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According to the statistics of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR 2017) from 2015
there were 65.3 million forcibly displaced people around the world. Global migration can be expected to be a
large question in the world also in the future, for example, the recent refugee and asylum seekers crises in Europe
broughtwith it a number of challenges onmany levels. One of themajor challenges is connected to communication
and information. The goal of the MaRIS project is to strengthen the research in the area of refugee information
practices, needs, seeking and use, as well as to promote dialogue and collaboration between the researchers and
the practitioners interested in the topic.
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Refugees have been a subject of study in different disciplines, investigating, among
others, economic, social, political and legal issues, but there is relatively little re-
search internationally (Caidi, Allard, & Quirke, 2010) and specifically in Finland
focusing on their information behaviour or practices (Aarnitaival, 2012, p. 12).The-
refore, more empirical research is needed to identify the characteristics of informa-
tion practices, needs and uses of refugees and immigrants not only to contribute to
theory building, but also to produce knowledge which helps the processes involved
in asylum seeking and social inclusion.

During the last years researchers at schools of library and information science
in the Nordic countries have conducted research on the topic in question (e.g. Au-
dunson, Essmat, & Aabø, 2011; Hultgren, 2013; Lloyd, 2016; Vårheim, 2014). In
2016 the MaRis project was initiated in the unit of Information Studies at Åbo Aka-
demi University (ÅAU). The project is connected to minority research, which is
identified as one of the four profile areas of research at ÅAU. The Minority Re-
search profile is a strategic and cross-boundary research area “which taps into the
new situation where cultural, political and religious differences together with issues
related to in-group and out-group positions pose major challenges to societal cohe-
sion, peace-building and human well-being on a global scale” (Åbo Akademi Uni-
versity, 2017). Professor Karen Fisher from the Information School at University of
Washington, who has experience with research on immigrants’ and refugees’ infor-
mation behaviour (Fisher, Bishop, Fawcett, & Magassa, 2014; Fisher, Durrance, &
Hinton, 2004; Fisher, Yefimova, & Yafi, 2016), is recruited part time to support and
further strengthen the profile.

The main activities of MaRIS consist so far of organizing seminars and works-
hops as well as involvement in the project of Helsinki City Library which explored
the library service needs of asylum seekers in 2016. The overview of the survey is
presented later in this article. Another co-operator of MaRIS is The Swedish School
of Library and Information Science (SSLIS) at the University of Borås which was a
co-organizer of the Nordic seminar and workshop held at ÅAU in spring 2017.

Additional activities implemented in the framework of MaRIS include:

• The workshop on Information Behaviour and Information Practices among
Minority and Special Groups at the Information studies symposium 2016 in
Tampere, Finland, which attracted submissions from researchers exploring
information behaviour of various special/minority groups,
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• #WithRefugees - Workshop on Field and Design Methods for Supporting
Refugees through Library Services and Other Social and Policy Innovations
held in the IConference in Wuhan, China in March 2017,

• the presentation of the findings from the fieldwork at Za’atari Refugee Camp
in Jordan on Refugees’ Everyday Information Needs, Seeking, and Use of
Technology, which will take place at the satellite meeting of IFLA World
Library and Information Congress in August 2017.

Bringing together the key actors and designing services -
Experiences from two workshops
To link scientific research and practical implementation in the area of refugee in-
formation practices, seeking and use two seminars with workshops has been held
at ÅAU. The first MaRIS workshop on national level “Libraries, Refugees and In-
tegration” was held in May 2016, and the second one, on the Nordic level, on the
theme “Integration in Cooperation: Developing Information Services for Refugees
in Collaboration with Key Actors” in May 2017.

The workshops focused on research being conducted in the area but also explo-
red tools and methods to map information and library service needs among refu-
gees and immigrants. The workshops were attended by library staff, researchers,
teachers and students in library and information science, representatives of officials
and non-governmental organizations and immigrants, as well as persons with re-
fugee background. One of the methods explored both theoretically and in practice
was the design thinking method.

Design thinking process is different from analytical and linear problem solving
process, and it suits better for uncertain and complex situations where people are
the key evaluators of the situation and solutions (Glen, Suciu, Baughn, & Anson,
2015). Design thinking comprises five elements: empathize (learn about your au-
dience/user), define (create a point of view based on user needs and insights), idea-
te (brainstorm), prototype (build representations), and test (show your prototype
with your original user for feedback). Design thinking has also been developed as
a Toolkit for Libraries (IDEO, 2015).

In the design thinkingworkshops the attendees designed in groups information
services for refugees with special needs and found solutions how to cooperate bet-
ter with other actors when developing those services. As a result of the process the
groups came up with creative ideas and practical solutions such as an app for immi-
grants seeking work. The app would give necessary preliminary information about
job seeking opportunities and connect the person to a personal contact, ‘A cultural
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guide to working life’ to get further information.The overall outcomes of the works-
hops were that they were successful; the speakers gave good insight into the topics
both theoretically and by presenting best practices. The learning experience during
the design sessions gave the participants concrete ideas on how to develop informa-
tion services and collaborate in knowledge sharing as well as understanding of the
methodology.

Library service needs of refugees – Overview of the survey
conducted by the Helsinki City Library
Many actors in society are involved in the integration of newcomers and try to bring
some support to the difficulties that refugees and other immigrants face when arri-
ving in a new country. Libraries throughout the world have taken an active role in
the integration process and developed their services including for example, acqui-
ring information sources in different languages, organizing interaction programs
and services to different groups of refugees and immigrants (e.g. Dali, 2013; Johns-
ton, 2016; Lovio, 2010). In Finland one of the recent library initiatives is the survey
of library service needs of the asylum seekers conducted by the Helsinki City Libra-
ry - the Central Library for Public Libraries in Finland - in 2016 (Baghbani, Hewidy,
Hämäläinen, Larva, & Ojanperä, 2016).

The surveywasmadewith financial support from theMinistry of Education and
Culture. Altogether 113 refugees were interviewed in the metropolitan area, Tur-
ku, Joutseno and Kauhava. Those interviewed spoke Arabic, Persian (Dari), Pashto,
Kurdish or Somali. The average age of adult interviewees was 29 and most had eit-
her comprehensive school or second or third degree. More than half, almost 60%
of those interviewed had used library services while living in Finland. It can be de-
duced from the survey that the educational background and language skills had an
effect on how library services were used, for example how the interviewees learned
about library and library services and how to use them, and on reading habits and
voluntary language studies.

As a control group, 28 people with an immigrant or multicultural background
were interviewed in the metropolitan area. Both groups, refugees as well as the
members of control group, wished for multilingual information outside of the libra-
ry. They were willing to participate and to have a say in the way services are being
developed and implemented.

Refugees come from countries that do not have the same kind of open to all
library system that Finland has. Many of them do not necessarily know the service
principles of public library, for example, that anyone can come to a library just to
spend time or that in principle library services are free. Even if the interviewees
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had used libraries in their own countries, they did not know that in addition to
books, the Finnish libraries have many other materials and services available. It
was requested that the library would offer support especially for language learning
and getting to know the Finnish society and culture.

Two separate questionnaires were sent to libraries. Those, mostly small and
medium-size libraries, which had little or no experience with refugee/immigrant
customers, and bigger cities which had more and longtime experience. The libra-
ries were asked which services and activities they have for newcomers and what
kind of help and information they need in developing the services. Additionally,
the libraries were asked about cooperation with other actors. Also representatives
of different organizations working with refugees or asylum seekers in the metropo-
litan area were interviewed in order to explore their knowledge of library services
for newcomers and whether they had utilized the services in the context of their
work.

The inquiries and interviews showed that local cooperation in municipalities
and information sharing is of vital import. Library services are not necessarily well
known among other agencies and organizations which are, or would be, impor-
tant partners. Cooperation between various agencies and organizations is necessa-
ry background as support also for libraries. Libraries need to be active also in this
and in spreading information on available services. Newcomers’ participation in
developing these services must not be overlooked.

Strengthening research opportunities and promoting
dialogue by networking
The activities undertaken by the MaRIS project so far have already shown to be
valuable from knowledge sharing and service design point of views. Research in
the area is needed and there is growing interest in the topic, at ÅAU one doctoral
student has recently initiated a research project on information behavior among
Iraqi asylum seekers.

In the future the MaRIS project seeks to strengthen the research opportunities
by establishing joint research initiatives together with other information schools
and further promoting dialogue and collaboration between the researchers and the
practitioners interested in the topic of refugee information practices, needs, seeking
and use. For the networking and information sharing purposes a Facebook group
on the subject was established in 2016. If you do research that relates to MaRIS and
you want to join the group, please contact Gunilla Widén at ÅAU (gwiden@abo.fi)
or Annemaree Lloyd at Borås University (annemaree.lloyd@hb.se).
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