
basis for focusing on the telecommunications landscape, products and services in Mind the Gap.  

What is known about refugees’ and their uses of technology?  
Transnational migrants’ uses of technology to sustain communication with members of their family 
and diaspora has been extensively investigated (Baldassar et al. 2007). This has included studies of 
their use of the Internet (Graham & Khosravi 2002; Karim 2003; Parham 2004; Bernal 2006), 
phone cards (Vertovec 2004; Wilding 2006) and mobile phones (Horst 2006). However, in such 
studies, availability, access and affordability are assumed and unproblematic. The type of migration 
examined in these studies is different to and arguably more advantaged than the forced migration of 
refugees. As a subgroup of transnational migrants, refugees do not have the same technology 
literacies as a result of experiencing war and conflict in their countries of origin, and displacement 
to intermediate countries. Yet there has been minimal consideration of the specific importance of 
technology to refugees.  

Similarly, studies of technology consumption has concentrated on groups other than refugees. For 
example, online diasporic networks have been analysed, although this has neglected refugees and 
been confined to a narrow socio-economic demographic. Studies have been restricted to those who 
are privileged in their capacity to become members of a diaspora through economic migration, such 
as those who study overseas and remain in the countries in which they were educated, working in 
the professions for which they have been highly trained (see Mitra 1997; Gajjala 1999; 
Mallapragada 2000; Melkote & Liu 2000). But unlike the circumstances of refugees, these are 
situations where there are choices in relation to available technologies, access is not a critical issue 
and, subsequently, the communication technologies used are necessarily different. 

Although very little attention has been paid to the availability, access and affordability of 
technology to refugees in situations of displacement, there has been some study of the appropriation 
of technology in countries of resettlement. Kabbar and Crump (2006) focused on adoption of the 
Internet by refugees. McIver Jr and Prokosch (2002) explored how various technologies are used 
for information-seeking by immigrants and refugees in the US; and Howard and Owens (2002) 
looked at the Internet as a medium for communicating health information to refugee groups. Luster 
et al. (2009) acknowledged the critical importance of the telephone in reconnecting Sudanese 
refugees in the US with their lost families in Africa. Glazebrook (2004) examined mobile phone use 
amongst refugees on Temporary Protection Visas in Australia. Indeed, the pilot study (Leung, 
Finney Lamb and Emrys 2009) that preceded the Mind the Gap project demonstrated that refugees 
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are more familiar with telecommunications than computer technologies. However, little is known 
about their telecommunications consumption during their settlement process in Australia, and 
furthermore how this is informed by the technology literacies acquired in their countries of origin 
and displacement. This was the rationale for the consumer research undertaken for Mind the Gap.  

Project aims and methodology 
The project sought to:  
1. examine refugees’ knowledge of telecommunications products and services when newly arrived 

in Australia  
2. investigate telecommunications literacy in refugee settlement service provision; and 
3. develop a telecommunications consumer education program tailored to recent arrivals from 

refugee backgrounds.  

Over 60 interviews and surveys were collected, with 30 being analysed for the report (Leung 2011). 
Respondents had arrived in Australia as recently as 2009, and as early as 1995. Following ethics 
approval from the University of Technology Sydney Human Research Ethics Committee, the 
research data was collected over 2010 and 2011 across four states (NSW, QLD, VIC and WA). 
Allowing for low levels of English and native language literacy, participants were surveyed and 
interviewed in person rather than in writing. In some cases, interviews were conducted in pairs to 
allow participants to translate questions and responses for one another. There were 3 main groups of 
interviewees, grouped by regions of origin. These included respondents from:  

 Iraq, Iran and Afghanistan  

 Sudan and other African countries  

 Burma, Cambodia and Thailand.  

Respondents from Iraq, Iran and Afghanistan included young people and older men over 40 years of 
age. Corresponding with this diverse range of ages, the older men had been in Australia for over 
11 years, while the young people had arrived within the last 2 years.  

Respondents from the Sudan were almost all women in their 20s and 30s. Most had arrived in 
Australia from 2004.  

Almost all respondents from Cambodia, Burma and Thailand were the newest arrivals compared 
with the other groups, generally settling in Australia from 2007. A broad range of users was also 
represented, from late teens through to respondents in their 20s, 30s and 40s.  

Furthermore, there was a miscellaneous group of older refugees / migrants and a settlement worker 
(a migrant himself) from outside of the 3 key regions.  

Six written surveys were completed with assistance from volunteer tutors. The remainder were face-
to-face interviews which were either noted and/or transcribed.  

Countries of origin 
Patterns in technology literacies were detected based on where the participant originated from and 
the extent of telecommunications availability, affordability and accessibility in that country.  

According to respondents originating from Iraq, prior to the wars of the 1990s and 21st century, Iraq 
had a well-developed telecommunications infrastructure. It was commonplace for respondents to 
have landline phones in their home. However, at times, there were restrictions on technologies for 
political and security reasons. Respondents from Iraq did not have experience of making calls 
outside of the country because these were either not permitted and/or relatives would call from 
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overseas. Nonetheless, some of the younger respondents who arrived in Australia within the last 
2 years recall using mobile phones in Iraq and that Internet was also available.  

There were mixed findings from the Sudanese respondents regarding telecommunications usage in 
Sudan. While 6 out of the 7 surveyed said they used phones back in Sudan, both landline and 
mobile, more than half indicated that they stayed in touch with family members through other 
means, such as letter writing. While some had access to phones, those that did not would physically 
visit their family in order to receive news. The majority of the Sudanese respondents reported that 
they were somewhat literate in telecommunications technologies before leaving the country. 
Respondents recalled being taught how to use telecommunications technologies by phone 
companies, retailers selling telecommunications products and within the school environment. 
Therefore, while such technologies were available, their accessibility and use were hampered by 
war and conflict, meaning respondents resorted to other means to make contact with family. During 
times of upheaval, alternative technologies for communication (such as satellite telephony or 
CB radio) were also available but cost and/or access was a prohibitive factor.  

In contrast, the Cambodian, Burmese and Thai respondents had little or no experience of 
telecommunications technologies prior to coming to Australia. This resulted from periods of 
internal displacement within Cambodia and Burma, in which communication technologies were 
largely unavailable and to make contact with relatives was dangerous. This itinerant existence 
combined with the fear of being located meant that phoning relatives within the country of origin 
was avoided even if communication technologies were available and accessible. Contact was also 
infrequent because phone calls were expensive. Lack of availability and security meant 
communicating from within Cambodia or Burma to outside of those countries was almost 
impossible, even if family members were just across the border. Stories of families having no 
contact for years were commonplace, even if the distance was not great. A couple of respondents 
claim to have never seen a telephone at all in Burma.  

Country of origin was a significant factor in determining the level of technical literacies with which 
respondents migrated. The Burmese respondents had little or no access and familiarity with 
telephones. Those who had some experience only received phone calls, and were always assisted on 
the rare occasions when making phone calls. Only some of the Sudanese were literate in the use of 
mobile phones and landlines that were not necessarily their own. Their limited experience included 
making and receiving calls. All of the Iraqi’s generally owned their own phones at some point and 
were experienced and familiar with both mobiles and landlines. While most respondents had 
acquired base level telecommunications literacies in their country of origin, some had none 
whatsoever.  

Countries of displacement 
Countries of displacement are those intermediate countries in which refugees live between fleeing 
their country of origin and settling in Australia. Because the various countries to which the 
respondents fled were so diverse, experiences of technology in those countries was similarly very 
wide-ranging.  

Respondents originally from Iraq fled because of the wars in their country and were displaced to 
various intermediate countries before arriving in Australia.  

Respondents from the Sudan left because of the war and political persecution and most, but not all, 
came through Egypt before coming to Australia. Because telecommunications facilities were more 
accessible and affordable than in their country of origin, Sudanese respondents who had been 
displaced to Egypt found themselves having to bear the cost and responsibility of staying in touch 
with family members in their country of origin.  

According to Cambodian and Burmese respondents, after being displaced within their countries of 
origin, their families escaped into neighbouring countries, principally Thailand, to live in refugee 
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camps for a number of years before migrating to Australia. The Thai refugee camps had little or no 
facilities for communicating with the outside world, as there were no phones or computers 
whatsoever available. 

Therefore, countries of displacement also impacted on levels of technology literacy. For most 
respondents (those originating from Iraq or Sudan), intermediate countries exposed them to new 
technologies as well as new skills and literacies in using them. This was not the case for those who 
had spent significant periods in refugee camps (those originating from Burma). Therefore, there was 
no correlation between amount of time spent in intermediate countries and level of technology 
literacies. Those who spent as little as one year displaced might have acquired the additional 
literacy of being able to initiate calls independently while those who had spent 20 years in a refugee 
camp found that their technology skills stagnated.  

Country of resettlement: Australia 
Since arriving in Australia, all respondents had used landlines in the form of home phones, despite 
some never having a telephone in their homes prior to coming to Australia. As part of the initial 
settlement process, it appears that respondents were mostly set up with a home phone in their new 
accommodation.  

The home phone was a more foreign technology than mobile phones for a number of respondents. 
This was a factor in some electing not to have home phones after a period of time in Australia.  

Landlines are not always the most appropriate technology to stay in touch with relatives abroad, 
where there are ongoing obstacles to family members overseas accessing a telephone to receive 
calls. But where home phones are used, they were used in conjunction with phone cards to make 
international calls to family members overseas. 

The vast majority of respondents used phone cards as cost-efficient alternatives to using major 
telecommunications providers for making international calls. It was more common for respondents 
to use phone cards with landlines than with mobiles. Typically, phone cards were discovered after 
arriving in Australia, having been recommended them by word-of-mouth through their 
communities. 

There was evidence to suggest that respondents needed assistance in using phone cards at least the 
first few times, in particular to understand the verbal instructions in English. In many instances, 
they learnt through the relatives who had been calling them using phone cards.  

Respondents had repeated experience of phone cards being unreliable. However, the potential cost 
savings were considered to be worth the risk of the relatively small investment of $10 for a phone 
card. Because of the unreliability of phone cards in terms of quality of connection and amount of 
talktime, word-of-mouth recommendations were important. The number of minutes the phone cards 
claim to have for $10 was an incentive to purchase. Phone cards that claim to have more minutes 
for the same amount of money was a motivation to change brands. 

Respondents seemed to mostly have started with Telstra as their home phone provider. About one 
third of respondents reported changing from Telstra to another provider, claiming expense and poor 
service as the key reasons.  

Approximately 20% of respondents remained Telstra customers. The reasons given for changing 
from Telstra to Optus were the attractiveness of home phone and Internet bundles. Half the 
respondents had all inclusive bundles that included unlimited local and national calls as well as 
Internet. Spending ranged from $80 up to $150 per month for these bundles with the average being 
$109 per month.  



 Consumer advocacy for refugees and communications technology 305 

 

All respondents had acquired and were continuing to use mobile phones since arriving in Australia. 
Respondents who previously had mobile phones before coming to Australia, also bought new ones 
after arrival but would also use handsets purchased in other countries by inserting a new SIM card. 

Generally, the Iraqi respondents had previous experience of using as well as owning their own 
mobile phones prior to coming to Australia. For respondents from the Sudan and Burma, Australia 
is the first place where they have owned their mobiles, although they may have used them in the 
past. Respondents waited anywhere between 2 weeks and 3 years before buying their own mobile 
phones.  

In some cases, settlement organisations equipped families with a mobile phone until more 
permanent housing was found and where there was no landline in the temporary accommodation.  

Experience of using mobiles prior to coming to Australia did not appear to inform the learning 
process. Overwhelmingly, respondents were taught how to use mobile phones informally by 
observing friends and relatives or having them actively demonstrate functionality.  

The mobile was regarded as the key technology for staying connected with immediate family 
members living with them in Australia, so that they are accessible, particularly in any emergencies.  

Mobile phones were also used for making international calls to family members overseas in urgent 
circumstances. In other cases, the mobile phones were used with particular phone cards like the 
Optus $10 international calling card.  

An alternative to phone cards used with the home or mobile phone were pre-paid SIM cards. 
Respondents discovered that the latter could be an even cheaper means of making overseas calls. 
However, as this required some knowledge of removing and inserting SIM cards into mobile 
phones, this was not as prevalent amongst the respondents although some did have two mobiles, 
one of which had a pre-paid SIM such as Lebara installed to be used only for international calls.  

Mobile phones were primarily used for voice calls. The data indicates that there is wide use of 
bluetooth for exchanging music files, and that listening to songs was the second most used function 
behind voice calls. SMS texting was used to a lesser extent. This was not necessarily age-related, as 
some younger respondents also reported that they did not regularly send text messages. It is possible 
that this is due to low levels of English literacy, rather than a lack of technical ability. Therefore, 
there is a preference for functionality that utilises aural literacies (such as voice calls and music) 
over reading and written literacies (such as texting and Internet searches).  

There is a perception that accessing the Internet on a mobile phone was unnecessary (particularly if 
it was available on the home computer), and furthermore, that it is relatively more expensive.  

Nokia had the dominant market share with nearly 55% of respondents preferring this brand of 
handset. The remaining 45% of respondents had handsets from Samsung and Sony Ericsson 
respectively.  

Handsets were changed more often than mobile phone plans. Respondents generally changed 
handsets every 1 to 3 years. A few respondents had the same handsets for 4 to 6 years. The reasons 
given for changing handsets were cosmetic and improved functionality, with younger respondents 
changing handsets more often.  

Optus pre-paid plans were over 5 times more popular amongst respondents, than other service 
providers (in descending order) Vodafone, Virgin, Telstra, TPG and Three. Those with other service 
providers were often in contracts. On a pre-paid plan, respondents were able to minimise the 
financial impact, while those on post-paid plans received unexpectedly high bills or had been stung 
by Internet usage charges and only realised after the fact.  

Respondents were open to using new technologies, but cost savings were weighed against whether 
it was a practical option for staying connected with family members abroad. That is, they were 
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constrained by the accessibility of these new technologies to their relatives overseas, which was 
further limited if those relatives remained displaced or in refugee camps.  

Almost all respondents were users of the Internet, to which they were mostly introduced only after 
arriving in Australia. Uses of the Internet included email, instant messaging and VOIP calls.  

However, these were generally not technologies used to sustain connections with familial networks 
abroad. For example, while the Internet may be cheaper still than using phone cards, it was 
impractical to keep contact with family members abroad as access to the Internet at the other end 
was problematic. In some cases, using Internet to communicate overseas was a more expensive 
option than the telephone for the recipients.  

While younger people from refugee backgrounds were more comfortable with using email and 
Internet to stay connected with friends and family around the world, their parents more regularly 
relied on landlines. Younger respondents were also exposed to daily computer use through school. 
Although young refugees would maintain connections with members of their family abroad, this 
tended to be with relatives of approximately the same age and of the same generation. Furthermore, 
they did not assume the primary responsibility for sustaining relationships within family networks; 
instead, the parents did so with the most appropriate technologies available and affordable, 
shouldering the financial and legal liability for each.  

Over a third of respondents had experienced unexpectedly costly bills. In some cases, they did not 
understand the nature of the expense. Others involved excess usage charges for Internet. Settlement 
workers also commented that clients often believed that what they had been charged was incorrect.  

Respondents largely paid off the bills themselves without seeking further advice or assistance, and 
would devise their own strategies for minimising spending on communication technologies.  

Conclusions 
The findings of the research identified a hierarchy of telecommunications literacies, whereby 
refugees left countries of origin with minimum base level literacies that included the ability to 
receive calls or initiate calls with assistance. In countries of displacement, these literacies may or 
may not have improved with only some respondents acquiring additional literacies of using 
communication technologies relatively independently. Upon arrival in Australia, more advanced 
literacies at the top end of the hierarchy are required in order to navigate the landscape of 
telecommunications products and services. These include information literacies (as in 
understanding plans and contracts) and financial literacies (as in managing spend and 
comprehending financial liabilities), in addition to the technology literacies required to use the 
products and services for which they are now responsible.  
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As an action research project, Mind the Gap has highlighted to telecommunications providers, 
advocates, regulators and policymakers:  
1. the low levels of technology literacy and knowledge about communications services and 

products on the part of newly arrived refugees  
2. the lack of support for communications technology awareness and use in settlement service 

provision for refugees  
3. the gap that exists between telecommunications literacy (for which there is no support during 

settlement) and computer literacy skills (which, along with English language tuition, are 
provided as part of the refugee settlement process).  

Consumer education about telecommunications products and services should begin before they 
make any key decisions or sign contracts for service provision.  

Learning of communication technology literacies should be formalised as part of the refugee 
settlement process, just as English language tuition is provided to boost literacies in reading and 
writing and computer classes encourage IT literacy. Computers are not the most appropriate starting 
point for increasing the technology literacy of refugees, as telephones (home phones, mobile phones 
and phone cards) are more relevant and meaningful as tools for staying connected with loved ones 
overseas. Settlement services have a critical role in addressing the gap in those technology 
literacies.  

The acquisition of such telecommunications literacies needs to be embedded into settlement 
procedures before and after coming to Australia, as well as into institutionalised training. There are 
two main policy dimensions to be considered. The first pertains to immigration policy. The second 
relates to the telecommunications industry.  

Current immigration policy allows refugees to undergo basic orientation prior to coming to 
Australia. However, this ought to address refugees’ communication needs and the technologies 
which are best suited to helping them sustain vulnerable connections with family members who 
have been displaced and/or have emigrated to resettlement countries.  

Immigration policy also covers settlement service provision upon arrival in Australia. While this 
includes English language classes and computer training, the policy neglects vital literacies in 
communication technologies such as the home phone, mobiles and phone cards. As such, there is no 
formal learning of such literacies incorporated into the settlement process.  

Policies regulating the conduct of the telecommunications industry need to be strengthened in the 
areas of contracts and phone cards. Better measures are needed for protecting consumers from 
refugee backgrounds and those with low levels of English language literacy from being persuaded 
and locked into contracts which they do not fully understand and which can lead to unaffordable 
debts to telecommunications service providers. A test of understanding before any contract is signed 
would be valuable.  

While home phone and mobile service providers are subject to industry regulation and scrutiny, the 
phone card industry is not. There is much policy and advocacy work to do in this area to ensure that 
consumers are supplied with the amount of talk time that is advertised, and a minimum standard of 
service.  
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