IVERSIDADE
OLICA
STUGUESA

FROM ACCESS TO BELONGING: INFORMATION AND
COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY PATHWAYS TO
EUROPEAN UNION MIGRANT INTEGRATION IN
PORTUGAL

DISSERTATION

Dissertation submitted to Universidade Catdlica
Portuguesa to obtain a Master’'s Degree in Psychology in
Business and Economics

By

Mariana Malta da Silva Cruz

Faculdade de Ciéncias Humanas

September 2025



NIVERSIDADE
TOLICA
STUGUESA

FROM ACCESS TO BELONGING: INFORMATION AND
COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY PATHWAYS TO
EUROPEAN UNION MIGRANT INTEGRATION IN
PORTUGAL

DISSERTATION

Dissertation submitted to Universidade Catdlica
Portuguesa to obtain a Master’'s Degree in Psychology in
Business and Economics

Mariana Malta da Silva Cruz

Faculdade de Ciéncias Humanas
Under the supervision of Professor Carlos Barros

September 2025



Acknowledgments

Without you, nothing would be possible!

I want to thank my family, friends, and boyfriend who always believed that my curiosity
and interest would take me far and led me to create works like this with such

enthusiasm. Thank you for believing in me.

I especially thank my advisor — Professor Carlos Barros — who was always available, at
any time, even despite a daunting schedule. He was there to teach me how to write this
dissertation, but also to calm me down, give me confidence, and give me a path to
follow. What an honor to be able to work with and learn from such a genuine,

competent person, who always had a kind and friendly word to share with the world.

I also thank my mother (again) for always being there and for her writing reviews,
Anabela for helping me find participants, Fabio for his trust and reviewing references,
Maria for her support and reviewing tables, and Pedro for his ability to make me feel
safe and English review. To all for being unstoppable at various stages of my

dissertation, as well as in my life.

Finally, to my dear friend Maria Gordo, who is no longer with us physically, but whose
empathy and generosity were essential to all of this work. It's unfair that you couldn't
submit and defend your dissertation with us. Therefore, you are present in every word I

write.

To all: a huge thank you!



Table of Contents

AADSTIACE. ...ttt ettt et st b et h e bt et sat e bt et eae e be e 6
RESUIMO ..ttt et et 7
I — LIterature REVIEW ....cc.eeuiiiiiieiieierteeee ettt sttt 8
Lo COMEEXL ettt ettt ettt e be e sttt sbeeearees 8

2. Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) and Accessibility................ 11

3. The Role of Belonging and Social Identity ..........cccccocvveeciieiiieeeieeeie e 14

4. Research Gap and Applied relevance...........cooceevieriiiiiiiiiiereeeeeeeee e 15

IT = MIETROMS ...ttt et sttt e et ne e et e naeeens 16
1. ReSEArCh DESIZN .....veeuiiiiiiieiieeeee et ettt e 16

2. General objective and Specific OBJECHIVES ........cocuerieriiriiniiiirienieeceee e 17

R o 14163 | o 1 USSP 17

4. INSTIUIMENES ..entiiiiieiiieeiie ettt ettt ettt e bttt e st st e e bt e eabeesbeeebeenaneeas 18

5. Data CollECTION ...couuiiiiiiiie ittt st 19

6. Data ANALYSIS...ueiiiiiiiiiie ettt e et eeennes 19
IIT - Results and DISCUSSION........ccouiiiiiiriieiieriieeiee ettt st 20
1. Access and USe OF ICT .....eiiuiiiiiiii e 21
1.1. General Digital PractiCeS........oevvuiiiriiieriieeiie ettt 21
1.1.1. Purposes for using ICT .........cccvieiiiieiiieeiieeeeeee e 21

1.2. Access to Essential Information ............ccccoeeuieviiiiiiieniiiiiienieccee e 23

1.2.1. Access to information and processes for obtaining official documents and

carrying out bureaucratic ProCeAUIES ..........cevvueeruieeiieenieeriienieeieeseeeieesieeeeeenens 23

1.3. Digital Challenges and Vulnerabilities ..........c.ceveeverieneriienienenicneeneeienens 25
1.3.1. Barriers and conditions of access to information .............cccceeveeeeieeniennen. 25
1.3.2. Reliability of online information ...........ccccceeeevieeiieeecieeeie e 27

2. The role of Belonging and Social Identity..........cccceeeviiieiiieciiiieieecie e 28
2.1. The influence of ICT on feelings of belonging and identity ..............cccueeeneee. 29

2.2. Social Networks and SUpPPOTT........cccvieiiiiiiiiiieeciie ettt 31



3. Limitations and FUtULe STUIES......nmn e eee e e e e 32

4. Theoretical and Practical Implications ...........ccceeveveeriieriienienieeiieeie e 34
VI - CONCIUSIONS ..ot 35
RETEIENCES ..o 38

APPENAICES ....vvieniieeiiieiieeiie ettt et e et e eteeseteesbeeetbeesbeesabeebeeesaeenbeessaeenbeessaeenseenseeenseennneans 45



Abstract

This dissertation examines how Information and Communication Technologies (ICT)
influence the integration processes of European Union migrants in Portugal, focusing on
access to information, belonging, and social identity, while simultaneously considering
opportunities and barriers related to access, skills, and benefits. A qualitative study was
conducted with 16 participants, aged between 20 and 73, who were digital media users
and had resided in Portugal for at least one year. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews and analyzed thematically using NVivo software (ed.15).

The results show that communication and information seeking are dominant uses:
messaging apps and social networks sustain transnational ties and everyday coordination,
while search engines and official portals structure practical decisions. Hybrid pathways
emerged that combine online and in-person stages and combine digital and interpersonal
sources to reduce uncertainty. Trust in information was shown to be conditional, anchored
in the source's authority and verification strategies; Discrepancies between online
information and in-person practices, language barriers, and information dispersion
contributed to friction and feelings of exclusion.

We conclude by proposing the notion of digital union: integration occurs in a sociodigital
ecology where affective bonds, instrumental cooperation, and cross-validation depend on
the alignment between online and in-person spheres. Practical implications include
consolidating public information into a unified portal, ensuring a coherent multilingual
offering, and improving response times and process traceability. Limitations include the
purposive sampling and self-reporting, which restrict transferability and causal

inferences, requiring caution when generalizing the results.

Keywords: Digital Integration; Migration; Social Belonging; Sociodigital Vulnerability;

Transnational Relations.



Resumo

Esta dissertacdo examina como as Tecnologias de Informagdo e Comunicacao (TIC)
influenciam os processos de integracao de migrantes da Unido Europeia em Portugal, com
foco no acesso a informagao, pertenca e identidade social, considerando simultaneamente
oportunidades e barreiras ligadas a acesso, competéncias e beneficios. Recorreu-se a um
estudo qualitativo com 16 participantes, com idades compreendidas entre os 20 € 73 anos,
utilizadores de meios digitais e a residir em Portugal h4 pelo menos 1 ano. Os dados foram
obtidos por entrevistas semiestruturadas e analisados tematicamente, utilizando o
software Nvivo (ed. 15).

Os resultados mostram que comunicacdo e procura de informagao sdo usos dominantes:
aplicagdes de mensagens e redes sociais sustentam lacos transnacionais € coordenacao
quotidiana, enquanto motores de busca e portais oficiais estruturam decisdes praticas.
Emergiram caminhos hibridos que combinam etapas online e presenciais e articulam
fontes digitais e interpessoais para reduzir incerteza. A confianca na informagao revelou-
se condicional, ancorada na autoridade da fonte e em estratégias de verificacdo;
discrepancias entre informagdo online e pratica no balcdo, barreiras linguisticas e
dispersdo informativa contribuiram para fric¢des e sentimento de exclusao.

Conclui-se propondo a nog¢ao de unido digital: a integracao acontece numa ecologia socio-
digital onde lagos afetivos, cooperagdo instrumental e valida¢do cruzada dependem do
alinhamento entre esferas online e presenciais. Implica¢des praticas incluem consolidar
informacao publica num portal unificado, garantir oferta multilingue coerente e melhorar
tempos de resposta e rastreabilidade dos processos. Como limitacdes podem apontar-se a
amostra intencional e autorrelato, restringindo transferibilidade e inferéncias causais,

sendo necessaria cautela na generalizagcdo dos resultados.

Palavras-chave: Integragdo Digital; Migragdo; Pertenca Social; Vulnerabilidade Socio

digital; Rela¢des Transnacionais.



I — Literature Review

1. Context

Migration is a multidimensional social process, shaped by broader
transformations in society and development and, at the same time, also influences them.
It is not an isolated event: it results from structural and systemic inequalities and
opportunities, mediated by individual and collective action. It interacts with political,
economic and cultural factors at the local, national and global levels, reflecting the
complexities of a globalised world. It should, therefore, be analysed not as a single effect
or an isolated variable, but as an integral part of social change itself (Castles, 2010; de
Haas, 2010).

Moreover, the United Nations defines an international migrant as a person who
has lived for at least one year in a country other than the one in which they were born
(United Nations, 2020). Nevertheless, as argued by Castles (2010) and de Haas (2010),
migration should be understood primarily as a socially rooted and transformative process,
rather than merely as a demographic category.

Nowadays, migration within the European Union is governed by multiple
principles that are established in European Union legislation. One of the most important
principles is free movement, which is found in various legislative instruments, such as
the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), Directive 2004/38/EC and
the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (European Commission, 2023;
European Union, 2016). In general, it ensures European Union citizens have the right to
circulate, live and work freely in all Member States, as long as they comply with the
stipulated requirements and specifications (European Commission, 2023).

Even so, simultaneously, with the emergence and dissemination of new
information and communication technologies, primarily the internet, the way people live
have changed substantially at a global level. Therefore, migration and its experience have
been reshaped by this mass diffusion, acquiring new characteristics and contours (Barros,
2023; Ganito, 2018; Komito, 2011; Mateia, 2018;).

Considering this context, Portugal emerges as an increasingly popular living
destination due to various factors, such as quality of life, favourable climate conditions,
professional and economic opportunities and social peacefulness (Esteves & Rauhut,

2024; Grau et al. 2017; Rauhut 2021).



Recent data from Portugal's National Statistics Institute (INE, 2023) underscores
a notable upward trend in communication technology usage across the past decade. It
shows that over half of the Portuguese population between the ages of 16 to 74 now
possess basic or higher digital competencies (Instituto Nacional de Estatistica, 2023).

At the same time, the most recent report of 2023 shows that communication and
information access remained the predominant online activities among individuals in this
age range. Additionally, the Information and Communication Technologies Usage
Survey (2023) introduced a new metric to assess exposure to aggressive, discriminatory,
or demeaning online content. The findings reveal that the perceived motivations behind
such content include factors such as nationality or ethnic background (27.9%), sexual
identity or orientation 26.0%, and political or social views (25.5%) (Instituto Nacional de
Estatistica, 2023). In this context, it is important to ask how societies can foster conditions
for migrant integration.

Integration is a contested and polysemic concept in literature, with a lack of
theoretical and methodological consensus and recurring criticism of its normative
character (premises and objectives) and the “othering” it can produce (Garcés-
Mascarefias & Penninx, 2016; Spencer & Charsley, 2021). Historically, in the context of
acculturation, integration refers to the strategy whereby migrants maintain their culture
of origin and actively participate in the host society, tending to be associated with better
adaptation outcomes when the context allows (Berry, 1997). In European migration
studies, it has been analytically defined as the process of becoming an accepted part of
the host society, observed in three interconnected dimensions (legal-political, socio-
economic and cultural-religious) and at various levels (individuals, organisations,
institutions), with an emphasis on power asymmetry and the non-linear and multi-
actor/multi-level nature of the process (Garcés-Mascarefias & Penninx, 2016). More
recent research proposes a non-normative definition of integration as multidirectional
processes of interaction and personal and social change between individuals and
institutions, unfolding in five dimensions (structural, social, cultural, civic-political and
identity), with attention to temporality, scale/locality and transnationalism, and
operationalised by “effectors” that can facilitate or hinder these processes (Spencer &
Charsley, 2021). In this study, we adopt a broader definition: integration as a
multidimensional and bidirectional process of change and participation between migrants
and host society/institutions, crossing structural, social, cultural and civic spheres and

linking participation with belonging (Bosswick & Heckmann, 2006; Garcés-Mascarefias

9



& Penninx, 2016; Spencer & Charsley, 2021), taking Bronfenbrenner's bioecological
model as a reference (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner, 2005 Bronfenbrenner &
Morris, 2006).

Given that Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model of development conceives
the environment as a series of nested layers surrounding the developing individual — who
is continuously shaped by multiple levels of environmental influence — and that these
interactions are both direct and indirect, forming a reciprocal, bidirectional relationship
between the individual and the evolving characteristics of the environments they
encounter, as well as the broader social structures that encompass those environments,
this multilayered approach makes the model particularly pertinent to studies examining
how multiple systems of interaction affect the process of integration.

Thus, in Bronfenbrenner's (2005) bioecological model, development unfolds
through proximal processes in four distinct systems: the microsystem, the mesosystem,
the exosystem, and the macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Bronfenbrenner & Ceci,
1994; Bronfenbrenner et al., 2006). The microsystem, which has the most direct impact,
encompasses the individual's personal interactions within their immediate environment.
The mesosystem connects these different microsystems, facilitating an understanding of
how distinct contexts interrelate (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The exosystem encompasses
contexts where individuals do not participate directly, such as school councils or
municipal services, as well as the interconnections between these and other systems,
whose decisions indirectly affect them, their daily life (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). At the
broadest level, the macrosystem includes the overarching cultural values and social norms
that influence all other systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1977).

Furthermore, the chronosystem encompasses the addition of time as a dimension
to the model (Bronfenbrenner, 2005) that further refines our understanding of
development as a temporal process. This temporal element is crucial for studying migrant
integration and adaptation processes, as it highlights the role of immediate and changing
contexts in their journey toward integration into new social, cultural, and economic
settings. Recent studies (Barros & Hanenberg, 2024; Barros et al., 2024) also indicate the
need to view systems as an integral element where the person-context can only be
considered by integrating the on-site and digital contexts in symbiosis.

Building on a foundational understanding of systemic dynamics, the following
sections delve into key factors in digital contact. Thus, we will explore digital media's

role in fostering inclusion, examine how a sense of belonging and social identity shape
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integration experiences, highlight the critical importance of accessible health and safety
information, and consider how sociodemographic factors contribute to specific
vulnerabilities. Together, these perspectives create a comprehensive view of the intricate
dynamics influencing migrant experiences in Portugal.

In this context, the multifaceted process of integrating migrants into host societies

is profoundly influenced, and potentially significantly shaped, by digital media.

2. Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) and Accessibility

The digital ecosystem, which relies on a diversity of devices, services, and forms
of'access, introduces potential asymmetries between individuals, groups, and generations.
In this context, the use of these technologies was profoundly transformed when the
internet became associated with cell phones/smartphones (Kraemer & Katz, 2009),
potentially reshaping the relationship between ease of access and the perception of
connection with the world. Furthermore, access to multiple tools, applications, and
mechanisms tends to broaden one's perception of the digital space (Barros, 2023; Barros
& Ganito, 2024; Ganito, 2018). In this context, the migratory experience makes these
dynamics particularly visible: access to and use of digital technologies condition
opportunities and barriers to integration, and digital media mediate social and cultural
participation, highlighting processes of inclusion and exclusion (Bork-Hiiffer, 2022).

Moreover, Bork-Hiiffer (2022) explores the complex dynamics of digital media
in shaping migrants' inclusion and exclusion through friendships and proposes the
concept of “entangled inclusion and exclusion”, which describes how migrants
simultaneously experience interconnected processes of integration and marginalization,
where digital media enable connections that foster inclusion, while also reinforcing
social, cultural, and economic boundaries that contribute to exclusion. Along the same
lines, Hamel (2009) argues that the use of information and communication technologies
(ICT) facilitates better migratory integration and improves transnational connectivity and
digital remittances. Their use, through smart televisions and cell phones, improves direct
intergenerational engagement and access to diverse cultural content, including YouTube
(Notley et al., 2024; Pérez & Salgado, 2019). It is also argued that cell phones are essential
for migrant adolescents to connect with youth microcultures and maintain emotional ties
with their communities of origin (Pérez & Salgado, 2019). Thus, such tools facilitate the
negotiation of transnational ties and identities as migrants navigate colonized spaces

(Bork-Hiiffer, 2022).

11



Social networks facilitate international migration in four main ways (Dekker &
Engbersen, 2014; Dekker et al., 2015): @) Strong ties: maintain communication with close
family and friends, ensuring emotional and logistical support at a distance; ) Weak ties:
expand the reach to acquaintances and peripheral contacts who can provide information
and opportunities at the destination; ¢) Latent ties: activate potential contacts (people with
whom there was no previous interaction), who can be mobilized when needed; and d)
Unofficial information (“street knowledge”): provide practical, up-to-date, and non-
institutionalized data on routes, work, housing, and bureaucracy, aiding decision-making.
By doing so, social networks transform migratory networks and reduce barriers to
movement and initial integration.

However, ICT and online media developments are not accessible to everyone,
creating a phenomenon called the “digital divide”, which describes the “inequality
involved in the access and usage of digital services as well as real-time consequences of
the imbalance” (Fung et al., 2025, p. 1), meaning that only certain groups will benefit
from the perks of this online migrant networks, whilst some will be excluded and keep
using the traditional process to conduct their migration processes.

Building on this, the digital divide can increase exclusion in general due to a
decrease in access, especially among those with lower economic and cultural capital
(Malafaia et al. 2013). As Dekker and Engbersen (2014) state, social media enables the
exchange of social capital within migration networks, which decreases the barriers to
migration since information, resources, and support become more accessible. In this
respect, social network sites facilitate the creation of communities of interest, where
shared interests rather than preexisting personal relationships form the basis for
connection (Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Dekker & Engbersen, 2014; Dekker et al., 2015;
Haythornthwaite, 2005; Wellman, 2001). However, as Notley et al. (2024) argue, digital
inclusion often becomes a burden for low-income migrant families, as financial, social,
and emotional barriers limit their ability to fully benefit from technological opportunities.

Furthermore, socio-digital vulnerability, defined as a susceptibility to challenges
within mediated environments, affects migrants' experiences and influences their
decision-making (DiPaola & Calo, 2024). Digital inclusion proves essential for
vulnerable groups, including migrants, as it intersects deeply with issues of social
exclusion and inequality (Tsatsou, 2021). Thus, social media and migrant networks play
a dual role in migration, reducing threshold costs while potentially creating information

asymmetry (Obi et al., 2020). Although digital tools facilitate networking for migrants,
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they can also increase vulnerabilities, particularly for women, children, and persecuted
minorities (Bartolomei & Cava, 2024). The concept of vulnerability in migration is
inherently multifaceted, encompassing subjective, situational, and structural dimensions
(Bartolomei & Cava, 2024).

At the same time, social media is also known to assist in civic and political
engagement, contributing to what others have called "digital hope" for inclusion
(Malafaia et al., 2013). In addition, studies have implemented digital media systems to
facilitate e-participation to make sure the voice of migrants is heard in civic issues
(Laanpere et al., 2011). However, as Dekker and Engbersen (2014) remind us, the
possible benefits social media brings to migrants such as better information and
connection to migration networks, should be tackled cautiously. There are worries about
online connections, particularly regarding their quality and reliability. These media can
also be used for propaganda, or disinformation that constrains the migrant decision-
making processes. Dekker et al. (2015) reinforce this concern by emphasizing that while
social media provide essential connections and information, their quality and reliability
can vary, sometimes leading to misinformation that may negatively affect migrant
decision-making processes and their perceptions of belonging to a social group.

As for the use itself of ICT, research underscores that migrants heavily rely on
social networks and online resources to find essential information related to employment,
living conditions, and other aspects of life in their new countries. Nonetheless, this
reliance is designed by factors such as language barriers, technological challenges, and
cultural differences, which can hinder effective access and usage of these resources
(Beretta et al., 2018; Komito & Bates, 2011).

Moreover, access to reliable information on health and safety is crucial for migrant
well-being, yet literature shows that socioeconomic, educational, and legal factors often
exacerbate the difficulties migrants face in accessing health services, which heighten their
vulnerability (Ferreira, 2023). Additionally, access is also often restricted by obstacles
like language, cultural differences, digital divides, unfamiliarity with information
systems, and psychological hurdles (Beretta et al., 2018; Jinia et al., 2021).

Indeed, evidence shows that studies on stress and mental health among migrants
in Portugal highlight the importance of tailored approaches that address specific
vulnerabilities related to these sociodemographic variables (Monteiro & Serra, 2011).
Moreover, the provision of culturally sensitive information and the role of libraries in

promoting social inclusion are highlighted (Beretta et al., 2018). Digital platforms play
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an essential role in delivering health and safety information to migrant workers, with
positive outcomes for their well-being (Moyce & Schenker, 2018).

In the health domain, digital information-seeking is notably common among
migrant populations, showing promise for easing health system access barriers (Zysset &
Dratva, 2020). Yet, migrants frequently face difficulties in finding and understanding
health-related information, particularly during crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic
(Brenholt et al., 2021). Language limitations and varying levels of digital literacy often
impact their ability to access a broad range of sources. Older migrants, for example, often
prefer traditional resources like doctors, family, and local media over digital options
(Goodall et al., 2014). While digital health resources are promising for reaching
vulnerable groups, especially in areas like maternal and child health, evidence on

effectiveness remains limited for some countries (Zysset & Dratva, 2020).

3. The Role of Belonging and Social Identity

Research into the influence of digital media on migrants' sense of belonging and
social identity highlights social media platforms as essential tools. These platforms allow
migrants not only to uphold their cultural traditions but also to ease their transition into
new environments (Park & Gerrits, 2021). In this sense, social media enables migrants to
build connections locally and transnationally, linking them back to their countries of
origin while connecting them with various social, economic, political, and religious
organizations, both national and transnational (Valsdottir & Lubbers, 2023). Using the
applied context of the Somali migrant women, social media use is intertwined with their
gendered experiences, as it provides a means to sustain diaspora connections across
borders (Ponzanesi, 2021). More frequent engagement with digital platforms has been
associated with a stronger sense of belonging to both their homeland and the host country
(Ponzanesi, 2021; Valsdottir & Lubbers, 2023). However, although digital media can
reinforce ties with cultural origins, they can also diminish migrants' attachment to their
host countries (Madenoglu, 2022).

In this regard, digital spaces cultivate a collective sense of “digital togetherness,”
supporting identity development and community for migrants by helping them uphold
cultural bonds and self-identity despite physical distance from their homeland (Marino,
2015). Within these online communities, migrants create shared identities through
language, culture, and personal storytelling, which fosters a feeling of emotional security

and acts as a stable social anchor that spans borders (Marino, 2015). In addition to
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emotional support, these digital communities also provide practical resources such as
assistance with housing and job opportunities, which contribute to the migrants' ability to
adapt to new settings and establish supportive offline networks (Marino, 2015). In this
respect, ICT lies at the heart of what shapes migrants' transnational practices as flexible
technologies for maintaining cultural identities while embracing cosmopolitan values. It
allows migrants to stay in touch across borders and forge intergenerational solidarity and
collective action in ways that nurture a sense of multiple belonging and de-territorialized
life (Nedelcu, 2012).

These observations underscore the complex role of digital media in shaping
identity and relationships across transnational spaces. Social media platforms reshape
traditional social structures by offering a means for sharing both resources and social
capital. They also facilitate transnational social spaces where dispersed communities can
find both emotional and social cohesion (Marino, 2015). Through these spaces, migrants
can maintain ties to their cultural roots while forming new connections in the host country,
thus developing layered identities that encompass both belonging and integration (Bello,
2014).

Taken together, digital spaces empower migrants by providing an arena for self-
expression and visibility, which strengthens their social identities and participation in
public life in both home and host countries (Marino, 2015). These platforms enable
migrants to assert their identities, honour cultural connections, and strengthen their place
within the diaspora community, helping them balance dual identities across national
divides (Marino, 2015). Ultimately, their involvement in these online spaces fosters self-
esteem and social connectedness, encouraging adaptation and empowerment through the
shared narratives and support networks that define “digital togetherness” (Marino,

2015).

4. Research Gap and Applied relevance

Nowadays, literature shows that ICT and social media reconfigure migratory
networks and information flows, with effects on the circulation of resources and the
coordination of mobility (Dekker & Engbersen, 2014; Dekker et al., 2015). These
environments also (co)construct transnational belonging and identities, articulating links
“here and there” (Marino, 2015; Valsdottir & Lubbers, 2023). In parallel, studies on
transnational families document everyday digital uses that maintain cultural ties and

routines, making the technological mediation of social life visible (Barros, 2023).
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However, the evidence is ambivalent: the same devices and platforms that expand
opportunities can reinforce socio-digital boundaries and vulnerabilities through
inequalities in access/skills “digital divide” and informational risks (Bork-Hiiffer, 2022;
Tsatsou, 2021). In lower-income contexts, even when access is available, digital access
may not translate into clear benefits, since this is not guaranteed due to discrepancies in
digital literacy and access to appropriate tools. As noted above, the digital ecosystem
consists of a set of opportunities and capabilities that are not always in place (Barros et
al., 2024; Barros & Ganito, 2024; Notley et al., 2024).

In the Portuguese context, knowledge remains limited and fragmented when it
comes to ICT-mediated integration of intra-EU migrants: existing research is often
sectoral (e.g., access to healthcare or migration stress) and does not focus much on
digitally mediated mechanisms of access to information, belonging, and identity
(Ferreira, 2023; Monteiro & Serra, 2011). This fragmentation contrasts with international
lines of research that already link informational practices to social inclusion and
integration (Beretta et al., 2018) and supports the need for qualitative studies capable of
capturing processes, meanings, and mechanisms in depth.

As a subject of study, ICT-mediated integration is relevant to Psychology and
Behavioural Science because it clarifies how digital environments shape perceptions of
credibility, decision making heuristics, belonging and vulnerabilities. Specifically, it is
extremely important for Applied Psychology in Business and Economics because it
provides a basis for designing public and organisational services and policies, particularly
in communication, e-participation, recruitment and onboarding, which reduce barriers,

increase informed participation and promote well-being and inclusion.

IT - Methods

1. Research Design

The present research adopted a qualitative methodology to investigate the impact
of digital media on EU migrants' integration processes living in Portugal. The research
was informed by a post-constructivist paradigm framework, as it is acknowledged that
meanings given to migratory processes are socially constructed, and these are subject to
contextual, relational, and cultural factors in behavioural dynamics (Charmaz, 2006,
2009; Ratner, 2002; Tsatsou, 2021). This framework is particularly relevant to

understanding complex social phenomena, such as the ways migrants experience
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integration through digital technology amidst systemic inequality (DiPaola & Calo,
2024).

The method of analysis employed was a reflexive thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006) that allowed an inductive and interpretative examination of the lived
experiences of participants in examining their complex social interactions. The approach
enabled examination of subjective meanings and intricate socio-digital interactions that

influence integration trajectories (Marino, 2015).

2. General objective and specific objectives

This research aims to examine how ICT shapes the integration of intra-EU
migrants in Portugal, especially regarding access to information, belonging, and social
identity. It considers both the opportunities offered by digital networks and the barriers
created by inequalities in access, skills, and benefits. To operationalise the topic, the
specific objectives are:

1. Describe how ICT and devices are used by intra-EU migrants residing in
Portugal to access information, services and rights, namely health,
employment, education, regularisation and housing.

2. Analyse when and how these uses function as facilitators or obstacles to
integration and adjustment processes, such as language barriers, digital
literacy, costs, credibility of information, online bureaucracy.

3. Explore how online spaces and practices contribute to belonging and
identities, including the mobilisation of close relationships, wider contacts
and participation in communities of interest.

4. Identify socio-digital vulnerabilities in everyday life, specifically
misinformation, online aggression/discrimination, dependence on
intermediaries, precarious access/resources, surveillance, and understand the

strategies used to address them.

3. Participants

The participants in the study were Portuguese migrants (N = 16), aged between
20 and 73 years (M = 38.69; SD = 16.58). According to their self-identification, some
were female (n= 9), and some were male (n= 7). More information regarding

sociodemographic profile can be found in table 1 in the appendix. The criteria for
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inclusion were that participants: (1) were born in a European Union country other than
Portugal; (2) had been living in Portugal for at least one year; (3) used digital platforms
or devices on a regular basis. Participants were chosen through purposive sampling to
guarantee migratory route diversity and digital experience pertinence to the study. This
emphasis on digitally engaged participants supports current literature that underscores the
increasing significance of online networks in shaping migrant integration (Dekker &

Engbersen, 2014).

4. Instruments

A semi-structured interview guide was developed via an extensive literature
review and matched against the study objectives. It had seven thematic blocks: (1)
introduction, where we provided an overview of the topic; (2) digital platform usage,
where we seek to explore access, devices, platforms, and usage patterns. (e.g. "How often
do you use ICT?" and "What are the digital platforms you use the most?"), (3) integration
and inclusion, where we tried to capture how ICT contributed to the creation of local and
transnational ties, civic participation, and experiences of inclusion or exclusion, exploring
who they talk to, the people they know, the events and activities they participate in, in
order to understand the role played in integration processes (e.g. "Do you participate in
cultural activities or celebrations organised by online communities?" and "What are the
online communities/groups you seek out? And why?"), (4) access to information, where
we tried to understand how ICT helps access to services and bureaucracy, health, security,
and perceived impact on well-being (e.g. "When you need information regarding the
acquisition of an official document, how do you go about obtaining it?" and "Do you feel
that this online presence allows you to be more informed about your rights and duties in
Portugal?"); (5) Sense of belonging and identity, where we explored cultural identity, the
maintenance and adaptation of practices, as well as the role of social networks in both
countries - of origin and residence, including questions about the maintenance and
creation of habits, among others (e.g. "Does access to digital means help you maintain
cultural traditions from your country of origin?", "Do you consider Portugal your
country/second country or one that is not part of you?" and "What is the role of social
networks in maintaining ties with family or friends who still live in your country of
origin?"); (6) challenges and vulnerabilities, where we aim to identify barriers, the use,
adequacy of digital services to the needs of the migrant community, online discrimination,

risks and effectiveness of ICT in emergency situations, thereby mapping access
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asymmetries (e.g. "Have you faced situations of prejudice/discrimination online? How
did you deal with that situation?" and "Do you feel that your migrant status makes you
more vulnerable to digital issues, such as lack of access or exposure to fraud? If so, can
you provide examples?"); and (7) final reflections, where participants had the time to add

insights freely.

5. Data Collection

Recruitment occurred via a Qualtrics registration form distributed on social media
websites (Instagram, LinkedIn, Facebook) and emails targeted to migration-focused
organizations. Qualified respondents were sent a follow-up form with a

sociodemographic questionnaire and informed consent.

Interviews were conducted via Zoom from February to April 2025. Sessions lasted
between 30-60 minutes. After obtaining informed consent, all interviews were audio
recorded, transcribed, and anonymised. The recordings were deleted, and only the author
of the dissertation and the supervisor were given access to the interviews for the analysis
that we will explore in the next section. As this study is part of a research project
conducted by the academic supervisor as PI (Barros, 2024-), the ethical approval was
granted by the Ethics Committee on Technology, Social Sciences, and Humanities of the
Universidade Catolica Portuguesa, following the rules and standards of research

established by the APA (2018).

6. Data Analysis

Data was examined using Braun and Clarke's (2006) reflexive thematic analysis
with the assistance of N-Vivo (ed. 15) software. The procedure involved four iterative
phases: (1) familiarization with the data; (2) generating initial codes; (3) developing and
refining themes; and (4) building an interpretative narrative.

Themes were primarily generated through an inductive process that was data-
dependent, emphasizing the complexity and richness of participants' narratives. This
process remained analytically true to participants' lived experiences and was sensitive to
the contextual nuances of their integration processes (Charmaz, 2006; Guerra, 2006;
Marino, 2015).

Analytic decisions were regularly discussed with the academic supervisor who
had been a data consultant, to test methodological rigour, consistency, and reflexivity.

Data saturation was deemed to be achieved following the sixteenth interview.
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Attached below are the category tree and the respective references to the analysis in the

software (figure 1).

Figure 1
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Given the limited work undertaken in Portugal on EU migrants' digital integration
from a psychology perspective, this research presents novel empirical insights into the
role of digital media on integration trajectories, drawn from participants' lived
experiences and supported by contemporary migration scholarship (Barros, 2021, 2023,
2024; Malafaia et al., 2013).

III - Results and Discussion

With the goal of exploring individual perceptions and tackling their social
meanings in light of scientific literature (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Charmaz, 2009), it was
decided to present and discuss the data at the same time.

This study aimed to explore how digital media shape the integration processes of
EU migrants living in Portugal. Specifically, it investigates how digital platforms
facilitate or hinder migrants’ adjustment and integration; in what ways digital

environments impact access to services, information, and rights; how online spaces
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influence migrants’ sense of belonging and identity; and what digital vulnerabilities

emerge in the everyday experiences of migrants.

1. Access and use of ICT

We explored this topic by trying to understand how digital media are used to
access essential information, namely information on education, housing, everyday
problems, health, rights and duties, official and bureaucratic documents, and general ICT
usage practices, such as changes in digital practices after the migration process, which
devices are used, the main objectives of ICT use, and the time spent using it.

In this regard, the topics that stood out the most were the purposes for which they
use ICT, which was mentioned by all participants, with 70 references, and access to
acquisition information and processes for obtaining official and bureaucratic documents,
also mentioned by all participants, with 64 references.

Moreover, we sought to understand, in general terms, the digital challenges and
vulnerabilities experienced, namely the barriers and conditions in accessing information,
the role of digital media in emergency situations, the emotional impact of digital media,
how online discrimination and prejudice manifest, and the perception of the reliability of
online information.

In this sense, the topics that stood out the most were the barriers and conditions
of access to information, which was mentioned by all participants, with 167 references,
and the perception of the reliability of online information, which was mentioned by all

participants with 48 references.

1.1. General Digital Practices

1.1.1. Purposes for using ICT

Analysing the 70 references to the purposes of using ICT revealed that participants
mainly use for interpersonal communication, information seeking, entertainment and
leisure, and work and instrumental tasks.

All of the participants stated that they used ICT to communicate. They referred to
WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger and other instant messengers to keep in touch with

family and friends, both in their country of origin and in their country of residence. As

Catarina (P13) described:
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“WhatsApp... because I live abroad, I am always in touch with my family and

friends... it is crucial... every day I call my father, my mother and my brothers;

and every week I talk to my friends in Italy.”
And Joaquim (P14) also mentioned: “I use WhatsApp to communicate with people I
know, to send and receive files [...] video calls were essential for talking to my mother
and my children who lived abroad.”. These uses indeed confirm the central role of social
networks and messaging apps in maintaining migrant networks (Dekker & Engbersen,
2015; Komito, 2011). Dekker & Engbersen (2014) complement this result by showing
how social networks not only maintain but also transform migrants' support networks,
extending their reach and frequency of interactions.

Moreover, all participants mentioned using ICT to search for information, being
mentioned over 60 times. In this sense, communication and information seeking were the
most mentioned purposes, supporting the findings of the most recent report from INE
stating that these two topics kept being the main online activities among individuals aged
between 16 to 74 years old.

In fact, the search for information stood out as a daily practice aimed at acquiring
knowledge, keeping up to date and making informed decisions.

For half of the participants, the use of platforms such as X, Facebook, Instagram,
or Google is not limited to entertainment, but responds to a clear intention to stay
informed about different aspects of their personal and social reality. As Catarina (P13)
describes: “WhatsApp is the first [...] after Facebook and Instagram, a bit like a
newspaper. | see the news, what's happening on a daily basis, politics, sport, whatever. ”.
Similarly, Duarte (P4) uses X to obtain information quickly and directly: “X is mostly for
information. I feel like you do get information quite quickly.”

Although the content sought is diverse (explored in a separate topic), the
underlying motivation is common: the need to communicate, quick, autonomous and up-
to-date access to relevant information, which underpins much of the participants' digital
interaction.

In addition, most participants also highlighted leisure and entertainment as one of
the purposes of using ICT. As Rui (P3) points out: ““It's more for entertainment, that is,
to fill my time or keep myself busy.” and Joana (P5) also highlights “I use Instagram a
little for leisure, to see what people post, and also for educational purposes, as there are

recipe videos.”
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Finally, around three quarters stated that they use ICT for work and/or study. As
Teresa (P6) mentions: “Then I use Gmail [...] to find out news about something at work
or to talk to customers t0o.” and Jodo (P1) also states: “The main ones...we use search
engines like Google [...] we work with Google Docs.”. These testimonies illustrate how
ICTs have become infrastructures of migrants' daily academic and work lives, articulating
strong and weak ties for information search, document co-production, and distance
coordination, a pattern consistent with the literature on network connectivity and online
collaboration (Haythornthwaite, 2005) and with evidence that digital media expand the
informational reach and opportunities in migrant networks (Dekker & Engbersen, 2014,
2015), while intertwining professional and personal spheres with ambivalent

inclusion/exclusion effects (Bork-Hiiffer, 2022).

1.2. Access to Essential Information

1.2.1. Access to information and processes for obtaining official documents

and carrying out bureaucratic procedures

Regarding this theme, we examined how access to information and processes for
obtaining official and bureaucratic documents works and how it is characterised, in order
to better understand its nuances.

In fact, this topic was highly relevant, being mentioned by all participants, with
around 64 references.

About three-quarters of participants described hybrid paths to resolving
procedures: they start by searching online (the “how”, “where”, “when”) and then follow
up in person at the counter/service desk. In other cases, they start in person and continue
online (submissions, forms, follow-up). This back-and-forth is presented as a strategy to
reduce uncertainty and break deadlocks, especially when the information is ambiguous
or the digital response is slow. As Rita (P2) points out: “Yes, I usually use the internet
just for information, to see what needs to be done, and then I go straight to the counter in
person.” This is also emphasized by Madalena (P8): "I search online. And then if I can't
find the answer, that's when I go to the services. But the first way, yes, is online.”

In addition, all participants reported combining digital and interpersonal sources.
On the digital side, search engines and official websites prevail (due to their perceived
greater reliability, which will be discussed later), but also online groups/communities

(Facebook/WhatsApp) for “operational tips” and recent experiences. On the interpersonal

side, Portuguese friends/colleagues, family and, when available, Human

23



Resources/accountants or other related professionals are central. This mixed ecosystem
allows for the cross-referencing of “rule-based” instructions with practical knowledge
(“how it's actually done”), reducing the risk of error, as illustrated by Bruno (P7):

"I would say, yeah, I would say both, like first asking friends, like Portuguese

friends... Then I was looking on the internet for additional information, such as

where the office is, when it's open, and what documents I need to bring... So both,

I would say."

This pattern confirms the role of social networks and social capital in migrants'
information experience (Beretta et al., 2018) and reinforces the importance of
collaborative online forums for bureaucratic knowledge (Komito & Bates, 2011).

It should also be noted that around one third reported direct use of official portals
and apps (e.g., Portal das Financas [Finance Portal]/e-Fatura, Sistema Nacional de Satde
24 [Health System], Seguranca Social Direta [Social Security Portal]) to perform tasks
(submit requests, validate invoices, monitor processes) or receive guidance
(requirements, costs, documents). Adoption is seen as useful and growing, although not
universal: several participants prefer to maintain the hybrid model as stated before, using
the platforms to prepare/advance and the in-person model to ensure completion, as
mentioned by Pedro (P9):

“l remember back then, half of it was not translated... I needed to use the

translation function... now I think the information is very clear... It has the

categories, costs, who can apply... but there are also other sites... the information

is super unclear... the website looks like from 1995... it’s all in Portuguese only.”
These findings demonstrate the growing use of e-government as a tool for bureaucratic
self-service, in line with studies on the digital inclusion of migrants, which highlight the
role of public portals in reducing dependence on intermediaries (DiPaola & Calo, 2023;
European Commission, 2023).

Finally, the mobilised additional support to overcome grey areas were Human
Resources teams, lawyers in more complex or urgent cases, and peers (friends/colleagues)
with previous experience. At the same time, online communities function as a “social
helpdesk” — useful for confirming steps, understanding the order/priority of actions, and
anticipating variations between service desks. This situation seems to be common, as
Catarina (P13) illustrates:

“The NISS [Social Security number] number was my company... when [ arrived,

they told me, “You have to do everything... we cannot help you”. And that’s why
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I had to pay a lawyer... then I changed company and the second one helped me

with the NISS [Social Security number] ... On Facebook, someone posted the

timeline... ‘in February, we need to accept all the invoices... in April, we need to

doit.””

These strategies are mainly used when there is procedural ambiguity or time
pressure. This recourse to professional intermediaries highlights the seriousness of digital
impediments and confirms that migrants invest time and financial resources to ensure that

documentary requirements are met (Bartolomei & Cava, 2024).

1.3. Digital Challenges and Vulnerabilities

Regarding this theme, the topics that stood out the most were the barriers and
conditions of access to information, with 167 references, and the perception of the

reliability of online information, with 48 references, both mentioned by all participants.

1.3.1. Barriers and conditions of access to information

The most frequently mentioned barriers and conditions for accessing information
relate to the issue of clarity and centralisation of information, such as language barriers,
digital literacy and generational differences, and, finally, the trustworthiness and usability
of platforms.

With regard to the clarity and centralisation of information, it is important to
mention that the European Commission, in its recommendations, has already discussed
the importance and need for unified government portals to create integrated e-Gov
platforms in order to reduce the cognitive load on the user (European Commission, 2023;
DiPaola & Calo, 2023). However, Portugal is still taking its first steps in this direction.
In fact, a large part of participants (10) mentioned that the information is scattered,
unclear and misaligned between what is written online, such as the processes, and what
actually happens in public services in person. In fact, there is a desire for a pragmatic
online site with consolidated information. As Bruno (P7) shows:

“Just one website that there is all the information that you want to move there.

You need this, this, this and that. ... now everyone has to look in one website...

then another one... and then, and then, and then.”

And Maria (P12) reinforces: “There was some information online... when I went to the
location, it was a different situation. The website was not reflecting the correct

information.”
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Moreover, the language barriers were pointed out as a major problem by half of

the participants.
Pedro (P9) mentioned: “I remember back then, half of it was not translated... [the
ministerium] is all in Portuguese only.”, Catarina (P13) also referred: “Not really easy...
most of the time they were written in Portuguese... we have Google translator, but it’s
not super easy.”, and Rui (P3) added the difference on access in case you do not know
Portuguese: “If you don't speak Portuguese, it's much harder to find the information you
need.”

In this sense, many participants felt that the insufficient supply of multilingual
content hinders understanding, especially when only parts of websites are translated. This
limitation reinforces second-level digital exclusion (Fung et al., 2025; Malafaia et al.
2013; Van Dijk, 2005; Warschauer, 2003) and the concept of socio-digital vulnerability,
as the lack of versions in English or other languages, creates exclusion in access to
essential services (DiPaola & Calo, 2023; Tsatsou, 2021). This raises further reflection
on the role of ICT in the integration of these populations into society, as it demonstrates
its ambivalent role: on the one hand, it allows faster and more personalised access, but on
the other, it excludes or hinders access for those who do not meet certain criteria
compared to the rest of the population, placing these individuals at a disadvantage.

Lastly, within this topic, the usability and responsiveness of the platforms was
also widely discussed, having been mentioned by half of the participants. In this regard,
they tell us that it is very difficult to obtain a timely response, that there is no follow-up,
that the processes do not move forward, often leading to in-person visits, which is what
they were trying to avoid in the first place. Thus, Pedro (P9) describes how he is still
being paid a pension below the legal minimum, and has never received a response: “At
Social Security... VISA 360... I have ~12 open cases because no one reads them... [ went
in person and they shut us out at the counter”.

Joaquim (P14) adds: “I made a complaint online... they never replied... I'm still waiting
after several years.”, and Rita (P2) reiterates: ‘In the public health service, digital contact
is complicated... you have to go in person.’

It is important to reflect on these findings since, once again, ICT, which have great
potential widely referred to in the literature to facilitate the integration process, especially
for migrants from EU countries, where their processes are less bureaucratic, but end up

creating entropy and duplicating the efforts that each individual has to make to acquire

26



basic human rights, such as retirement, access to the national health system, among

others.

1.3.2. Reliability of online information

Although the perception of the reliability of online information was a much-
discussed topic, mentioned by all participants, with 48 references, it was not possible to
identify several subtopics that were most frequently mentioned or agreed upon among
perceptions and opinions. A minority of participants (3) say they trust it, and only one
says they do not trust it at all. However, the remaining participants, the majority, say they
trust it only when certain conditions are met. These conditions were not consensual, with
several being pointed out. The most relevant were trust only in official sources — this
hierarchisation is in line with the “authority of the source” criterion described by Fogg
(2003) as one of the main determinants of perceived reliability - mentioned by four
participants, Rita (P2): “I only trust it if it is, I don't know, official, from the government,
from a government entity... If it's information like that, I can't trust it, no.”, Pedro (P9):
“If it's from Gov.pt, yes. If it's from lawyers or Reddit or blogs, then no.”, Sofia (P15): “I
always prefer to look at government websites... the NHS app and the website itself have
lots of useful information.” and Madalena (P8): “When I go directly to the services... |
look at the websites directly... then I think so.”

After confirming with other people or checking several websites, reflecting the
“check-and-confirm" model identified by Flanagin and Metzger (2007) as central to
validating information on the internet, as mentioned by Jodo (P1): “We have to research
several sources... We have to see, we have to confirm with the sources.”, Joaquim (P14):
“The truth is relative... I take what I read... I look for more information... so that I can
make a decision.”, Mariana (P10): “I get information from various... sites... I can reach
my conclusion... access more reliable information on the internet” and Carlos (P16): “I
always prefer to confirm the same information with an operator”.

Nonetheless, half of the participants point out inconsistencies and discrepancies
between online and in-person information, that is, finding contradictory or incomplete
information online, requiring in-person validation, as described by Catarina (P13): “I
went to a citizen's bureau... the internet said to go there... we couldn't do anything... the
lady said, “no, we don't do that here” and by Maria (P12): “there was some information
online... when I went there, it was different... the website did not reflect the correct

information.”. Similarly, Rute (P11) said: “They seem clear, but then... it's always slightly
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different and depends on the person handling your case.”. Among other participants, this
may reveal a generalised perception of mistrust in the information found online,
presenting itself as a vulnerability to which the migrant community is subject.

The poor response of electronic systems, compared to face-to-face service,
highlights usability and human support problems, as described by Bartolomei and Cava
(2024). Face-to-face service was also described as deficient, since the same service has
different approaches and applies different rules to the same processes, creating confusion
and frustration and contributing to the difficulty of integration in a new country.

To summarise, perceived trustworthiness emerges as a conditional process and as
a result of a balance between the authority of the source (Fogg, 2003), the active
verification strategy (Flanagin & Metzger, 2007) and other factors. Reliance on official
sources and face-to-face or telephone confirmation highlight that, even in a highly
digitalised context, trust continues to be built in a hybrid way: part online, part human,

and this poses important challenges to better understand integration pathways.

2. The role of Belonging and Social Identity

In this section, we examine the role of belonging and social identity, by trying to
understand and map the social networks and support systems, which was referred by all
participants - with 190 references - namely the forms of social interaction, the
maintenance of transnational relationships, the participation in events promoted via ICT
and the participation in online communities.

In this regard, the topics that stood out the most and were mentioned by all
participants were maintaining transnational relations, with 66 references, and with 46
references the forms of social interaction within social networks and participation in
online communities.

Moreover, we also studied the influence of ICT on feelings of belonging and
identity, mentioned by all participants, with 246 references, which entails the connection
with the Portuguese culture, country of origin, identity perceptions and integration,
overall perceived effect of ICT and the sense of belonging in Portugal.

In this sense, the topics that stood out the most and were mentioned by all
participants were the maintenance of connection with the country of origin, with 81
references, followed by the connection with Portuese culture and identity perceptions and
integration, with 48 references each. We sought to analyze these findings together as they

relate to each other and provide a more comprehensive explanation together.
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2.1. The influence of ICT on feelings of belonging and identity

We explored this topic mentioned by all participants, with 246 references, in an
attempt to understand, in general terms, the influence of ICT on feelings of belonging and
identity, namely by exploring the connection with the country of origin, with 81
references, the connection with Portuguese society and the identity and integration
processes, with 48 references each, and the feeling of belonging per se in Portugal, with
38 references. These topics will be analyzed together to provide a better comprehension
of the findings.

Analysis of all references shows that the use of ICT profoundly shapes migrants'
sense of belonging and identity, acting simultaneously on four interconnected axes:
transnational connection, local integration, perception of hybrid identity, and self-efficacy
and personal growth. Transnational connection was the area where there was consensus
among most participants, while for the other topics it was not possible to find consensual
main ideas.

Firstly, with regard to transnational connection, most participants (10) stated that
ICT is a fundamental link to their country of origin, highlighting communication
platforms such as WhatsApp. National news from their countries of origin and video calls
were also highlighted. In this way, participants said they felt more connected to their
countries of origin, maintaining family ties and contact with the cultural/political current
affairs of their countries. As Catarina (P13) said: “I talk to my family and friends in Italy
every day... | feel really, really connected to my country thanks to social media.”, and
Joaquim (P14): “I can watch Italian television... listen to Italian radio via the internet... [
can maintain connections with Italy in this way.”

In this sense, synchronous communication tools (e.g., video calls, instant
messaging) seem to reinforce emotional attachment to the country of origin, alleviating
nostalgia and strengthening cultural rituals. This is in line with the concept of virtual
belonging described by Bello (2014), which refers to how migrants build and maintain
senses of belonging through ICT, contributing to the integration and cohesion of the
diaspora, and Nedelcu's (2012) idea of transnational habitus, which describes how the
daily use of ICT creates a practical and affective transnational disposition: routines of
connected co-presence — video calls with family, bilingualism in everyday life, among
others —, skills to act at a distance in real time and circulate between multiple social

worlds, which can contribute to integration. Furthermore, Barros (2023) reinforces this
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pattern by showing how Portuguese emigrants maintain intergenerational family
relationships through face-to-face and online digital spaces, playing a central role in
psychosocial resilience and adaptation in the context in which these people live.

Furthermore, with regard to local integration, social networks and event platforms
(Instagram, Facebook) act as guides. As Park and Gerrits (2021) observed in their study
of Koreans in Germany, migrants use these channels to discover local festivals, fairs and
traditions. In the present study, the same was true, with almost a third of participants (6)
saying they wuse [Instagram, Facebook and local websites to discover
events/neighbourhoods, learn the language and “get into” Portuguese cultural routines, as
Bruno (P7) states: "with digital media... I discovered more events in Lisbon... and also
learned the language... Duolingo... for example, the carnival in Torres Vedras... I learned
online.”, and Jodo (P1):

“when we see some events on the internet that we are interested in seeing... it was

through digital media that I discovered them”; “we can go on social media and

[...] visit the pastéis de Belém and discover things that way.”,
promoting community involvement and a sense of belonging to the national space.
Valsdottir & Lubbers (2023) confirm that these media also shape the daily practices of
belonging of Spanish emigrants in Iceland, illustrating the transversality of this
phenomenon.

The concept of hybrid identity emerges, in which migrants feel simultaneously
connected to their country of origin and to the new context. Almost half of the participants
claim to articulate a dual sense of belonging, that is, seeing Portugal and their country of
origin as their first and second home or vice versa, as explained by Joana (P5): “My
second home is, yes. My second home is, but I can't consider it to be Portuguese.”, Jodo
(P1): “For me, it's... my main country, Portugal... However... the small part that is
Lithuanian remains very important.”, Pedro (P9): “Second country, yeah. Or actually first
country... the present is here and the future too.”, among other participants.

Finally, access to information and support via digital media might confer self-
efficacy and accelerate personal growth. For some participants (6), the use of ICT is
associated with independence, confidence and maturity, feeling capable of solving and
managing problems in a new language and culture, as Catarina (P13) reports:

“Starting to work in a foreign country helped me gain more confidence in myself,

more independence [...] if I solved problems in a country that was not my own...

I can certainly do it in Italy.”
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Duarte (P4): “I think... I've matured... I would say I'm a more open person... I think it's...
a Portuguese thing... I've changed. More open.”, and Carlos (P16): “I grew up... I saw
other ways of being... it influenced my position afterwards.”

The digital environment functions as a hybrid ecosystem that simultaneously
sustains transnational identities, facilitates integration in the host country, shapes
intercultural identities and empowers migrants as active agents in their journey of
belonging. These dynamics conceptualises as digital togetherness, whereby online
environments foster emotional bonds, mutual support and collective identity among
migrants navigating hybrid cultural realities. These results corroborate bioecological
approaches (Bronfenbrenner, 2005) and perspectives on transnational belonging
(Ponzanesi, 2021), while pointing to the centrality of digital media in the ongoing

negotiation of identity in migratory contexts.

2.2. Social Networks and Support

We explored this topic by trying to map out how support works through digital
media, particularly through social networks. To do this, we explored forms of social
interaction, which was mentioned by the majority of participants, with 46 references,
maintaining transnational relationships which was mentioned by all participants, with 66
references, taking part in events promoted through digital media, which was mentioned
by most of the participants, with 32 references and participating in online communities,
which was mentioned by all participants, with 46 refences. Overall, there were 190
references amongst all participants as mentioned prior, with 66 references to maintaining
transnational relations and 46 references to forms of social interaction within social
networks. We will analyze these findings together as they relate to each other.

All participants mentioned that ICT, particularly social networks, are used to
emotional support, as illustrated by Bruno (P7): “It's crucial...I call, I send messages, we
video chat... these things are essential.” and Catarina (P13): “I talk to my family and
friends in Italy every day... I see photos... I feel really connected to my country thanks to
social media.”, by more than half of the participants for sharing practical information as
an instrumental support (tax deadlines, housing, sales), as shared by Joana (P5):
“groups... 'Tam in Lisbon and I need to buy a chair...”they help each other.”, and by Rute
(P11): “In a small town, groups help with local needs... sharing activities in free time.”,
but also, for at least half of the participants, for brief interactions that feed their

transnational relationships without much interaction, such as exchanging memes or short
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content, allowing collaborative exchanges between migrants, as refered by Madalena
(P8): "I send a photo and that's it... it's just a hello... “I thought of you™”, and Maria (P5):
"memes with my sister; voice memos when she's at work... planning meet-ups when I see
an event."

Moreover, most participants stated that they turn to online communities -
expatriate/ diaspora groups, groups of common interests, among others - to gather
practical information, events and even to feel a sense of belonging to something, as
exemplified by Maria (P12): "running club, yoga, Portuguese class... many things
organised in Portugal.", and by Joana (P5): “Spanish groups on Facebook... connected
you with people... seeking that feeling of unity”.

In this sense, participation in online communities suggests that, in addition to
transnational ties, communities based on shared interests emerge organically, where
migrants create virtual “third places”. This phenomenon reflects the role of digital media
in creating “third places” that sustain social capital in migratory contexts (Dekker &
Engbersen, 2014; Ganito, 2018; Goodall et al., 2014).

These findings are in line with the informed social inclusion model, in which
digital media facilitate the informational inclusion of migrants through online social
networks (Beretta et al., 2018; Komito & Bates, 2011). It is also worth mentioning that
the literature shows that these exchanges reinforce intergenerational solidarity in
transnational families, extending beyond mere informational support (Barros, 2021;
Barros et al., 2025).

Lastly, the aforementioned patterns echo the notion of computer-mediated social
networks, where digital platforms replace part of face-to-face interaction in maintaining

social capital (boyd & Ellison, 2007; Wellman, 2001).

3. Limitations and Future Studies

This dissertation presents relevant contributions on the role of ICT in the
integration processes of EU migrants in Portugal, but it also has limitations that should
be highlighted to adequately frame the inferences drawn.

First of all, the qualitative sample of 16 participants was intentional and focused
largely on individuals with reasonable levels of digital literacy. This limits the
transferability of the results to age groups with lower digital literacy or in more vulnerable
socioeconomic situations (Van Dijk, 2005; Warschauer, 2003). The very predominance

of users of platforms such as WhatsApp and Instagram in the sample may have
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underestimated the differentiated experiences of those who rely more heavily on offline
channels or intermediaries to access services (Tsatsou, 2021).

Second, the study design was based on semi-structured interviews and thematic
analysis, which offers interpretative depth but does not allow for quantifying the
prevalence of certain behaviors in broader populations. As Braun and Clarke (2006) point
out, thematic analyses are powerful for mapping meanings, but caution is required when
generalizing the results. Furthermore, although documentary triangulation was applied in
the literature review, mixed methods that could complement self-reported perceptions
with objective behavioral measures were not used.

Finally, although the study focuses on sociodigital vulnerabilities, it was not
possible to accurately measure socioeconomic variables or mental health indicators that
would allow for the exploration of causal relationships between digital exclusion and
psychological well-being (Monteiro & Serra, 2011). Therefore, conclusions regarding
emotional impacts and digital risks should be interpreted as indicative and with some
caution.

To sum up, the results warn against generalizations and reinforce the importance
of future research, with more diverse samples and methods that allow the capture of the
nuances of population subgroups. Intersectional analysis are also necessary to better
capture the complexity of realities.

Regarding future studies and directions to be adopted to advance research on ICT
and migrant integration processes it is recommended, firstly, to invest in longitudinal
research designs that follow trajectories from arrival to settlement, in order to capture
temporal changes in digital practices, trust in online sources and dynamics of belonging
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005), and simultaneously encourage frequent use of mixed
methodologies that combine qualitative interviews with behavioral data (usage logs,
access metrics to public portals), quantitative methods (e.g., questionnaires) and, when
ethically feasible, administrative records, in order to triangulate evidence and mitigate
self-reporting biases (Flanagin & Metzger, 2007; Metzger et al., 2003). At the same time,
it is crucial to broaden and diversify samples to include underrepresented profiles, such
as elderly, seasonal, or less digitally literate migrants, in order to identify specific barriers
and design targeted interventions (Van Dijk, 2005; Warschauer, 2003). In this sense,
comparative intersectional studies between regions and countries can clarify the role of

institutional differences and the maturity of e-gov services in the migrant experience,
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aligning with the European Commission's recommendations on integrated platforms
(European Commission, 2023).

Furthermore, it is recommended to test interventions in a real context through
action research and co-design projects with migrant communities (e.g., unified
multilingual portals, mobile-first digital literacy programs, assisted translation services),
evaluating the impact on access to services and well-being and ensuring practical
acceptability (DiPaola & Calo, 2023), while specifically investigating the usability and
accessibility issues of digital public services through UX testing with migrant users to
identify concrete points of friction (Bartolomei & Cava, 2024; European Commission,
2023). It is also important to delve deeper into digital risks and vulnerabilities, including
fraud, misinformation, information overload, and emotional impact, to design educational
materials and protection mechanisms adapted to migrant realities (Tsatsou, 2021;
Bartolomei & Cava, 2024), as well as to develop digital ethnographic studies that map
the role of virtual “third places” (game environments, podcasts, interest groups) in
building social capital and mediating face-to-face encounters (Ganito, 2018; Goodall et
al., 2014).

Finally, it is recommended to incorporate intersectional perspectives that consider
gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, educational level, and migration status to identify
particularly vulnerable groups (Nedelcu, 2012; Ponzanesi, 2021) translating the results
into concrete policy recommendations and field experiments that transform academic
knowledge into practical solutions to reduce socio-digital vulnerabilities and promote

more inclusive integration (Dekker & Engbersen, 2014; Haythornthwaite, 2005).

4. Theoretical and Practical Implications

Despite these limitations, this study contributed to expanding the existing
knowledge regarding the relationship and the role of ICT in the integration process of
EU-migrants in Portugal.

The results reinforce the idea that digital environments function as hybrid
psychosocial ecosystems that reconfigure migrants' communication routines, information
evaluation heuristics, and experiences of belonging. In theoretical terms, this implies
reinterpreting classic concepts of transnational belonging and social capital in light of
infrastructures mediated by instant messaging and collaborative platforms: digital
networks not only maintain ties (transnational and local) but also restructure the

frequency, scope, and speed of exchanges (Dekker & Engbersen, 2014), affecting
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processes of social identity maintenance and reconstruction (Nedelcu, 2012).
Furthermore, evidence on active verification and preference for official sources suggests
that informational credibility models should simultaneously integrate cognitive
(source/authority heuristics), behavioral (check-and-confirm practices), and contextual
(language barriers and usability) factors, as highlighted in the literature on online
credibility (Flanagin & Metzger, 2007; Fogg, 2003; Metzger et al., 2003).

Finally, the observed overlap between personal and work domains (use of collaborative
tools in associative and professional activities) supports a bioecological interpretation:
the micro and meso levels (family interactions, work networks, associations) are now
mediated by technical arrangements that amplify both resources and vulnerabilities
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005; DiPaola & Calo, 2023).

From an applied perspective, the conclusions guide interventions on several
fronts: first, the design of public portals and services should prioritize clarity, complete
translation, and a user-centered experience to reduce exclusion due to language barriers
and increase trust (European Commission, 2023; Tsatsou, 2021). Second, digital literacy
programs and training in critical information evaluation are intended to mitigate the risks
of disinformation and fraud, especially among younger groups (Van Dijk, 2005).
Moreover, public and private organizations (human resources, health services, city halls)
should integrate hybrid service channels, combining effective digital responses with
accessible human options, because trust continues to be built through a hybrid approach
(online and in-person), and automation without human support reveals operational flaws.
Finally, in organizational and management contexts, recruitment and integration teams
must recognize that ICT shapes both the migrant workers’ support network and their
expectations of communication and participation, so integration and support policies must
include technical support, translation, and cultural mediation (Komito, 2011; Dekker &

Engbersen, 2014).

VI - Conclusions

This study shows that ICTs permeate migrants' daily lives as relational and
informational infrastructure. Messaging applications and social networks maintain and
transform support networks, expanding the reach and frequency of interactions, in line
with the literature on migrant networks and social media (Dekker & Engbersen, 2014,
2015; Komito, 2011). In parallel, systematic information seeking emerges as a daily

practice for acquiring knowledge and making informed decisions, with search engines
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and official websites structuring access to "rules of the game" and practical validations
(INE; Haythornthwaite, 2005).

In navigating procedures, trajectories are hybrid: online and in-person stages
combine with digital and interpersonal sources to reduce uncertainty and "break
impasses." This mixed ecosystem confirms the role of social capital and collaborative
forums in the circulation of bureaucratic knowledge (Beretta et al., 2018; Komito &
Bates, 2011), while also reflecting the expansion of public self-service via e-Gov
(DiPaola & Calo, 2023; European Commission, 2023).

Informational trust appears conditional and procedural: the authority of the source
is prioritized, and a "check and confirm" model of active verification is adopted (Fogg,
2003; Flanagin & Metzger, 2007). However, discrepancies between written and practiced
information and the poor responsiveness of electronic systems erode the credibility of
digital information and redirect users to the counter, reinforcing already documented
frictions (Bartolomei & Cava, 2024). Language barriers and information dispersion
compound: an incomplete multilingual offering increases cognitive load and fuels
"second-level" exclusions and sociodigital vulnerabilities (Fung et al., 2025; Malafaia et
al., 2013; Van Dijk, 2005; Warschauer, 2003; Tsatsou, 2021), in a context where Portugal
is still moving toward unified, user-centered portals (European Commission, 2023;
DiPaola & Calo, 2023).

Beyond their instrumental function, ICT shapes belonging and identities.
Synchronous communication mitigates nostalgia and sustains cultural rituals, reinforcing
transnational belonging and "connected co-presence" (Bello, 2014; Nedelcu, 2012;
Barros, 2023). Simultaneously, online platforms and events facilitate local integration and
community participation (Park & Gerrits, 2021; Valsdottir & Lubbers, 2023), while many
participants narrate hybrid identities that combine ties to their home and host countries.
For a subset, timely access to digital information and networks translates into self-
efficacy, confidence, and personal growth. These patterns echo the notion of virtual “third
places” and computer-mediated networks that maintain social capital and practical
coordination (Dekker & Engbersen, 2014; Ganito, 2018; Goodall et al., 2014; boyd &
Ellison, 2007; Wellman, 2001).

In summary, we propose the idea of digital togetherness: an intertwining of
emotional bonds, instrumental cooperation, and cross-validation that is only fully realized
when online and in-person spheres align. When this articulation fails — due to

fragmentation, slowness, or lack of translation — the promised gains from ICTs turn into
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entropy and duplication of effort. Thus, contemporary integration emerges as a
sociodigital choreography where belonging, information, and trust are constructed
iteratively across screens and counters, in line with bioecological perspectives and
transnational belonging (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Ponzanesi, 2021) and with evidence of
intergenerational solidarity and support in the diaspora (Barros, 2021; Barros et al.,

2025).
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Appendices

Appendix A
Tablel

Sociodemographic characteristics (N = 16)

N % M SD
Gender
Male 7 43.8
Female 9 56.3
Age (M; SD) 38.69 16.58
Marital status
Single 8 50
Common-law marriage 2 12.5
Married 3 18.8
Widowed - -
Divorced — separated 3 18.8
Qualifications
No educational certificate
Primary/basic education - -
Secondary education 1 6.3
Vocational training 1 6.3
Higher education (3 years) 9 56.3
Higher education (4+ years / Master's 5 313
degree) ’
Doctorate - -
Professional status
Employee (Working for an employer) 9 56.3
Independent Contractor 2 12.5
Student 1 6.3
Self-Employed 2 12.5
Working Student 1 6.3
Retired 1 6.3
Residence
Rural 4 25
Urban 12 75
Country Of Origin
Belgium 1 6.3
France 1 6.3
Germany 3 18.8
Italy 8 50
Lithuania 1 6.3
Netherlands 1 6.3
Spain 1 6.3
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Household members (M; SD)
Average Monthly Individual Net Income (in
euros)

Less than 900€

901€-1500€

1501€-2500€

2501€-3500€

Prefer not to say

Average Monthly Household Net Income

Less than 900€
901€-1500€
1501€-2500€
2501€-3500€
3501€-4500€
More than 4500€
Prefer not to say

N W W Q —

(S I S N S S S

6.3
43.8
18.8
18.8
12.5

6.3
12.5
12.5
12.5
25
12.5
18.8
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Appendix B

Semi-Structured Interview Guide

Interview Script - Impact of ICT on Immigrant Integration in Portugal

Thematic blocks Objectives Questions - guide

Introduction 1. Briefly outline the
study;

2. Emphasize
confidentiality and|
voluntary participation;

3. Present data collection
procedures.

Use of ICT 1. Understand the Do you have regular
participant's usage internet access? Is if]
patterns  of  digital stable?
information and What devices do you have
communication for personal use? For
technologies; example, computer, tablet,

2. Identify the  most mobile phone.

commonly used devices

and platforms.

How often do you use
ICT? If you think about the
past few days, on average,
how much time?

Which ICT do you use the
most? Why?

When you wuse these
platforms, what are the
main reasons?

Based on what you've told
me, there may be different
different

uses with

purposes. Can you explain|

why you use each one?
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Do you use ICT from|
outside your home

country?

Access

information

to

1.

Understand the role of
ICT in  accessing
essential services.

Identify challenges
faced when accessing
health and  safety

information.

During your immigration|
process to Portugal, did|
you use any of these
platforms to search for
information about the
move? Which online sites
did you visit?

If so, how was the process
of accessing this
information?

When you need
information regarding the
acquisition of an official
document, how do you,
obtain it (e.g., ask a friend,
search online, go to the
service, etc.)?

How was your experience
searching for information
related to healthcare in|
Portugal?  (Information
such as how the healthcare
system works, costs, etc.)
Do you feel that your
online presence allows
you to be more informed
about your rights and
duties in Portugal?
Do you consider the

information you have

48



found to be reliable? Is if]

accurate?

Challenges

'Vulnerabilities

and

1.

Identify barriers related|
to the use of ICTs.
Explore how|
sociodemographic
factors influence access

and use.

Do you believe that factors
such as language, age, or
digital literacy impact]
your experience with ICT]
in Portugal?

Have you ever faced
situations of
prejudice/discrimination
online? How did you deal
with it?

Do you think the ICT
available in Portugal meet
the needs of the immigrant
community?  What s
missing?

Do ICT help you make
better decisions in your
daily life, or do they
complicate decision-
making?

Do you feel that your
status as an immigrant
makes you more
vulnerable to  digital
problems, such as lack of]
access or exposure to
fraud? If so, can you give
examples?

In emergency situations,

do you feel that ICT in|

Portugal are efficient in
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providing the information

you need?

Integration

Inclusion

and

1.

Analyze how ICT]
contributes to social
inclusion and civic
participation.

Explore the creation of]
local and transnational

ties.

Who do you talk to
through the ICT youl
mentioned?
How do ICT help you,
connect with your culture
of origin? And with
Portuguese culture?

Are you part of online
communities or groups?
What attracts you to these
groups (e.g., interests,
nationality)?

Did you use ICT to learn
about Portuguese culture
(e.g., gastronomy,
religion, festivals) when
you decided to move?

Has using ICT prevented
you from meeting people
outside the internet? If so,
can you tell me about these|
people? What is their
nationality?

Do you participate in|
activities or cultural events
organized by  online
communities? What are
these experiences like?
Can you describe an event
that was  particularly

meaningful to you?
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Have you ever felt that
using ICT helped you cope
with feelings of exclusion

or isolation?

Identity and sense of]

belonging

Explore the impact of]
ICT on cultural identity

and belonging.
Identify cultural
maintenance and|

adaptation practices.

Does access to ICT help
you maintain  cultural
traditions  from  your
country of origin? If so,
how?

Can you share an example
of how you keep your
culture of origin active
while living in Portugal?
Do you consider Portugal
as your country, a second
country, or do you feel like
you don't belong?

What role do ICT play in
maintaining  ties  with
family or friends in your

country of origin?

Final Remarks

1.

Check if the participant]
has anything to add to
what has already been

discussed.

Overall, how do you feel
that ICT have shaped your
experience in Portugal?

Since you moved here, do!
you feel that you have
changed? In what way?

Is there anything else you,
would like to share that we

haven't discussed?
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Appendix C

Informed Consent

The study for which we request your collaboration is part of the research developed as
part of my Master's dissertation, supervised by Professor Carlos Barros, for the
completion of my Master's degree in Psychology in Business and Economics, at the

Faculdade de Ciéncias Humanas, of the Universidade Catolica Portuguesa.

This project aims to understand the impact of ICT by European Union immigrants in

Portugal, highlighting its role in promoting social inclusion and integration.

Your participation in this study involves completing a sociodemographic questionnaire
and participating in an interview. You may decide to withdraw from participation or not

answer any question at any time, without any consequences.

For proper data analysis, audio of the interview will be recorded, and all data will be
treated with the utmost confidentiality and protected through encryption and

anonymization techniques.

The study leader and, if applicable, any collaborators involved in the transcription will
have access to the recordings and research. The recording will be destroyed once
transcribed, within a maximum period of two (2) years. Your identity will never be
revealed, and the study results will be presented only as aggregated data without

identifying individual participants.

The collected data will be stored in a confidential research data repository registered with
R3DATA. You will always have the right to manage access, allowing for rectification or

cancellation at the participant's request.

For more information or if you have any questions, please contact the lead researcher at:

s-mmscruz@ucp.pt.

Learn more about your rights under the GDPR here:
https://www.pgdlisboa.pt/leis/lei_mostra_articulado.php?nid=2961&tabela=leis.
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