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Research motivations and goals

Because of the ethnic cleansing over Rohingya community in Rakhine state of Myanmar in 2017,
around 6 million Rohingya people migrated to Bangladesh for safe shelter [1]. Along with this
displacement, a scenario of mass abuse, murder, rape happened with the refugee people that
eventually creates many invisible wounds along with visible ones. To better understand their needs,
and designing an effective ICT solution for their mental support, we did a qualitative study on 10
female refugees currently living in the Refugee Camp, Ukhia, Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh. Our
findings are mostly concentrated on designing the mental health solution for the traumatized
women who had to encounter their beloved ones being oppressed. We have examined them through
the lens of HCI research principle and stepped towards suggesting a technology intervention to

improve their current mental state.

Context

Rohingya people are a Muslim minority group residing in the western state of Rakhaine, Myanmar
[1], who has been suffering devastating suppression and abuse in Myanmar for last couple of years.
Around 693,000 number of refugees fled to Bangladesh [2] and took shelter in various refugee
camps from year 2016 till today. These people are considered “stateless entities," as the Myanmar

government does not recognize them as an ethnic group. This community has faced abusive



behavior and witnessed torture and death. In these situations, often females become more tortured
and victimized. Specially, the female refugees are still suffering a lot of trauma including the
process of resettlement, grief, loss and anxiety, rape and physical torture, loss of family and social
supports, unemployment, language barriers, isolation due to social barriers etc. which is putting
the state of mental health of them at risk. The Government of Bangladesh, NGOs and other
international organizations are considering physical wellbeing of this community whereas
attention of the mental stability is still absent. Our initial investigative sessions with this

community opened up their feelings which required attention for improving mental wellbeing.
Methodology

To have a nuanced understanding of the mental turbulence of the female Rohingya refugees, we
had semi-structured interviews with 10 female participants of age range 18 to 50, from the medical
camp with vulnerable mental states according to the doctors through purposive sampling. All the
interviews were conducted in the medical camps with the help of the health volunteers working in
the camps. Verbal consents were taken from the participants with a clear description of this study.

No incentive was provided.

In the semi-structured interviews, they were asked about general health-related problems initially.
Later, we tried to understand their mental state by asking some indirect questions like, if they often
feel exhausted, if any of their family members or closed ones died in Myanmar if they encountered
any unusual events if any of their family members have any critical health issue etc. We tried to
discover stories from them as much as possible. Each interview session was around 40-45 minutes
long. All the interviews were conducted in local languages by the health workers and everything
was noted down on papers which were translated into English by the researchers later. After getting
a hundred pages of translated data, we analyzed them according to the Open Coding method.

Findings

From our study, we created clusters of two primary findings of their mental condition which were

causing a large number of critical health issues, “Past Trauma” and “Uncertainty of Future”. For



describing their trauma, a list of terms used in describing how they are feeling can be seen in Figure

1.
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Figure 1: Keywords used by the refugee community.
One woman mentioned how she was tortured before she came to Bangladesh.

“We were victims of the military torture and were taken to schools and tied to rods and also were

kept in dark rooms for hours.” — Refugee (Female), 25, Married
Novelty of the approach

From a qualitative study on female Rohingya refugees, we have identified the potential aspects of
supporting the mental wellbeing of this community. As we identified the primary pointers for
improving their mental wellbeing, our novel approach is proposing the design where technology
could be useful through opening up ways to heal the mental wounds as well as open up possible

pathways to eliminate uncertainty.

Figure 2: Semi-structured interview with the female Rohingya Refugee
Expected Contribution of our work

By offering design beyond the user, we are proposing a design for the people around them, which

may indirectly, affects the person whom we are aiming to help. For example, a customized mental



health application for the health workers or volunteers who are working for this particular
community may help them to understand the intensity of a victim’s trauma and act accordingly for
medication or counseling as per the necessity. Also, toll free service can be offered to get mental
support or consultation sessions by expert psychiatrists. Moreover, through the application, video

led community support and education can also open up channels for future empowerment.
Challenges

As the Rohingya Refugee Camp Area is a highly protected by the military of Bangladesh and the

United Nations, reaching to them was a big challenge for us.
Intersectionality

Yes, intersectionality is certainly present in our work. Here, intersection happens within the

domains of mental health, mobile technology, and feminist HCI.
Benefit of attending HCIxB 2019

Designing technology for the refugee community especially for the mental health issue is highly
significant in the context of today’s world. Bringing the refugee people under the umbrella of HCI
may impact in the betterment of million lives globally. By attending HCIxB 2019, I can get prudent
feedback from other HCI researchers as well as can make collaboration with researchers interested

to work in this issue from different parts of the world.
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