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Abstract
This article explores the relationship between online and offline practices in the special case of forced migration. By ap-
plying a central category in social relations, trust/distrust as developed by Niklas Luhmann, this article contributes to the
understanding of forced migration in the digital age. It presupposes that, without a strategy of trust, it would be almost
impossible to cope with situations of unfamiliarity and uncertainty. By interviewing refugees, the question is in what con-
texts the refugee recognizes that they can trust (or not). The article concludes that through the combination of on- and
offline communication practices, more varied mechanisms for the creation and stabilization of trust are provided. In con-
texts of unfamiliarity, interpersonal relations with the native inhabitants play an important role in bridging online and
offline worlds.
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1. Introduction

When Aisha, a woman in her 40s, wakes up, she brews a
cup of Arabic coffee and opens Facebook on her smart-
phone. She scrolls through the latest pictures posted by
her daughter studying in Italy and checks her notifica-
tions to see whether she has missed a message from
her husband, who has traveled to Lebanon to visit his
sick father. She writes a short status update to inform
her family members and friends that she is feeling well.
Her family is dispersed throughout the world. None of
her relatives are left in Syria, and only her sick father-
in-law could not make the journey out and is stuck in
the neighboring country of Lebanon. “When I open Face-
book, I feel happy, and when I don’t, I close Facebook”,
she says. On the one hand, she is connectedwith her fam-
ily and seems to forget that she is drinking coffee alone
and living in exile. After almost four years, she still feels
alienated from the country she lives in. The feeling of
loneliness disappears at least for a while in the virtual
realmof Facebook familiarity. On the other hand, she can
control how much bad news she is willing to digest, and

if the limits are reached, she leaves her Facebook feed
and listens to Arabic music on YouTube and says: “I feel
better”. For a moment, she seems to forget troublesome
news and her everyday-life in a new country that is so dif-
ferent from her former life, before thewar, in a big house
with a happy and fulfilling social life.

For Aamir, a man in his 20s, the smartphone has be-
come his “best friend”, and Dalia, in her 50s, compares
her smartphone with “food”. Leila, in her 40s, spends
all her free time on the Internet. Rihanna, aged 25, fre-
quently uses her smartphone, too: “I use it here for 90%
of my day or maybe more. In Syria, I used it only 10%”.
My interviewees’ smartphone use corresponds to a re-
cent German study among refugees from Syria showing
that it has considerably increased in the country of asy-
lum compared to usage in the country they left behind
(Springer, Karnowski, & Herzer, 2016). Furthermore, in
a newspaper article, a refugee claims that he trusts his
smartphone “100%” (Wall, 2015).

Based on an interview study, this article explores the
relationship between online and offline communication
practices in the special case of forced migration. Can we
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speak of being connected in the online world, but per-
haps disconnected in the offline world? Are there any
patterns evolving from online presence that indicate con-
ditions for trust-building offline?

This article assumes that the online/offline distinc-
tion has heuristic benefits, despite the growing literature
claiming a blurring of boundaries between offline and on-
line worlds (e.g. Deuze, 2012) and arguing against a sep-
aration of online and offline realms (Boellstorff, 2012).
I do not question the ‘reality’ of the virtual world as op-
posed to the ‘physical’ in offline worlds. Instead, I sim-
ply refer to communication with (online) or without (of-
fline) communication technologies in order tomake clear
the role of media technologies for migrants’ (in my case
refugees’) engagement in their new societies, that is,
their building up of trusted relationships in a new geo-
graphical place. The relationship between geographical
places, that is, the new society and virtual spaces, is of
interest here. As Turkle (2011) has shown, frequent me-
dia use creates challenges in coping with both online and
offline interactions.

2. Forced Migration

To grasp this broad and complex issue of offline/online
relationships, the conditions of forced migration have to
made clear. In this special case, the involvement in a na-
tionally and culturally different place away from home is
something that has been forced on people. My intervie-
wees have described their former life (before the war)
as good. As Faris in his early 30s declares, although his
parents had already emigrated, he had no intention of
leaving the country: “I didn’t want to leave Syria. I had
a good life, went to university, had a part-time job. And
I had a girlfriend. But then the war came”. Even for Ba-
toor, aged 27, the decision to leave his country was
forced on him. His father and older brother were mur-
dered by the Taliban, and as the now oldest son in his
family, his mother and uncle decided to let him escape.
“I was happy there, went to school and worked in my un-
cle’s business”.

Migration separates a human being from their famil-
iar (offline) world and is often characterized by experi-
encing several losses, such as the loss of valued social
roles, the loss of former life projects, and the loss of in-
timacy with beloved ones. In the new country, life is dif-
ferent, often involving poverty, inadequate housing con-
ditions, unsatisfactory mastery of one’s new life by, e.g.,
difficulties in finding a job, and problems understanding
the new language and culture. The special case of exile
is often described as an “unhealable rift forced between
a human being and a native place” (Said, 1984, p. 49) or
a “discontinuous state of being” (Hannerz, 1996, p. 105).
However, especially in the digital age, although physically
distant, social contacts can be retained in an effective

way. What is often left of a community in a new coun-
try is the realm of the online world, that is, communi-
cating with family members, friends, and acquaintances
via social networking sites (e.g. Baldassar, 2016). Dimi-
nescu (2008) has characterized today’s migrants as con-
nected ones, characterized by multi-belongings to terri-
tories and networks.

3. The Role of Trust

Especially in situations of uncertainty and risk (Beck,
1986/1992) trust (as well as distrust) in people, or in
information disseminated by people and organizations
(offline and online) is crucial for meaning production
and, more concretely, for making personal decisions
such as whether to escape and whether to engage in
the new society. It is assumed that, in coping with (of-
fline) situations that are characterized by a lack of knowl-
edge, dangers, intercultural encounters, misunderstand-
ings, stereotypes and so on, strategies of trust and mis-
trust are of crucial importance. Gillespie et al. (2016)
warns, for instance, that a lack of trust “drives refugees
towards unofficial, potentially dangerous and exploita-
tive resources” (Gillespie et al., 2016, p. 18). We can go
further by saying that a lack of trust in general might lead
to feelings of alienation (Luhmann, 2004), which in turn
have an impact on the receiving society.

In other words, without a strategy of trust, it would
be almost impossible to cope with situations of unfa-
miliarity and uncertainty. The relationship between on-
line and offline worlds can also be described in this way:
presenting oneself as perhaps approachable in the on-
line world but unapproachable in the (new) offline world
offers no opportunities for learning to build trusted re-
lationships, and no opportunities for winning trust out-
side familiar online community relationships. However,
social network sites can also be used for presenting one-
self as approachable within the new and unfamiliar of-
fline world, and that one places value on what is going
on in the new society and shows an interest in seeking
trusted relationships.

4. Systems Theoretical Approach to Trust

Here, I want to make use of systems theory1 as devel-
oped by the German sociologist Niklas Luhmann. His
book about trust was published as early as 1968 (Ver-
trauen. Ein Mechanismus der Reduktion sozialer Kom-
plexität) and 11 years later was translated into English.
He relates the notion of trust to the actant, or in his
words, to the “observer”. The observer, in our case the
refugee, acts in a context, and describes something in
one way or the other way, for example whether a per-
son or a source of information is trustworthy or not. This
act of describing is what is of interest here. Or, in the

1 Systems theory is basically a communication theory. To simplify, ‘systems’ mean a context, that is a construction of the observer, of what belongs to the
context and what does not, of what is within the system and what is outside (environment). It is about marking a boundary between what is indicated
and what not.
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words of constructivism, the reality of, for example, trust-
worthy information only appears to us, to the observer,
through the construction/observation that an observer
makes (see e.g. Fuchs, 2001).

Trust, in the broadest sense, is described by Luhmann
as “confidence in one’s expectations” (Luhmann, 2004,
p. 4),meaning an expectation on the grounds that people
and organizations, and also technologies, behave/work
in accordance with one’s positive expectations of them.
It is the expectation that the other will handle one’s vul-
nerability in the best way. Or, in other words, that the
other will not take advantage of one’s exposure. Here,
trust is connected to the perspective of the observer
(and not to the thing as such), from which trust is built
up, maintained, or refused.

In this approach, trust is seen as a basic fact, even a
precondition for social relations, and as a precondition
for social life itself. It develops on an interactional field
that is influenced by psychological and social contexts,
includingmedia-technological contexts, which I am espe-
cially interested in. In any trusting relationship, there are
two specific parties involved: a trusting party (trustor)
and a party to be trusted (trustee).

One can have trusted relations not only with indi-
vidual people but also with people who are role hold-
ers, such as journalists, politicians, social workers, doc-
tors, and so on. One can have generalized trust in insti-
tutions or organizations, such as migration departments,
employment agencies, newspapers, and hospitals, and
also have trust in social systems such as politics, media,
and health care. Trusting these organizations means that
they function at an “expected level of quality” (Blöbaum,
2016, p. 6). It means that newspapers deliver correct in-
formation, and that migration departments decide cor-
rectly on asylum requests, and that health care works
properly. Trust is also relevant within groups: refugees
trust other refugees (or not); social workers trust other
social workers (or not), journalists trust other journalists
(or not) (Blöbaum, 2016).

However, trust is not identical to trustworthiness
or the credibility of information or of people. The
distinction between trust and trustworthiness can be
understood in this way: the attribution of some-
thing/somebody as trustworthy refers to the observer
(in our case, the refugee) on the basis of their percep-
tion. Building trust is scarcely possible without previous
information that can be trusted (or not). Trustworthi-
ness is seen as the “fundamental prerequisite for trust”
(Blöbaum, 2016, p. 9) and is, therefore, not identical to
trust. Here, we can find the difference between the trust-
worthiness of something and trust that is understood as
a decision to act, and to overcome an element of uncer-
tainty. One has decided to trust someone in order to en-
able possibilities of action.

Refugees’ mobility is based on individual decisions to
trust (or distrust) information and to trust people, orga-
nizations, and also states. A decision is based on internal
(psychological system) and external (social system) fac-

tors and does not mean that it has to be a rational de-
cision or is merely a rational choice. According to Luh-
mann, decision is a “matter of communication” and is,
therefore, a “social event” (Luhmann, 2003, p. 32). As an
illustration from my interviews, Batoor says, his mother
and uncle made the decision to pay the costs to let him
flee. Trust means, in other words, dealing with the fu-
ture in advance, by deciding to escape in order to find
a secure place to live. By ‘pretending’ that they are con-
fident about the future (seeking asylum in Europe), one
can overcome feelings of uncertainty. For Batoor, trust in
his family’s decision can be seen as a kind of security, as a
coping strategy in situations with uncertain futures. The
same goes for hismother and uncle: in the act of commu-
nicating the decision, they are confident about making
their family’s survival more certain.

When one decides to trust, and therefore to act, one
takes a risk. As an example, to trust this information
and to choose this way and not another for an escape
from one’s country means taking risks. The decision to
act is based on “a purely internal calculation of exter-
nal conditions which creates risk” (Luhmann, as cited
in Blöbaum, 2016, p. 18). First through their action the
refugee becomes vulnerable, not just through trusting
communication technology or other information sources.
One chooses an action in preference to others in spite of
the possibility of being harmed; this is, according to Luh-
mann, a situation of trust (Luhmann, 2000, p. 97).

More generally, risk and trust are part of a circular
process. Trust is involved when a person risks something,
and conversely, without risking something one cannot
trust. As a consequence, exposing one’s own vulnerabil-
ity is the instrument for initiating relations of trust (Luh-
mann, 2004). Trust is only needed in uncertain and risky
environments, which means when the possible harm
may be greater than the advantages. Trust is not needed
in a familiar world. Familiarity means in this context the
‘taken for granted’ character of what exists, that every-
thing functions without risks like it used to. According
to Luhmann, familiarity can be understood as “a socially
constructed typicality” (Luhmann, 2004, p. 19).

In this sense, to act—on the grounds of trust—rests
on motivational sources of a different nature, which in
the case of refugees is their personal readiness to take
great risks. Building trusted relationships on the basis
of trustworthiness of information, of people, of institu-
tions etc. is always directed towards the future, meaning
a confidence in one’s expectations, and a confidence in
a better life elsewhere in the future. There is always the
risk included that other persons or institutions can abuse
one’s trust.

5. Interview Study

In order to explore conditions for trust-building, I con-
ducted a pilot study that consists of seven interviews
with refugees in Sweden and Germany, conducted in the
fall of 2017, and on studies published on refugees’ me-
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dia use. All of these people interviewed, aged between
25 and 60 years, three men and four women, have re-
ceived residence permits for three years in Germany or
for five years in Sweden. Somewere approached through
snowballing, others via my volunteer work with refugees
at the Red Cross. With one exception, a young man from
Afghanistan, all my interviewees come from Syria. They
have lived between 2.5 and 4.5 years in the new coun-
try, and currently they do not plan to return to their
home countries. Two of my interviewees are unskilled
(among them a housewife with a high school diploma),
the others have university or college degrees. Five of
them are unemployed and seeking jobs, and two have
found jobs with the help of their ethnic communities.
With one exception,my interviewees have some immedi-
ate family members living nearby, that is in the same city
or/and the same new country. The interviewees were se-
lected on the basis of being frequent users of the Inter-
net, having received residence permits and studying the
language of the country of asylum. In other words, they
plan to settle in the new country. All my interviewees
were given an alias since they were informed about en-
suring informant confidentiality.

The interviews lasted between one and two hours,
mostly in cafés and in two cases there were also follow-
up interviews in private settings, that is, in the homes
of the interviewees Aisha and Batoor. From these inter-
views especially, I gained a deeper insight in their feelings
and thoughts of being a newcomer which has delivered
more material for my study.

Mostly, the interviews were conducted in Swedish or
English, and in two cases in Arabic with the help of an in-
terpreter. The presence of an interpreter has made the
interview more formal and therefore less rich in infor-
mation. The interviews were recorded and partly tran-
scribed. There was one exception, since it was a three-
hour conversational interview about almost ‘all and noth-
ing’, and I only took notes. I feared that I would influence
our open atmosphere in a negative way if I had put a
recorder on the table.

In interviewing these people, firstly I wanted to know
what they do online; second, what the interrelations be-
tween offline and online worlds look like; and finally,
whether there are any patterns evolving from online
presence that indicate conditions for trust-building in the
offline world.

6. Trust in the Digital Age: “Trust in Smartphones”

When studies of trust are carried out, it is necessary to
specify what type of trust is referred to. In order to relate
the notion of trust to the refugee, the question must ad-
dress in what contexts the refugee recognizes that they
can trust (or not). As I have mentioned above, someone
claims to trust their smartphone “100%” requires look-
ing more specifically what this can imply, which I want to
explain in the following section.

6.1. Trust in Receiving Useful and Correct Information
Online

Trust is here directed towards technical resources such
as different applications. Some examples such as GPS
and map functions are widely used for safely navigating
journeys across land and sea. “In our group, there was
always somebody who had a functioning smartphone”
as Batoor relates. Locative functions are also useful in
the new city, as described in the next section. Trust is
also built up in other application software such as lan-
guage translation programs, which all my interviewees
appreciate very much. In situations of seeking a job,
job-finding-applications such as “jobbrapido” and “ca-
reer builder” are used that are often recommended by
friends from one’s own ethnic community, as my inter-
viewees told me. Generally speaking, people tend to au-
tomatically trust sites and sources that are either rec-
ommended by people you know, or by reviews and rat-
ings (Metzger, Flanagin, & Medders, 2010). However, af-
ter several stereotypical responses such as “Your merits
are good but there is no job for you”, Aisha feels disap-
pointed about the outcome of these job-finding applica-
tions. At the time of our last interview, she had nearly
given up trusting them. Batoor tells another story about
a life counseling app for managing his mental health. He
has built up a trusting relationship in the performance
of this product, which he says gives him valuable advice
and support.

When asking my interviewees about what news plat-
forms they use, most of them follow news programs
from their home countries and also receive information
through Facebook (see also Kaufmann, 2018). Swedish
or German news channels are not used mostly for lan-
guage reasons. They have not heard about German and
Swedish public broadcasters who broadcast in simpler
language especially produced for migrants. In this case,
familiar news channels from the home country are prior-
itized. This corresponds to a study claiming that the offi-
cial websites of the receiving country targeting migrants
are seldom used (Felton, 2015). It applies especially to
those people who generally lack trust in political andme-
dia institutions because of their experiences from their
home countries (Felton, 2015).

A trusted relationship with the performance of a
product means that a kind of continuity is expected, a
continuity of reliable information from news channels,
counseling programs, and language and map applica-
tions. Or, in the case of Aisha, who is disappointed by the
outcomeof some software applications, she considers no
longer using them. To build up trusted relationships with
new information sources is more challenging when such
a relationship has not been recommended by others, or
if one already has a distrustful relationship with these
sources because of experiences from the past. Further-
more, trust in applications involves different levels of risk:
using a job-finding-application is perhaps less risky than
a locative map function when navigating a risky journey.
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6.2. Trust in Managing the Others’ Perceptions of
Oneself

A study (Kim & Lingel, 2016) that explores newcomers
in urban spaces highlights another function of smart-
phones besides delivering information: As a newcomer
says, “I rely on mobile technology. And on avoiding hav-
ing to ask some person, any person on the spot” (p. 226).
This was also the case when Batoor arrived in Germany.
He explains his frequent use of locative technology as fol-
lows: “I lost my confidence when I arrived in Germany”.
He asked a German for directions and got a very angry
response: he had better leave, because there is no place
for refugees. He felt surrounded by mistrust in his new
context. “Now, I’d rather stick to my mobile” when ask-
ing how to get somewhere. In this case, using locative
technology has the purpose of hiding one’s lack of spatial
knowledge and, therefore, one’s status as a newcomer.
A smartphone has the benefit of the user becoming ‘in-
visible’ in urban spaces, of behaving like all the other peo-
ple, by paying attention to a smartphone instead of ask-
ing a stranger for directions (see also Witteborn, 2015).
Furthermore, “with a smartphone, I feel normal” Batoor
says. He seems to merge with the society; he does the
same thing as all the other people around him. He is part
of the society, and he belongs to it, at least on the surface.
He feels he is managing others’ perceptions of himself.

Here, the smartphone is directed at replacing the hu-
man being with a technological product that the user is
familiar with, and, therefore, it seems to deliver more se-
curity in an unfamiliar environment. A smartphone can-
not disappoint one’s expectations, at least not in the
same way. If errors occur, the consequences are not so
far-reaching: one can change the battery, the application
software, or the entire smartphone. One will not lose
confidence in all mobile devices. To handle a loss of con-
fidence in one’s own expectations about the new coun-
try as a better place to live in is much more demanding.
After 2.5 years in Germany, Batoor says, he has gradually
gained his self-confidence again. However, his first inter-
personal (offline) experiences have left traces which in-
fluence his behavior both in the online and offline world.
If he can avoid direct contact with German people in a sit-
uation of risk and uncertainty and can replace this with
an electronic device, he does that.

Acting on the basis of a decision to trust technologies
also means establishing a dependent relationship with
the trusted object. If, for example, a refugee trusts com-
munication technology and takes this as a prerequisite
for action, access to a phone as well to the Internet be-
comes vital, as described above, the smartphone is simi-
lar to “food” (Dalia) or is the “best friend” (Aamir). There
are two forms of risk that can be distinguished. One of
these forms relates to the anticipation that perhaps tech-
nology might not be working, or that access to the In-
ternet or even the phone cannot be achieved. When Ba-
toorwaswithout his phone for twoweeks because it was
stolen, he borrowed a tablet from his friend to at least

keep in contact with his family and to have access to his
life counseling app. But during this time, he felt as “if
I lost a leg. I was not complete”. The other form of risk
is that of replacing people, or in other words, direct con-
tact with people, with an electronic device.

The smartphone as a multi-functional device has be-
come an essential tool of managing social relations. Be-
ing dependent on a smartphone is a recognized phe-
nomenon for groups other than refugees. However, per-
haps, since this is in a “discontinuous state of being”
(Hannerz, 1996, p. 105), smartphones seem to offer
some kind of continuity and familiarity.

6.3. Trust in People Available through Social Network
Sites

If changes in the familiar offline world occur, as with mi-
grants, the conditions for developing trust in human re-
lations and confidence in the new situation of the offline
world are affected. Trust can be lost and has to be devel-
oped anew. The refugee lacks familiarity with the new
societal context and, lacks, for instance, an understand-
ing of the expectations of others and thus the precondi-
tion for establishing relations of trust. For example, Ba-
toor, who “lost his confidence” when he arrived in Ger-
many, had an expectation of the new society that every-
one would welcome refugees and give them the neces-
sary help. This also refers to an image that was popular
amongmany refugees arriving in Germany and that is de-
scribed as “positively distorted” in the study by Emmer,
Richter and Kunst (2016).

In otherwords, for refugees, the new societal context
is generally unfamiliar, but the social network sites re-
main the same. Familiar interpersonal connections can
easily be maintained in the online world. There is a great
deal of literature about howmigrants in transit and desti-
nation countries canmaintain “network capital” through
access to the Internet (e.g. Madianou & Miller, 2012;
Georgiou, 2013; Lee & Katz, 2015; Polson, 2016). They
can easily follow information and communication from
back home, can have continuous contact with their fam-
ily members “where once migration has truncated it”
(Baldassar, 2016, p. 156) and sustain and develop ethnic
community relations with people in their country of ori-
gin as well as in their destination country. Physical prox-
imity is no longer a precondition for the maintenance
of significant social ties (see also Robertson, Wilding,
& Gifford, 2016). Digital media technologies have thus
changed the mode of coping with the unfamiliar.

So, if familiarity is central “to accommodate oneself
to the future in a trustful or distrustful manner” (Luh-
mann, 2004, p. 19), a communicative approach to the fa-
miliar onlineworld seems to be reasonable and expected
in order to cope with the new surroundings. Recent re-
search has, for instance, shown that knowing who to
trust often leads people to seek help in their own commu-
nities from those they regard as reliable sources, which
is based on previous experiences. Harney (2013) notes,
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for example, that fears and uncertainties are managed
by mobilizing personal online networks. In other words,
the trustworthiness of the familiar online environment
seems to be a of great importance in coping with the
new life.

For all my interviewees, most of their Internet use
is dedicated to maintaining interpersonal contacts (this
is also confirmed by a study by Emmer et al., 2016),
that is, mostly with friends and relatives from their
home countries or with friends from their ethnic com-
munity in the new country. When asking my intervie-
wees whether there are native inhabitants among their
Facebook friends, only Dalia nods and showsme her two
Swedish Facebook friends on her Facebook site. They are
“very friendly employment officers”, she explains. Follow-
ing her new Swedish friends gives her both language
training and some insights into the life of people outside
her own ethnic community.

These online community structures can also pro-
mote/support the inner security or self-confidence nec-
essary for the readiness to trust. Being active on so-
cial network sites they feel familiar with can increase
personal trust, that is, trust in “in one’s own self-
presentation and in other people’s interpretation of it”
(Luhmann, 2004, p. 40). Batoor, who reveals his loss of
self-confidence, says later in the interview that he has
partly regained it through his own ethnic community
which he is active in. He has Twitter, Facebook and In-
stagram accounts where he receives recognition and ap-
proval from his community.

This corresponds to a study by Godin and Doná
(2016) about young Congolese people in the UK using
social media to show their knowledge in what is ‘re-
ally’ going on in their homeland. They become a voice
in the public debate, which has helped them to gain
self-confidence. These refugees find hope in social net-
work sites and not in the physical place where they feel
“stuck” (Twigt, 2017). Without hope of a better future,
one loses confidence in acting in an attempt to change
one’s situation.

Using the familiar online world to ‘recover’ is an im-
portant step but must be supported by the offline world
if trusted relationships are to be established. In the case
of Batoor, he has received refugee status, and can at-
tend language classes and integration courses. Now, he is
able to rebuild a ‘normal’ life—free from merely waiting.
Hence, he feels more capable of handling possible disap-
pointments. His process of regaining self-confidence is an
outcome of a learning process which is based on his mo-
tives and experiences, that is, on internal (psychological)
and external (online/offline) conditions.

7. Online–Offline Relationship

In stressing the possibilities of Internet access for main-
taining a familiar world, there are also risks attached.
Scholars have, for example, interpreted massive online
presence as “encapsulating” (Jansson, 2011) or as “set-

tlement ‘escapes’” as described in the case of young
adults with refugee backgrounds in Australia (Gifford &
Wilding, 2013). The frequent use of social network sites,
which, according to boyd and Ellison (2007), primarily
supports pre-existing social relations rather than estab-
lishing new ones, has a special impact on migrants. This
is confirmed by a recent study of Syrian refugees that
concludes that “refugees feel more connected to their
home than to the host community”. However, they “see
value in contactswith locals”which they hope to develop
with the help of language apps, for instance (Springer
et al., 2016).	

Being included in the online world can support ex-
clusion from social connections within the offline world.
Or, in the words of Gifford and Wilding, there is a prob-
lem of: “being an insider in a virtual world ... and be-
ing an outsider in the real world” (2013, p. 569). Schol-
ars are convinced that there is a relationship between
extensive presence within the online world and integra-
tion processes in the offline world (e.g. Alencar, 2017)
and that integration processes for immigrantsmay be de-
layed. However, more research is needed.

The scope for developing relations of trust and also
distrust in the offline world is generally enhanced by be-
ing aware of the growing interrelation between online
and offline environments, and of “a growing seamless-
ness of interrelations between digital and face-to-face
communication” (Polson, 2015, p. 632) in meaning mak-
ing in general and in building trust in particular. How to
initiate trusted relations depends on the communication
situation (see e.g. Smets & Kate, 2008), and it can be as-
sumed that risk-taking and confidence in one’s own ex-
pectations are perceived differently in online and offline
milieus (Blöbaum, 2016, p. 18).

A study of social media use of refugees and integra-
tion in the Netherlands (Alencar, 2017) states that so-
cial contacts offline are especially preferred when trying
to obtain reliable information about important societal
fields such as the labor market and education system
(Alencar, 2017, p. 13). As it also has turned out in my in-
terviews, offline contacts are essential when seeking a
job, which not only includes the employment agencies,
but also people who can arrange contacts with potential
employers. Faris for example reveals that his dream is to
work as a security officer. In order to receive reliable in-
formation, hewent to the employment agency to discuss
his chances. Here, in offline contacts, it seems to be eas-
ier to recognize that a person is trustworthy and can de-
liver reliable information. As it has turned out in my in-
terviews and is also confirmed by the study by Emmer
et al. (2016, p. 51), interpersonal information online is
viewed as the most trustworthy type, and interpersonal
contacts are seen as being essential for bridging offline
and online worlds.

In coming into face-to face contact with locals pri-
vately, Rihanna tells that she and her husband joined an
NGO initiative “Kompis Sverige” (Friend Sweden) in or-
der to learn more about Swedish people and Swedish
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culture. “We met a nice couple. They have invited us to
their house and we have invited them back. It was nice
but it was already two years ago”, Rihanna states. Of-
fline contacts seem to demand more engagement from
both sides and seem to make it harder to sustain a re-
lationship. As Luhmann claims, according to the offline
world: “Whoever wants to win trust must take part in
social life and be in a position to build the expecta-
tions of others into his own self-presentation” (Luhmann,
2004, p. 62). This takes time anddemands offline encoun-
ters which can be accompanied or even initiated by on-
line communications.

Social network sites can also be used to present one-
self as approachable in the new unfamiliar environment,
not only for one’s own community. I assume that so-
cial network sites can make it easier to building self-
presentation skills that tie in with the new environment,
and that therefore can lower a refugee’s threshold of
entering a new society. However, this also implies that
one knows what is going on in the new country. It was
striking in my interviews that news about the new coun-
try was primarily retrieved through the filter of the sub-
ject’s own community and not directly from Swedish or
German news media. In the interviews, it became obvi-
ous that most of the information the interviewees were
interested in and the contacts they maintain are con-
nected to their respective home countries. Especially
for those who have immediate family members in their
home countries, their thoughts are often with their rela-
tives, and the space for dealing with their new life is lim-
ited. Others, who have started a new life together with
a family that is physically near and can regularly meet,
seem to have better preconditions for presenting them-
selves as approachable within their new society. For ex-
ample, Rihanna, living together with her husband and
newborn son, is joining several employment programs in
order to make her education more compatible with the
challenges of the labor market.

8. Conclusions: The Janus Face of the Smartphone

Trust is, according to Luhmann, generally seen as a re-
source to be able to act under conditions of uncertainties
and risks, and specifically as a decision to act in the light
of trust or even distrust. Applying this to the conditions
of today means here adding a digital, online dimension
to the process of deciding to act in a trustful or distrust-
ful manner.

On the one hand, it seems to be easier to develop
relations of trust (or distrust) online. The online world
connects to a familiar world and offers some kind of con-
tinuity. It makes it easier to make solid risk evaluations
through easy access to knowledge and other’s experi-
ences. In other words, my interviewees have more pos-
sibilities to build trusted relationships. However, online
resources are accessed selectively, and if one has learned
to staywithin one’s own community, the scope of gaining
experiences outside the community is limited.

This means, on the other hand, that certain other
possibilities for trust-building can be excluded from con-
sideration. The familiarity of the community can, there-
fore, also hamper trust building in an unfamiliar world.
Always keeping up to date with what is going on in
one’s own ethnic community leaves little time for other
things. Access to it is easy and distraction is, if so desired,
quickly achieved. We know, based on the research litera-
ture, that technology use can “both facilitate and hamper
individuals’ engagement with unfamiliar environments”
(Kim & Lingel, 2016, p. 231) and can segregate and con-
nect communication spaces.

Blöbaum (2016) claims that, under the conditions of
on- and offline practices, the stabilization of trust is af-
fected and, perhaps, its “shelf life” is reduced. Trust can
easily be lost as the result of changed communication en-
vironments and has to be developed anew. This can also
mean that old (dis)trusted relationships can be changed.
The often-described distrust of refugees in state institu-
tions originating from the past (Felton, 2015; Gillespie
et al., 2016) is something I have not encountered in my
interviews. There was, instead, a kind of disappointment
expressed about employment agencies that cannot offer
jobs, or about migration authorities that work too slowly.
Here at least, my interviewees expected a certain level
of quality and, hence, have trusted these institutions so
far. It is too early, however, to speak of distrust regarding
these institutions.

To summarize, through the combination of on- and
offline communication practices, more varied mecha-
nisms for the creation and stabilization of trust and even
distrust can be provided. It ultimately depends on in-
ternal conditions, the motives and experiences of the
refugee to use digital media technologies for building-
up trusted relationships in the offline world. However,
trusted offline relationships can be supported by exter-
nal conditions, that make these possibilities visible. It be-
came obvious from the interviews that interpersonal re-
lations, both online and offline, play an important role
in seeking and maintaining trust. Hence, supporting in-
terpersonal, meaning intercultural contacts in both the
online and offline world can improve the scope of expe-
riences of both groups, of newcomers and natives. How-
ever, it needs further research to explore under what
circumstances digital communication technologies can
hamper or enable engagement with the new society.
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