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ABSTRACT
De�ning �exible and consistent methods and artefacts to design
for social impact is a current challenge for HCI. The ephemeral and
vulnerable conditions of people living as refugees add even more
questions about the suitability of design methods to the complexity
of real — and many times tough — life . In this position paper we
brie�y introduce two concepts embraced by the Socially-aware De-
sign Approach, the Semiotic Onion and the Basic Block of Culture.
We then re�ect about the potential contributions of applying these
concepts and artefacts to inform design for boosting community
resilience of people living as refugees.
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1 INTRODUCTION
For using the power of technology to help tackling contemporary
social challenges and threats, new perspectives have constantly
been added to Communities & Technology and Human Computer
Interaction research, including the Socially-Aware Approach[1],
design "in the wild" [9], social technology for "common good" [10],
to name a few. In di�erent ways, these perspectives are pursuing
a positive social impact, and for this reason they require an un-
derstanding — from inside — of the sociocultural context, going
beyond the technical aspects of design.

We subscribe to the idea that HCI practitioners’ contribution
to social issues, such as the refugee crises, should go beyond in-
troducing technical innovations. We should also work to provide
adequate methods and artefacts to support other designers in think-
ing beyond individual experiences with technology, also addressing
sociocultural aspects and the consequent social impact.

In this position paper, we brie�y introduce the Socially-Aware
Design approach [1], proposing a discussion on how some concepts
and artefacts could help mediating the technology design for and
with a group of people living as refugees. This re�ection is situated
as part of a research project1, which aims at building a collective
awareness platform for community resilience in situations of crises.

1www.comrades-project.eu

2 DESIGNING FOR COMMUNITY RESILIENCE
We rely on the broad concept of community resilience to understand
the role of a technology when helping groups of people to overcome
crises situations.

In our research, we de�ne community resilience driven by tech-
nology as a process of "continuously enabling a broad range of actors
to acquire a relevant, consistent and coherent understanding of a
stressing situation, empower decision makers and trigger commu-
nity engagement on response and recovery e�orts, including long
term mitigation and preparation." [3].

In the literature, some resilience strategies emphasize coping
or returning to conditions that existed before a crises event. For
refugees, most of the times returning to how things were before
may not be an option. Neither is remaining displaced and vulnerable
until the next crisis. Resilience strategies then must be built on the
inherent creativity and aspirations of people in these communities
to transform their lives towards thriving [5].

Berkes and Ross [2] point out some characteristics that con-
tribute towards community resilience which, from our perspective,
should be considered in design. They are: values and beliefs, social
networks, engaged governance, positive outlook, community infras-
tructure, diverse and innovative economy, people-place relationship,
knowledge skills and learning, and leadership. The authors argue
that communities do not control all of the conditions that a�ect
them, but they have the ability to change many of the conditions
that can increase their resilience [2].

3 SOME NOTIONS OF THE SOCIALLY-AWARE
APPROACH

The Socially-Aware Computing [1] is an approach to inform ICT
design with sociocultural aspects, aiming at responding to the true
needs of society. It provides us with methods and artefacts to iden-
tify the forces that are in play for the stakeholders, in�uencing the
way people perceive things in the world, the way they interact with
things and with others, their expectations, etc.

In this paper we shed lights on two independent notions carried
out by the Socially-Aware approach: the "Semiotic Onion" [11] and
the Building Blocks of Culture [4].

3.1 The Semiotic Onion
The Semiotic Onion [11] supports designers to make sense of a
problem in a broader way. It suggests 3 layers of information re-
lated to a technology introduction and its impact. The layers are
represented using the metaphor of an onion. In the core of the onion



are the technical aspects, surrounded by a formal level, where rules
regulate the way people act. The formal level is, in turn, immersed
in an informal level made up of cultural aspects, where people’s
beliefs, values, intentions and motivations are. The three levels are
constantly in�uencing each other, from the moment the technology
is conceived until the appropriation by a social group [1] [11].

According to this Red Cross report [5], building resilience re-
quires partnerships with di�erent stakeholders: communities, hu-
manitarian actors, governments, private sector, etc. It forces any
player, including technology designers, to commit to working to-
gether in a spirit of true collaboration. The 3-layer view provided
by Semiotic Onion place the designer "in the problem", and helps
to understand the connection between elements and some stake-
holders.

Based on previous experiences with communities in crisis [3],
and considering the resilience elements pointed out by [2], we
represent in Figure 1 some main forces that potentially in�uence
community resilience in the informal, formal, and technical levels.

Figure 1: "Semiotic Onion" of designing for resilience in the
context of refugees

At the informal level are di�erent degrees of familiarity with
technology, personal values and beliefs. Still in the informal level,
the platform should be perceived as something trustworthy and
reliable by all users and stakeholders. To engage people with the
technology, the local leadership, which is both in the formal and
informal levels, should be taken into account. The platform should
formalise important aspects that boost community resilience, some-
how promoting social engagement, social networks, ways to boost
innovative economy [2], always in line with local government poli-
cies and in partnership with the work performed by agencies and
NGOs. The technical layer represents some challenges like the net-
work infrastructure, diversity of electronic devices in play, the need
to address multimedia, such as voice and text, also the need to deal
with diversity of languages or dialects.

This representation, though, is preliminary with the objective to
illustrate the suitability of the artefact. It should evolve involving
people from communities of refugees and key stakeholders to better
re�ect their reality. Once this overview of the problem in socio-
technical terms is built, the design can move towards applying more
speci�c artefacts that will directly in�uence decisions.

3.2 Building Blocks of Culture
The main challenge in the Computer Science domain is to properly
address the informal level of the Semiotic Onion. The way Hall
understands culture [4] can help us with that task by identifying
evident cultural aspects of a social group that may lead to design
decisions [7]. Hall argues that any culture can be characterised,
analysed and compared through a combination of 10 areas that he
named Basic Building Blocks of Culture:

• Interaction: describes how people in a group relate with
their environment.

• Bisexuality: refers to di�erentiation according to gender,
age, race, etc.

• Association: how people interact with others.
• Learning and acquisition: how the knowledge is transmit-

ted (from a biological origin to formal and informal learn-
ing).

• Defense: the way people defend themselves from hostile
forces from nature and within the human society.

• Play: aspects of joy, competition, a�ection.
• Exploitation: refers to adaptations, including the material

ones, to exploit the environment.
• Temporality: involves cycles and rhythms, how people deal

with time.
• Territoriality: regards taking possession, use and defence

of a territory.
• Subsistence: includes from individual food habits to the

economy of a country.
The Basic Blocks of Culture [4] have been applied to communities

in di�erent contexts to inform ICT design for them [7]. In [8],
for instance, they shaped the analysis of an ethnographic study
and results of a quantitative survey. While in [6], they framed
participatory activities around identifying and discussing human
values through a new design artefact called Value Pie [6].

Independently of the humanitarian issues behind, it is evident
that the condition of living as a refugee strongly impacts some basic
blocks of culture. People from di�erent background share threats to
the way the used to deal with Territoriality, Defense, or Subsistence,
for example.

Thus, we believe this sociocultural approach can help HCI prac-
titioners to mediate discussions with groups of people living as
refugees in three di�erent ways: �rst to evidence important shared
values in place in their current community life, so that any technol-
ogy introduction would be aligned with them; second, for better
understand the aspects of life threatened by current living con-
ditions, i.e. Defense, Territoriality, etc.; and last but not least, to
identify and address aspects that can be associated with the re-
silience of the group, such as the way people relate to each other
and with the governance (Association), how they teach and learn
(Learn and Aquisition), among other aspects pointed out by [2].

4 CONCLUSIONS
Based on previous experiences of designing for communities and
pursuing a social impact, this position paper selected two concepts
and design artefacts from the Socially-Aware approach that we
believe would be suitable to be applied with communities of people
living as refugees. The �rst artefact is for providing a general picture,
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mapping the socio-technical elements of a design problem. The
second suggested approach supports the identi�cation of strong
cultural aspects that may in�uence design decisions. This approach
could bene�t the design in di�erent way, both revealing exiting
values and threats in the status quo, as well as those that could be
strengthen to boost community resilience. Applying these concepts
and artefacts to co-design with a group of refugees still demands
re�ection in theoretical and practical terms, which will be addressed
by further research.
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