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Abstract 

Purpose - The purpose of this paper is to understand the women refugees’ experiences of accessing 

information during integration and how socio-cultural barriers impact these experiences.   

Design/methodology/approach - A qualitative methodology was used, and data was collected by 

conducting eighteen in-depth semi-structured interviews with women refugees in Sweden. The 

interviews were analysed using a thematic approach. 

Findings – Women refugees face information overload, difficulties in understanding new 

communication culture and lack of appropriate sources and networks in a new country. These 

information problems are influenced by socio-cultural barriers such as, the role of women, national 

culture of “collectivism”, small-world and lack of information literacy. Women react in certain ways 

such as, stressing, panicking, quitting the tasks, wasting time and making wrong decisions which 

negatively impact the integration process.  

Originality/value - The findings related to the information experiences of women refugees has potential 

implications for research where the value of information in the integration process is explored. The 

study meets the gap in previous literature by presenting the gender specific views on information 

problems from socio-cultural aspects. The study also provides future directions to understand how 

women refugees deal with potential socio-cultural barriers to information in a new country. 

Keywords Information problems, Socio-cultural barriers, Refugees’ integration, Information overload, 

Lack of appropriate sources, Communication culture, Information and integration, Women refugees, 

Role of women, Culture of collectivism, Small-world, Information literacy,  

Paper type Research paper 

 

Introduction  

Refugee women are a sizable and growing group in Europe, but their integration challenges 

have been focused only during recent years (Albrecht et al., 2021; Liebig and Tronstad 2018). 

It is known that refugee women encounter different integration challenges compared to men, 

related to health issues, weak prior links with the host country, and lack of documentation of 

their education or work experiences (OECD, 2016). They are considered a particularly 

vulnerable migrant group and face “double disadvantage” due to the fact that they generally 

have been raised and educated in a very different environment (OECD, 2006). Studies in library 

and information science (LIS) have shown that refugees struggle in accessing the information 

they need to integrate better into host societies (Oduntan and Ruthven, 2017; Bronstein, 2020). 

They experience various information problems such as, lack of information, misinformation, 

information overload, and lack of literacy skills (e.g. Caidi et al., 2010; Ruokolainen and 

Widén, 2019). Socio-cultural barriers for example, language, values, cultural backgrounds or 

traditional communication patterns are considered obstacles to access or use the information 

effectively both in a familiar and an unfamiliar environments (Lloyd et al., 2013; Savolainen, 

2016). On the other hand complete, timely, right and culturally-appropriate information 

provision can support their integration into a foreign society (Caidi and Allard, 2005). Although 
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it is acknowledged that women migrants face challenges in accessing, using and sharing 

information, which may be different to the men counterparts (Kizhakkethil, 2020), previous 

studies concerning specifically refugees have often generalised both the women and men 

refugees in understanding their information experiences (e.g., Oduntan and Ruthven, 2019; 

Quirke, 2011). The existing studies focusing on women refugees point out that they encounter 

problems in accessing information generally and health-related information specifically due to 

socio-cultural and religious norms, lack of institutional linkages, lack of skills to use new 

systems, lack of economic resources, geographic isolation, age and gender (Talhouk et al., 

2016; Nekesa and Odong, 2017;  Shuva, 2018; Wall et al., 2019). 

The body of LIS research focusing on women refugees is growing, but knowledge about 

their information problems and specifically socio-cultural reasons for these problems is still 

scarce. Therefore, this study focuses on specifically women refugees’ experiences of accessing 

information and how socio-cultural barriers impact these experiences aiming to broaden the 

LIS literature of women refugees’ information problems from socio-cultural aspects. The 

socio-culturally formed roles of a woman can impact the information practices of women 

refugees or cause certain information problems during the integration process.  

 

Hence, the research questions that drive this study are: 

1. What kind of information problems might women refugees face in a new host country?  

2. What kind of socio-cultural barriers influence their information problems?  

3. How do they react towards these information problems? 

The empirical part of the study is conducted in Sweden, which has a long history in migration, 

and has been a destination country for refugees mainly since 1980’s from countries such as 

Chile, Iran, Iraq, former Yugoslavia, Syria, Afghanistan, Somalia, Eritrea, and Palestine 

(Cetrez et al. 2020; Swedish Migration Agency, 2021). Accordingly, Sweden offers a solid 

environment to study women refugees’ information challenges. So far the LIS research on 

information experiences of refugees particularly in Sweden has focused for instance, on health 

information literacy of refugees, the risks associated with lack of literacy (Mårtensson et al., 

2020; Wångdahl et al., 2018; Svensson et al., 2017; Elisabeth et al., 2020), use of public 

libraries of new refugees (Pilerot, 2018), and the importance of co-ethnic networks for women 

refugees (Khan and Eskola, 2020) implying that the socio-cultural barriers to information are 

less approached. 

In the following sections, the main concepts of the study are first shortly defined, then the 

relevant literature focusing on the socio-cultural factors related to integration and information 

of women refugees is presented through four different perspectives: 1. The role of women, 2. 

National culture of collectivism, 3. Small-world, 4. Lack of information literacy. In the 

methods section, the data collection and analysis procedure are presented. The study is 

conducted by interviewing eighteen women refugees from Middle Eastern countries that is, 

Syria, Iraq and Palestine. In the end, the results and discussion of the study are presented. 

Definitions and literature review with theoretical direction 
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Definitions 

In this study women refugees are defined according to the definition of the United Nations 

High Commissioner as people with a well-founded fear of persecution, due to their race, 

religion, politics, sexuality, nationality or cultural affiliation, who are fleeing across 

international borders for protection (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2015). 

The vulnerability of women refugees is accentuated due to different growth environment and 

education (OECD, 2006), and it has been argued that they have even the “triple disadvantage” 

i.e. the challenges related to gender, immigrant status and forced migration reinforce each other 

(Liebig and Tronstad, 2018).  Integration is understood as a multidimensional process in 

which newcomers, the local stakeholders, institutions and the host society all have a role to 

play (Ager and Strang, 2008). For Berry (1997), integration results from a situation where 

newcomers develop relationships with the host community while maintaining their own 

culture. Socio-cultural barriers are understood as man-made constructs originating from 

social norms and cultural values (Savolainen, 2016). The concept of collectivism refers to the 

dimension of a national culture popularized by Hofstede (2001) embracing the links between 

the person and his/her social networks, such as extended family (Baldwin et al., 2014. p. 78.). 

The concept of a small world refers to a world of members sharing similar opinions and 

concerns and understanding each other due to the similar customs and languages they uniquely 

share (Chatman, 1991, p. 438). Information literacy from a socio-cultural aspect, is 

understood as the required skills for accessing, evaluating and using the information effectively 

in a specific social context - a context through which it gains meaning and, within it, the 

knowledge is shaped by historical, social, cultural, economic and political dimensions (Lloyd, 

2020).  

 

The role of women 

Women refugees may face certain integration and information problems due to various socio-

cultural barriers such as their gender-based roles. The expectations and responsibilities of 

“being a woman” are different in variant cultures. According to the literature, refugee women 

from the Middle East are assumed primarily responsible for households, taking care of family 

and children and socializing with extended families and friends in the community (Crocco et 

al., 2009). But when they move to a western society, the meaning of “being a woman” can 

completely change or be shocking for refugees (Crocco et al., 2009). They may suffer from 

pressure of managing work and home together without the help of extended families (Liebig 

and Tronstad, 2018). Most of the women refugees migrate to Sweden on family ties with their 

husbands and some of them come as single mothers with their children (Hjelm et al., 2009). In 

both cases, being far from the extended families, their responsibilities are altered and raised. 

For instance, women refugees have described a state of frustration referring to how their 

cultural role as a housewife crashed with that of typical Swedish working women and they had 

to struggle beyond their capacity to balance between work and family to better integrate into 

the Swedish society (Pooremamal et al., 2015). Women refugees suffer from a sense of 

loneliness, pressure to learn language, setting new goals, balancing health and illness and 

staying mentally fit (Mangrio et al., 2019). They strive to balance the workload of both school 

and home with regard to taking care of their children. And women blame family separation, 

differences in social values and language barrier as main reasons for facing such integration 
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problems (Mangrio et al., 2019). In a similar study by Phillimore (2011), women refugees 

suffer more than men because they have more traditional obligations which are difficult to 

manage in new cultural settings. 

In LIS body of research, information is considered as a key to the integration of refugees 

(both men and women) yet there is little work on understanding the refugees’ information 

practices from the gender (women’s) perspectives. For instance, few studies agreed that women 

refugees face certain problems in accessing, using and sharing the information in a new country 

due to the factor of “being a woman” from a very different culture (Nekesa and Odong, 2017; 

Wall et al., 2019; Talhouk et al., 2016; Khan and Eskola, 2020). However, there is a need to 

explore how “being a woman” can actually impact the information practices of refugees or can 

cause certain information problems during the integration process.  

 

National culture of “Collectivism” 

Socio-cultural barriers can also be seen from the perspective of how individuals’ values - 

influenced by national culture - can create information problems. In this study, the national 

culture refers to the individuals’ home culture where they grew up. In the case of refugees, they 

belong to a certain national culture which differs from the host national culture. A collectivist 

culture stresses the importance of the community and people view themselves as part of a group 

(Hofstede 2001), which according to Komlodi and Carlin (2004) influence information search. 

According to them information search in a collectivist culture may be more based on sharing 

information and seeking information from others before accessing computerized systems than 

in an individualist society, (Komlodi and Carlin, 2004) which may limit the access to 

information and mislead with wrong/incomplete information or confuse members of the 

collectivist culture. For instance, in Lloyd’s et al. (2013) study, the socio-cultural differences 

of refugees, for example their home country’s “oral culture” characteristics juxtaposed with 

written and digitised textual norms in their present environment, are presented as barriers to 

participation in the socio-material practices of their new society (p. 139). Additionally, culture 

of overreliance on word-of-mouth and informal information sources such as, friends or family 

has caused the issues of accuracy and quality of information for refugees (di Giovanni et al., 

2013). In a similar study, the differences in ways of living and interactions are highlighted as 

a huge barrier to information for refugees from the Middle East living in Britain. The refugees 

mentioned how British society was “closed” and much more formal than life in their country 

of origin, they were unable to just walk into their neighbour’s home or ask for/offer help to a 

stranger. They feared causing offence or getting into trouble and avoided interactions and felt 

isolated from the local society (Phillimore, 2011). However, national culture cannot be 

generalised for each individual but it is commonly believed that the Middle Eastern society is 

based on the rules of collectivism in which people are more socialized (face-to-face), rely on 

other people for information and may not trust the computers and online system as in an 

European society (Pooremamal et al., 2015). In a Middle Eastern collectivist society, family 

and friends represent the most important social unit and are a source of information for many 

decisions (Sabbagh et al., 2012). The overdependence on their families can cause several 

information problems such as small world and information poverty (Chatman, 1991).  

 

Small-world  
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Savolainen (2016) considers small-world related barriers as socio-cultural barriers and believes 

that community-specific norms and cultural values create some boundaries for people in 

accessing and sharing the information. He draws upon Chatman's idea of a small-world in 

association to socio-cultural barriers. Drawing on the ideas of Chatman (1991, 1996, 1999), 

such barriers are referred to as small-world related barriers in which retired women (Chatman, 

1992) and female prisoners (Chatman, 1999) created boundaries for certain information 

sources from outsiders based on community-specific norms. These barriers can limit the access 

to information and can result in information poverty (Chatman 1996, 1999) and social 

exclusion (Caidi and Allard, 2005). The theoretical framework of information poverty has been 

used to explain the social exclusion of marginalized groups in society (Bronstein, 2017; 

Chatman, 1996, Lingel and Boyd, 2013). Refugees often lack access to information sources 

due to lack of social networks and build a small-world around them which consists of people 

from their own socio-cultural setting (Bronstein, 2019; Talhouk et al., 2016). Women refugees 

suffer more with the small-world barriers due to cultural limitations (Kizhakkethil, 2020). For 

instance, it is noticed that women’s social network that previously consisted of their extended 

family is now fractured and causing trouble in living alone for the first time. They feel more 

isolated, culturally constrained and lack confidence to build networks with people outside their 

cultures (Phillimore (2011) and rather feel more comfortable in seeking and sharing 

information in co-ethnic cultural landscape - a community of practices of people with similar 

cultural roots (Khan and Eskola, 2020). Moreover, Shuva (2018) notes that Bangladeshi 

immigrant women face serious lack of information regarding what is happening outside and 

lacking necessary skills to avail the new system because they heavily depend on their husbands 

for everyday life information and are bound to some cultural and religious norms. They mostly 

stay home and are involved in household work and may not interact with the Canadian system.  

 

Lack of information literacy  

Since refugees face a context of displacement and are unfamiliar to the new socio-cultural 

environment, information literacy is conceptualized as a way of knowing a new information 

environment by developing practices and skills to critically analyse the sources of information 

and overcome significant obstacles to information access (Lloyd et al., 2013). Their habitual 

information practices may not work in a new socio-cultural setting and they may be required 

to develop new information literacy practices in order to adjust to new cultural norms and 

realities (p. 334). Hicks and Lloyd (2016) have used research into the health practices of 

resettling refugees as an example to consider the emergence of information literacy within 

intercultural settings. In their study, refugees had no proficient literacy or language skills to 

understand the local healthcare system. Trust issues and refugees’ own cultural beliefs also 

adversely affected their health information seeking practices. Lack of information about local 

health culture restricted the access to necessary health services for refugees. New refugees 

relied on experienced refugees who have lived longer to interpret the content and local 

knowledge associated with living in a specific environment. Certainly, refugees are required to 

bring a change in established or routine social activities to engage with the practice, for example 

seeking information from outside the family (rather than from within), or locating and using 

sources that are not familiar, for instance, using online instead of analogue sources (Hicks & 

Lloyd, 2016, p. 337). Another study by Allen et al., (2004) emphasized the need of culturally 
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appropriate information for minorities and migrants and suggested that providing access to 

information via libraries and the web is not enough, rather healthcare professionals should 

develop appropriate resources and programmes to meet the information needs of such groups 

in culturally appropriate ways. Similarly, another study of Syrian refugee families in Scotland 

by Martzoukou and Burnett, (2018) shows that there was a clear communication barrier and 

different expectations the families had regarding everyday local systems based on their 

previous socio-cultural experiences from their home country. They needed more support to 

develop everyday information literacy according to the Scottish socio-cultural context, for 

example, how to make a doctor’s appointment with the GP rather than going directly to the 

hospital and how the local recycling housing system works. Thus, the literature suggests that 

information literacy is an important facilitator to integration (Eskola et al. 2020) and lack of 

information literacy can lead to various information problems for refugees to better integrate 

into a host country (Bradley et al., 2020). 

Methodology  

Participants of the study 

Eighteen participants were interviewed for the study. The study participants are women 

refugees who have been living in Sweden for a minimum of three to five years, who have 

received resident permits and are going through the initial stage of integration plan. Women 

refugees, aged 26-32, from Middle Eastern countries, mainly from Syria (9 participants), Iraq 

(3 participants) and Palestine (6 participants) were recruited for this study. They are considered 

refugees as per the definition of UNHCR (2015) because they came to Sweden to seek 

protection from the political threats from their home countries. Some of the women arrived 

with their spouses and children and some as single mothers. The study population is diverse in 

terms of occupation and educational background. Most of them are attending Swedish language 

schools, doing placement jobs and training as part of the integration plan. Some of the 

participants are housewives and looking for suitable job placements and future opportunities. 

All of the participants have good command of the English language for basic communication 

due to their previous educational and working experiences in English in their home countries.  

Data collection 

This study used a qualitative research method of semi-structured interviews, involving pilot 

and expert interviews. Five pilot interviews with women refugees from Syria and Palestine 

were conducted in May 2019. The purpose of pilot interviews was to know if the subject is 

potentially adequate for the interview questions. These pilot interviews helped in designing the 

interview questions by giving an idea that women clearly face many information problems in 

the initial stage of integration plan and socio-cultural barriers are one of the main reasons 

mentioned during the pilot interviews. Three of the participants from the pilot interviews were 

not able to continue with the expert interviews due to personal reasons. In total, approximately 

20 women were approached through convenience sampling, and 18 (2 from pilot and 16 new 

participants) volunteered to participate.  
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After receiving approval from the Research Ethics Board at the Åbo Akademi University, 

Finland for all research protocols, using convenience sampling, the main author started 

conducting interviews. Before the interviews took place, the researcher gave oral and written 

information about the study, about the data collection process and details about privacy 

(anonymization and storing securely) of data. The participation was completely voluntary, and 

the author gained the informed written consent from all the participants. All of the interviews 

were conducted in the English language. Interviews were conducted face-to-face from May to 

October 2019 (duration: around 1 hour) in the first round in Sweden. In the second round, 

follow up interviews (duration: around 40 minutes) were conducted with some participants 

through Skype and Zoom from January 2020 to June 2020. In the second round, researcher 

approached some of the participants for finding detailed answers for some questions which 

were lacking from the main interviews in the first round. The second round was a kind of 

complementing round to the main interviews. The participants were mainly recruited through 

the help of members of the author's personal network and through her participation in Arab 

Women Community’s (AWC) cultural events in Sweden. The call for participants was also 

printed and posted physically in the women’s mosque rooms in universities, apartment 

buildings and public mosques. It was easy to access and recruit the participants for the main 

author based on some cultural similarities and same gender with the study population. For 

example, the main author is a woman migrant to Finland, who was born and grew up in one of 

the Middle Eastern countries i.e., Saudi Arabia and has good knowledge of Middle Eastern 

culture, religion, social values and somehow the basic Arabic language too. Based on these 

common factors, she was easily welcomed in the women refugees’ community and was allowed 

to conduct interviews with volunteers. The main author acknowledges that her personal 

position has a potential influence on the research, but self-reflection has helped her to articulate 

her positionality as an outsider.  

The interview guide was designed by getting inspiration from studies of Caidi et al. 

(2008), Lloyd (2020) and Bronstein (2019). Participants were asked questions covering a range 

of topics around integration life course: their life in Sweden; their experiences of arriving in 

and living in Sweden; the challenges in everyday life in Sweden, including family, work, health 

etc.; problems in finding or using information in everyday places or everyday activities; the 

socio-cultural differences in Sweden from their home country and how these differences impact 

their information practices. Within these questions, the follow up questions were asked about 

more specific details about information problems such as, how they faced information overload 

and lack of right information with the help of examples.  

 

Data analysis 

Interview data were analysed thematically, resembling the six-phase process outlined by Braun 

and Clarke (2006), but rather proceeding through four stages. In the initial stage, the author 

familiarized herself with data by reading it repeatedly and making notes followed by generating 

initial codes by focusing on research questions of the study. Some of the initial codes are related 

to negative information experiences of women and factors leading to these experiences. In the 

next stage, all codes were combined into the potential themes for example, “women’s 

experiences in Syria”; “language difficulties”; “way of communication in Palestine” and 

“Small-world” were collected under the “cultural differences” theme. Similarly, all negative 
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experiences with information such as, “no information”; “delay in information”; “no right 

information at right time”; “too much information”; “confusing information” and “don’t know 

what to ask” were collected under the “information problems” theme. Once reviewed, some 

codes were broken down further and collated into broad themes. In the final phase, all the codes 

and themes were defined, named and organized logically into a larger thematic map for analysis 

and presentation of the findings. The analysis is done by using Nvivo12.  

Ethical considerations 

The study follows the ethical guidelines of Finnish National Board on Research Integrity which 

are similar to the general European Union conducts. The participants’ names and other 

identities are kept anonymous, and the participation was completely voluntary. The participants 

were given both written and oral information about the study prior to the interviews and they 

were asked to sign a written consent form. The interview guide was carefully designed so that 

no private questions or questions related to their past traumatic experiences were asked in any 

way.  

Findings 

The participants of this study, the women refugees (age 26 - 32), came from Middle Eastern 

countries and were forced to migrate to Sweden with their husbands and some of them as single 

mothers, during 2014-2016, due to the political disturbances and war issues in Syria, Palestine 

and Iraq. During the interviews, they mentioned several integration challenges, among those, 

this study only focuses on information problems faced by women refugees.  

A number of key findings emerged from the study relating to the research questions 

which addressed the information problems of women refugees in a new host country, how they 

react to these problems and what kind of socio-cultural barriers influence these information 

problems. There are three main information-problem areas the participants mentioned - 

information overload, difficulties in understanding new communication culture and lack of 

appropriate information sources.  

Information overload 

Participants are not familiar with the new socio-cultural setting in Sweden and require various 

information by some local actors such as language school, employment office and healthcare - 

but too much information sent by the local actors make them confused and overburdened. 

Several participants found that they were provided with a lot more information in everyday life 

matters than they could actually understand and manage. For them, too much information was 

intense and complex to navigate through. 

For example, Amina faced an issue of information overload when visiting the local health 

centre for the first time. 

At the local health centre, the receptionist told me that it is not possible to see any doctor 

right now unless I have an emergency and I have to make an online appointment to see the 

doctor in future. I did not know how to make an appointment online. I received a booklet of 
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twenty plus pages of general information about the health centre, its services and many other 

stuff. It was in Swedish and English. I could read the instructions in English but there was a 

lot to read, [...] confused. (Amina) 

Most of the women mentioned how they received many letters from the unemployment office 

and the language schools during the first few months in Sweden. They felt lost in too much 

information and had trouble in finding the most relevant information in those letters. Sameen 

mentioned how she received many letters from different language schools: 

They sent me almost fifteen letters in Swedish and some were in English. The letters were 

about Swedish language schools in different areas. I got tired after reading a few letters and 

applied to the first three schools which I could understand. I did not read all those letters. It 

was a burden. I had other letters from the unemployment office that I need to fill in and post 

them back [...] After all, the school I applied to and got accepted was not near to my home 

and had only evening classes while I was looking for full day classes [...] I had to change 

my school three times. (Sameen) 

When there is an information overload, identifying the right information becomes harder for 

the participants and they may end up making wrong decisions. As we can see from Sameen's 

statement that she had to spend a lot of time in finding the right and relevant school which is 

suitable for her but ended up going to the wrong school which was not suitable for her and had 

to change schools three times. Another similar statement was given by Sara when she 

completed her first level of Swedish language and was looking for the next level. Her school 

teacher provided her with many leaflets and emails about Swedish language schools for level 

two, professional training centres and long-term degree courses. She mentioned: 

[...] it was so quick that I received so much information that I could not decide properly 

which school is suitable for me at that stage. I did not have enough time to think and I made 

a quick decision to apply because I thought it is important for me to apply otherwise I might 

not get a place in future. (Sara) 

In Sara’s case, she received information, which was relevant to her field of interest, but the 

excess of information that she received has forced her to make a quick and unsuitable decision. 

Moreover, information overload caused stress for some participants and led to the withdrawal 

from the task at hand. In Laila’s example she was looking for simple and straightforward 

information for job-seeking, but found a lot of confusing information leading to stress. She 

said: 

I receive many emails from the unemployment office after registration [...] emails about 

jobs, updates about employment rules and regulations, and many advertisements which I do 

not understand why they are sending to me. How can these be helpful? They are doing a 

good job, but these emails never helped me to find a job. I don't need a lot of emails. I need 

a job [...] The website is also very big and has many options. But I need a simple website. 

Sometimes, I feel stress by looking at so many emails from the unemployment office that I 
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have stopped looking for job and thinking of learning professional baking at a school [...] 

(Laila) 

Most of the participants felt they are not ready to take all sudden responsibilities of household, 

work, children and learning a new language and culture because their role as a woman was not 

demanding in their home-country in the same way in Sweden. The new responsibilities cause 

information overload for them. Zara mentioned: 

[...] you know, here, I have to do all by myself, clean home, send children to school, then go 

to my language school, cook for my husband and children, go shopping, look for new job, 

make my new CV and I receive a lot of new letter every day, from different offices. I was 

never ready for this. Life was more easier in Iraq where my husband was responsible for all 

these matters [...] [laugh] 

Difficulties in understanding the new communication culture  

From the participants’ expressions, it is clear that the national culture of “collectivism” has an 

impact on the way of communication. And, the collectivist culture promotes face-to-face 

interactions more than the e-interactions. Although participants expressed awareness of the 

online sources (websites, applications, social media channels) when seeking jobs, housing, 

courses, health care, day care/school for children in the early stages of their settlement, they 

very often highlighted the challenges associated with the highly digitalized Swedish culture. 

The participants feel that there is a huge difference between their home communication culture 

and the local Swedish communication culture. They find their own home culture encouraging 

more face-to-face/personal interactions while the Swedish culture is more towards e-

interactions such as, through emails, apps, and social media. Thus, they face several 

information problems in this aspect such as, participants mentioned that they were not aware 

of the follow-up culture in Sweden that one can follow-up with the office personnel by an email 

about his/her application in process. Zara mentioned: 

[...] I did not know that I need to follow-up with the Immigration officer by email about my 

permit application. I waited for six months and my friend told me to write an email and ask. 

I wrote and they said that it is ready by the next week. 

Interestingly, most of the participants mentioned how they were mostly busy in spending time 

with family members and taking care of grandparents in their home countries and have had less 

time for social media and online activities. Some participants even mentioned that they did not 

feel the need to learn to do things online via emails or apps in their home country because they 

always had their husband or other family members responsible for such tasks.  However, the 

situation is different in Sweden where they mostly need to manage everyday tasks online and 

independently. The highly digitalized Swedish culture and particularly email-culture is 

disturbing for many participants because it is different from their old established culture. They 

find that - the information is more complex, hard to understand and less serious - in 

communicating through emails. For example, Zameen and Hamna’s point of views: 
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In Syria, we visit an office or a hospital to ask for information or discuss problems. We meet 

and talk to people. We know that they are listening to us and feel confident. But here, it is 

different. (Hamna) 

I went to the travel office, but they asked me to write an email. I did not know exactly what 

to write in email. How could I explain my situation better in an email? Will they take it 

seriously or not?  [...] Swedish culture is different [...] They prefer you to write an email to 

ask something you are confused about rather than visiting them in person.  (Hamna) 

The information on leaflets that was provided to the participants through in person contact was 

taken more seriously as compared to the emails. Sara said: 

I receive many emails from different offices, and I ignore some of these. I think they all are 

not important. But when my teacher gives me any leaflets in person in the class, I take it 

seriously. Same for the employment office, they gave me some printed papers about jobs, 

and I came home and read them carefully [...] (Sara)  

In addition to the email-culture, the online booking/appointment culture is also highlighted as 

a new and confusing way of communication in the participants’ statements. They find 

difficulties in seeking information through an online booking/appointment system for their 

everyday life issues in Sweden. Laila and Yaseen’s statements explain the situation better: 

I used to physically visit the office, took the token number and filled in the application. 

Actually, it was my husband who always did this job, not me. It was easy to do even though 

it took time to wait for my number. But in Sweden, I was worried to book my first bus ticket 

online. There was a long page about rules on online payment which I could not understand 

well [...] (Laila)  

I had a telephone-appointment with the doctor. I was not satisfied with the doctor when he 

talked to me on phone and explained to me about my blood test and x ray results. I had some 

questions which I could not ask him. And he did not talk much about my results. He simply 

said that “your blood reports are normal” and “your x ray shows some problems, and we 

need to do an ultrasound now” but I was looking for more information on why I need to do 

ultrasound [...] you cannot simply understand everything on phone. They should know [...] 

(Yaseen) 

In Laila’s case, the online-booking culture was confusing, causing lack of trust and difficulty 

to navigate through the information about online payments.  

Interestingly, the participants found the app-culture new and difficult to adopt. They faced 

various challenges in finding the right application, understanding the application and using the 

application accurately to fulfil their information needs. Following quotations from the 

participants’ interviews represent the situation 
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[...] when I was standing in a long queue at a restaurant to place my order, I noticed some 

people were coming directly to the counter and showed their mobile screens to the order 

taker and collected their order quickly. Later, I came to know that it was a restaurant app in 

which I could place and pay for my order online and collect from the restaurant. I did not 

know about this app which could save my time and made my life easier. (Ayesha) 

[...] for example, my therapist told me to consult her on an app and discuss my stress related 

matters. I did not know about this app before. We do not have such a culture of chatting 

with doctors on an app in our home country (Palestine). I feel not satisfied talking to my 

therapist on this app. I did do it only once. [laugh] (Ayesha) 

To me, I think I can get more information by visiting the office in person as compared to 

using the app. I get confused with the app. It takes a lot of time and still I do not find what 

I want. It is the same as when I go to the H&M store for shopping, I can find many more 

dresses which are not displayed on the online H&M store [laugh] (Zameen) 

Overall, participants face a lack of necessary literacy skills for accessing and using the 

information effectively by using emails, online-booking systems, applications and follow-up 

systems and are more serious towards face-to-face information - due to the influence of the 

elements of their national culture of collectivism.  

Lack of appropriate information sources and networks 

Participants do not know what to ask in different situations in a new socio-cultural setting and 

even if they know what to ask, they find difficulties in accessing the right information at the 

right time because they are unaware of appropriate information sources. For instance, one of 

the most common statements during interviews was: “how would we know what to ask if 

everything is different here and this is not our country and we are new here. We should be 

told”. This statement shows that the participants were frustrated with the new socio-cultural 

setting and the expectations of the local society that “they should know already.” In most 

situations, they do not know what to ask in a particular situation, for example, in Ayesha’s 

situation, she did not know that she had to ask from her boss about what kind of free services 

were available for her as an employee. After one year of her employment, she came to know 

accidentally by one of her friends that she had free gym, swimming and stationery service in 

her workplace which she never knew. 

A situation where a lack of the right information source appeared in participants’ statements 

was when they mentioned that they do not know where to get the particular information. For 

instance, Hamna said: 

I called the doctor to ask about which supplement vitamins should I take, and she told me 

to go to pharmacy instead. She said they know more about this because they have the 

supplements at hand, and we do not. It is so confusing. One person sends you to the second 

and the second send you to the third and so on [...] I do not know what to ask in this country 

and to whom? 



13 

13 

Although family is the center of attention in a collectivist culture, participants mentioned that 

they have less time and insufficient opportunities to socialize with local people because of the 

increased family responsibilities (children upbringing, language learning, job-searching, 

cooking, cleaning and health-care etc.). Due to lack of social networks, they mainly rely on 

their husbands or immediate family members in Sweden for seeking information. There were 

many situations when participants were not sure where to go to seek information about proper 

day-care, gym for women and other professional training related questions. They were mainly 

consulting their husbands or other friends in Sweden but in most cases, the officials had the 

right answers to their questions. They wasted their time and made wrong decisions when they 

had incomplete and insufficient information about the matters.  

The participants also mentioned that they usually make friends with those who share the same 

culture and ideas because it is easy to communicate with them due to similar language, gender 

and values. And, in the initial few years of living in Sweden, they had very limited female 

friends from Syria, Palestine, Iraq and other Asian countries to seek information about 

language, housing and health problems. 

Discussion 

This study brings an important discussion about why women refugees face information 

problems by focusing on socio-cultural barriers. The question “why” is often not discussed 

very much in previous studies and the “women’s perspective” is also unexplored. In this study, 

women face information problems due to socio-cultural barriers in terms of “the role of 

women” and “national culture of collectivism” in Middle Eastern society which is different 

from Swedish society. 

 

The role of women and information problems 

It is commonly believed that women are not responsible for earning money for the family and 

are mainly responsible for taking care of the household in a Middle Eastern society (Crocco et 

al., 2009). However, when refugees start their life in Sweden, the concept of “being a woman” 

is somehow changed (Pooremamal et al., 2015). For the participants, it is hard to see 

themselves responsible for everything independently such as, looking for a job, learning a new 

language, learning new culture or managing children without the help of family and friends. 

Since their husbands and other family members used to help them in most of these tasks before 

(Crocco et al., 2009; Mangrio et al., 2019; Shuva, 2018; di Giovanni et al., 2013), they find it 

hard to find the right and relevant information and often are indulged with excessive 

information because they feel they are not primarily responsible and ready to manage everyday 

tasks on their own. 

 

National culture of “Collectivism” and small-world 

The collectivist culture refers to a culture where people view themselves as part of a group, 

prefer family-bonding, communicate and socialize more face-to-face as compared to 

individualist culture (Hofstede, 2001). It is assumed that all participants belong to Middle 

Eastern collectivist culture which is far different than the Swedish independent culture.  In a 

collectivist culture, people rely more on face-to-face and informal information rather than 
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online and formal information (Phillimore, 2011). According to Lloyd’s et al. (2013) findings 

about how refugees’ home country's ''oral culture'' differs from the ''written norms'' found as 

barriers to participation in new society. Other studies by di Giovanni et al. (2013) and Caidi et 

al. (2010) also show the impact of predominant culture on refugees’ integration in a host 

country. In line with these previous studies, the participants of this study are influenced by their 

predominant collectivist culture of communication and rely more on face-to-face and informal 

information rather than online and formal information (Pooremamal et al., 2015; di Giovanni 

et al., 2013; Lloyd et al., 2013). The women in a collectivist culture generally rely more on 

their close family for information seeking (Sabbagh et al., 2012) which leads to certain 

information problems. Such as, they face lack of appropriate information sources in everyday 

life because they do not have access to their family and friends in the same way in their home 

country. The overdependence on their husbands has caused less exposure for women to the 

outside community and is one of the reasons why they can be information poor (Chatman 1991, 

1999). Savolainen, (2016) mentioned that the small-world phenomena is a kind of socio-

cultural barrier to access true, timely and complete information for newcomers. The small-

world or information poverty situation is not ideal for a better societal integration of refugees. 

For a fruitful integration, they should come out of the small-world and consider other social 

networks to seek information in a host country. 

 

National culture of “Collectivism” and lack of information literacy  

In this study, lack of information literacy is associated with the national culture of 

“collectivism” of the participants. In a collectivist culture, they usually have big joint families 

where grandparents, parents, aunties, uncles and their children all live in one home and a single 

woman is responsible for taking care of all of them (Pooremamal et al., 2015). Therefore, they 

have less time for online activities including, using social media or digital apps and learning 

digital skills. It can be seen from the participants’ statements when they mentioned how they 

were mostly busy in spending time with family members and taking care of grandparents in 

their home-countries and had less time for exploring social media and other online sources for 

information. This represents the phenomena of lack of information literacy where participants 

have insufficient skills for accessing, evaluating and using online information effectively 

(Hicks and Lloyd, 2016). Literacy is not associated with academic skills only but also counts 

the experiences of adjustment and resettlement with new information landscapes in a new 

environment (Hicks and Lloyd, 2016). In Hicks and Lloyd’s (2016) study, refugees were 

unable to access health information due to lack of language proficiency and literacy skills in a 

new intercultural setting. In this study, participants lack necessary information literacy skills 

in using digital apps due to overdependence on their husbands, differences in communication 

culture, lack of time, overburdened with household responsibilities and lack of social networks. 

They need to understand the culturally appropriate way of accessing desired information via 

online tools and learn the required skills in order to better integrate into Swedish society.  

 

The role of information in societal integration  

According to Ager and Strang (2008) definition of integration as a multidimensional process, 

the host society and its stakeholders such as, government, institutions, policy makers, volunteer 

organizations and women refugees, all are responsible for adopting to some cultural changes 
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and finding suitable ways to live in a diverse society. The host country integration policies need 

to consider particularly the women’s aspect in terms of their information needs and information 

literacy needs required for a better societal integration besides broadly focusing on employment 

and education facilities for general refugees. The policies should also consider the socio-

cultural background of the women refugees such as Middle Eastern culture which differs from 

for example, the North European culture and the possible barriers that women may face due to 

these cultural factors.  

Berry (1997) stressed integration from the socio-cultural perspective and mentioned 

integration as a situation where newcomers develop relationships with the host community 

while maintaining their own culture. This study supports Berry's idea of societal integration, 

but it seems that the participants are more attached to their own national culture of collectivism, 

especially in the beginning of their lives in Sweden, which discourages integration possibilities 

and encourages the idea of small-world and information poverty (Chatman, 1991). The study 

agrees with the idea of Hicks and Lloyd (2016; p. 337) that refugees need to bring change in 

their established social activities to engage with the practices of seeking information from 

outside the family - that can help them to better integrate into the host society.  

Encouraging women refugees to learn host countries digital communication culture by 

offering some workshops or seminars in the beginning of the integration period can foster the 

settlement process. If they learn digital literacy skills according to the new socio-cultural 

environment, they might be better able to deal with the problem of information overload 

(Kainat et al., 2021; Hick and Lloyd, 2006). Thus, information literacy can help to reduce the 

significant cultural barriers and facilitate the integration process by encouraging learning new 

ways of knowing in a new society (Eskola et al., 2020). Similarly, if they expand their social 

network from their own family to other local people, they can solve the problem of small-world 

and information poverty (Chatman, 1991) which will encourage societal integration better. 

 

Research and practical implications of the study 

By understanding information problems of women refugees and possible socio-cultural barriers 

impacting their information practices, this study contributes to the LIS, social science and 

forced migration literature. It is essential to notice that participants’ reactions towards 

information problems have a negative impact on the societal integration process. The reactions 

such as, stressing, panicking, quitting the tasks, wasting the time and making wrong decisions 

discourage refugees’ full participation into the host society. According to previous studies by 

Bronstein (2019) and Caidi and Allard (2005), the inability to participate fully into everyday 

life matters such as job, education, health, etc. cause social exclusion of newcomers. Further, 

the study contributes to the LIS literature on the role of information in the refugees’ integration 

from the socio-cultural perspective and meets the gap by focusing on “women’s aspect”. It also 

provides an understanding of how national culture of collectivism (Hofstede, 2001) impacts on 

information practices of certain women refugees. 

Practically, the study provides awareness for official and private organizations, 

volunteers and policy makers dealing with refugees. The stakeholders involved in the societal 

integration process of refugees, must consider that women refugees are more prone to 

information problems due to certain socio-cultural influences (i.e., “being a woman” and 

national culture) and need a separate plan than the male refugees. For instance, by increasing 
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and offering intercultural opportunities at workplaces or schools can encourage the wider social 

networking for women refugees. The programs, aiming to reduce the socio-cultural differences 

among women refugees and the Swedes are needed to be included in the integration policy.   

 

 

Limitations and future research 

This study only focuses on highlighting the information problems without exploring how 

refugees can manage to solve these problems and get settled in a new country. Future studies 

might address questions such as: How do women refugees manage to solve the information 

problems for better societal integration in a host country? How do women refugees manage 

information problems during the COVID-19 pandemic time? Future studies can also explore 

other possible social, economic and political factors causing the information barriers. This 

study interviewed only the women refugees for answering the research questions and therefore, 

the results are presented only from the women’s point of view without any intention of 

comparison with male refugees. But future research can consider comparing the information 

problems, reactions, and socio-cultural barriers of women and men refugees in order to get a 

deeper understanding of why particularly women face certain problems. It is also important to 

have a gender-sensitive approach in studying information experiences of refugees in future 

studies. Also, future research can explore the need and use of digital information literacy for 

women refugees because more and more integration services are digitized. Interestingly, the 

paradox of information overload and lack of appropriate information sources (Bawden and 

Robinson, 2009) can further be explored from the refugees’ perspective and explore how this 

paradox is associated with an individual information landscape.  

 

The other limitation of this study is that it assumes all participants from the Middle East belong 

to the national culture of collectivism and the role of women is the same for all participants.  

 

Conclusion  

This is one of the few studies in LIS which highlights the information problems of women 

refugees from a socio-cultural perspective. Information overload, difficulties in understanding 

the new communication culture, and lack of appropriate information sources and networks are 

the main problems. These information problems are influenced by socio-cultural barriers such 

as, the role of women, national culture of “collectivism”, small-world and lack of information 

literacy. Women react in certain ways towards these information problems such as, stressing, 

panicking, quitting the tasks, wasting time and making wrong decisions. The women's reactions 

towards information problems discourage their full participation into the host society and thus 

have a negative impact on the societal integration process. It is important for both refugee 

women and the host societies to acknowledge the socio-cultural differences that exist and that 

affect their information experiences and find solutions accordingly.  
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