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Abstract This paper examines the interplay between digital connectivity and forced mi-
gration from the perspective of applied linguistics and sociolinguistics, exploring forced
migrants’ use of language technologies to solve everyday communication problems.
Forced migrants must navigate life in the host country while lacking, often entirely,
competency in the local language(s). They thus face, and must overcome, language
barriers in a range of contexts, such as understanding an email from their child’s school
or explaining their ailment to a medical professional. Language technologies such as
machine translation, optical text recognition, and, most recently, generative artificial
intelligence can be a vital resource in such situations. Drawing on data collection among
six Ukrainian forced migrants in Austria, this paper investigates the use of language
technologies in forced migration.
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1. Introduction

This paper examines the interplay between digital connectivity and forced
migration' from the perspective of applied linguistics and sociolinguistics,
exploring forced migrants’ use of language technologies to solve everyday

1 The terms ‘forced migration’ and ‘forced migrant’ are used here as cover terms that re-
fer to asylum seekers, refugees, and other displaced people, regardless of their current
legal status in the host country.
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communication problems. Forced migrants must navigate life in the host
country while lacking, often entirely, competency in the local language(s).
They thus face, and must overcome, language barriers in a range of contexts,
such as understanding an email from their child’s school or explaining their
ailment to a medical professional. Language technologies (LTs) such as ma-
chine translation, optical text recognition, and, most recently, generative
artificial intelligence can be a vital resource in such situations. Drawing on
preliminary data collection among six Ukrainian forced migrants in Austria,
this paper investigates the use of (mainly smartphone-based) LTs in forced
migration. The research design sets up three interrelated dimensions of anal-
ysis: LTs, typically arranged in individual media repertoires; communicative
goals that forced migrants attempt to solve with the help of LTs; and indi-
vidual skills, including language and media competencies, which constrain
the ways people use LTs. The analysis first provides an overview of these di-
mensions and their interplay among Ukrainian forced migrants. In addition,
three dimensions that seem worth exploring further are identified: (a) the
combination of two or more LTs that are routinely deployed to achieve certain
goals; (b) the participants’ awareness of flaws and limits of LTs, and their
solutions when dealing with such flaws; (c) human-in-the-loop strategies,
i.e., combinations of technological and human resources within a sequence of
LT-assisted actions.

2. Background: Smartphones, language technologies,
and forced migration

During the 2015 European ‘migrant crisis’, smartphones came to serve as a vi-
tal resource for forced migrants during their transnational trajectory and upon
arrival (Alencar & Godin, 2022; Gillespie et al., 2018; Latonero & Kift, 2018). In
addition to being used for communication with old and new contacts, smart-
phones provided a means to store copies of important documents, find ori-
entation in new locations, and access official and crowdsourced information
(Gillespie et al., 2018; Kaufmann, 2016). Forced migrants also rely on commer-
cial and grassroots digital resources for language learning (Artamonova & An-
droutsopoulos, 2020). The academic interest in (forced and other) migrants’
growing reliance on information and communication technologies (ICTs) has
led to the coinage of a novel interdisciplinary field, ‘digital migration studies’
(Leurs & Ponzanesi, 2024; Leurs & Smets, 2018), which explores (forced) mi-
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grants’ digital practices at different stages of their migration trajectories as
well as the increasing use of digital technologies by authorities for the man-
agement and surveillance of migrants. However, the smartphone-based use of
‘language technologies’ during and after forced migration remains underex-
plored as of yet.

In the early 2010s, as smartphones were still considered a ‘luxury itent for
Europeans, their prevalence among forced migrants was unexpected to mem-
bers of the host community and led to heated public debates in host countries
(Meyer, 2015). By the Ukrainian refugee crisis of the 2020s, digital connectivity
came to be viewed as basic support. For example, the German federal gov-
ernment released an app, Germany4Ukraine, to help Ukrainian refugees with
orientation in Germany (Bundesamt fiir Migration und Fliichtlinge, 2024),
and authorities in Bavaria described the smartphone as ‘essential for many
refugees’ (Bayerisches Staatsministerium fir Umwelt und Verbraucherschutz,
2023). While these differences in attitude may partially reflect Europe’s greater
solidarity with Ukrainian forced migrants than those from other countries,
they also demonstrate a growing acceptance of the crucial role of ICTs for
(forced) migrants in a new country.

Forced migrants face some unique challenges when compared to other
types of migrant populations, such as students or work migrants. Due to
the uncertain nature of their migration, they are less likely to have acquired
some competence in the host country’s language while still in their home
country (Kosyakova et al., 2022; Kristen & Seuring, 2021). In consequence,
many must navigate their new environment without any language skills upon
arrival. In addition to the resulting communicative challenges, the legal status
of forced migrants is complex and the information they need to understand
their rights, especially regarding social benefits and labour opportunities, is
often not officially translated and can thus be difficult to access (Almohamed
et al., 2020; Bergmanis & Pinnis, 2022; O'Mara & Carey, 2019). Regardless of
which country takes care of the asylum procedure, its central part is typically
an interview where asylum seekers are required to prove their need for refuge.
The power imbalance of this speech event and its potential for miscommu-
nication have been a major focus of linguistic research on forced migration
(Blommaert, 2009; Eades, 2005; Gibb & Good, 2014; Spotti, 2019). However,
this research does not consider the much more recent availability of LTs and
artificial intelligence (AI) tools and their potential interplay with established
asylum-seeking procedures.
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While communication barriers are to some extent overcome with the help
of translators and interpreters provided by the host state, the demand often
exceeds the supply, especially for situations other than the asylum interview.
Community and ad-hoc interpreters can help fill the gap but typically lack
formal training, which can lead to further complications: the presence of an
interpreter results in an assumption of clear communication, therefore incor-
rect translations of specialised legal or medical vocabulary may be overlooked
(Berbel, 2020; Kletecka-Pulker et al., 2019). Language learning is thus highly
important for eventual integration. State-provided language courses can pro-
vide an important site for socialisation and psycho-social support (Capstick,
2020). In addition, commercial language-learning apps (e.g., Duolingo) and
amateur-produced content on social media are particularly useful learning
resources, especially to forced migrants who do not (yet) have access to an
official course (Artamonova & Androutsopoulos, 2020).

In this context, LT tools can provide a highly useful additional resource for
solving communication problems. Since the mid-2010s, there is a high degree
of interest from the field of Human-Computer Interaction in developing ‘new’
technologies for forced migrants (cf. Almohamed et al., 2020; Barale, 2022;
Baranoff et al., 2015; Milller et al., 2020). For example, a novel app for machine
translation between Ukrainian and the Baltic languages proved highly popu-
lar among Ukrainian forced migrants, with 127 million sentences translated
between Lithuanian and Ukrainian within two months (Bergmanis & Pinnis,
2022, p. 275). However, as Leurs and Smets (2018) point out, such success is rare
compared to the number of novel tools created. They estimate that activists de-
veloped approximately 1,500 apps for forced migrants at the height of the 2015
‘migrant crisis’ in Europe, but most of these were never used. Instead, forced
migrants prefer to use existing technologies over niche specialised apps, for ex-
ample social media which is “reliable, easily accessible, and widely used” (Alen-
car & Godin, 2022, p. 369).

3. Research design: technologies, goals, and individuals

Clearly, then, research on the use of LTs in contexts of forced migration and
postmigration is extremely scarce in applied linguistics and sociolinguistics.
Contributing towards filling this gap, this paper presents the research design
and findings of a case study that involves members of the forced migrant com-
munity of Ukrainians in Austria. This section outlines the three parameters
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that frame this research: (a) a focus on the ‘in-sitw’ use of LTs in terms of (b)

the communicative goals these serve, thereby taking into consideration (c) the

users’ individual characteristics and language skills.

a)

b)

Language technologies: Our approach to LTs distinguishes between ‘emic’
(i.e., community-based) and ‘etic’ (researcher-based, encyclopaedic) cate-
gorisations. From an etic viewpoint, LTs of particular interest include: ma-
chine translation (e.g., Google Translate, DeepL) and in particular recent ser-
vices that are built on artificial neural networks (Eisenstein, 2019); optical
character recognition (OCR); and large language models/generative Al ser-
vices (e.g., ChatGPT). From an emic perspective, participants understand-
ings of what LTs encompass may vary. Some of our participants include
into this category language-learning apps or draw a fuzzy boundary be-
tween various LT tools (see Section 5). While language-learning apps are
not the focus of this study, participants’ explanations of the role they play
in their daily communicative routines provide further information of their
understanding of using technology to get things done. In either case, we
view LTs as (part of) a mediational repertoire (Lexander & Androutsopou-
los, 2023) that forced migrants draw from in flexible and situated ways.
Importantly, our interest is not in the features or exact app used, but in the
technologies’ affordances, i.e., the range of communicative actions enabled
by technology (Hutchby, 2001), which may be perceived (or misperceived)
and taken advantage of differently by various users.

Communicative goals: Forced migrants use LTs in their attempt to solve ev-
eryday communicative issues, often of an urgent or even existential kind.
These goals are in turn linked to different participation formats, genres,
and modalities of language. More specifically, participants may rely on LTs
in both face-to-face and digitally mediated communication, thereby pro-
cessing written and/or spoken language and addressing a variety of inter-
locutors. We assume that the communicative goals LTs may serve poten-
tially include ‘understanding texts’ in the host language; ‘producing text or
speech’ in the host language; and ‘supporting situated, smartphone-medi-
ated interaction’ in the host language.

Individual characteristics and skills: Individual skills and attitudes are ex-
pected to constrain the extent to which LTs are deployed to overcome com-
munication barriers. In our specific case, while Ukrainian women who fled
to Austria after 2022 share some sociodemographic characteristics, they
also differ in certain respects, which can prove decisive for the communica-
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tive problems they need to solve and the ways they use LTs. For example,
different competency levels in German can affect both the extent to which
they rely on LTs and the ways they use LTs. Individual skills with smart-
phones and other information and communications technologies can play
a role in terms of which apps an individual user is familiar with and how
skilful they are exploring their affordances.

These three parameters are not limited to a specific community of forced mi-
grants, but potentially encompass a much larger set of human practices with
LTs. Research in digital migration studies (Leurs & Ponzanesi, 2024) suggests
that all categories of migrants increasingly rely on digital resources to navigate
anovel sociolinguistic environment, involving tasks such as understanding the
written language around them or accomplishing short interactions with mem-
bers of the host community. Anecdotal evidence suggests that some of these
challenges also hold true for short-term tourists or other types of translocally
mobile people. Plainly speaking, different kinds of people use different kinds of
LTs (parameter 1) to deal with different types of communicative issues (param-
eter 2), thereby crucially depending on their brought-along skills with, and at-
titutes towards, language and technology (parameter 3). The interplay of these
three parameters can be expected to differ across and within user groups, lead-
ing to different strategies in the use of LTs for intercultural understanding.
The explorative study presented below shows how this interplay works out for
a particular group of forced migrants.

4. Research context, participants, and data collection

Since the start of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022,
several million Ukrainians have fled to the EU, with over 80,000 residing in
Austria by January 2024 (Statistik Austria, 2024, p. 24). Unique among forced
migrants in the EU, Ukrainians are beneficiaries of the EU-wide Temporary
Protection Directive, which means that unlike other forced-migrant groups,
they did not have to undergo an asylum procedure to receive protection.
However, their residency status is temporary and prolonged yearly (Council
of the EU, 2024). The living conditions of Ukrainian forced migrants in Aus-
tria are generally precarious, as the state has placed them in the category of
‘Grundversorgung (basic care), a complicated social benefits system meant
to cover the most basic needs of asylum seekers until their asylum procedure

Access - [{=) -


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291-007
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

J. Yudytska and J. Androutsopoulos: The use of language technologies in forced migration

is complete (Gahleitner-Gertz, 2024). Due to difficulties with language skills,
childcare, and bureaucratic red tape, only a small percentage are currently
working, typically under their level of qualification, and 75% claim that their
current income does not or barely meets their needs (Glantschnigg, 2024).
Those not yet working or unable to work risk to remain in the basic care sys-
tem indefinitely. Therefore, the challenges these community members must
overcome are often on the level of basic survival.

Due to Ukraine’s restrictions on military-aged men leaving the country,
most Ukrainian forced migrants in Austria are women and children (Kohlen-
berger et al., 2023). Their digital skills are presumed to be quite high, with
the Ukrainian state strongly supporting digitalisation efforts (Ionan, 2022).
Additionally, social media has emerged as a semi-official source of informa-
tion during the war. State officials use Telegram to disperse information quickly
(Beckerman, 2022), while grassroots mutual aid communities on Telegram have
sprung up across Europe (Meinhart, 2022). In addition to fluency in Ukrainian
and Russian (see also footnote 2 below), an early 2024 survey reports that af-
ter ca. two years in Austria, 20% describe themselves as knowing German at B1
level or higher; however, 60% claim having only minimum skills (A1/A2 level),
and the final 20% no German skills at all (Glantschnigg, 2024). According to
Kohlenberger et al.’s earlier survey (2023), two-thirds report speaking English.
Thus, the recent arrival of a large number of people with very limited knowl-
edge of the host language provides a suitable backdrop for a study on LT use.

For the pilot study this paper is based on, five women were recruited
over the Telegram community for Ukrainians in the state of Upper Austria,
of which the first author, Yudytska, is the primary administrator. Yudytska
posted a message to gauge interest among members to discuss their every-
day use of LTs, and the five participants were among those who expressed
strong enthusiasm in response. One of the participants, ‘Zoya, came to the
interview with her husband ‘Serhiy’ and their baby; while ‘Serhiy’ primarily
took care of their child, he also occasionally contributed to the interview and
is therefore considered a study participant, although the data collected from
him is incomplete (cf. Tables 1 and 2). Participants were compensated with 25€
vouchers for their time. They all signed a bilingual (German/Russian) consent
form, allowing the use of audio and video recordings for research purposes.
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Table 1: Overview of the sociodemographic characteristics of the participants. All RFV-

names are pseudonyms.

Name Age | Family Profes- Employ- German English
in sionor ment competency| competency
Austria Education in Austria

Dariya 30s | Daugh- Manage- Cleaner A2-B1 Little
ter (pri- ment
mary)

Valentina | sos | / Pedagogy On A1 Cood

and law benefits

Hanna 40s | Hus- Physician On B2 Little
band, benefits
daughter
(preschool)

Eva 30s | Hus- Program- Housewife | Az Very good
band, mer
daughter
(pri-
mary)

Zoya 20s Hus- Economics On A1-A2 Good
band, benefits
son
(baby)

Serhiy 20s | Wife,son | Not On A1-A2 Very good
(baby) available benefits

As Table 1 shows, all participants have been in Austria for under two years
at the time of recording, speak Russian or Ukrainian as their first language,”

2 Ukraine is a linguistically diverse country, with most citizens fluent in both Ukrainian
and Russian. Language preference differs by region, with the west strongly favour-
ing Ukrainian and the south/east typically using Russian or a mixture, although there
has been a shift towards Ukrainian postinvasion (Kulyk, 2024). Yudytska is a Russian-
speaking Ukrainian and conducted the interview in Russian. In the recruitment mes-
sage, participants were offered to use either Ukrainian or Russian, but all chose Rus-
sian. All participants come from areas hit hardest by the war, which tend to be Russian
speaking. No further information about language proficiency and language attitudes
was elicited.
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and started learning German upon arrival in Austria. They differ in family sta-
tus, employment, and proficiency in German and English.? These differences
will be shown in the analysis to play a role in the contexts of their LT deploy-
ment and their strategies to achieve communicative goals beyond LT use. Their
proficiency in German affects how much they attempt to communicate in this
language as opposed to using other strategies, such as switching to English or
employing LTs. However, their certified language proficiency does not neces-
sarily indicate how much German they use. For example, Hanna has the high-
est proficiency at B2, which is sufficient to understand German documents,
but describes struggling to ‘speak’, which she ascribes to being a perfectionist
and not wanting to make mistakes. Proficiency in other languages is also im-
portant: Valentina, Eva, Zoya, and Serhiy all describe occasionally preferring
English over LTs for communication with Austrians.

Data collection was conducted in person by the first author over the course
of aweek in February 2024. It took place in Russian and consisted of two parts:

a) Audio-recorded ethnographic interview (45-60 minutes): The interview
adopted a semi-structured approach (de Fina, 2019). Participants were
encouraged to tell short stories (Georgakopoulou, 2015) about their experi-
ences with using LTs, including times when they encountered difficulties.
LTs were approached from an emic perspective, with no steering by the
interviewer towards specific technologies. Information was also elicited
about the participants’ living situation in Austria, current German (and
English) language skills, and desire to learn German.

b) Video-recorded re-enactment of LT use (ca. 5 minutes): Following up on
the interview, the participants were invited to demonstrate their use of LTs
in a short video recording. Drawing on earlier studies (Artamonova & An-
droutsopoulos, 2020; Palviainen, 2020), we devised to this purpose a re-en-
actment procedure, which starts by prompting the participants to imagine
making a cooking or crafting tutorial on YouTube. Some participants then
gave advice on how to use LT apps, others presented their skilful use of dif-
ferent apps. The video recording focuses on the smartphone screen and the
participants’ hands, thus protecting their privacy. This method was chosen

3 All participants other than Zoya are enrolled in German classes; their German profi-
ciency refers to the level of the class. At the time of recording, Zoya was not attending
classes due to her childcare responsibilities but was learning along with her husband’s
textbook. The English levels listed are less precise, based on self-reports.
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over filming actual LT use due to ethical considerations: Many of the situ-
ations where participants rely on LTs are highly sensitive in nature, and ‘in
sitw’ recordings involving a third-party researcher could risk tensions with
alandlord, social worker, teacher, etc. The resulting video data provide in-
sight into the participants’ embodied proficiency with technological affor-
dances in far more detail than a verbal explanation. Here, too, all names
and locations are pseudonymised in transcription and analysis.

5. Findings

The preliminary findings reported in the remainder of this chapter are organ-
ised in three sections. The first (5.1) sketches out an overview of the relation
between LTs, communicative goals, and contexts of use in the reported prac-
tices of the participants. Each participant uses a different repertoire of LTs (and
language-learning resources), but similarities across participants also emerge.
We then delve into chains of LT-assisted action, that is, combinations of two
or more LT that are routinely deployed to achieve certain goals (5.2). The third
section considers the participants’ awareness of flaws and limits of the LTs they
deployed (5.3), as well as their remedies when dealing with such flaws (5.4).

5.1 Overview

Table 2 below gives an overview of the participants’ LT repertoires based on
their reports. The first three columns list their reported LTs in a narrow sense:
machine translation, OCR, and Al tools. The last two columns list related lan-
guage resources they reported, notably online dictionaries and language learn-

ing apps.

4 Google Lens is available both as a standalone app and integrated into Google Translate.
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The participants’ concept of language technologies (Russian: ‘a3bixoBbie
texHonoruw’) is relatively fuzzy, as they do not strictly differentiate between
technologies used to solve communicative problems and those used for long-
term language learning, nor between digital resources such as online dictio-
naries and more complex technologies involving artificial neural networks.
Machine translation is the most popular LT they use, and Google Translate
stands out as the only service used by all six participants. They refer to their
machine translation app(s) as ‘nepesoguux’ (translator); in Russian, the same
word applies to both human and machine translators and interpreters, and
the apps brand themselves as such (Google nepegoduux, Yandex nepesoduux, etc.).
Unless asked directly, they rarely add the brand name to it. As discussed in
Section 5.2, the generative Al app ChatGPT may also be used for translation.

Participants’ understanding of which LT they are using does not necessar-
ily match the actual LT used. For example, Dariya explains that the messenger
app WhatsApp, has a built-in translator, which she occasionally makes use of
while interacting with her German-speaking colleagues; she explains a fellow
Ukrainian taught her about it. In reality, this translation is offered not by
WhatsApp but by Google's virtual keyboard (Gboard), which has a built-in Google
Translate function (Weir, 2020). However, because Dariya understands this
instance of machine translation as an affordance of WhatsApp (rather than her
keyboard), her use of the translator is constrained to this particular app. This
highlights how forced migrants develop a practice-based understanding of
technological affordances (rather than one based on formal digital literacy),
with which they then tackle their communicative goals.

The ways LTs are deployed to reach immediate communicative goals are
shaped by the broader situational contexts in forced migrants’ lives, especially
situations that are often urgent and existential in nature. For example, mul-
tiple participants describe using LTs to resolve their housing situation (such
as contacting potential landlords), solving bureaucratic issues related to their
‘basic care’ benefits, communicating with medical professionals, and under-
standing food product labels in the supermarket. On a less immediate level,
LTs are used for communication with the child’s teacher, their neighbours or
even passersby. Put differently, LTs may be used when and wherever some type
of communication with the Austrian host society is necessary.

Against this background, we now examine how the participants report us-
ing LTs to achieve the three communicative goals outlined in Section 3, i.e.,
understanding, producing, and interacting, and also consider individual vari-
ation in the extent of their reliance on LTs.
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Common among all participants is using LTs to ‘understand’ German text
across a variety of situational contexts. Valentina and Zoya describe using a
combination of OCR and machine translation to understand supermarket la-
bels. Dariya uses LTs to understand everything from documents and websites
to her child’s math homework and the presentation slides at a parent-teacher
conference. Four participants also reported or demonstrated using OCR tech-
nology to quickly decipher printed text around them, thus allowing them to
navigate the semiotic landscape. Valentina in particular uses Google Lens both
as a standalone app and integrated into Google Translate, the former primarily
to quickly research products in the supermarket and the latter to immediately
translate her surroundings.

Using LTs to ‘produce’ text in German is least often mentioned. Valentina
(more about her in the next section) attempts to solve her bureaucratic issues
by using LTs: She produces letters of several pages explaining her complicated
situation, which involves a disability preventing her from finding work easily,
to Austrian authorities. Potentially, this discrepancy is due to the contexts of
LT use described above: The participants are not currently finding themselves
in situations which require the production of text outside of interactions with
speakers of German.

LT-assisted ‘interaction’ is more diverse. Most participants describe how
LTs help them with digitally mediated communication. Dariya uses WhatsApp
with her colleagues and Eva with her daughter’s schoolteacher, and both occa-
sionally draw on machine translation to understand their interlocutors’ replies
or construct their own message. Using LTs in this context is easily possible due
to the written language modality and the asynchronicity of communication,
which affords the two women some time to copy the interlocutor’s message
into a machine translation app to make sense of it. In contrast, the use of LTs in
face-to-face situations is particularly complex, as it involves real-time produc-
tion, translation, and reception of speech. For speech production, some par-
ticipants type into their preferred machine translation app, while others use
speech-to-text technology. Some prefer to read out the written, translated re-
sults themselves, others show the smartphone screen to the interlocutor. In
addition, the forced migrants must also somehow understand the interlocu-
tor’s reply. This can be accomplished, for example, when the Austrian inter-
locutor uses an LT app on their own smartphone, or when they speak or type
into the LT app on the forced migrant’s device. Due to this complexity, face-to-
face LT-assisted interaction is strongly dispreferred by most participants. For
example, Zoya rejects the usefulness of LTs in face-to-face interaction because
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even though she can use LTs to produce speech in the target language, she still
cannot understand the interlocutor’s reply.

One strategy the participants adopt instead is to prepare for the interaction
beforehand with the help of LTs. Dariya prepares for medical appointments
by producing the full text beforehand in German on her notes app with the
help of Google Translate, and then gives it to the doctor to read. Hanna and Eva
use LTs to look up the vocabulary and/or create sentence constructions before-
hand, which they then memorise for the appointment. Such preparation can
be viewed as a mixture between LT-assisted language learning and LT-assisted
interaction, as well as between LT-assisted asynchronous text production and
subsequent real-time interaction.

5.2 Chains of LT-assisted action

When faced with more complex communicative tasks, forced migrants may re-
sort to linking together several LT-mediated actions, thereby drawing on one
or several LTs, to achieve a specific goal. We term such linkages ‘chains of (LT-
assisted) action’. The following interview extract exemplifies the potential com-
plexity of such a chain of action. Shortly before the interview, Valentina’s social
benefits, by which she paid for her apartment, were abruptly halted for unclear
reasons. Valentina thought it might be due to the type of rental contract she
has, as the Austrian authorities differentiate between ‘Mietvertrag (a standard
rental contract) and ‘Bittleihvertrag (translating roughly as ‘cession of right to
use’, a special type of rental contract) and only provide the full payment of 165€
to Ukrainians with the former. However, Valentina is uncertain what contract
she has. She thus uses LTs in an attempt to understand her contract, in order to
eventually reinstate her benefits to pay her landlord. In Extract 1, Valentina re-
ports the LT-assisted actions she undertook to solve this issue, briefly showing
the interviewer the relevant LTs on her phone as she talks.

Extract1 (Original Russian)

Valentina: A noTom, Koraa y MEHS BO3HUK/IN C XXUbEM BOMPOCHI, MHE HYXKHO
6bl10 3aKOHOAaTENbCTBO, A 3awna [B ChatGPT] n npocTo ero cnpawwvsana,
Kak apyra. MpuseT, Tak. / BOT uem oTnyaloTcs no cmbicay aoroeopa Bitt-
leihvertrag n Mietvertrag 8 ABcTpun. OH MHe 06bsacHAeT. OueHb rpamMoTHO
06bACHAN, KCTATX, MOTOMY UTO i MOHMMAaL0, UTO A A0/IKHA KaK-TO 3TO 40Ka3aTh
cama, a 9 He Mory 06blUHbIi NMePeBO/ C/I0B CAENATb, U MHE MOW XO3IUH He
MOXeT nepeBecTu. BoT, oH MHe nepesen. [...]
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JKanko, y MeHs, KOHEUHO, y MeHs HeT NAaTHON BEPCUM, TaM MOXHO KapTUHKY,
Tam MOXHO TEKCT M1t060M, a 34eCb — 3TO MUHYC, UTO f He Mmory. Bor... [Scrolls
through her conversation with ChatGPT] Bor, a cnpocuna, uto-To 4... Al 4,
BCe-Taku, g B3saa AOroBOp, CKONMpoBana TeKCT, CKaXkeM Tak. A kak g caena-
na: 1 NpoCcTo HaBesa, Ckonuposana, 3, cpoTKana AUCT BaLll, M NOTOM NaibLeM
HaxXunmaem. 3To, KCTaTu, HAcYeT NoAb30BaAHMS.

Interviewer: Ha [y, storo — 3 — [Lens], aa?

Valentina: la. Konupyelwb CTONbKO, CKONbKO TE6E HY>XHO, NMMBO BECh /IUCT.
Ho B OCHOBHOM, ecnu 3T0 KapTUHKA, TO MOXHO MpOCTO TeKcT. KonupyeLb 1
npocTo ctoaa BctaBuna. Muwy. [Opens ChatGPT, shows existent conversation
with ChatGPT again.] «Y apeHaatopa ecTb Takoi BOT TeKkCT.» Ha HemeLkom
nuwy. «MoxeLwb MHe ero nepeBectn?» MoTomy uto Moun nepesoaumnkm [fyrm
MepeBoaunk n AHpekc MepeBoaunk], KCTaTW, NepeBOAUAN HeMPaBU/bHO.
He Bcé. OH MHe roBopuT: «[lyHKT, KOTOPbIA Bbl MHE NMpeaoCcTaBUIMN, OH ro-
BOPUT O TOM-TO M TOM-TO. 3T0 naparpad Takoi-To.» U panblue oH MHe Bce
noapobHOCTU, BUAUTE, 9 6biNa oueHb AoBoNbHA. OH MHE Kak pa3 oueHb
CUAbHO NOMOT, KOTA2 1 He 3Hana.

Extract 1 (Translated from Russian)

Valentina: And then when | had a housing issue, | needed legislation, |
went in [to ChatGPT] and just asked him® as a friend. Hi, so. And what is the
difference, in terms of meaning, between Bittleihvertrag and Mietvertrag
contracts in Austria. He explains it to me. He explained it very competently,
by the way, because | realise that | have to prove it myself somehow, and |
can't translate the words, and my landlord can't translate them for me. So,
he translated it for me. [...]

It’s a pity | of course don't have — | don't have a paid version, there you can
have a picture, there you can have any text, and here it's a disadvantage
that | can't. Here... [Scrolls through her conversation with ChatGPT] Here, |
asked what | — something I... Ah! | took the contract, | copied the text, let's
say. How | did it: | just pointed, copied— ah, | took a picture, here is your
sheet, and then we press with our finger. [Demonstrates Google Lens with
the information sheet provided to participants.] That's about usage, by the
way.

Interviewer: On the Google, um, uh, [Lens], right?

Valentina: Yes. You copy as much as you need, or the whole sheet. But,
basically, if it’s a picture, you can just copy the text. You copy and just paste

5

As Russian has grammatical gender, it remains ambiguous to what extent the use of
the masculine third-person pronoun for ChatGPT should be linked with perceived ani-
macy.
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it here. [Opens ChatGPT, shows existent conversation with ChatGPT again.] |
write: “The tenant has a text like this.” | write it in German. “Can you translate
it for me?” Because my translators [Google Translate and Yandex Translate],
by the way, translated it wrong. Not everything. And he says to me, he says,
“The paragraph you gave me, it says this and that. It's paragraph so-and-so..”
And then he gave me all the details, you see, | was very satisfied. He just
helped me a lot when | didn't know.

Valentina describes using a combination of four different LTs to understand
her rental contract: Google Lens, “[her] translators”, Google Translate, Yandex
Translate, and ChatGPT. First, she attempted to use her machine translation
apps to translate the contract into Russian. As she has a physical (not digital)
copy of the contract, she had to use OCR technology to convert the printed-out
contract into machine-readable text. Valentina did not specify if she used to
this purpose the standalone Google Lens app or the OCR technology integrated
into Google and Yandex Translate. Regardless, she was not satisfied with the
result and turned to ChatGPT instead. Next, therefore, she used OCR technol-
ogy to machine-encode the original German text. During the interview, she
used the info sheet to simulate this process. She then copied the contract text
into ChatGPT and requested for a translation into Russian by commanding
ChatGPT in German: “Can you translate for me?”® Finally, Valentina asked
ChatGPT to explain the two rental contract types mentioned above.

This example demonstrates the two major reasons for chaining together
multiple LT-assisted actions: The first reason is to take advantage of the com-
bined affordances of several LTs, when a single LT is not capable of fulfilling
all the tasks required. This is seen in the combination of the OCR tool, Google
Lens, and the generative Al tool, ChatGPT. The latter can only translate ma-
chine-encoded text, and thus the former must first be used to convert printed
text from a photo into machine-encoded text. Notably, Valentina remarks that
in the “paid version” of ChatGPT, a photo with text can be uploaded directly.”
Thus, all actions could be done within a single LT, which would likely resultin a
simplified chain of action: taking a photo of the contract, uploading it into the
‘paid version’ of ChatGPT, and requesting a translation. This means that chains
of LT-assisted action may be a bottom-up, practice-based solution to economic

6 Since Valentina’s rental contract probably consists of multiple pages, the sequence of
taking a photo of the contract, copying the machine-encoded text, and then translating
it via ChatGPT was probably repeated multiple times.

7 Since the interview was conducted, this has become possible in the free version as well.
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limitations (in this case, not being able to pay for a premium version of Chat-
GPT), which many forced migrants no doubt face. In addition, Valentina’s use
of ChatGPT to understand the legal terminology of the contract types can also
be viewed as an additional necessary action in the chain: The mere machine
translation of the terminology is not always sufficient for an understanding of
the legal situation. In short, Valentina shows a deep level of awareness of the
affordances of the various LTs at her disposal, and how these affordances may
be combined to achieve her goal.

A second reason for creating a chain of LT-assisted actions is when the first
attempt at the action at hand fails to yield satisfactory results. This is seen in
Valentina’s translation of the contract, where she carries out three versions
of machine translation—via Google Translate, Yandex Translate, and ChatGPT.
While using these three LTs differs in the details (for example, ChatGPT re-
quires the human user explicitly asking for a translation, whereas the machine
translation apps translate entered text automatically), these are nonetheless
repetitions of the same ‘type’ of action, namely machine translation. In her
second turn in Extract 1, Valentina claims that both machine translation apps
“translated it wrong”, but then adds, “[n]ot everything”, which might mean that
some parts of the contract text were translated adequately and some inade-
quately. Be that as it may, repeating the machine-translation action is neces-
sary for her to understand her contract to her satisfaction. This type of action-
chaining, which presupposes an ‘awareness’ of the first attempt being unsuc-
cessful and may be solved either via another LT or by involving a human in-
stead, is explored further in the following sections.

While not all chains are this complex, all participants are comfortable with
the necessity to complete a complex action that involves one or more LTs in a
particular sequence, in order to achieve their goals. The need to chain LT ac-
tions to overcome technological constraints is common especially with faulty
translation (see Extracts 1 and 2) and speech-to-text conversion. An example
is Dariya's demonstration of using Google Translate: Dariya first speaks into
her phone, but then must correct several small mistakes in the machine-tran-
scribed Russian text, such as inserting punctuation marks between sentences,
to improve the subsequent translation into German. What is particularly
notable about these LT action chains is not only how routinised they have
become to the forced migrants, but also that they all are accomplished on a
smartphone.
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5.3 Awareness of LT failures

The previous section demonstrates that the output of an LT-assisted action is
not always considered satisfactory by the participants. All participants criticise
the machine translation apps they use. Some criticism concerns the difficul-
ties involved in handling the app (e.g., the default font size), but most com-
plaints focus on the translation affordance itself. This is particularly notable
because these complaints are expressed by participants at various levels of Ger-
man competency, from A1 to B2. In other words, the awareness of translation
failures, particularly from Russian/Ukrainian into German, is not directly cor-
related to higher competency in the target language.

In the following interview extract (Figures 1 and 2 and Extract 2), Zoya
and Serhiy explain their difficulties with messaging potential landlords while
searching for an apartment on an Austrian website with classified advertise-
ments. This happened shortly after the family came to Austria, when they
were searching for a permanent place to live. The figures show stills of Zoya
re-enacting her use of Google Translate to communicate with potential land-
lords online, and Extract 2 shows the couple’s reflections on LT failures in this
situation.

In Figure 1, Zoya re-enacts her request for an apartment viewing: she used
the Russian phrase “Moxxno npuittu?” (Is it possible to come over?), which is
a standard polite formulation of this interrogative act. Due to the ellipsis of
agentand locative in Russian, the LT mistranslates her request to visit as an in-
vitation for the addressee to come to Zoya and Serhiy. Zoya then explains that
for Google Translate to translate accurately, it is necessary to input the Russian
expression correctly. She demonstrates a ‘correct’ input (“I Mory x Bam mpue-
xatb?”, Can I come to you?), which explicitly includes agent and locative. How-
ever, as Figure 2 shows, the translation is still not fully accurate, and pragmatic
nuances are lost. Russian and German both have the T/V politeness distinction
in their second person pronouns (informal ‘ter/duw’ vs. formal ‘Bb1/Si€’), but the
formal Russian ‘B!’ is translated here into German informal ‘du’.
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Figure 1: Stills of Zoya re-enacting her use  Figure 2: Stills of Zoya re-enacting her use
of Google Translate to communicate with  of Google Translate to communicate with
potential landlords online. Polite Russian  potential landlovds online. A more literal
phrasing. re-phrasing.
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RUS, lit.: Possible to come RUS, lit.: I can come to you [formal]?
GER: Can you [informal] come GER: Can I come to you [informal]?
Is it possible to come over? Can I come to you?

In the interview (Extract 2), the couple describes their experience with con-
tacting landlords in more detail. They show awareness of both issues with LT
translations, i.e., mistakes on the literal level (what is the request?) and mis-
takes with pragmatic nuance (how polite is the request?). Zoya and Serhiy con-
sider the resulting lack of politeness a major issue, describing it as showing
“[n]o respect” and lacking “norms of decency”. That is, even if the literal mean-
ing were translated accurately by the LT, the output would still be considered
imperfect, and the desired communication not fully achieved.
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Extract 2 (Original Russian)

Zoya: Hy, npaBaa, ¢ KBapTUpOW S OYeHb NepexuBana, NnoTomy yYto Ha TOT
MOMEHT 9 elé 6bina bepemerHa. M 9 Hauana nucatb Ha Willhaben-e. Mue
noacKasanu cairT, g Hauana nucatb Bcem noapas Ha Willhaben-e c nomouwsio
nepeBoAYMKOB. M Kak 0Ka3anoch, YTO KOrAa Thbl MULLELb C PYCCKON NOTUKOMN
— Hy, C pyCCKOMN, YKPAaNHCKON NOrMKOW — B NepeBogunke «MoXHO npuntm no-
CMOTpeTb KBapTMpy?, oHo nepeBoaut «Kannst du kommen? [‘Tbl MOXewWwb
npuntn?’]

Zoya and Int.: [Laugh.]

Zoya: To ecTb, «BOT, MOXeLlb Tbl KO MHe MPUIATU?» Ha TOT MOMEHT Mbl 3TOrO
elle He 3Hanu. MoToMm, KOr4a 1 UMTalo, uTo A MUcana AAaM, 3To 6bin Npo-
CTO KaKoi-To kowmap. Hy, To ecTb, UenoBeky nullelb ¢ NPocb6O NpUnTH
NMOCMOTPETb KBAPTMPY, OHO NepeBoauT «ModXellb AN Tbl KO MHE MPUIATU?
Byaewsb nn Tbl goma™» Tam. [Laughs.] Mepeas Hawa —

Serhiy: Mpuuem 310 Bbl — Thi, Tam [unintelligible] —

Zoya: Bbl — Tbl, TaM, Boo6LLEe —

Serhiy: Hukakoro ysaxeHnus. [Laughs.]

Zoya: [Laughing] He roBops y>e 0 Kakux-To, Aa, HOpMax NpUANYHKS...
Serhiy: oTom cTpaternio nomeHsna, Hauana nucatb Mbl U3 YkpauHbl. U
NOAM HaYanu oT3blBaTHCS.

Extract 2 (Translated from Russian)

Zoya: Well, | was very worried about [finding an] apartment, because at
that time | was still pregnant, and | started writing on Willhaben.® They
suggested the website to me, and | started writing to everyone on Willhaben
with the help of a translator. And as it turned out, when you write with Rus-
sian logic—well, with Russian, Ukrainian logic—in a translator, “Is it possible
to come view the apartment?”, it translates it as “Kannst du kommen? [‘Can
you come?]”

Zoya and Int.: [Laugh.]

Zoya: Thatis, “So, can you come to me?” We didn't know that yet. Later, when
| read what | wrote to people, it was just some kind of nightmare. That s, you
write to a person asking to come take a look at the apartment, it translates,
“Can you come to me? Will you be at home?” [Laughs.] Our first—

Serhiy: What's more, stuff like Bbi [formal-you] — bt [‘informal-you’] [unin-
telligible] —

Zoya: Stuff like Bbl — Tbl, there —

Serhiy: No respect. [Laughs.]

Zoya: [Laughing] Yes, putting aside any norms of decency...

8

Willhaben is an Austrian classified ads website, like Craigslist in the US.
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Serhiy: Then she changed the strategy, started saying we're from Ukraine.
Then people started to respond.

At first, it appears that Zoya and Serhiy’s awareness of this issue came sim-
ply with increased German competency. Zoya describes a temporal compo-
nent: first not knowing that a less literal Russian wording was translated badly
(“We didn't know that yet”), and only “later” realising how pragmatically awk-
ward the output was (“some kind of nightmare”). However, Zoya in fact became
aware of the failure earlier. She originally received no or few responses and re-
alised the problem was a linguistic one (rather than due to the family’s res-
idency status or current lack of employment). In response she “changed the
strategy” of communication, explicitly writing in her messages that the fam-
ily are Ukrainian forced migrants. Implicitly justifying the grammatical errors
and/or pragmatic awkwardness caused by machine translation, this strategy
proved effective, as Zoya started receiving replies. Zoya’s awareness of LT fail-
ures of LT output thus came from realising that her goal of connecting with
potential landlords was not being achieved.

While increased German competency and a lack of achieving communica-
tion goals are indirect ways of becoming aware of output failures, several of the
participants also describe directly testing the LT output. An important strat-
egy that emerges here is attempting to machine-translate into a language that
the forced migrant is competent in. Eva and Serhiy, who have a higher compe-
tency in English, described translating from Russian/Ukrainian into English
with various machine translation apps and evaluating the outcome. However,
there is no uniform evaluation of the outcome. Eva eventually selected DeepL
as her app of choice, while Serhiy decided no LT was good at translating, but
nonetheless chose Google Translate for its higher ease of use. Translation into a
language forced migrants are competent in serves as a useful proxy for eval-
uating how well a LT app works for a language whose output they cannot yet
evaluate directly.

Another strategy which emerges from the interviews is testing the output
via back translation, that is, translating Russian/Ukrainian into German and
then translating the output back into Russian/Ukrainian. This action sequence
is described by both Valentina and Dariya, who use it to double-check the qual-
ity of the translation. If the result is not satisfactory, they edit the Russian/
Ukrainian message, for example by simplifying a longer sentence, and repeat
the action. This chain of action thus not only serves to evaluate the machine
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translation output despite a lack of sufficient language competency, but is also
used to fix any communication problems that might arise due to LT failure.

5.4 Human-in-the-loop strategies

As the previous sections illustrate, LT output is not always perfect, and forced
migrants must develop various strategies to deal with its imperfections. In
addition to combining different LTs (Section 5.2), another strategy emerges
out of combining technological and human resources within a sequence of
actions. In the field of Human-Computer Interaction, practices that include
a human actor into a longer workflow which primarily relies on LTs are called
‘human-in-the-loop’ (Brown & Grinter, 2016; Groves, 2008), a term we also
adopt here. While previous research in applied linguistics has documented
how forced migrants occasionally rely on professional or community inter-
preters (Berbel, 2020; Kletecka-Pulker et al., 2019), our interest here is more
specifically how humans are integrated into chains of LT-assisted action. A
typical human-in-the-loop example is presented in Extract 3: Hanna recounts
her experience soon after her child entered preschool.” While her German at
the time of the interview was at B2 level, at the time of the story she knew
hardly any German and thus attempted to use Google Translate to communicate
with the child’s teacher. As she explains, at times a boy in her daughter’s class
also acted as an ad-hoc interpreter.

Extract 3 (Original Russian)

Hanna: A camblii NepBbiil, HAaBEpHOE, MO OMbIT C NEPEBOAUYNKOM, 3TO BbiA,
Koraa Moii pe6beHoK nowén B caguk. 1o 6bin mait mecsu,. Ei 6b110 Tpu roga.
M 3TO, KOHEYHO, 6bl1 OTPOMHBIN WOK AN Heé, And pebEHKa, KOTOpPbIA OKa-
3a/1cs B HEMELLKOSI3bIYHOW Cpejie, He 3Hast HU OLHOTO C1I0Ba, U BOKPYT HEKOMY
MoMOoYb.

BoT. /1 nepBble ABe Hefenw 5 Lo/MKHa Bbina NPUCYTCTBOBATb TaM, B yTPEHHME
yachbl, TO €CTb Mbl MPUXOAUAN Ha ABA Yaca, U NepBble Be HeAenun 5 NpucyT-
cTBOBana Tam. Hy BOT, 1 He MOHMMAD HUYETO, HUKOTO, HUKTO He MOoHUMaeT
MeHs. U Tam, aa, Tam 6bi1 UCKNOUMTENbHO NepeBoauunk. MepeBoaumnk, mbl
o6Lwanuck ¢ BocnuTaTeNbHULLEN UCKOUUTENBHO C NepeBoaunkom. [a, a no-
Tom [laughing slightly] focnoab ycabiwan mou monutsesl. M B rpynne moero
pebeHka okasancs pebeHoK pyccKos3blUHbINA.

Interviewer: Aa!

9 In Austria, children go to preschool until approximately the age of 6.

Access - [{=) -


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839476291-007
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

J. Yudytska and J. Androutsopoulos: The use of language technologies in forced migration

Hanna: Hy, oH poanncs 3aech. To ecTb, OH CBO60AHO... Y HEro 6oblie HeMell-
KW pOLHOW, UeM pyccKMil. BOT, Hy OH M3 cembM, KOTOpasi TOXe Bblexana B
90-e roabl 13 6biBwero Cosetckoro Cotosa.

BoT, 1, KOHEYHO, 3TOT ManbYMK O4YeHb CUNBHO NOAAEPXKAN U NMOMOI MOeMY
pebéHky B caamke. M Koraa Mbl 3axXo4uau C BOCMUTATENbHULEN COBCEM B
TYMUK, KOFAa Mbl HE MOMIM OBBACHUTLCA JaXe C NEPEBOAUMKOM, Mbl yXKe
MpOCTO 3Ba/ 3TOr0 Manb4mka M Npocuan.. 1 cnpawmsana: «Ckaxu mHe,
4TO OHa rOBOPUT, S He NoHMMalo.» BoT, u, XoTs OHa MuLeT, a NepeBoAUNK
nepeBOAUT UTO-TO Takoe... 1 He oueHb o6t Google Translate.

Extract 3 (Translated from Russian)

Hanna: And my very first, probably, experience with the translator was
when my child went to preschool, it was the month of May. She was three
years old. And it was, of course, a huge shock for her, for a child who found
herself in a German-speaking environment, not knowing a single word, and
no one around to help.

So. The first two weeks | had to be present there in the morning hours, that
is, we came for two hours, and the first two weeks | was present. Well, |
don't understand anything, nobody understands me, and there, yes, there
was exclusively the translator. The translator — we communicated with the
teacher exclusively with the translator. Yes, and then [laughing slightly]
God heard my prayers. And a Russian-speaking child turned up in my child's
group.

Interviewer: Ohh!

Hanna: Well, he was born here. That is, he freely... German is more his
mother tongue than Russian. He's from a family that also left the former
Soviet Union, in the '90s.

So, of course, this boy really supported and helped my child in the preschool.
And when we came to an impasse with the teacher, when we couldn't explain
ourselves even with the translator, we just called this boy and asked him...
| would ask him: “Tell me what she’s saying, | don't understand”. Although
she writes it, but the translator translates something so... | don't really like
Google Translate.

This story illustrates the primacy of LTs as a solution, with the human-in-
the-loop strategy only used sparingly. Although Hanna claims she “[doesn’t]
really like Google Translate”, she still overwhelmingly relied on it as her main
resource for communication at that time. Only when she and the teacher
“couldn’t explain [themselves] even with the translator”, that is, when she
failed to accomplish LT-assisted interaction, did she turn as a last resort to
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the ad-hoc interpreter available. The dispreference for a human-in-the-loop
solution cannot be due to a belief that the LT is more accurate at translation
or better at achieving the communicative goal, as the boy was tasked with
helping specifically in more difficult situations when the LT failed. Rather,
the dispreference likely arises due to the identity of the interpreter, namely
a young child who is not a family member. In contrast to the LT, a constantly
available resource, asking a young child places an additional burden on them
and is therefore avoided.

An additional aspect is the ambiguity as to what extent involving a human
interpreter can be considered a proper solution to the task at hand when com-
pared with the use of LTs. Hanna jokingly describes the appearance of the boy
in her daughter’s class as “God hear[ing] [her] prayers”, that is, a very posi-
tive but unexpected coincidence. She did not deliberately seek out another hu-
man to accompany her to the preschool. This contrasts with the use of LTs as
a resource, which requires the deliberate downloading of apps and other dig-
ital literacy activities. Nevertheless, once a human resource is coincidentally
available, they can become incorporated into a routinised chain of actions for
achieving understanding in interaction.

While the very young age of the ad-hoc interpreter makes this specific case
striking, the patterns found here are mirrored across other participants. More
specifically, a human-in-the-loop strategy appears to be used only after an ini-
tial LT attempt, often a failed one. For example, Eva’s chain of LT-assisted ac-
tion to interact with her child’s school is to first use DeepL to understand the
teacher’'s WhatsApp messages. If she does not understand the outcome, she for-
wards the messages to her husband, and he in turn asks his work colleagues for
a translation. Of course, those forced migrants who can rely on a family mem-
ber or friend to act as a community interpreter may strongly prefer this solu-
tion at the expense of LTs. For those who don't have such a connection, however,
the human-in-the-loop does not seem to be a preferred solution to issues with
LTs. In Zoya's report, this dispreference is not due to a lack of trust in human
output compared to LT output. Rather, human resources are used sparingly
for tasks considered too complex to entrust to LT. In addition to the examples
above, Zoya describes first machine-translating medical documents regarding
her pregnancy, then asking a bilingual friend to check the correctness of the
machine translation output. Similarly, Dariya describes using LT assistance in
messaging with a potential landlord, then asking a friend to talk with him at
the apartment viewing. She explains adopting this strategy not because of a
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higher difficulty of using LTs in face-to-face communication, but to ensure the
accuracy of the information relayed.

In short, due to the participants’ acute awareness of potential LT failures
(Section 5.3), even untrained ad-hoc interpreters are considered more trust-
worthy on occasions where the communicative goal is particularly important
and/or complex. On the other hand, a disadvantage of this reliance on human
resources appears to be the burden placed on another individual, especially as
their engagement typically comes without any compensation due to the pre-
carious living situation of the forced migrants. Thus, the human-in-the-loop
strategy within an LT-assisted chain of action centres on balancing the con-
stant availability of LTs with the reliability of human translations.

6. Conclusions

This chapter draws on data from preliminary fieldwork to tap into a largely
unexplored, but highly timely area of digital literacy practice: How forced mi-
grants with limited knowledge of a host society language draw on language
technologies for a variety of tasks that aim at overcoming communicative bar-
riers in the precarious situation of (early) forced migration. The lack of applied
linguistics and sociolinguistics research on this process might be explained by
the novelty of the technological solutions involved, on the one hand, and the
recent intensity of forced migration into Europe, on the other. The collated im-
pact of both processes only made itself felt in the late 2010s and early 2020s. The
degree of routinisation in the use of LTs documented in this research is yet an-
other evidence for the statement that migrants are at the forefront of adopting
digital technologies for interpersonal communication (Lexander & Androut-
sopoulos, 2023; Madianou, 2014).

We expect that future research will bring to the fore similarities between
our findings and the strategies adopted by other communities of forced and
voluntary migrants. That said, two aspects make the situation of forced mi-
grants particularly striking. Firstly, forced migrants face an especially high
pressure to achieve communication goals due to the precariousness of their
situation, especially immediately upon arrival. They may also face additional
mental pressure, as an inability to communicate with others can add a further
layer of trauma to existing ones (Busi¢ et al., 2022). Secondly, in situations of
forced migration like the Ukrainian one, a large group of people find them-
selves encountering a new language near-simultaneously. Tips and tricks are
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spread among the community as they learn to use (often entirely unfamil-
iar) smartphone-based technologies: as our examples suggest, community
members help each other acquire new skills and strategies, albeit imperfectly.
Due to the combination of pressures and mutual aid, forced migrants’ under-
standing of how to deal with LTs is often especially intricate, whilst also being
obtained very rapidly.

Even though data from six participants only allow for highly preliminary
findings, we suggest this study offers some points of departure for follow-up
work. More specifically, the research approach proposed in this paper aims to
document the LT-assisted actions forced migrants undertake to achieve com-
munication with host society authorities and citizens. Our focus is on relations
between LTs, goals, and communicative contexts (including participation for-
mats and modalities of language), thereby also taking into consideration how
individual life trajectories and language-learning practices may influence peo-
ple’s predisposition to use LTs. The tripartite distinction between understand-
ing, production, and interaction shows that our informants place different im-
portance on these goals. Understanding text in the host society language is
most crucial and common, then interacting with members of the host com-
munity, and finally producing text. While other populations may have differ-
ent priorities, we nonetheless expect the systematics developed in this chapter
to prove useful for further research. In addition, the interviews and re-enact-
ments of the six participants brought to the fore three further dimensions of LT
use that seem worth exploring in more detail in future work: chains of LT-as-
sisted action, awareness of limitation and failures of LTs, and occasional re-
liance on human support alongside smartphone-based tools. Forced migrants
thus develop complex strategies and a practice-based awareness of how LTs
work and how they can be appropriated to ease communicative barriers at early
stages for forced migration.
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